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In one of his latest books, Mauricio o las elecciones primarias, the Spanish novelist Eduardo Mendoza wrote a short dialogue about same-sex marriage. It opposes a single gay man to a prominent member of the Catalan socialist party and happens at a friend’s wedding in the mid-eighties, somewhere in Catalonia. While the former merely defends the right of not being discriminated on basis of its sexual orientation, which implies the right for same-sex couples to marry, the latter argues that, even though he has “nothing against homosexuals”, he does not understand this ardent desire to marry. He concludes by asserting: “So many years fighting against the system and now that their condition is decriminalised, it appears that they wanted to be perfect homemakers”
. 
Though imaginary, this encounter illustrates the difficult relationship between socialist parties and LGBT issues over the years in many European countries, as well as the incongruity of the claim to open up civil marriage to same-sex couples in classic socialist thought. This paper aims to highlight the complex process and dynamics that led to the first Belgian same-sex marriages in June 2003, in which socialist parties played an important part. It attempts to explain how, from a manifesto which didn’t even mention homosexuality in the early nineties, Belgian socialists moved to an unambiguous defence of gay and lesbian rights, which finally encompassed the advocacy of same-sex marriage. Therefore, it focusses on institutionalised socialism, that is to say on socialist parties, and it exclusively considers the Belgian French-speaking one, the Parti socialiste (PS). Indeed, Belgium has been divided along linguistic and cultural cleavages for decades and the former POB (Belgian Workers’ Party) split up in 1978. Since then, both parties have followed different paths and, as in other consociative democracies, coordination is informal, elitist and punctual
. 
However, before investigating the factors that explain this evolution, it is worth outlining the Belgian history of same-sex marriage
. The 2003 decision to open up civil marriage to same-sex couples crowns an advocacy process, which took fifteen years and began in the late eighties as a result of AIDS and the introduction of the Danish partnership
. In that time, LGBT activists did not demand the opening-up of civil marriage, which seemed out of reach and sometimes too conservative, but rather a kind of civil partnership inspired by foreign proposals (Denmark, France, the Netherlands). The first draft, outlining a Contrat de Vie commune, was presented by the French-speaking association Tels Quels in 1993. By the introduction of a private contract which was more flexible than marriage, it was expected to meet simultaneously same-sex couples and cohabitants’s aspirations. This text was brought into Parliament in 1994, but was not discussed until July 1997. At the same time, another bill, introduced by the Flemish socialist MP Guy Swennen, already mentioned the legal status of same-sex couples. While not yet allowing same-sex couples to marry, it was intended to introduce a new form of legal recognition that would be accessible to same-sex unions in the context of an ambitious reform of family law, but it has never been turned into a law. Given the obstacles at federal level, the debate temporarily moved to local politics, and the Antwerp city council decided to set up the first register for unmarried couples in 1995. Followed up by many other Belgian cities, this initiative launched a fierce debate on same-sex couples’ legal recognition, especially in Flanders. Finally, after an agreement on alternative lifestyles among Flemish ruling parties, the Contrat de Cohabitation légale was adopted in November 1998 to solve cohabitants’ problems. For that reason, it offers fewer rights than former proposals. A kind of registered partnership, similar to the Scandinavian or the latest British ones, was also planned to meet same-sex couples’ aspirations, but it has never been turned into a law because of disagreements with French-speaking parties. 
Around 1997, a conceptual change occurred in Flanders, at both political and associative levels. Dissociating the cohabitants’ and same-sex couples’ issues, it led to the advocacy of the opening-up of civil marriage. In 1999, the change of majority at federal level and the electoral defeat of Christian-democratic parties constituted a remarkable turning point. After some hesitation about the way to improve same-sex couples’ legal status, the new “rainbow” government
 opted for the opening-up of civil marriage, although without the rights regarding children (filiation, adoption, etc.). This promise was turned into law in January 2003, after a smooth legal process and very little social debate. Belgium became the second country to allow same-sex couples to marry, after the Netherlands. 

Partly because of their hegemonic position in the Belgian French-speaking political landscape, French-speaking socialists progressively became key actors of the process of same-sex unions’ legal recognition. Though their party had no official standpoint on this issue at the beginning of the nineties, some socialist politicians gave personal support to Tels Quels’ proposal and a federal MP, Yvan Maïeur, brought it into Parliament with other representatives from Green and nationalist parties in 1994. At the same time, LGBT activists within the party were gaining more influence and their internal lobbying was increasingly meeting the renovation projects of their presidents, who were trying to modernise classic socialism. Since then, though there was not yet a thorough reflection on LGBT rights within the party, major gay and lesbian struggles were backed by party members and the Parti socialiste as a whole. In the mid-nineties, French-speaking socialists were not yet in favour of the opening-up of civil marriage and most of its members preferred a kind of civil partnership. For that reason, they began to ask for the improvement of the Contrat de Cohabitation légale directly after its adoption in November 1998. They progressively moved to the advocacy of civil marriage from 1999, partly because of changes within French-speaking LGBT organisations’ claims, as well as because of their new political allies’ positions, particularly Flemish liberal and Green parties. Indeed, under the influence of the powerful Federatie Werkgroepen Homoseksualiteit
, the Flemish LGBT federation, French-speaking associations began to advocate same-sex marriage. Some of them were closed to the Parti socialiste, and all of them have been heard. Besides, if the new government formed in 1999 had only promised to improve same-sex couples’ legal recognition, French-speaking socialists were rather in favour of a new kind of legal recognition of non-marital unions than the opening-up of civil marriage. In 2000, they even proposed a bill to improve the Contrat de cohabitation légale, which was backed by all coalition parties
. However, discussions within the coalition in 2000 and 2001 made rapidly clear that it was quicker and legally simpler to open up same-sex marriage. Therefore, French-speaking Belgian socialists moved to the advocacy of marriage, privileging the content of the law over its juridical form. 
The importance of the context 
In order to understand these changes, two kinds of explanations need to be considered. Some contingent factors, linked to the party internal organisation as well as to the Belgian politics of that time, must be taken into account. But we cannot understand the dramatic shift from the advocacy of a sort of civil partnership to the opening-up of civil marriage without bearing in mind some profound changes in the definition of marriage, the perception of homosexuals and the notion of equality. 
The LGBT mobilisation in favour of same-sex couples’ legal recognition occurred in a period of profound reform of West-European socialism and at a time of crisis for the Parti socialiste. Socialist leaders were trying to renovate their party to face the spectacular decline of traditional working class, the political scandals linked to the party’s old guard and the new challenges brought by postmodern values. They were also threatened by the rise of Ecolo, the French-speaking green party, which had also a clear stance on gay and lesbian rights and whose development reflected new sociological trends. In that context, the election of Elio Di Rupo as new president in 1999 marked a turning point, as he tried to launch a thorough renovation of its party. Openly gay, he probably saw the advantage of adopting a firm position on LGBT issues in terms of image and electoral support
. LGBT activists also became more influent within the party and, developing personal ties between the latter and grass-roots organisations, they echoed associations’ demands, particularly when the Fédération des Associations Gayes et Lesbiennes officially endorsed the marriage claim in 1999. 
Secondly, we need to pay attention to the specific context into which same-sex marriage has been allowed. Indeed, like in Spain
, the access of a new coalition to power in 1999 constituted a decisive moment. The electoral defeat of Christian-democratic parties after fifty years of almost uninterrupted presence in the cabinet opened up an opportunity window as regards ethical questions. The new rainbow coalition, formed by liberals, socialists and greens, wanted to embody political change and, like in Spain, LGBT issues were an easy way to exemplify the rupture. 
Thirdly, Belgium is traditionally influenced by its neighbours. After the failure of the French PACS and the Dutch decision to allow same-sex marriages in 2000
, the latter proposal became a valuable option for both activists and politicians and this is not a coincidence if the marriage claim appeared in Flanders and mostly remained a Flemish affair. Political pragmatism, which is another feature of Belgian politics, also played a part. As it has been explained, when the new cabinet wrote in 1999 in its governmental programme that same-sex couples’ legal recognition would be improved, its members did not know yet whether it meant the opening-up of civil marriage. But this option rapidly emerged as the fastest and easiest solution. It was juridically simple and politically rewarding, as it did not provoke any debate or consistent opposition in the Belgian society and was demanded by most LGBT organisations as well as Flemish and Green members of the cabinet. In that context, the PS, whose members were also increasingly backing this claim and which had no principle objection to civil marriage, joined the governmental consensus. 
Some profound changes

Nonetheless, in order to understand the true nature of the marriage claim and why the idea of a kind of legal recognition for same-sex relationships finally took this form, we need to consider some broader factors, which are intrinsically tied to deep social changes and their subjective representations. Even though political actors are generally unaware of their existence, they appear quite obviously when discourses are carefully analysed and their importance far exceeds the Parti Socialiste members. Three of them will be developed in this paper: the representation of civil marriage, the conception of the group formed by LGBT persons and the definition of equality. 
Civil marriage has to be looked at and we must check whether its dramatic transformation over the last decades is mirrored by social representations. More precisely, two shifts were needed in left-wing circles to turn the opening-up of civil marriage into a legitimate claim. Civil marriage had to appear as an equality mechanism which was suitable for emancipatory politics and its definition had to be disentangled from ‘natural’, heterosexual procreation. Marriage has indeed experienced deep transformations over the thirty past years because of feminist struggles, as well as profound economic and sociological changes. It is no longer, at least in legal terms, a synonym of gender hierarchy and oppression and its everyday life experience is ever more characterised by privatisation and contractualisation, an increase of individual will and equality between partners. Other relationship patterns are becoming more and more legitimate and the social and legal monopole of marriage has faded. These mutations have been translated into social representations, as civil marriage was not regarded anymore as intrinsically oppressive in the marriage debates and its oppressive character was rather understood as the result of specific historic circumstances. This pluralisation of the social and subjective meanings of civil marriage has allowed the latter to embrace different types of lifestyles and relationships and it has undoubtedly contributed to the acceptance of the idea of same-sex marriage. Secondly, the core definition of civil marriage also had to move from its grounding in the sexual difference and ‘natural’ human procreation to its exclusive foundation in the partners’ relationship. Marriage had to be conceptually dissociated from the children question and this dimension clearly appears in the preamble of the government’s project, which states that “in our contemporary societies, marriage is lived and experienced as a (formal) relationship between two persons which has the achievement of a durable community of life as main goal. It offers to the partners the opportunity of overtly asserting their relationship and their feelings for each other”
. 
Secondly, it is worth considering the social representations of the group formed by LGBT people and their influence on the way their access to citizenship is conceived. Indeed, empirical research tends to indicate a link between the definition a social group is given and the terms of the inclusion its members are proposed. If they are perceived as different from heterosexuals and/or opposed to them, their inclusion is more likely to be differential in its form and/or its philosophy
. This means in this context that LGBT persons will seek or be proposed other forms of legal recognition than marriage, considered as more respectful of their speficities or social function. Indeed, many associative and political proposals of alternative contracts to marriage, even when they were accessible to both same-sex and different-sex couples, were inspired by the idea that homosexuals were somehow different from heterosexuals and consequently deserved a specific institution to meet their aspirations
. On the contrary, discourses in favour of the opening-up of civil marriage emphasise the essential comparability between same-sex and different-sex couples, certainly as far as rights are concerned. As the Flemish LGBT federation has endlessly repeated, “what is good for heterosexuals was also good for homosexuals” and this was the main reason why it should be opened up to them. Put in juridical terms, this shift corresponds to the disappearance of any kind of objective difference, which has long been used to justify a differential treatment that was not regarded as discriminatory. 
Finally, we need to point out a radical transformation of the meaning of equality, which is also noticeable in other social sectors. Proposals in favour of alternative contracts to marriage, such as civil unions or registered partnerships, were underpinned by a substantive definition of equality, which was anchored into a specific, and generally leftist, social project. Therefore, some options were not legitimate, as they contradicted the broader vision which was pursued. On the contrary, the marriage claim is characterised by a formal definition of equality, which is embodied by the principles of equal treatment and non discrimination. It is no longer aimed at the realisation of a specific social project, of which it would be an important element, but rather at the expression of the individual’s will and the widening of the scope of her choice. Therefore, equality does no longer stem from a certain vision of what society should be, but is concretised through a freedom of choice. As Karine Lalieux, a socialist MP, asserted during the parliamentary debates, the opening-up of civil marriage is not “an obligation, but a freedom, a freedom of choice (…). Every woman or every man should be allowed to choose and to take on her/his personal choices thanks to the legal arrangements they are offered. This is the true legislator’s role: to offer legal arrangements, which respect everyone’s life choices”
. 
This latter remark reveals an interesting paradox, which also characterises other left-wing parties, e.g. the Greens. Indeed, such a definition of equality is typically liberal, as it attempts to enhance the individual’s freedom and reduces equality to its formal elements, here choice and self-determination. As such, it constitutes a paradigmatic example of what is sometimes called ‘cultural liberalism’ and it reminds John Stuart Mill’s and Isaye Berlin’s seminal works. Consequently, does the opening-up of civil marriage to same-sex couples reflect some common democratic values, such as suggested by the notions of sexual democracy or sexual/intimate citizenship, or is it rather an illustration of Francis Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ ? 
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