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Education and inter-group relations in Belgium

Jef C. Verhoeven

From its independence onward Belgium has been a polarized society and it still is. This is

quite common for many countries. Specifically Belgian is that the basis of this

polarization is multiple and that when one of these different oppositions mobilized its

opposed groups the conflict interfered with the interests of the participants as members of

the other opposed groups. When these oppositions came to violent outbursts it was a very

common scenario that a 'prudent elite' came to the fore and found a solution to the

problems, often expressed in an Act. The main cleavages determining Belgian policy

were defined correctly by the socialist chairman E. Vandervelde in 1912 'l'antagonisme

des classes, de croyances, de nationalités'. These three oppositions, though

organizationally not so outspokenly present in the begining of the 19th century, became

more important at the end of that century. The first cleavage was the opposition between

the working classes and the propertied classes. The second cleavage is religious: a split

between the Roman Catholics and the anticlericals. The third is linguistic: between the

French speaking Walloons and the Dutch speaking Flemish. There is a third language

group, i.e. the German-speaking part, but this group is rather small and was mostly not

involved in the linguistic oppositions.

In this paper, first, I want to describe how these oppositions influenced educational policy

in Belgium. Second, I intend to show that the public opinion had changed so much that

legal solutions could be found or that different factions were not interested as strongly as

before in a fierce opposition. Indeed, the legislatures have made Belgium a federal state

where the opposition between the French-speaking group and the Dutch- speaking group

in relation to education has only a side effect on education policy. The two other

oppositions still influence education policy, but they do not mobilize people anymore to

fight the other group.

This contribution will discuss four periods of the educational development: 1) 1830-1920;

2) 1921-1964; 3) 1965-1988; and 4) 1989 and later. In each period the main legitimations

of the educational structure will be discussed and a short description will be given of the

open conflicts resulting in a particular answer as far as the educational structure is

concerned. It will be shown that during this historical evolution the importance of the
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three main cleavages in Belgium were changing and that at this very moment some of

these oppositions have less meaning than before for education policy.

1. The birth of a pillarized educational system (1830-1920)

In 1830 Belgium became an independent constitutional monarchy where political power

was in the hands of the propertied classes. Until 1893 in Belgium only tributary men

could elect the members of the parliament. From then on a general, multiple voting

system was established and this was the start for a growing influence of the Socialist party

on the political scene. One of their demands was free compulsory elementary education,

which was granted by the 1914 Act, but, because of the war, had to wait until 1920 to be

put into practice. Until then political power was in the hands of conservative Catholic

and Liberal parties, fighting each other as far as the status of the Catholic and neutral

schools was concerned, but agreeing on the general structure of the educational system.

In this period Belgium developed from a mainly agrarian society to an industrialized

society1

During this period the educational system mirrored the social relations in that society.

The elementary school was not compulsory and was the instrument to provide the

elementary knowledge of writing, reading and arithmatics to the lower classes. The

'écoles moyennes' trained the petit bourgeoisie for the world of business and industry.

This training was not sufficient to enrol in the university. Only the old Latin-Greek

schools prepared the pupils for the university, and it was a very small part of the grammar

school graduates who attented the university.

Though Catholics and Liberals already during the period of Dutch rule (1815-1830) had

made an agreement on freedom of education (1827) which became part of the Belgian

Constitution, they had a different opinion about the position the Catholic church in relation

to education (Blaise, 1991: 4-5). Catholics defended the right of the church to organize

education and to receive the necessary subsidy. In their opinion the state could only

organize education when private initiative did not provide the schools. On the other hand,

Liberals --anti-clericals-- wanted to give a monopoly or at least a priority for organizing

1 In 1846 51% of the active population was working in the agriculture and in 1910 23%. In this last year

the proportion of the active population working in industry was 35%.
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education to the state. The 1842 Act obliged each municipality to organize a primary

school, private or public, in which religious education was compulsory. In 1847 the

anti-clerical Liberal party won the elections. The 1850 Act proclaimed that secondary

state schools should be neutral. Nevertheless, subsidies would be provided to church and

municipal schools. The 1879 Act was a declaration of war to the Catholics (Luyckx,

1964:184). This act determined that each municipality should organize a neutral primary

school. Religious education was no longer allowed in the schools. The Catholic

episcopacy demanded her members to leave these 'schools without God' and to create

independent Catholic schools. In December 1882 255 official primary schools were left

by teachers and pupils, and several were only occupied by the head and one of his

children. This was the start of the Catholic pillar, later on followed by Catholic trade

unions, health insurance, cultural organizations, etc.. This first 'school battle' came to an

end in 1884. Municipalities were obliged to organize at least one school which could be a

neutral public school or a subsidized private school. Although this did not respond to all

the expectancies of the Catholics, it was considered an improvement by them. Since 1896

these schools were again obliged to offer either religious education or neutral ethics

(Devroede, Minten, 1993: 24-25; Blaise, 1991: 5).

The linguistic cleavage was a fact already before Belgium became independent. The

upper classes in Brussels, Wallonia as well as in Flanders spoke French. The

administrative language was French. The lower classes in Flanders spoke Flemish or

Dutch, but there was no place for Dutch in education except in primary schools. In state

secondary schools Dutch was accepted as second language and the 1883 Act on secondary

schools made Dutch obligatory for all lessons in the lower part of secondary schools and

for some lessons in the last part of these schools. Private schools kept French as the main

teaching instrument. The reasons behind this privileged position were: 1) French was the

language of the ruling class, and 2) after the independence the leaders of the country had

an anti-orangist, anti-protestant, and anti-Dutch attitude. Moreover, there was no Flemish

ruling class strongly connected with the lower classes defending their rights.

2. The road to democratization of education (1920-1964)

After World War I free elementary education became compulsory until the age of 14.

The majority of the pupils did not attend more than this level of education. Secondary

schools became more diversified: 1) the old 'écoles moyennes' were reformed to a
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secondary school of six years, though this training did not open the entrance to the

university; 2) technical and vocational schools became more important; most of them were

private (Catholic) initiative.

The period after World War II was even more important to open the schools for pupils of

the lower social classes. Primary school was no longer seen as the last training for

workers, but was more considered as a preparation for a very diversified secondary

educational system. The Socialist party and the democratic factions of the

Christian-Democrats demanded more opportunities to open secondary schools for all able

pupils. Secondary schools should no longer be the privilege of the middle and upper

class. Several governments took measures to improve the access to secondary schools.

First, they provided grants and secondary schools were geographically better spread over

the country than it used to be. Second, the structure of secondary schools was adapted in

order to create an easy transfer from one track to another. The economy of the country

needed more well trained technicians and managers than before and in the group of the

lower classes a lot of able candidates could be found. The improved economic situation

offered also the necessary resources to organize more education than before.

In the same period several measures were taken to improve the access to the university.

In 1954 the 'Nationaal Studiefonds' was established in order to provide grants for

intelligent students whose parents could not afford a university training for their children.

And the 1964 Act made it possible for graduates of the science and maths track of

grammar schools also to enrol in the university, and this was theoretically also the case for

the graduates of technical secondary schools. Until then only the graduates of the Latin

tracks were allowed to attend university. All these measures made the 1960's the starting

point of a tremendous expansion of the schooling system in Belgium.

This development was a consequence of the changed political position of the lower class.

Trade unions became more powerfull than in 19th century and demanded more equal

opportunities for the children of their members. The large Socialist and Christian trade

unions, together with their affiliated cultural organizations pushed the Socialist and the

Christian-Democratic parties to take action in the parliament. The pro-labour factions of

the country enforced a break-through in the old selective educational system. This action

was only possible because in the same period the election system became also more

democratic. In 1919 the principle of 'one man, one vote' was accepted for men, and in
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1948 this was expanded to the women.

Until 1950 the opposition between the Catholics and the anti-clericals was still present but

there was no reason for an open conflict (Mortier, Verhoeven, 1979: 6-8: Blaise, 1991:

5-6). In 1950 an homogeneous Christian-Democratic government had expanded the

subsidies of the private schools, but in 1954 this support was reduced by a

Socialist-Liberal government. These measures wanted to stop the expansion of the

Catholic schools and to improve the situation of neutral state schools. Moreover 50% of

the teachers in the state schools should be graduates of state universities or state Colleges

of education. According to this act it was the obligation of the Minister of Education to

decide whether new schools should be established and what the amount of subsidies

should be for private schools. Pupils in state schools could still attend religious

education. This act was the start of the 'second school battle', not as in the 19th century

concerning the position of the primary school, but now about the position of the Catholic

secondary school. This movement mobilized a great deal of the parents to fight the new

act, and very often this fight was rather violent. Before this period the Catholic

educational system had no national organization; the second school battle was a reason for

the Belgian episcopacy to create one, i.e. the NSKO (Nationaal Secretariaat van het

Katholiek Onderwijs). It should act as the speaker for the total Catholic network in its

relation with the government, though this did not deny the independence of each Catholic

school. When the Christian-Democrats won the elections in 1958 a new

Christian-Democratic-Liberal government wanted to find a solution to the problems. This

problem was not solved in the parliament but in a special committee of a prudent elite

belonging to the three main parties, the Socialist Party, the Liberal Party and the

Christian-Democratic party. They attained an informal agreement on the 6th November

1958, the 'School Pact'. This agreement was approved by the 1959 Act, but the control

was guaranteed by an informal committee of members of the three main political parties

and later expanded with representatives of the other parties. This committee had to take

unanimous decisions and these were sent to the Minister of Education. This is a good

example of the principle of deliberation in order to find compromises by a prudent elite in

a 'consocational democracy' (Lijphardt, 1968). Though the reason of the battle has to be

found mainly in the problems of the secondary schools, the School Pact was applied to all

educational levels except the universities. This Pact agreed that all education should be

free from infant school to secondary school. Parents should be free to choose the school

they prefered. In order to ensure this freedom a lot of schools had to be erected. The
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state had the right to build schools wherever the government thought it to be necessary,

and private schools were guaranteed to receive the subsidy necessary for their operation.

All teachers would be paid immediately by the government, also the teachers in private

schools. Private schools had to accept the inspection of the state to control whether they

met the criteria prescribed by the Minister of Education. The result of this agreement was

a tremendous expansion of the schools. Between 1958 and 1964 the budget of the

Minister of Education was almost tripled and in 1966 an Act had to stop this boom

(Blaise, 1991: 7).

This was not the end of the conflict between Catholics and anticlericals, but the open

conflict was stopped and the discussions were organized in the School Pact Committee.

In this committee the main issues were the neutral character of the state schools, more

particularly in relation to the appointment of teachers, the means to guarantee the free

choice of the parents, the salaries of the teachers and the budget for the operation of the

schools, and the establishment and the rationalisation of the schools.

In this period of democratisation it is clear that the suppremacy of the French language in

education could not be preserved. After World War I a Flemish elite could mobilize

politicians to create an education where Dutch was accepted as teaching language in

Flanders. This development was supported by the pressure from small nationalist

Flemish parties. In 1926 Dutch as teaching language was obligatory in the state

secondary schools in Flanders and since 1932 it became compulsory in all primary and

secondary schools in Flanders. The last step taken by the government to protect the rights

of the Flemish population was made in 1963 when the linguistic border was defined by

law. No French schools could be organized anymore in Flanders, except the Catholic

University of Leuven (Louvain), at that time a bilingual university. In Wallonia the

teaching language was of course French, whereas in Brussels' schools French and/or

Dutch could be used.

In the 1950s it was clear that the three cleavages of Belgium had already a different

meaning in the North and the South of the country. In Wallonia, more industrialized than

Flanders, the Socialist party became more powerful than the Christian-Democrats and the

Liberals, whereas in Flanders political power was more in the hands of the

Christian-Democratic party, a party with a privileged relationship with the Catholic

church. In Wallonia the Catholic Church had already lost much of its influence, while
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this influence was still strong in Flanders.

3. The democratisation of the university and the first steps to federalization

(1965-1989)

3.1. The state structure and the three oppositions

Between 1965 and 1989 the three cleavages in Belgium were still present but their

meaning for the national policy and particularly for educational policy were changed. It

has to be stressed that Belgium could keep rather stable governments because the six

interest-groups in the three conflicts have not formed separate political parties of their own

(Lorwin, 1967; Dahl, 1967). In the 1960s the linguistic differences became politically so

important that most of the national parties split up in separate Flemish and

French-speaking parties. The Socialist parties were traditionally anti-clerical and

supported a rather strong governmental control of education. The Christian-Democratic

parties defend private (Catholic) schools and support the solidarity between the classes.

Within this party there is a strong representation of the Christian trade unions fighting for

equality of opportunities in education. The Liberal parties are defending free enterprise,

and are traditionally anti-clerical. In 1961 they took a more neutral stance, though they

were also the natural defenders of a neutral state school system. In this period the

pressure of several national parties (Walloon and Flemish) was growing, which had a

strong influence on the creation of a federal state structure.

This process of federalization of the state structure took a long time. First, some national

Ministeries were split up in a Flemish and French, one of them was the Ministry of

Education (1968). In 1970 the constitution recognized two Cultural Communities (the

Dutch-speaking and the French-speaking), and three Regions, i. e. the Flemish, the

Walloon and the Brussels. The Communities had their own council and could decide in

cultural matters, except education. Later on several other steps were taken. For

education the most important step was taken in 1988 when education became the

responsibility of the Communities (Revision of the constitution of the 15th of July 1988).

Each Community got its own parliament, government, and consequently also its Minister
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of Education (Dehaene, 1993). Since 1989 each Community goes its own way in

educational matters. The Flemish-French opposition was compartimentalized and should

not really influence educational policy anymore.

The second opposition, pro-Catholic and anti-clerical, did not disappear in this period but

the backing was different. Belgium underwent the same secularization process as other

western countries (Dobbelaere, 1988). Typical for Belgium was that this development

was different in both parts of the countries. In Flanders the dechristianisation was slower

than in Wallonia and Brussels (see diagram 1). More important from a political

standpoint was the fact that in Flanders the cultural and socio-economic organizations

linked with the Catholic pillar could keep their members and were an important instrument

to recruit voters for the Christian-Democrats. This was almost the same for the Socialist

party, but less for the Liberal party. Wallonia showed us an opposite picture. Here the

impact of the Socialist organizations was more influential (Verhoeven, 1984: 49-50). The

same difference between Flanders and Wallonia can be seen in the distribution of the

pupils between the different school networks. In Flanders Catholic schools were attended

by the major part of the pupils, whereas in Wallonia the Catholic network attracted the

largest part of the pupils, but this part was much smaller than in Flanders (44.4% of the

pupils in 1984).

The School Pact Committee, established to solve the conflicts among the different

networks, proposed new principles in 1973 and these were accepted by law. These

proposals were concerning the programmation and rationalization of the schools, the

preservation of equality of opportunities and the quality of education, and the collaboration

among pluralist schools 2 . In the 1980s the position of the School Pact Committee

changed; it did not act as before. In several occasions its action was neglected by the

Ministers of Education. Indeed, after the education policy became the responsibility of

the Communities, this committee lost its meaning and did not function anymore. Ever

since the first constitution (1831) article 17 has guaranteed the freedom of education, and

although this article was changed later (1988), the principle itself is still intact (Craenen en

Dewachter, 1990: 42-45). At that moment, the Community was required to preserve the

freedom of choice of parents for a particular kind of education, and also to organize

2 Only a few schools in Belgium may be called pluralist, i.e. they are not connected with one of the other

networks and the organizing authorities of these schools are composed of members belonging to different

political parties.
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neutral education. Neutral, in this context means that the Community has an obligation to

organize schools "with respect for the philosophical, ideological, or religious ideas of the

parents and the pupils". This article also determines that everybody has the right to

receive education in which "fundamental rights and liberties" are recognized. In order to

protect these rights the Community has to warrant free education. These principles are

structurally translated in the right of individual persons or corporate bodies to organize

education that parents are asking for. This is the constitutional basis for the autonomy of

the educational networks. This freedom to establish schools is limited to a certain level,

in that the Community is bound by rules and criteria which schools have to meet if they

wish to offer officially acknowledged diplomas to their pupils and to receive the necessary

subsidy. Only in Wallonia the establishment of a new School Pact was considered by the

Liberal party and by a representative of the Catholic network (Blaise, 1991: 8, 10). The

reason of the distrust was that nor in the small Walloon Christian-Democratic party nor

in other parties the Catholic network could find defenders of the Catholic schools.

(here diagram 1)

The opposition between the working classes and the propertied classes did not disappear

either. Politically the working class could rely on the cooperation between the Socialist

parties and the Christian-Democratic parties, the last party very often strongly influenced

by the Christian union faction which was very popular among employees. This

collaboration was among others an important reason for the establishment of a

comprehensive secondary school system.

3.2. Secondary schools

Like in other countries in Belgium the expansion of secondary schools was followed by an

expansion and a democratization of the universities. In order to improve the opportunities

of children of all social classes a Christian-Democratic and Socialist government

established comprehensive schools in 1969. All state schools had to be organized

according the comprehensive principle, the other organizing authorities were free. In the

Catholic network schools were free to change to the comprehensive system or to keep the

old multilateral structure. After fifteen years (1984) 50% of the Catholic secondary

schools in Flanders were comprehensive whereas in Wallonia 99% (Verhoeven, 1984: 48).
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The leaders of the Flemish Catholic network were afraid that the unity of the Catholic

network would be destroyed and it started to promote a new unified structure which was

eventually accepted not only in Catholic schools, but was imposed by the government3 on

all networks in 1989. This did not happen in Wallonia. Here Catholic schools had to

compete with stronger state and official subsidized networks where comprehensive

education was more popular. That the latter was possible in Flanders and not in Wallonia

was the result of the new federal structure.

3.3. Universities

The second important educational issue in this period was the fight about the university

expansion and the splitting up of the Catholic University of Leuven. The total number of

university students in Belgium increased greatly as consequence of the increased

attendance at secondary education during the 1960s (Verhoeven, 1982).

Existing university buildings, equipment and staff were no longer sufficient to accom-

modate the growing numbers. This situation gave rise to a fierce debate among the

different parties. The universities too came into conflict with each other. In 1965, the

Catholic University of Leuven (Louvain) proposed that throughout the country first-degree

courses covering the first two years of university work should be given regionally in order

to make higher education more widely accessible. The universities at Ghent and Brussels

strongly protested against this extension by Leuven (Louvain) into areas that they thought

were properly theirs. Rector J. S. Boeckaert of Ghent, which was a Flemish university,

contended that one large Flemish state university in two divisions should be located in

Ghent and Antwerp.

The government introduced a new bill on 25 June 1964, and this was eventually accepted

as the best compromise, because the Flemings as well as Walloons, and Catholics as well

as non-Catholics received a certain ratification of their wishes.

By the new law the University of (Leuven) Louvain was allowed in 1965 to expand to

Kortrijk and Brussels, and the Free University of Brussels to the district of Nivelles.

Besides this, the already-established Catholic first-degree courses in Antwerp

3 The Flemish Minister of Education was a Christian-Democrat.
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(Universitaire Faculteiten Sint-Ignatius) and Namur (Notre Dame de la Paix), which were

not, however, officially recognised and financed by government, would also be authorised

by this law. This satisfied both the Catholic and liberal factions. In addition, first-degree

courses were established in the new state secular faculties of Antwerp and Mons, which

were started in 1965. In this way, the conflicts between the Catholic and the non-Catholic

and Walloons and Flemings were appeased. Non-Catholics were satisfied because of the

possibility provided for their expansion in Nivelles, Antwerp and Mons, and Catholics

were pleased by their new opportunities in Brussels, Kortrijk, Antwerp and Namur.

Wallonia received new opportunities in Brussels, Nivelles, Mons and Namur, and

Flanders was satisfied with the opportunities in Kortrijk and Antwerp. The demands of

the administrators of the universities were, however, only partially satisfied. Nevertheless,

a struggle about the universities was held in check.

In 1967, new tensions arose. For many years, the Flemish section of Belgian society had

tried to maintain the Flemish character of the territories in which most of its members

lived. Until 1968 Leuven (Louvain), which was in the midst of Flemish territory, had

been a single bilingual Catholic university. The expansion of the university at Leuven

(Louvain) brought with it the expansion of Francophone presence in Flemish territory.

This was bitterly resisted, inside and outside the university and the Cabinet, having

become involved in university matters, had to resign. For the whole of Flanders, both for

Catholics as well as anticlericals, by the second half of the 1960s, Leuven (Louvain)

became the disturbing symbol of French-speaking presence in Flanders. All the conflicts

that separated professors, assistants and students were suspended as they joined forces in

the struggle to maintain the Flemish character of the area around Louvain. The entire

university world, cultural associations, labour unions and political parties became engaged

in this struggle.

The strength of sentiments about linguistic and national culture was so strong that the

predominantly Roman Catholic population of Flanders turned against the authority of the

Roman Catholic bishops, who were the organising authorities of the University of Leuven

(Louvain) and wished to preserve it in its existing form. This was yet another instance of

the shaking of the columns of the 'consociational society' that had been maintained in the

past, when the capitals of the various columns were ready to find a compromise and the

lower segments followed the guidance of their respective capitals. More specifically the

conflict was aggravated by the growth of secular attitudes among Roman Catholics, who,
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while they would defer to their bishops in matters of faith, would not do so in matters like

the medium of instruction in universities.

As a result, the new government decided that the Unversity of Leuven (Louvain) should be

divided into two autonomous universities, a French one being established in Ottignies, to

the south of Leuven (Louvain) and Brussels, in Walloon territory. For the sake of even

handedness, the secular Free University of Brussels was also divided into French and

Flemish institutions. These decisions had been agreed to in 1968, but they were enacted

into law only in 1970.

In the meantime, the Socialist party inside and outside the government, continued to

demand a secular, state university at Antwerp, which had previously been without a

university - this demand was represented in the explanatory memorandum to the law of 9

April 1965.

The Christian party wanted a Catholic university through the expansion of support for the

Universitaire Faculteiten Sint-Ignatius. The Socialists and the liberals wanted a secular

state university. As a result Antwerp was given a university ; but it was neither a state

university nor a Catholic university. In an agreement of January 1969, the three foremost

political leaders of the Liberal (PVV), the Socialist (BSP), and the Christian-Democratic

(CVP) parties decided to establish the University of Antwerp, which would comprise the

second-degree courses of the existing Catholic branch and first-degree courses of the

existing state university branch in Antwerp. This is again an example of the role of the

political elite in Belgian consociational democracy. This was a Flemish victory and it had

therefore to be balanced by concessions to Wallonia; as the Centre Universitaire de l'Etat

at Mons was elevated to the status of a State University, while in Flanders the Limburgs

Universitair Centrum was established (28 May I97I), Wallonia obtained the right to found

a Fondation Universitaire Luxembourgeoise in the province of Luxemburg. The division

of the Catholic Saint Aloysius Faculties in Brussels into autonomous French and Flemish

institutions completed the policy of expansion and linguistic division of the universities.

The result of these long negotiations and wrangles within the political elite was the

creation of institutions that gave partial satisfaction to the Flemish and the Walloons, to

the Catholics and the anticlericals and to the socialist and bourgeois sectors of the Belgian

population. As a result of all this, by 1977, Belgium had eight universities and seven
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university colleges, as well as the Protestant Theological College and the Royal Military

Academy.

4. Education in a federal state (1989- )

4.1. Constitutional characteristics of Belgium and their consequences for the

educational system

Since the 1970s Belgium has gradually moved from a unitary, very centralized

state to a federal state. This process developed little by little to reach a point on the 5th of

May 1993 (Wijziging van de Grondwet van 5 mei 1993 in B.S., 8 mei 1993 (eerste

uitgave)) when Belgium could be called a federal country. The complex linguistic

situation of the country has been the basis of an elaborate federal structure. We confine

the description of this structure to the most essential characteristics.

As in other federal countries there is in Belgium a federal and a state level. The

difference from most other federations is that there is more than one state level. Instead

of states, the Belgian federation is composed of three Communities and three Regions.

The three Belgian Communities are the Flemish, the French, and the German-speaking

community. The Communities are responsible for policy in relation to cultural and

person-related issues (e.g., culture, language, education, welfare, health)4

The three Regions are the Flemish, the Walloon, and the Brussels Region. The Regions

are responsible for economic policy, energy, science, public works and transport, and town

and country planning.

The Communities and the Regions do not coincide with each other. In Flanders both

4 It should be remembered that there are four linguistic areas: a Dutch-language, a French-language, a

German-Language area, and a bilingual area (Brussels).
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governments have merged. For that reason Flanders has one parliament (Vlaamse Raad)

and one government (de Vlaamse Regering). The German-speaking Community has one

Community Council and a government that is among others responsible for the education

policy. The French-speaking part of the country has a Walloon Region Council and a

French Community Council, the latter being responsible for education, and two

governments, each responsible to each council. The consequence of this is that the

French-speaking area has split budgets which created serious problems to pay the salaries

of the teachers as will be shown later.

(here diagram 2)

As far as the political situation is concerned Wallonia has not only a different structure

from Flanders, but political power is also in different hands. In Wallonia the Socialists

have the largest group of voters, whereas in Flanders this is the Christian-Democrats. If

we may believe the polls, this might change in the near future. According to these polls

the Liberals will win the next elections.

(here diagram 3)

Wallonia and Flanders seem to be different countries when we take other indicators into

account. Flanders has a lower birth and death rates than Wallonia (see diagram 4 and 5).

(here diagram 4 and 5)

In Flanders a higher proportion of workers was and is voting for the Christian unions in

the works councils than for the Socialist unions, whereas in Wallonia this was the

opposite.

In Flanders the gross regional product per person in 1988 was 523,700 BEF, whereas in

Wallonia this was 414,500 BEF (Matthijs, 1994: 141). The unemployment rate is higher

in Wallonia (21.9% in 1992) than in Flanders (10% in 1992) (Matthijs, 1994: 173). The

avarage wage per hour in industry is higher in Wallonia (375 BEF in 1991) than in

Flanders (346 BEF in 1994: 195).

Both Flanders and Wallonia have a decreasing number of practising Catholics but the
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decrease is larger in Wallonia than in Flanders (see diagram 1). As far as other Catholic

ritual acts are concerned the participation decrease by the population is continuous, but

here again: the decrease is steeper in Wallonia than in Flanders. Secularization has more

and more hold on the Belgian population. This does not mean that the pillarized structure

of political, social and cultural life does not exist anymore. On the contrary, the main

political parties can still rely on powerful organizations supporting their ideology, and

taking care of the organization of union action, health insurance, cultural life, youth

organizations, newspapers, etc. This means that social life is explicitly and collectively

organized on an ideological basis. The political pillars are supported by these

organizations, which does not mean that e.g., all members of the Christian unions vote for

the Christian-Democrats or send their children to Catholic schools. That this principle is

not longer valid in Belgian society is proved by the distribution of pupils over the

networks.

The three Communities have each three educational networks:

1) The network of Community education: in Flanders all schools under the authority of the

ARGO ('Algemene Raad van het Gemeenschapsonderwijs' or Autonomous Community

Education Council), an independent board organizing neutral Community education; in

Wallonia and the German-speaking Community the organizing authority is the Minister of

Education.

2) The network of subsidized official education: all schools organized by the provincial or

municipal authorities. Most of these schools are neutral, although some are

denominational.

3) The network of subsidized private education: all schools organized by natural or

artificial persons. Most of these schools are Catholic, a minority of them are

non-denominational 5 . The Catholic schools in Flanders, Wallonia, Brussels and the

German-speaking Community are united in two umbrella organizations, one for the

French and the German schools (SNEC) and one for the Flemish schools (VSKO or

Flemish Secretariat of Catholic Schools), which represents the Catholic schools on the

Community level in discussions with the Minister or the unions about the organization of

education. In principle, the organizing authorities of the Catholic schools are

independent, but generally they agree to act according to agreements made within the

umbrella organizations.

5 For a distribution of the pupils over the networks, see diagram 6.



17

As shown in diagram 6 the largest group of pupils attends Catholic school, in both

Flanders and Wallonia, and this in spite of the decreasing number of practising Catholics

and the lower proportion of voters for the Christian-Democratic party. Religion seems no

longer to be the main reason for attending Catholic schools.

(here diagram 6)

The federalization and the secularization, together with the preservation of the pillarized

system, of Belgian society had already, and will have a strong impact on Belgian

education. Because the secularization process is developing differently in Wallonia than

in Flanders the development of Catholic education will probably be different in both

Communities. I give some examples.

First, since the federalization of the educational system each Community went its own

way. In Flanders the Minister of Education proposed in a very short time a list of reforms

for secondary education and the universities what made the educational structure in

Flanders different from the other Communities.

In Flemish secondary education a unified structure of education is imposed on schools.

The initiative was taken by the Catholic network. The state school system wanted to

follow this system in order to stand the competition of the continuously expanding

Catholic network.

In Flanders the organizing authority of the Community education is granted to the ARGO,

an independent body, in order to free the educational policy of this network from the

political influence of the Minister of Education. This is not the case in the other

Communities, though here also Community schools were granted more autonomy than

before (OECD, 1993: 26).

Within the system of educational freedom organizing authorities have the right to

determine the philosophy of education and the didactics theirselves. This gave a great

variety in quality of education depending on the school. In Flanders the Minister of

Education established the Education Development Service (DVO). This service has to

determine the attainment targets of the different grades of primary and secondary schools
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and to provide the instruments for the inspectorate to control whether schools as schools

attain these targets. The inspectorate is no longer connected with the different networks,

but is an official body, assessing schools as schools and no longer the personal teaching

behavior of teachers. On the other hand, the Community is paying the Pedagogic

Counselling Services of the different networks. The structure of the inspectorate and

counselling offices is still the old one in the other Communities. The didactics of the

schools are inspected by the inspectors belonging to the network of the school, whereas

the Community inspectors control whether the schools meet the minimal standards of the

curriculum (which has to be approved by the Minister of Education), the application of the

language laws, the protection of the health of pupils and teachers, and the material

equipment of the school (Verhoeven, 1992: 102-103).

Although the federal structure could diminish most of the tensions between the different

language groups in Belgium, not all problems are solved. Sometimes problems arise in

the bilingual municipalities of the language border and in Brussels (De Standaard,

1/9/1991; 5/9/ 1991; 11/10/1991; 17/12/1991; 2/9/1992). This does not happen often,

what proves that the federal structure has appeased the former tension between the

French-speaking and the Dutch-speaking part of the country in educational matters. This

does not mean that all causes of conflicts are gone. On the federal level there are still

problems, which might indirectly influence educational matters. One of the reasons is the

system of financial means provided by the federation to the Communities and the Regions.

This system is less convenient for the Walloon Community than it is for the Flemish, for

reasons I will explain later. This had important consequences for the action of the unions

in two communities to improve the position of the teachers.

4.2. The position of the teachers

Teachers were not used to go on strike, and if they did these strikes were very short, no

longer than a day. This behaviour changed in 1990 when teachers in Wallonia went on

strike for more than eight weeks. Why? This strike reflected a malaise in schools, which

was occurring not only in Wallonia but in Flanders as well. Nevertheless, the Flemish

teachers did not strike, for reasons I will discuss later on (Verhoeven, 1992).

Trade unions, organizations of directors, and researchers recognize similar reasons for this

malaise in Belgium as in other countries (Tistaert et al., 1991: 330; FEADI, 1991).
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Teachers have the feeling that they have lost the prestige that was traditionally attached to

their profession. Too many parents and children fail to appreciate the work of the teachers.

In comparison with other occupations, they have the impression that their salary is very

low and has not risen sufficiently. It took 18 years before the Flemish Executive granted

the teachers in private schools a new legal status comparable to that of their colleagues in

state schools. This is not the case in Wallonia: teachers in private schools are still waiting

for appropriate legal status. Since most of the teachers spend their entire career teaching,

there is no real challenge. Young, but older teachers as well, have less employment

security because of the drop in the birth rate. If they lose their job they are placed in

redeployment programs which are not approved of by either teachers or headteachers.

Research has shown that the critical element in job satisfaction of teachers is the quality of

their relations with the pupils and the head. This might explain why teachers in some

comprehensive schools, confronted with a wide variety of pupils as far as school aptitude

is concerned, are dissatisfied. It can also explain the unhappy feelings of teachers about

the management style of their headteacher.

Other factors explaining job dissatisfaction of teachers are, for example, the reduction of

paid hours for counselling and class councils, sometimes the lack of educational materials,

and the lack of a clear educational concept.

All these factors together stimulated a general feeling of dissatisfaction of the teachers

towards their job. In the last two years, this feeling was present in Flanders as well as in

Wallonia, but certainly stronger in the latter. The French-speaking part of the country was

the scene of several days of strike by teachers in June 1990, and several weeks in

September, October, and November 1990. In many French-speaking schools, teachers

took such a strong position that no examinations were organized at the end of the school

year 1989-1990 and before Christmas holidays in 1990. This action did not receive the

complete support of the parents, who felt their children had the right to education,

although many among them could understand why the teachers went on strike.

In this respect it should be mentioned that not only unions organized the actions of the

teachers in Wallonia, but new organizations, not connected with the traditional unions,

united the teachers as well (Blaise, 1991: 62-64). They wanted to have a collective

platform for action independent of the networks they belonged to. Having a common
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ennemy teachers were prepared to forget the differences among the educational networks.

Later on new actions, mostly rallies, were organized against the education policy of the

Walloon government (e.g. the legal status of the teachers of the private schools, the

number of the teachers, the budget of education, etc.) (De Standaard, 10/9/1991;

27/9/1991; 28/9/1991; 19/3/1992). The budget of education was for the French teachers a

reason to demand a change of the principle of the distribution of money among the

Communities as determined by the constitution (De Standaard, 19/3/1992).

Although the same malaise was found among the Flemish teachers, they did not strike.

The minister of education started negotiations ('Herfstoverleg, 1991') with the organizing

authorities, the trade unions, parents groups and educationalists about the revaluation of

the teacher position and participation structures in schools. Teachers had the feeling that

the government was listening to their problems. The trade unions were able to come to an

agreement with the government: teachers obtained an increase (6% spread over three

years) in pay; teachers in private schools obtained a legal status, and the status of the

teachers in state schools was adapted to their changed expectations (Decree of 21 March

1991).

At the end of their protests, the French-speaking teachers got the same increase as the

Flemish, but why did they have to go on strike to achieve this? From the outset it was

clear that the French-speaking Community could not pay the increase of the salaries

demanded. The Dutch-speaking Community could afford this increase because it has one

single budget together with the Flemish Region. But what was possible now, might be

impossible in the future. W. Nonneman (1991) has calculated that, if the law regulating

the financing of education in the Communities is not changed before 1998 as is required

by law, the Dutch-speaking Community will receive 19% less than necessary to pay for its

schools and the French-speaking Community 26% less. Because the French-speaking

Executive gave the impression that no increase of salaries was possible, French-speaking

teachers chose to go on strike. On Thursday, 1 August 1991, the national government

announced the expansion of the financing of the Communities and the right of the

Communities to collect taxes to allow them to have the necessary money for education for

the time being.

Guaranteeing the financial and social recognition of teachers will remain one of the main

issues in educational policy. Even though a survey in Flanders has shown that 9 out of 10
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teachers want to remain in education (Van Hooreweghe 1991), this does not mean that

they are satisfied with their position. Indeed, 20% of the male and 8% of the female

teachers were actively seeking other work.

4.3. The opposition between Catholic education and neutral education

As already shown before, Catholic schools do not only attract Catholic pupils, and

Community schools or municipal schools are not only visited by non-Catholics. It is also

true that a larger proportion of children of practising parents are attending Catholic

schools, but also Catholic children attend neutral official education where always religious

education is offered according to the constitution. Although the networks still operate

divided, this does not mean that Catholic children have no contact with children of another

religion or another ideological background. Catholic schools do not demand the pupils to

be Catholic, but they demand them to follow the regulations of the school, including the

obligation to attend classes of religious education. This is the case for Belgian children,

and in most schools for immigrant children as well. This means that Islam pupils have

also to attend Catholic religious instruction in Catholic schools. Some heads are aware of

the pressure they put on Islam children and offer Catholic religious education with a lot of

attention for Islam religion (Verhoeven, Gheysen, 1993:141-150).

Moreover institutionally there is a privileged relationship between the Christian unions

and the Catholic schools. In most Catholic schools only the Christian unions are

operating, and within the General Council of the French and the Flemish Catholic network

organizations the Christian unions have a voice.

In spite of the improved financial support by the government during the last decades

Catholic schools still contest the inequality of the financial support between their schools

and the Community schools. Statistics 'for 1990 point to an average cost of BF 201,542

for a secondary pupil in Community education compared with BF 133,291 (i.e. 66 per

cent) for a pupil in subsidized private education'. On the other hand it is agreed that

Community schools 'requires comparatively more funding in order to operate under the

same conditions as the other networks, given that it caters for a larger number of pupils

suffering from learning difficulties and is required to offer both ethical teaching and

religous instruction' (OECD, 1993: 29).
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Even when the financial support to the Catholic network was not equal in Flanders and

Wallonia, it was not considered by the federal Court of Arbitrage to be a negation of the

equal treatment of all Belgians by the law (De Standaard, 9/12/1991). In the Flemish

Community Catholic schools may apply for 60% of subsidy for new buildings, whereas in

Wallonia these schools only receive support for cheap loans. The Walloon Catholic

network saw this to be unequal in comparison with Flanders. The Court of Arbitrage

judged it was not.

The historical preferences of the Socialist and the Liberal party for the neutral Community

school had as a consequence that this school is often seen by these parties as the school of

the non-Catholic part of the population. Within the Central Council of the ARGO and in

some local school council of the Community schools the Christian-Democrats have a

voice, but they are in a minority position. This was the reason of strong accusations

coming from the Christian unions (De Standaard, 16/5/1992) and the

Christian-Democratic party. In May 1992 the general secretary of the Christian union

stated that "80% of the members of the local school councils are socialists", whereas the

law expects a proportional representation of all political opinions of the Flemish

population. In December 1992 Christian-democratic oriented heads, teachers and parents

of the Community schools (which are a minority) accused the local school councils not to

be neutral and in the Central Council of the ARGO are the votes always 6 to 3, the latter

being the Christian-Democratic representatives (De Standaard, 21/12/1992; 19/6/1992).

In February 1994 this opposition of the Christian-Democrats became so strong that they

threatened to leave the Central Council of the ARGO if the government did not organize

an independent audit of the spending of the ARGO (De Standaard, 4/2/1994).

I have shown that the principle of freedom of education has oblidged the government to

expand the number of schools in a lot of minor municipalities. This educational comfort

had certainly a positive influence on equal access to schools for all pupils according to

their ideological background. On the other hand it has expanded the number of schools to

a number of schools not longer affordable for a country that has to be more parsimonious

than it used to be. The official statistics mention schools of six or one pupil in 1993-1994

(Bestuur Statistiek, 1993: 23;31). Already in the 1960s Ministers had objected against the

unlimited expansion of the number of the schools and had taken action to stop the

expansion. In 1991 the number of the schools and the number of pupils per school
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became an important issue in Flanders. The problem for the Minister of Education was

that the position of the networks is totally different in this respect. Community schools

very often have a smaller number of pupils than Catholic schools. Moreover, from an

educational point of view too small secondary schools have a lot of disadvantages for the

pupils, namely, they cannot provide all educational tracks to give all pupils the proper

opportunities. This problem is not the same for all levels of education. Mainly

secondary schools, and more particularly technical and vocational schools (because of the

high costs of the equipment) and post-secondary institutions for higher education suffer

from the small number of pupils per school.

Although the Catholic network contended in 1991 (De Standaard, 28/1/1992) that this was

not a problem for the Catholic schools because in Flanders the average Catholic secondary

school (490 pupils per school in 1992; 509 in 1993) was the double of the average

Community secondary school (245 pupils in 1992; 254 in 1993), they took another

standpoint more recently. At this moment the leaders of the Catholic network, feeling

that the intention of the government to reduce the number of schools should be taken

seriously, and facing the autonomy of the organizing authorities of the Catholic schools,

has launched a plan to create 'Collaboration Units' (Samenwerkingsverbanden) in the same

area among Catholic schools, in which agreements will be made that schools of the same

collaboration unit only offer each of the tracks only once in the schools of the unit. The

average number of pupils in such a unit could be 4,000 (De Standaard, 9/2/1994). This

proposal is not accepted yet, and was already contended by the Christian unions,

recognizing that this proposal favours more the organizing authorities than the teachers

(De Standaard, 2/4/1994). By this policy the leaders of the Catholic network intend to

evade an influence too strong coming from the government.

Also the problem of too small post-secondary institutions for higher education was

recognized for many years. It has not received a final solution yet, but it is an interesting

case. It shows that the specificity of the Catholic schools is more contested than it ever

was, and on the other hand that it will be very hard to find a solution granting satisfaction

to the different ideological groups. In spite of increased tolerance between the defenders

of a particular ideology, the organizational expressions of the ideology are not prepared yet

to leave their standpoint.

When the organizing authorities, directors, teachers, and students held a conference about
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the specificity of Catholic post-secondary institutions on 8 May 1992 in Ostend they could

not come to an agreement about this specificity. The solution had to be given by the

national councils of the Catholic network (De Standaard, 9/5/1992). On the other hand

there was an agreement that these institutions should be reorganized to larger units than it

was the case. Because of the large number of students in the Catholic network this was a

problem, easier to solve in this network than in the others. But at the same time, a new

phenomenon occured in the Catholic network. Catholic schools also started deliberations

with schools of other networks to compose larger units (De Standaard, 10/6/1993). This

was a first sign that the unity of the Catholic network was jeopardized.

The problem for the other networks is more complex. There are many small institutions

and a solution by a fusion of the institutions of the Community network and of the

provincial and municipal network seemed to be a solution for the Christian-Democratic

party and the ARGO (De Standaard, 14/12/1992; 10/6/1993). The Argo was also open to

discussions with the Catholic network, and so are directors of Catholic institutions (43%

according to a survey mentioned in De Standaard, 11/4/1994). In the beginning of 1994

the socialist Minister of Education, thought to come to a definitive agreement between the

political parties, and had agreed that institutions of about 2,000 students were possible (De

Standaard, 27/1/1994). There was one major problem: the constitution of 1993 (art. 24,

§2) determines that for decisions of this type 2/3 of the members of the Flemish parliament

have to vote in favour of the proposal. The government parties, Christian-Democrats,

Socialists, and the Flemish Democrats, have the majority in the Flemish parliament, but

not a 2/3 majority. It was expected that the Liberals would cooperate, because this bill

could solve the problems of the neutral schools network. They refused, and the

collaboration of other minor parties was not accepted either (De Standaard, 25/3/1994).

Traditional collaborators for the neutral schools did not want to cooperate now. The

future will show whether this standpoint will be kept.

4.4. Language again an issue, but ...

A last example to show that the linguistic problems are approached differently than in the

1960s is the establishment of special programs for immigrant children. Though it was

accepted that linguistic laws should be protected, instruction in another language than the

local became possible.
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Belgium has always been a multicultural state and, since the 1960s, the increase of the

population on the Belgian territory has more than ever before been influenced by the large

numbers of immigrants. Later on this immigration created a new problem for the schools

(Kochuyt & Verhoeven, 1993). In 1989, 8.8% of the population in Belgium were

foreigners: 4.2% of the population in the Flemish Region, 11.3% of the Walloon Region

and 27.2% of the Brussels Region (KCMB 1991a). Although policy makers were not

unaware of the integration problems created by high concentrations of foreigners in some

neighbourhoods, it was not until the 1980's that a policy began to be formulated. A very

significant step was the appointment of a Royal Commissioner for policy in relation to

migrants in March 1989. The reports produced by this commissioner (KCMB 1989a,

1989b, 1990a, 1990b) together with the experience, violent and non-violent, in some

schools and neighbourhoods, gave rise to a better educational policy for migrant children.

Since foreign West-European and American children generally attend private English

schools, they do not have the problems the majority of children of migrant workers have.

Here the discussion is confined to the educational problems of immigrant children coming

mainly from southern Europe, the Maghreb countries and Turkey.

As the figures cited above imply, the problem of the organization of education for the

children of migrants is not the same for each community (Table 1).

Table 1. Foreigners in infant, primary, and secondary schools in Dutch-speaking (1989-90)
and French-speaking Communities (1988-1989) in % of the total school population
(special education excluded)

Dutch-speaking Com-
munity

French-speaking Com-
munity

Infant school 6.15 17.00

Primary school 5.80 19.04

Secondary school 4.36 17.71

Source: Ministerie van Onderwijs (1989-1990) Statistisch Jaarboek van het onderwijs
(Brussels: Dienst onderwijsstatistieken) KCMB 1990b, 266-267.

Facing this problem and under the influence of the Royal Commissioner for immigrants a
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new policy was launched to promote equal education opportunities and to improve the

integration of immigrant children.

Since September 1st, 1991 the government in Flanders has launched several programmes6

to enhance the opportunities of schools in caring for the specific problems of immigrant

children. A large part of these programmes is intended for elementary schools, but they

also create opportunities in the first grade of secondary schools (Leman, 1993), and for

school year 1993-1994, these programmes are being expanded to the second grade of

secondary schools. The 'project transfering' (project doorstroming) seeks to encourage

immigrant pupils to continue their studies in the third grade of technical, general and art

secondary education.

The first programme is known as 'Nederlands als Tweede Taal' (Dutch as second

language), and is part of the 'educational priority area policy'. Special attention will be

paid to the problems of immigrant children for whom Dutch is a second language. This

programme is connected with school community work bringing immigrant parents into

closer contact with the school of their children. The second programme is called

'Onderwijs in eigen taal en cultuur' (OETC or education in his/her own language and

culture). This programme may be implemented on condition that at least 20 pupils in a

school are of an ethnic group, that it is supported by at least 2/3 of their parents who ask to

be put into operation. Some subjects are taught in the native language by teachers of the

same origin, and others are taught in Dutch. Leman detects several problems in the

realization of this program: 1) the foreign teachers do not always study Dutch and stay

only for a short period in the school; 2) the lack of a proper curriculum for these pupils; 3)

the lack of enthusiasm of some Flemish teachers for the programme.

Besides these programmes two others may be mentioned: intercultural education

(initiatives of a local character, but with the same purposes as the former programmes);

and 'welcome policy' ('Onthaalbeleid') (asking that special attention be given to recently

arrived immigrant children as far as the teaching of Dutch is concerned).

A last major measure to improve the integration of immigrant children is the policy of

6 The government provides a special budget (e.g. for extra staff) to realize these programmes.
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discouraging their concentration in particular schools7. Immigrant children should be

more evenly spread over more schools in order to expand the contact with Dutch-speaking

children. To attain this goal it must not be forgotten that 'concentration schools' are often

the result of the concentration of immigrant groups in particular neighbourhoods. Some

cities, and Brussels in particular, attract most of the migrant workers. Some

neighbourhoods in Brussels and in other cities are populated mostly by Turkish or

Maghreb migrant families. The consequence is that 39.15% of the primary schools in

Brussels have more than 50% of their pupils coming from migrant families. Indeed, three

schools have no Belgian pupils at all. Many of these schools are located in neighbour-

hoods with a strong concentration of Muslim migrant families, which does not facilitate

integration into a mainly Christian culture (Leirman e.a. 1991; KCMB 1990a). Recently a

proposal made by the Central Council of the VLOR (June 22nd 19938) was sent to the

Minister of Education to organize an experiment to prevent over-concentration of

immigrant children in particular schools. All umbrella organizations of the networks

agreed on the principle that consultation should be organized among the networks to

prevent this problem. This experiment will start in the secondary schools in eighteen

cities in 1995-19969.

Such programs are also being set up by the French-speaking Community, some in the

framework of cultural agreements with the home countries of the ethnic minorities. At

the present, a special committee is preparing a program to train teachers for intercultural

education. Primary school teachers may obtain extra training in intercultural education

(Leirman et al. 1991).

7 Terkessidis and Van De Velde (1991:148-149) have shown that the higher the concentration of

immigrant pupils in a school, the higher the proportion of pupils that have failed their examinations and have

to sit for them again.

8 Algemene Raad VLOR, 'Non-discriminatiebeleid in het onderwijs', 22 juni 1993, AR/RHE/DOC/034.

9 A recent reaction by the Director-general of the NSKO in relation to some press comments about this

experiment made clear that this policy might touch the principle of freedom of education as it is interpreted

by the Catholic network (De Wolf, 1993). It is to be expected that the intake of children with another

religious backgrounds might create some special problems for schools with a Christian mission.
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5. Conclusion

Belgian educational policy has been influenced by three important cleavages in society, i.e.

an economic, a linguistic, and an ideological. During the history of this consociational

society the meaning of these cleavages for education policy has changed.

In the first period (1830-1914) the political power of the propertied classes had denied a

development of equal educational opportunities for all children. Schools were an

expression of a class society. There was no room for the intellectual development of the

Flemish people, except when they accepted to have a training in French. No support was

given by the Catholic church to create a Flemish network, although the majority of the

population in Flanders was Catholic. The leading political and economical class, whether

Liberal or Catholic, was French-speaking. Only the growing power of the Socialist party

and the Socialist and Christian unions could bring an improvement of the position of the

working class. Nevertheless, the latter had to fight the power of the Catholic bourgeoisie

that was supported by the Catholic Church. In spite of the denial of the rights of working

class the church could rely on the obedience of the Catholics. This was the reason that

they could win the first school battle and that the Catholic school pillar could be

organized.

During the second period (1920-1965) the school system changed tremendously and

children were longer and better trained than before. Also the first steps were put to open

the universities for the less wealthy groups. Secondary schools were opened for the

working class children, universities started to attract more labour class students, and the

government felt oblidged to organize secondary education in as many towns as possible.

This attention for the rights of the labour class was shared by the Socialist and the

pro-labour wing of the Christian-Democratic party. Both defended a more egalitarian

society. The opposition between Catholics and anti-clericals was strong and the second

school battle was fought concerning the secondary schools. The episcopacy could still

mobilize a large part of the population, because many were practising Catholics and the

church could rely on many Catholic organizations defending the position of Catholic

education. The tensions could be alleviated by the solutions proposed by a prudent elite,

belonging to different parties, who made an agreement (School Pact), which eventually
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was written in a law. In this period the political parties -- though pushed by the pressure

of small nationalist parties-- had recognized the just demands of the Flemish part of

Belgium for Dutch as an instruction vehicle. This had created at the beginning of the

1960s an educational system on all levels in Flanders where the local language was

compulsory.

This was not the end of the tensions between Flemings and the French-speaking

population of Belgium. In the meantime, the political parties had realized that the

linguistic factor --what also was an economic factor-- could not longer be denied, and

most of them had organized themselves in separate parties at both sides of the linguistic

border established in 1963. In the beginning there was still a collective feeling of unity

between the different linguistic wings of the same political families, but sometimes --and

later on more and more-- they took different standpoints in relation to the position of

Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels. This was the beginning of the federalization of

Belgium. This development would influence the development of the educational

structure in the third period (1965-1989). Before they attained this standpoint hard fights

had been fought for the equal development of university education in Flanders and

Wallonia. Although it has been agreed that the battle for a unique Flemish Catholic

University in Leuven was a symbol for all parties for Flemish home rule, the oppositions

between pro-Catholics and anti-clericals did not disappear, and neither did the oppositions

between pro-labour and pro-propertied classes. The different waves of university

expansions prove this. Even though the Catholic pillar could no longer rely on a majority

of practising Catholics, the Catholic organizations taking care of union work, cultural

work, youth movement, etc. together with the Christian-Democratic party were strong

defenders of the Catholic schools. This kind of pillarized organizations was not only

important for the Catholic part of the population, the Socialist party and the Liberal party

had similar organizations.

This period is also characterized by the start of a comprehensive secondary school system.

The Socialist party and the pro-labour wing of the Christian-democrats attained an

agreement that this was the best solution to create more equality of opportunities. The

egalitarians had won. When the leaders of the Catholic school network experienced this

development in Flanders as a dividing principle of the unity of Catholic education, they

could even convince the other parties to abolish the system, and to create the unified

system, which was a return to a more multilateral system, although a more comprehensive
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approach was still possible as well. Here it became clear that Wallonia was going into

another direction. The Socialist party is here the most powerful and they kept the

comprehensive system, which was also adapted by the French-speaking Catholic schools.

Because of the further developed form of federalization, the opposition between the

language groups in Belgium lost much of its importance for educational matters in the

fourth period (1989- ), although indirectly this opposition could sometimes be felt. The

tensions between Catholics and non-catholics, in spite of the growing secularization of the

population, are still present. The organizational backing of the Catholic, the Socialist and

the Liberal pillar, but the last one in a lesser extent, keep these tensions alive. It has been

shown that it is not sure that the anti-Catholic group can mobilize all groups against the

Catholic network, but it is an open question whether the Catholic group can mobilize

enough people to defend the position of Catholic schools either. The position of the

Catholic schools is still strong because of the continuously growing numbers of pupils and

students in these schools, and this in spite of the diminishing numbers of practising

Catholics. That this unity is threatened could already be seen during the discussion about

the post-secondary institutions for higher education. Catholic schools and other schools

started discussions about fusions without the consent of the General Council of the

Catholic network. The question is whether these cracks in the system will enlarge in the

future or not.

It might be questioned whether the oppositions between pro-Catholics and non-Catholics,

and between pro-labour and pro-propertied classes will disappear in the future, just like the

opposition between the linguistic groups has been solved by compartementalizing the

Belgian society. The first two divides cannot geographically be solved as was the case for

the linguistic oppositions. At this moment according to the polls the Liberal party is

going to attract a lot of voters and might mobilize the factions of the political parties that

are more opposed to equal opportunities. Will this give priority to the principle of

competition and excellency, instead of equality of opportunities in educational matters? It

cannot be denied that more than ever effectiveness of schooling and excellence is in the

centre of the interest of education policy makers. If this political break-through in

Belgium is going to happen, would this stimulate this development even more? It is hard,

even impossible, to answer now. The third opposition, between Catholics and

non-Catholics, will this disappear because of the growing secularization? The indicators

we have given to support this thesis may be supported by the following facts. The
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organizing authorities of the Catholic schools are not longer occupied by a majority of

members of the clergy. In 1981 54% of the members were lay people, and in 1990 this

number attained already 61% of the members of the hundreds of organizing authorities.

More important in this respect is to know that 62% of this clergy members were older than

60 years and 28% between 50 and 60 years old (De Standaard, 5/9/1991). Replacements

by other clergy will not be possible, except when the situation would dramatically change.

Priesthood and convents do not attract enough new candidates to replace the old

members. Lay people took over the positions of the clergy. The question is whether the

process of secularization will also influence them so strongly that Catholic schools as

Catholic schools will disappear. Moreover, recently the Christian unions critisized

thoroughly the reaction of the Christian-Democratic party against the privileged links of

this unions with the party. If the Christian-Democratic party will loose the support of the

Christian unions, will this threaten the political power of this party, and consequently

diminish the traditional support to the Catholic education? Are these factors going to wipe

out the third opposition in Belgian politics? This is a question only the future can answer.



32

Bibliography

Bestuur Statistiek (1993) Statinfo. B.S.T. Brussel:Ministerie van de Vlaamse
Gemeenschap, Departement Onderwijs.

Blaise, P. (1991) Les acteurs dans le secteur de l'enseignement. Bruxelles: Crisp.

Craenen, G., W. Dewachter (1990) De Belgische Grondwet van 1831 tot Heden.
Nederlandse en Franse Teksten. Leuven/Amersfoort: Acco.

Dahl, R.A. (1967) 'Some explanations', pp.377-379 in R.A. Dahl (ed) Political oppositions
in Western democracies. New Haven, London: Yale University Press.

Dehaene, J.L. (1993) Belgium is a federal State, composed of Communities and Regions.
Brussels. Press Conference of 17th february 1993.

De Vroede, M., L. Minten (1993) 'Het corps onder wisselende omstandigheden', pp. 9- 41
in M. Depaepe, M. De Vroede, F. Simon (eds) Geen trede meer om op te staan.
Kapellen: Uitgeverij Pelckmans.

Dobbelaere, K. (1988) Het 'Volk-Gods' de Mist in? Over de Kerk in België
Leuven/Amersfoort: ACCO.

FEADI (Association des Directeurs de l'Enseignement Secondaire Catholique
Francophone (1991) La Crise dans l'Enseignement. Bruxelles: Feadi.

Kochuyt, T., J.C. Verhoeven (1993) 'Nog steeds krijgt niet iedereen dezelfde kansen...',
Samenlevingsopbouw, 17 (1): 20-34.

Koninklijk Commissariaat voor het Migrantenbeleid (KCMB) (1989a) Integratie(beleid):
een Werk van Lange Adem. Deel I: Bakens en eerste Voorstellen (Brussel:
Koninklijk Commissariaat voor het Migrantenbeleid).

Koninklijk Commissariaat voor het Migrantenbeleid (KCMB) (1989b) Integratie(beleid):
een Werk van Lange Adem. Deel III: Feiten en Toelichting van de Voorstellen
(Brussel: Koninklijk Commissariaat voor het Migrantenbeleid)

Koninklijk Commissariaat voor het Migrantenbeleid (KCMB)(1990a) Voor een
Harmonische Samenleveing. Deel I. Eerste Realisaties en Nieuwe Voorstellen
(Brussel: Koninklijk Commissariaat voor het Migrantenbeleid)

Koninklijk Commissariaat voor het Migrantenbeleid (1990b) Voor een harmonische
Samenleving. Deel III: Feiten en Toelichting van de Voorstellen (Brussel:
Koninklijk Commissariaat voor het Migrantenbeleid))

Leirman, W., Leurin, M., Vanderhoeven, J.L. (1991) 'Immigrants and education', pp.



33

271-313 in J.L. Vanderhoeven (ed.) Education in Belgium:The diverging paths.
Brussel-Bruxelles-Eupen: Ministerie van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap-Ministère de
l'Education, de la Recherche et de la Formation-Verwaltung der
Deutschsprachigen Gemeinschaft,Abteilung Unterricht.

Leman, J. (1993) 'Hoe de scholenslag winnen? Beleidsperspectieven inzake onderwijs aan
allochtonen in de Vlaamse Gemeenschap', Tijdschrift voor Onderwijsrecht en
Onderwijsbeleid, 3: 151-164.

Lorwin, V.R. (1967) 'Belgium: religion, class and language in national politics',
pp.147-187 in R.A. Dahl (ed) Political oppositions in Western democracies. New
Haven, London: Yale University Press.

Lijphardt, A.(1968) The politics of accomodation: Pluralism and Democracy in the
Netherlands. Berkeleu: University of California Press.

Luyckx, T. (1964) Politieke Geschiedenis van België. Van 1789 tot heden.
Brussel-Amsterdam: Elsevier.

Matthijs, K. (1994) Statistisch Zakboek van België. Tielt: Lannoo.

Molitor, A. (1956) L'enseignement et la société d'aujourd'hui. Tournai-Paris: Casterman.

Mortier, J., J.C. Verhoeven (1979) Onderwijssociologie in België. Leuven: Sociologisch
Onderzoeksinstituut.

Nonneman, W. (1991) 'Houdt de Financieringswet (Wat het Luik Onderwijs Betreft) stand
tot het Einde van de Overgangsperiode?', Tijdschrift voor Onderwijsrecht en
Onderwijsbeleid, 1 (2): 57-64.

OECD (1993) Belgium. Reviews of National Policies for Education. Paris: OECD.

Ravez, J., G. Tistaert (1991) 'Teaching profession', pp. 315-340 in J. Vanderhoeven (ed)
Education in Belgium:The diverging paths. Brussel-Bruxelles-Eupen: Ministerie
van de Vlaamse Gemeenschap-Ministère de l'Education, de la Recherche et de la
Formation-Verwaltung der Deutschsprachigen Gemeinschaft, Abteilung
Unterricht.

Service des Statistiques (1992) Annuaire Statistiques 1989-1990. Bruxelles: Communauté
française de Belgique, Ministère de l'éducation, de la recherche et de la formation.

Van Hooreweghe, B. (1991) Leerkracht : een Luxe Job? Jobevaluatie bij Leerkrachten
Secundair Onderwijs. Leuven: HIVA.

Verhoeven, J.C. (1982) 'Belgium: Linguistic Communalism, Bureaucratisation, and
democratisation', pp. 125-171 in H. Daalder, E. Shils (eds) Universities,



34

Politicians and Bureaucrats. Europe and the United States. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Verhoeven, J.C. (1984) 'Weerstanden tegen onderwijsvernieuwing in België', Nova et
Vetera, 62 (1-2): 41-68.

Verhoeven, J.C. (1992) 'Key issues in educational policy for secondary schools in
federated Belgium', Journal for Education Policy. 7 (1): 99-107.

Verhoeven, J.C., A. Gheysen (1993) The effectiveness of schooling and educational
resource management in Belgium (Flanders). Leuven: Departement sociologie.
Centre for Theoretical Sociology and Sociology of Education.


