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Abstract  Most studies on the spatial determi-
nants of radical voting adopt a purely contemporary 
approach, suggesting that the current characteristics 
of one’s geographical environment (most notably 
diversity and economic deprivation) largely deter-
mine the propensity to vote for a radical party. While 
this approach has led to new insights, in the current 
paper we also investigate whether there is a historical 
pattern with regard the spatial determinants of radical 
voting. Theoretically, this would suggest there is at 
least some form of continuity between the ‘tribalist’ 
voting of the 1930s (Popper, The open society and its 
enemies, Routledge, London, 1945), and the current 
wave of populist voting. In this results in the region. 
Our analysis, however, does not show any significant 
correlation between both results at the level of the 
small electoral districts. We do find more support for 
some level of historical continuity between commu-
nist electoral scores and left populist voting, than for 
the same relation on the radical right side of the elec-
toral spectrum, and we close by offering some specu-
lation on causes for this lack of continuity.

Keywords  Radical voting · Belgium · History · 
1936 Elections · Vlaams Belang · Labour Party 
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Introduction

It is a well-known phenomenon that electoral results 
follow established geographical patterns, as politi-
cal parties typically have their stronghold in specific 
cities and regions (Goguel, 1951; Johnston & Pat-
tie, 2006). Although some studies have documented 
a ‘nationalization’ of electoral politics, i.e., a trend 
toward the occurrence of uniform electoral results 
across an entire country or political system (Car-
amani, 2004), in practice countries are far from 
politically homogeneous (Russo, 2014). Research in 
the United States even suggests that the country is 
becoming increasingly polarized across geographi-
cal lines, partly because partisans tend to relocate to 
regions where their preferred party has established 
an electoral advantage (Johnston et  al., 2020; Miller 
& Conover, 2015; Shelley, 2022). It is striking to 
observe, however, that efforts to explain the geo-
graphical spread of specific party support tend to start 
from contemporary spatial determinants. A routine 
assumption is indeed that the current characteristics 
of a region determine the electoral strength of a spe-
cific political party during elections (Biswas, 2023; 
Cutts et  al., 2020; Furlong, 2019; Lenzi & Perucca, 
2021). While we certainly do not wish to question 
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the important insights gained from this approach in 
the literature, it has to be noted that a strong histori-
cal path dependency should be taken into account, 
too (Flint, 2000). Various studies have shown that 
historical divisions continue to have an impact on 
current electoral results (Grabowski, 2019; Zagórski 
& Markowski, 2021). These historical determinants 
suggest a pattern of path dependency: once a political 
party has gained a stronghold in a specific region, it is 
more likely that this party and its candidates will con-
tinue to concentrate campaign efforts on this region. 
Voters, therefore, are more likely to continue to sup-
port this party, even when the original cleavage struc-
ture that initially gave rise to this first party success, 
might have disappeared already a long time ago.

One of the most sweeping changes in electoral pol-
itics in Europe during the last decades has been the 
rise of radical-right and populist parties (Rooduijn, 
2018). In various countries, these parties have gained 
substantial support among public opinion, with pro-
grams based on nativism, distrust toward the politi-
cal elite, and anti-immigrant sentiments (Lindholm 
& Rapeli, 2023). We know already a great deal about 
the individual-level determinants of radical-right vot-
ing, while there is also some research on the spatial 
determinants of this voting pattern, with an empha-
sis on the presence of ethnic minorities in the region 
(Arzheimer, 2009; Jambrina-Canseco, 2023; Ford & 
Goodwin, 2010; Rydgren and Ruth, 2013; Stiers & 
Hooghe, 2022).

Most of these studies, however, use the current 
characteristics of a region in order to explain the 
success of radical-right parties, and at first sight this 
seems a straightforward research design. In the theo-
retical literature there is indeed a tendency to see pop-
ulist parties as a ‘new’ phenomenon, that combines 
a number of unique ideological features (Rydgren, 
2018). Furthermore, most radical-right parties were 
founded in the recent past, so there is no obvious 
organizational continuity for these parties. Neverthe-
less, some studies already suggested a relation with 
historical demographic patterns: radical-right par-
ties seem to have their electoral strongholds in those 
regions where there are more returnees from the for-
mer colonies, even when these have already settled 
several decades ago (Veugelers, 2020). Especially in 
Germany, some research has shown a pattern of per-
sistence between the voting pattern in the 1930s and 
the current basis of electoral support for extreme-right 

voting (Cantoni et  al., 2018; Pepinsky et  al., 2023). 
While the original structural circumstances that might 
have given rise to an extreme right party have disap-
peared a long time ago, apparently there are still con-
ditions that are conducive to an extreme right vote in 
those specific regions. As far as we now, however, 
this kind of analysis has not yet been conducted in 
other countries.

Theoretically, however, this is an interesting 
research question, because it allows us to determine 
to what extent the current wave of challenger parties 
actually can be considered as a totally new and unique 
phenomenon or whether there is at least some form 
of historical continuity with older right-wing authori-
tarian movements and parties. To a large extent, the 
nativism that is crucial to the current radical-right 
ideology is close to the ‘tribalism’ that was identi-
fied as a key identifying element of the authoritarian 
movements of the 1930s (Popper, 1945). Accord-
ing to Popper, tribalism should be conceptualized as 
a longing for strong leadership in a closed society, 
without any internal divisions or strong influences 
from outside the community. When we do observe 
a geographical pattern of historical continuity, this 
would be a reasonable argument to challenge the 
alleged ideological ‘novelty’ of this party family.

One of the reasons for this lack of research is that it 
poses a clear challenge to develop a coherent research 
design. Not only do we need access to current geo-
graphical data on the success of radical right parties, 
we also need comparable historical data, and further-
more there is also a need for a predecessor party that 
can clearly be identified, and that had some form of 
electoral success in the pre-war period. The time gap, 
too, needs to be sufficiently large so we can be cer-
tain that is not the same voters that are being counted 
in these elections as this would suggest an individual 
level pattern of continuity, and not an aggregate level 
effect. For the specific situation of the Flemish region 
of Belgium, all these conditions are fulfilled, and that 
is why we will focus on this region for the empirical 
analysis in the remainder of this paper. The region has 
had a successful radical-right party since the 1990s, 
while there was also a strong presence of authoritar-
ian challenger parties in the 1930s (De Wever, 2007; 
Van Holsteyn, 2018). More specifically, we will 
investigate whether, even controlling for contempo-
rary spatial determinants of an extreme right vote, 
we still find a pattern of historical continuity in the 
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aggregate level results of these parties. Furthermore, 
we will investigate to what extent the same aggregate 
level variables (i.e., labour market structure, unem-
ployment and diversity) can help us to explain the 
electoral score of extreme parties.

Equally important, however, is that radical left 
political parties have also been active in the region. In 
the political science literature, there is less attention 
for the rise of radical left than for the rise of radical 
left parties, but theoretically both sides of the politi-
cal spectrum are equally relevant. Both for radical 
right as for radical left, it can be assumed that these 
parties function as challenger parties, that question 
and potentially disrupt the political status quo. With 
regard to voting motives too, this suggests that these 
voters have in common a form of discontent, and this 
might be one of the reasons their electoral scores 
are geographically concentrated (Hutter & Borbáth, 
2019). More importantly, by comparing radical right 
and radical left parties, we obtain a more robust 
research design, with as a result we can be more 
confident that our results are not just the artifact of a 
rather unique single party. If we turn to our specific 
case, it can be observed that the Flemish region of 
Belgium also has a rather successful radical left polit-
ical party. In fact, both in the 1930s as in the early 
party of the twenty-first century, various authors used 
the expression ‘the rise of the extremes’, to include 
both the radical right as the radical left (De Wever, 
1994). The elections of 1936 were highly successful 
for the Belgian Communist Party, in the slipstream 
of the victory of the Front Populaire in France a few 
weeks earlier. Up until the 1980s the Communist 
Party gained seats in Parliament, and shortly after the 
end of World War II it even briefly participated in a 
coalition government (Gotovitch, 2012). While the 
Communist Party was abolished after it lost electoral 
appeal, its place at the extreme left side of the spec-
trum was taken by the ‘Labour Party’, that started 
from an orthodox Maoist inspiration, but rather suc-
cessfully transformed itself into a left wing populist 
party (Delwit, 2016). This phenomenon allows us to 
investigate the historical continuities of radical vot-
ing, both on the right as on the left side of the politi-
cal spectrum. The presence of successful radical right 
and radical left political parties, both in 1936 as in 
2019, offer the ideal setting to investigate spatial pat-
terns of radical voting, both at the radical right as on 
the radical left side of the political spectrum. While 

there is an abundance of research on radical right vot-
ing, it can be observed that thus far there is not all 
that much research available on the determinants of 
radical left voting (Marcos-Marne, 2021), so this 
obviously constitutes an important contribution to our 
knowledge of radical voting patterns.

The Belgian case

Belgium offers an interesting case to investigate the 
geographical and historical determinants of radical 
voting, first because the country has one of the oldest 
and most successful extreme-right parties in Europe: 
the ‘Flemish Interest’, or Vlaams Belang (Erk, 2005; 
Sijstermans, 2021). The party can be considered as a 
typical exponent of this specific party family, with an 
emphasis on the consequences of immigration, secu-
rity and diversity issues. In the 2019 general elections 
in Belgium, the party obtained 18.5% from the vote in 
the Flemish region of Belgium. Furthermore, during 
those elections, we can observe a high degree of local 
variation in support for that party, ranging from 8.36 
per cent in the university town of Leuven, to 33.49 in 
the former industrial town of Ninove. Self-evidently, 
individual level variation can explain a substantial 
part of these observed differences, but it does remain 
theoretically relevant to investigate the spatial deter-
minants of the Vlaams Belang vote.

Furthermore, in the Belgian case there is also a 
historical precedent, as the country had quite active 
extreme-right political parties in the 1930s (Conway, 
1996). The May 1936 elections led to the highest 
ever score for extreme-right parties in Belgium, as 
‘Rex’ obtained 11.5, and the Flemish National Alli-
ance (VNV) obtained 7.1 per cent of the vote. It has 
to be noted that both parties were competitors: while 
they shared a common extreme right ideology, they 
did split on the linguistic divide in Belgium. Rex 
originally was a French-speaking party, subsequently 
spreading out its activities to the Dutch-speaking 
part of the country, and it advocated a model of Bel-
gian unity. After the German invasion of May 1940, 
Rex actively collaborated with the Nazi occupation 
force, and its leader was sentenced to death because 
he joined the German army (Conway, 1993). On the 
Flemish side, the Flemish National Alliance was in 
favour of an authoritarian political regime, but it also 
favoured a stronger autonomy for the Flemish region, 
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against the Belgian unitary state. The VNV also col-
laborated intensively with the German occupation 
force after 1940 and several of its local mayors very 
actively participated in the persecution of the Jew-
ish population in Belgium (De Wever, 1994; Gérard-
Libois & Gotovitch, 1971; Vanden Daelen, 2019). It 
has to be noted that there is no strict organizational 
continuity from a historical perspective: after the end 
of World War II both parties were banned, and several 
of their leaders were prosecuted for active collabora-
tion with the enemy. Only four decades later, in 1978, 
a new extreme-right political party was founded, the 
‘Vlaams Blok’, that had its first major electoral suc-
cess during the 1991 general elections (Breuning 
& Ishiyama, 1998). The 2019 elections, however, 
meant a real breakthrough for the Vlaams Belang that 
became the second party in the region of Flanders.

It could be argued, however, that we investigate 
mainly ‘radical’ voting, and that the pattern we find 
is not typical for ‘radical-right’ voting. As a robust-
ness analysis, therefore, we will conduct exactly the 
same analysis but this time focusing on the radical-
left vote, taking the Communist Party in 1936, and 
the extreme-left Labour Party in 2019 as examples. 
Again, there is no organizational continuity, as the 
Communist Party lost its last seats in Parliament in 
1985, and completely ceased to exist in 2009. The 
current Labour Party only gained its first parliamen-
tary seats in the Flemish region in 2019, obtaining 5.3 
per cent of the vote.

If our goal is to compare the 1936 and the 2019 
elections, the risk of a personal overlap is negligi-
ble, as in the whole of Belgium, there are only 1487 
inhabitants above the age of 100 (and who were there-
fore eligible to vote in 1936), and it can be assumed 
that not all of them physically turned out to vote in 
2019. Therefore we can be quite confident that it is 
not the same individuals that did take part in both the 
1936 and the 2019 elections. If we would find any 
pattern on continuity, this has to be situated at the 
aggregate level, not at the individual level.

It is important to point out that Belgium is a federal 
country, with two linguistically segregated party sys-
tems. The Dutch language parties only compete in the 
Dutch-language region of Flanders, while the French-
language parties only compete in the French-language 

region of Wallonia (Hooghe & Stiers, 2022).1 In the 
Walloon region of the country, there is no viable 
radical-right party, while in Flanders the radical-right 
party is present since 1978, reaching up to 24 per cent 
of the vote (De Jonge, 2021). During those last four 
decades, the electoral profile of the ‘Vlaams Belang’ 
(the new name of the Vlaams Blok) has remained rel-
atively unchanged, recruiting mainly lowly-educated 
voters with a high level of anti-immigrant sentiments 
(Deschouwer, 2018). Therefore, this analysis will 
remained limited to the Flemish region of Belgium, 
with some six million inhabitants, or more than half 
of the total Belgian population.

More specifically we will analyze election results 
at the level of the canton, which is the smallest geo-
graphical unit that is available for both the historical 
as the current elections. In 2019, the region of Flan-
ders was divided in 103 cantons, which means that on 
average a canton has ca. 40,500 votes.2 It is important 
to note that the canton is a purely administrative unit, 
that is solely used for the organization of the field-
work of the elections. Cantons are not used to assign 
seats in the elections, as this happens on the much 
larger level of the electoral circumscriptions (five of 
them in Flanders, so on average there are 21 cantons 
in a circumscription). As such, candidate lists are 
the same all over the circumscription, so there is no 
obvious reason to assume the presence of candidates 
would have a specific effect on the canton level. The 
goal of a canton is not to offer a sense of geographi-
cal unity, as it typically consists of a major popula-
tion center, and all the surrounding more rural areas. 
As the purpose of the cantons is purely administra-
tive, it is a safe guess that most voters will not even be 
aware of the canton they are part of. For the purpose 
of the analysis, the main conclusion is that the canton 
is an ‘empty’ unit of spatial aggregation, with no spe-
cific characteristics with regard to district magnitude, 
popular candidates, or other possible intervening 

1  These two regions include ca. 90% of the Belgian popula-
tion. For the time being we leave aside the bilingual region of 
the capital Brussels, and the much smaller German-language 
region in the east of the country.
2  There are also five smaller ‘virtual’ cantons, that are used to 
group the votes of Belgian voting from abroad. These cantons 
are not included in the current analysis as they do not corre-
spond to any real territory, and together only account for 7588 
votes, which is about 0.2 per cent of all votes in the region.
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variables. For some analyses, however, the data are 
not available on the level of the ‘canton’, but only on 
the level of the larger ‘arrondissement’. Currently, the 
300 municipalities in Flanders are grouped into 103 
cantons and subsequently 22 arrondissements.

The most interesting feature for our purpose, how-
ever, is that the geographical boundaries of most of 
the cantons did not change all that much during the 
past century. When population figures rose substan-
tially, some cantons have been split up, while some of 
the cantons near Brussels also changed their borders 
to allow for the complicated process of regionaliza-
tion in Belgian politics. For 88 of the 103 cantons, 
however, not all that much changed, so this unit of 
observation can be used both for historical as for cur-
rent election results. More specifically, we will com-
pare the 1936 and the 2019 election results. These 
elections were selected because they represent a his-
torical turning point for extreme political parties. In 
1936, the extreme-right parties obtained their highest 
scores for this period (De Wever, 1992), and for the 
Vlaams Belang, this was repeated in 2019. For the 
Communists in 1936, and the Labour Party in 2019, 
these elections too were highly successful, leading to 
their highest ever scores.

For the analysis, we use official election results 
as they are gathered by the Belgian Ministry of the 
Interior. In total we can perform the historical analy-
sis for 88 of the 103 current electoral cantons. A few 
adjustments were necessary to make this comparison 
possible. For three cantons in the province of East 
Flanders, recent municipal mergers implied the con-
struction of larger cantons for the 2019 elections. For 
these three cantons we were able to reconstruct results 
for the 1936 elections, so we have the same observa-
tion unit in all three cases. In other cases, there is a 
direct historical continuity, but with some minor cor-
rections as small rural municipalities were transferred 
from one canton to another. Mostly this had to do 
with municipal mergers, or with the fact that histori-
cally some population centers became more impor-
tant. These were all smaller municipalities with just a 
few thousand inhabitants, as obviously the center cit-
ies of the canton always remain the same.

As in previous research, the challenge for this com-
parison is to be able to match the pre-war electoral 
circumscriptions with the current ones, and it has to 
be noted that in this regard, Belgium offers a high 
degree of stability. The system of arrondissements 

and cantons, as it was established when the current 
territory became part of France in 1795 basically 
has not changed all that much. The changes between 
1936 and 2019 are limited, and find their origin in a 
distinct number of administrative motives. First, the 
country was linguistically segregated in 1963, in a 
Dutch, a French, a German speaking and a bilingual 
area. As the goal was to implement a very strict lin-
guistic separation, this meant that some cantons were 
split up, so that they all fully belonged to just one 
language region. On the level of the arrondissements, 
there is just one major change, in that the bilingual 
area of the capital Brussels was separated from the 
Dutch language suburbs of Halle/Vilvoorde that sur-
round the capital. All other arrondissements kept the 
same borders. Second, smaller municipalities were 
merged in 1976. In a vast majority of cases these 
mergers were conducted within the existing canton 
boundaries, so they did not change the functioning 
of this unit. In those cases where did this not happen, 
canton lines were changed to adjust to the new situ-
ation as a municipality obviously can only belong to 
one canton. Mostly this implied that very small rural 
former municipalities were moved from one canton 
to another, with a limited impact on the number of 
inhabitants involved. Third, the major cities of Ant-
werp, Ghent and Brussels continued to expand, incor-
porating in some instances suburbs that were previ-
ously the seat of a canton. As obviously the canton 
seat has to be a full and autonomous municipality, 
this meant that either these cantons were discontinued 
or merged into a canton seat further from the main 
city. Finally, there are also two cases were a smaller 
regional center gradually became more important 
over the decades, and was successful in establishing 
its own canton. This, however, only happened twice: 
with the municipalities of Aalter in East Flanders 
(that doubled its population during the twentieth cen-
tury) and Genk in Limburg (that became a successful 
mining city, with a population that grew 20-fold). All 
these changes leave us with 88 cantons where the bor-
ders did not change substantially between 1936 and 
2019.

Methods

To obtain a first view on the possible spatial continu-
ity of radical voting, we first present a set of electoral 
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maps of the Flemish Region in order to observe the 
strongholds of the radical parties in the 1936 and 
2019 elections respectively. We subsequently esti-
mate regression models explaining radical voting in 
each of the years under investigation separately, to 
test whether commonly identified measures such as 
unemployment levels and level of diversity explain 
radical voting (Gordon, 2018; Stiers & Hooghe, 
2022). It has to be noted that, before the Second 
World War, Belgium did not have a system of univer-
sal unemployment protection, so that unemployment 
figures for the 1930s are still based only on registered 
workers (Vanthemsche, 1989: 105–152). Most likely, 
therefore the unemployment rates of the 1930s are an 
underestimate, but it has to be noted that this was a 
period of a rather deep economic crisis in the country 
(Baudhuin, 1946). However, as the same legislation 
was applied over the entire territory of the country, 
it is still possible to compare the different geographi-
cal units within Belgium. Diversity is measured as the 
percentage of non-EU citizens living in the canton 
(Stiers & Hooghe, 2022). For 1936 we use the per-
centage of non-Belgians in the total population. For 
both elections, we also include information about the 
basic economic structure, by including the percentage 
of the total labour force that is employed in industry. 
This allows us to assess whether industrial areas are 
more prone to be characterized by a radical electoral 
preference. We also include a control for district mag-
nitude by including the number of valid votes cast.3 
The challenge for this research design was to find 
reliable economic and population data for 1936. We 
did find these data from the official Belgian statis-
tics office; however, they were not collected at the 
level of cantons, but at the level of the larger arron-
dissements. Therefore, in these analyses, we explain 
radical voting on the arrondissement level. In a last 
step, and most central for our research question, we 
regress vote shares of the radical parties in 2019 on 
vote shares of these parties in 1936, again on the can-
ton level. We also include control variables measured 
at this level in 2019. In this way, the models reveal 
whether historical continuities add to explaining 
support for radical parties in addition to the already 
known determinants of radical voting.

Results

First we look at electoral results at the level of the 
canton for the elections of both 1936 and 2019 
(Fig. 1). In the Figure, darker shades represent higher 
electoral scores for the radical right party in resp. 
1936 and 2019. While there are obvious differences, 
it is also clear that there are some regions (notably in 
the Eastern and Western parts of the region) where 
radical right parties obtain a high score in both elec-
tions. It has to be noted that these parties do not seem 
to obtain their highest scores in the major urban 
regions, that also have the highest level of cultural 
and ethnic diversity.

Subsequently we repeat the some exercise for radi-
cal left voting, where we compare the score of 1936 
and 2019. We can observe that the radical left politi-
cal parties obtain their highest scores in the urban 
areas of Antwerp, Ghent and Brussels, while their 
scores are much weaker in the more rural areas in the 
western part of the region (Fig. 2).

While this representation might provide us with 
some guidance on historical continuity, more can be 
learned from further models explaining support for 
these radical parties. Therefore, first, we estimate 
OLS models predicting the vote share for the radical 
right and radical left respectively, in 1936 and 2019 
respectively. As explained above, these analyses are 
on the level of the arrondissements, as only on this 
level the macro-economic data are available. The 
results are summarized in Table 1.

The results in Table 1 show that our variables do 
not add to explaining radical voting in 2019. Surpris-
ingly, we do not find a significant association between 
the level of diversity and support for the radical-right 
Vlaams Belang in the 2019 elections, which has 
been reported in earlier research on the geographical 
determinants of radical-right voting (Evans & Ivaldi, 
2021). The radical right party tends to perform bet-
ter in industrial areas, or to express it differently: it 
scores less well in arrondissement that are dominated 
by employment in government and the service sector. 
We do find a positive association between unemploy-
ment levels and support for the radical left party in 
2019. The radical left party indeed scores quite well 
in the former industrial regions, where some of the 
heavy industry has disappeared in recent decades. 
For the radical left, the structure of the labour mar-
ket does not have an effect. Looking at the results 

3  Turning out to vote is compulsory in Belgium (both in 1936 
as in 2019), and turnout rates are stable at ca. 90%.



5749GeoJournal (2023) 88:5743–5755	

1 3
Vol.: (0123456789)

for 1936, however, none of our variables of interest 
explain support for these radical parties. The radi-
cal right party performed less well in industrial areas 
in 1936, while in 2019 this relation is inversed. We 
further observe that the radical right VNV scored, on 
average, lower in larger districts, while the larger cit-
ies seem to be a stronghold for radical left voting both 
in 1936 and in 2019.

Our main interest, however, is to investigate his-
torical continuities in radical voting. We therefore 
estimate another set of models with the 2019 election 
results as the dependent variable, and the electoral 
results at the level of the cantons as observation unit. 

As the labour market statistics of the 1930’s are only 
available on the larger aggregate level of the arron-
dissement, these data could not be included in this 
analysis on the level of the canton. Our initial assump-
tion that there also might be a connection between the 
1936 Rex vote and the Vlaams Belang score proved 
not to be the case, as obviously the Rex party started 
from a very francophone-dominated vision on the 
future of Belgium, which seems completely at odds 
with the Flemish nationalist framework of the Vlaams 
Belang. Therefore, we focus only on the 1936 score 
of the VNV. The results for this party are summarized 
in Table 2.

Fig. 1   Scores for radical right parties in 1936 and 2019 (VNV 
and Vlaams Belang), Flemish Region of Belgium.  Source: 
Ministry of the Interior. White areas represent cantons that 
could not be reconstructed based on historical data; the white 

area in the bottom middle is Brussels. The letters indicate the 
main cities: B (Bruges), G (Ghent), A (Antwerp), L (Leuven), 
and H (Hasselt)
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In the first model, it can be observed that the rela-
tion between the electoral score in 1936 and the score 
in 2019 is only borderline significant (p = 0.08). We 
cannot assume, therefore, that there would be a strong 
historical continuity between both elections. In the 
subsequent models 2 and 3, we control for ethnic 
diversity and unemployment in 2019, and both corre-
late negatively with the electoral score of the Vlaams 
Belang in 2019. However, when including these vari-
ables simultaneously, the effects are rendered non-
significant. In a final model 5, we also control for 
the magnitude of the electoral canton, but this does 
not change the results of the analysis. The results of 
this regression analysis, therefore, do not suggest a 

strong historical continuity between radical right vot-
ing in the 1930s, and in the most recent elections in 
the country. Obviously, in this case, Belgium does 
not follow the pattern as it was established for radical 
right voting in Germany.

When we turn to the radical left side of the politi-
cal spectrum, we can observe that at the aggregate 
level the correlation between the 1936 and the 2019 
election results is stronger for radical left parties than 
it was for radical right parties (Table  3). To a large 
extent this is in line with what we know about com-
munist voting: in both elections, these parties were 
virtually absent in rural and agricultural areas, while 
they obtained their best scores in more industrialized 

Fig. 2   Radical left voting in 1936 and 2019.  Source: Minis-
try of the Interior. White areas represent cantons that could not 
be reconstructed based on historical data; the white area in the 

bottom middle is Brussels. The letters indicate the main cities: 
B (Bruges), G (Ghent), A (Antwerp), L (Leuven), and H (Has-
selt)
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areas. It has to be noted in this regard that the larg-
est metropolitan areas are in fact missing from our 
analysis, as especially in Brussels, Antwerp and 
Ghent, the cantons changed so dramatically that we 
cannot include them in a 1936–2019 comparison. 

For the 1930s, this indeed confirms the traditional 
research on the determinants of electoral support for 
radical left parties (Dupeux, 1959). From an ideologi-
cal point of view, this is quite a surprising finding as 
throughout the 1960s and 1970s there was an intense 

Table 1   Explaining radical voting in 1936 and 2019 on the level of arrondissements

Entries are unstandardised OLS coefficients, standard errors in parentheses. Significance levels: +p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; 
***p < 0.0013

Radical right Radical left

VNV 1936 B (s.e.) VB 2019 B (s.e.) KP 1936 B (s.e.) PVDA 2019 B (s.e.)

Unemployment level 1936 − 0.127 − 0.064
(1.567) (0.296)

Diversity level 1936 1.073 − 0.289*
(0.697) (0.132)

% Industry sector 1936 − 1.319* 0.054
(0.467) (0.088)

Unemployment level 2019 0.278 0.730*
(0.732) (0.258)

Diversity level 2019 0.618 − 0.395
(1.158) (0.408)

% Industry sector 2019 0.235* 0.052
(0.095) (0.033)

District magnitude − 0.000+ − 0.000 0.000** 0.000**
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Constant 31.877*** 13.024* − 0.289 − 1.146
(6.225) (5.148) (1.175) (1.812)

N 21 22 21 22
R2 0.634 0.445 0.640 0.645

Table 2   Radical right voting in 1936 and 2019 at the level of the canton (n = 93)

Entries are unstandardised OLS-coefficients, standard errors in parentheses. Significance levels: +p < 0.10; *p < 0.05;**p < 0.01; 
***p < 0.0013

Model 1 B (s.e.) Model 2 B (s.e.) Model 3 B (s.e.) Model 4 B (s.e.) Model 5 B (s.e.)

VNV1936 0.076+ 0.041 0.065 0.042 0.046
(0.043) (0.046) (0.043) (0.046) (0.047)

Ethnic diversity − 0.602+ − 0.427 − 0.264
(0.317) (0.336) (0.444)

Unemployment rate 2019 − 0.094* − 0.072 − 0.055
(0.045) (0.048) (0.057)

Electorate 2019 − 0.000
(0.000)

Constant 18.555*** 20.462*** 20.232*** 21.207*** 20.973***
(0.841) (1.302) (1.157) (1.384) (1.450)

N 93 93 93 93 93
R2 0.033 0.071 0.077 0.094 0.097
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rivalry between the Communist Party and the Labour 
Party. While the Communist Party adhered to a rather 
orthodox Marxist point of view, and has closed ties 
to the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and its 
allies, the Labour Party, on the other hand, rather 
reflected the ideological vision of the People’s Repub-
lic of China. Despite these fierce ideological debates 
among extreme left political groups, both parties tend 
to share the same electoral strongholds. From a theo-
retical perspective, this is a relevant finding. There is 
some research available about the electoral support 
of radical left parties in the current era in Europa 
(Katsambekis and Kiopkiolis, 2019). However, most 
of these studies focus on political parties that do not 
have any historical continuity with Marxism (Font 
et al., 2021). The Belgian example, however, suggests 
that when there is a radical left political party that 
is still related to traditional Marxist debates, there is 
also a historical continuity with regard to electoral 
support. Radical left parties typically fare well in 
areas with a strong presence of ethnic minorities. This 
suggests that, both for radical right as for radical left 
political parties, there is at least some merit in investi-
gating spatial patterns of historical continuity.

Discussion

In recent years, there have been numerous stud-
ies on spatial determinants of radical voting, which 

is routinely considered as a phenomenon that could 
endanger the long-term stability of liberal democratic 
systems. Most of these studies conceptualize radical 
parties as a recently new phenomenon, by investigat-
ing the effect of ethnic and cultural diversity, a hostile 
attitude toward political elites, or a protest against the 
consequences of economic globalization. Available 
research indeed shows that these considerations are 
significantly related to a vote for radical parties, and 
we do not wish to question these findings.

In this paper, however, our goal was to investigate 
to what extent there are also historical determinants 
of a radical vote. Back in the 1930s the function-
ing of liberal democracy was equally challenged by 
radical groups, both on the right as on the left side 
of the political spectrum. Popper (1945) famously 
stated that these authoritarian movements should be 
seen as a manifestation of ‘tribalism’, a concept that 
is remarkably close to the contemporary definition of 
populism and nativism.

The current analysis, however, did not show any 
significant historical continuities with regard to the 
electoral support basis of the authoritarian parties of 
the 1930’s, and the electoral success of radical par-
ties in 2019, which is more than eight decades later. 
The radical right parties of the 1930s, and the party 
of 2019, clearly do not have the same geographical 
basis of electoral support. To some degree this sup-
ports the ‘nationalisation’ thesis of Caramani (2004). 
In the 1930s the strongholds for the VNV clearly 

Table 3   Historical continuities in radical left voting at the level of the canton

Entries are unstandardised OLS-coefficients, standard errors in parentheses. Significance levels: +p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; 
***p < 0.0013

Model 1 B (s.e.) Model 2 B (s.e.) Model 3 B (s.e.) Model 4 B (s.e.) Model 5 B (s.e.)

Communist 1936 0.418*** 0.176+ 0.401*** 0.177+ 0.175+

(0.100) (0.091) (0.099) (0.092) (0.092)
Ethnic diversity 0.691*** 0.683*** 0.609***

(0.110) (0.118) (0.154)
Unemployment rate 2019 0.037+ 0.003 − 0.005

(0.019) (0.017) (0.020)
Electorate 2019 0.000

(0.000)
Constant 4.157*** 3.056*** 3.606*** 3.022*** 3.100***

(0.259) (0.275) (0.379) (0.333) (0.350)
N 80 80 80 80 80
R2 0.182 0.459 0.221 0.460 0.464
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corresponded to the presence of a well-known poli-
tician of that party (De Wever, 1994). In 2019, this 
pattern is totally absent, and in the regions where 
the Vlaams Belang scores best, the party in fact has 
no well-known candidates. This would suggest that 
the electoral score of the party is no longer depend-
ent on any local politician but can be explained by 
other forms of political communication, like the mass 
media (Jambrina-Canseco, 2023).

There was some indication for continuity, however, 
for radical left parties, where indeed the 1936 com-
munist strongholds continued to vote strongly for a 
radical left party in 2019. There might be a number of 
possible explanations for this pattern. First, the radi-
cal left party has its stronghold in the main industrial 
areas with a strong working-class presence, and a 
strong presence of labour unions. These areas are also 
the ones that are most likely to attract labour immi-
gration. While there are some examples of communist 
parties performing quite well in rural areas (Boswell, 
1998), this spatial pattern obviously is not present 
in Belgium. Second, the radical left political parties 
also have a distinct ideology that stresses interna-
tional solidarity. In fact, studies show that the radical 
left parties actively recruit political candidates with 
an immigrant background (Celis et  al., 2013). Eth-
nic voting patterns, therefore, might explain why this 
party is seen as attractive for voters in more diverse 
areas. This suggests a clear difference in the electoral 
recruitment pattern of extreme left and extreme right 
political parties. The extreme left political parties 
continue to have an urban, industrialized and cultur-
ally diverse stronghold, and they are virtually absent 
in the rural areas of the region. The extreme right 
political party, on the other hand, has continued its 
scope and obtains its highest score in regions that are 
culturally homogeneous. While we started our analy-
sis with the hypothesis there would some form of his-
torical and geographical continuity, this proved to be 
only the case for the radical left political party, not for 
the radical right political party.

As this is a single-country study, we cannot deter-
mine in a precise manner how to explain this pat-
tern, but some elements stand out. First, it has to be 
noted that in Belgium, like in most other countries 
that were occupied by Nazi–Germany during the 
period 1939–1945, the radical right parties that had 
collaborated with the Nazis were abolished and their 
leaders were punished or at least removed from public 

life (Huyse & Dhondt, 2020). The same pattern was 
followed in other countries (Bergère et al., 2019), so 
that at least on the level of political leaders and par-
ties, there cannot be any form of historical continu-
ity. On the radical left side, on the other hand, this 
legal intervention did not take place and the commu-
nist parties of the 1930’s could easily continue into 
the 1950’s (Costalli & Ruggeri, 2019). Although this 
requires further research, this historical pattern does 
not suggest that the Belgian results would be excep-
tional in any way.

A second important element is that is seems clear 
from the current results that the radical right party 
has successfully spread outside its original strong-
holds, and now is clearly present across the territory. 
This phenomenon has also been documented in other 
studies on, e.g., Sweden, France, Belgium and Spain 
(Evans & Ivaldi, 2021; Ortega et al., 2022; Rydgren 
& Ruth, 2013; Stiers & Hooghe, 2022). These find-
ings strongly suggest that the radical right parties are 
no longer limited by their initial pattern of spatial dif-
fusion, and this might explain the lack of historical 
continuity. These two elements are not only present 
in Belgium but also in various other countries, and 
might point to a more general pattern. Whether or not 
the findings from this study on Belgium can be gener-
alized to other cases too, however, needs to be further 
investigated.
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