In the 21st century, can you point to any cases where nationalism – perhaps to the point of secessionism – is in any sense progressive, or not?


Nationalism comes in many forms, including State Nationalism, Ethno-Nationalism, and protest Nationalism. This essay looks at the examples of Ethno-Nationalism of Scotland and Catalonia, comparing the two unique events of independence referenda, whereby the two autonomous nations aimed for secessionism. Neither nation achieved secessionism, and the political and social consequences of both referenda were not similar. The idea of progression will also be brought into question in this essay. Nationalism is defined as ‘[…] an ideological movement aimed at attaining and maintaining the identity, unity (through social cohesion) and autonomy (through national self-determination) of a "nation," or a peoples united under a "national" banner (Smith, 1991 as cited by Pamir, 1997). There are multiple forms of contemporary nationalism, including State Nationalism, Ethno-Nationalism, and Protest Nationalism. State nationalism embraces the notion as a whole, transcending ethnic distinctions and is often used in wartime to push for public alliance to state. Protest Nationalism ‘can broadly be explained as a response to perceived social, political, cultural or economic insecurity brought about or subsequently exploited, directly or indirectly, by state policy’, (Pamir, 1997). Ethno-Nationalism is described as when people with a shared identity, through culture, language and/ or geography call for better representation from the State, often calling for devolution or ‘home rule’ (Bevan, 2014). This essay will be looking at Celtic nationalism; particularly exploring Scotland’s movement towards independence. 
Scotland’s movement towards devolution was similar to that of Wales, and I am arguing that it was – and is, a form of Ethno-Nationalism due to the role of shared culture and history in leading the nation to push the United Kingdom (Hereafter UK) state for further autonomy. As well as the fact that the population of Scotland in 2019 was 5.4 million people (Population UK, 2020), meaning the Scottish people made up a minority of 8.1% of the UK population, being a contributing factor in the Scottish calling for better representation. Furthermore, Pamir argues that Ethno-nationalism is often a result of the failure of the state to ‘[…] meet the needs of its minority populations in terms of equitable distribution of resources and opportunities’, (Pamir, 1997). This is supported by Mullen, who discusses the perceived increase in Scottish nationalism as a product of the ‘Thatcher Years’ (Mullen, 2014, p. 637). Where the economic crash of 1980- 81 was a product of right – wing policies led by a political party that was not voted for by Scotland, where in Thatcher’s first term, the Conservative party only held 22 out of the 71 seats, (Mullen, 2014, p. 637), therefore, ‘ […] many argued that Scotland was ruled by a government and burdened by policies that its people had rejected at the ballot box’, (Mullen, 2014, p.637). It was a national identity that allowed for a framework from which to oppose Thatcherism and created the perception of ‘alien rule’ (Mullen, 2014, p.638) pushing Scotland towards Autonomy and devolution. Interestingly, other regions that were affected by this and felt similarly, such as the North of England, did not have the same framework from which to present political grievances or from which to push for autonomy.
Scotland had been an independent country up until 1707 whereby the Treaty of Union, it became a British Nation. Prior to this treaty, the interactions between the Scottish and British had been complex. Scottish Nationalism began to grow during the 1960s, when ‘[t]he first parliamentary seats were won by nationalist parties in Wales in 1966 and in Scotland in 1967’ (Mullen, 2014, p. 629). A continuing rise in nationalist thinking and rhetoric led the Labour government in 1978 to legislate for the devolution of powers to Scotland, calling for a referendum on Scottish devolution in 1979. The result was that 51% of voters in Scotland voted in favour of devolution, however this was not acted upon due to a Conservative party repeal in 1979. In 1988 The Scottish Office drafted a document declaring Scotland as a Sovereign nation and in 1989 set up the ‘Scottish Constitutional Convention’, (Mullen, 2014, p.629). The Scottish Constitutional Convention was created to come to an agreement on ‘[…] how Scotland ought to be governed’, (Levy, 1992, p.224). Despite the ongoing movement towards independence, Scottish devolution was not acted upon until the Labour government of 1997, which ‘[…] enacted three schemes of devolution as part of its programme of constitutional reform’ (Mullen, 2014, p.629). The Scotland Act began working in 1999. The Scottish National Party (hereafter SNP) won a minority of seats in 2007, and discussion led to the UK government setting up a the Commission on Scottish Devolution in April 2008, to discuss explorations of ‘[…] constitutional reform in the UK’ (Mullen, 20114, p. 631). The Scottish Parliament’s White Paper was set out in 2009, stating ‘[…] options for Scotland’s constitutional future, including independence and maximal devolution’, (Mullen, 2014, p.631). It was in May 2011 that the SNP won an overall majority in Scottish Parliament and had the power to put forward its plans for a referendum on independence. In 2014 the referendum was held, and the turn out the ballot boxes was an astonishing 84.6% ‘[…] the highest turnout […] for any UK election since the introduction of universal suffrage. (Stolz, 2020, p.195). The result of this referendum was that Scotland had not won independence from the UK. 
[bookmark: _Hlk41916109]A contemporary example of the Scottish Parliament taking international affairs into their own hands, and campaigning towards another referendum is that of the aftermath of Brexit. On the 23rd of June 2016, the UK voted to leave the European Union (hereafter EU), with a majority of 51.9% of voters choosing to leave the EU, (The Electoral Commission, 2020). However, the results in Scotland were 62% of voters chose to stay in the EU (The Electoral Commission, 2020), Scotland’s (and Northern Ireland’s) lack of agency in controlling their own negotiations with the EU have suggested that ‘[…] the EU Referendum Act [of] 2015 completely disregarded devolution by not requiring any specific majorities in the UK’s constituent parts’, (Eeckhout, 2018, p.169). Compare this to the happenings of Catalonia. The independence referendum of Scotland was hugely influential in pushing the Catalonian First Minister Artur Mas to push for a referendum on Catalonian independence, possibly due to seeing a similar, small autonomous nation moving towards independence on the world stage. However, this was not the first nationalist murmurings from Catalonia, the history of the nation goes back to the 9th century, it was in 1469 that Catalonia was united with Spain, through the marriage of Ferdinand I of Aragon and Queen Isabella of Castille. Catalonia had also been a republic before, during the Reapers’ War of 1640- 552, when the nation was declared a republic under French protection, however, it was reoccupied by Spanish troops following that, (BBC, 2018). In 1716, the Nueva Planta decree dissolved the Catalan legal system and abolished the use of the Catalan language in order to bring Catalonia under direct rule from Madrid, (BBC, 2018). This legalised strategic loss of language is an experience shared with the Scottish following the failure of the Jacobite armies, and the highland clearances that followed. In 1812 to 1813, Napoleon annexed Catalonia to France for a short time, (BBC, 2018). It was not until the 19th century with the industrial revolution which influenced the Catalonian economy that there was a revival of Catalan culture, and a surge in nationalism, it was in 1901 that the Catalan Nationalist Regionalist League was formed, there were four provinces in Catalonia formed in 1913, which were given a limited form of self-government in what was known as the commonwealth of Catalonia under the leadership of ‘Enric Prat de la Riba’ (BBC, 2018). However, in 1925, this was suppressed by Spanish Prime Minister Miguel Primo de Rivera, (BBC, 2018). In 1939, Spanish dictator Franco, suppressed all political opposition as well as outlawing the Catalan language, culture and autonomy. It was not until the death of that dictator in 1975, that democracy was brought back to Spain and Catalonia, and in 1978, the process of regionalisation takes place, as the democratic Spanish Constitution recognises the existence of distinct national identities and the next year, in 1979. Catalonia was given autonomy as well as national identity, and the Catalan language was acknowledged as the joint official language of Spain, (BBC, 2018). In August 2006, the autonomous governments are given more powers and financial autonomy, what followed was that in 2009, Catalan Nationalists held a series of small, informal votes on independence, in response to this in 2010, the ‘Constitutional Court in Madrid strikes down part of the 2006 autonomy statute, ruling that there is no legal basis for recognising Catalonia as a nation within Spain […]’ (BBC, 2018), there were ongoing pushes for Catalan Nationalism, which received a huge increase when the Scottish referendum campaign began, however these applications for a referendum on Catalonian independence were swiftly denied by the Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Jajoy, ‘[…] on the grounds that it was not compatible with the 1978 Spanish Constitution, which enshrined the unity of the Spanish Nation’, (Castelló, et. Al., 2016, p.159). The centre left party supported the refusal but argued that there should be political dialogue with Catalan nationalists, alongside national reform of the constitution. These were refused and Mas tried for a ‘non-binding popular ‘consultation”, (Castelló, et. Al., 2016, p.159) which again was refused for being seen as an independence referendum under a new guise. This string of refusals led to mass protests on the 11th of September 2014. Followed by the Catalan parliament approving ‘consultation’ by 106 votes to 28, one week later on the 19th of September 2014, the day after the Scottish Vote.
Interestingly, the Sottish independence movement was often referred to as a ‘mirror’ by the media in Spain, as though the Scottish movement for independence was similar to that of Catalonia. The example of Scotland was used throughout the Catalonian independence campaign, despite the fact the referendum in Catalonia was illegal due to the 1978 Spanish Constitution. Although the ‘No’ result of the Scottish referendum, meant that the argument for Catalan independence was not supported by the ‘mirror’ idea prior suggested by the media. The Scottish referendum, however, did ignite a flame that pushed the autonomy of Catalan to work towards an independence referendum. On the 1st of October 2017, 2 million eligible voters voted for a referendum from Spain. The result was ‘[…] 90% favoured peaceful separation’, (Ciprut, 2017, p.1). Five days after this result, the Constitutional Court of Spain suspended the Catalan Parliament, so that it could not declare independence from the Spanish Government. Invoking article 155, the Spanish government delegitimised Catalonia, bringing the successionist rebels to court and dissolving the Catalan government and leading Catalan government officials to be imprisoned. Neither Catalonia nor Scotland achieved secessionism from their nationalist independence campaigns.
‘Moreover, recent upsurges of mobilisation in ‘nations without states’, such as in the Scottish and Catalan cases, question not only the imminent disappearance of nationalism but even its decline (Keating, 2001a, 2001b; Smith, 2004: 146–7). On the contrary, nationalism is a phenomenon that spread all around the world (de la Calle, 2010: 5). The number of new secessionist movements across the world has seen a more than five-fold increase since the Second World War’, (Griffiths, 2014, as stated by Porta, et., al., 2017, p.43).

Progressive ideas, I argue are ideas which are liberal and create positive change. In the two cases given of Catalonia and Scotland, what shows progressivism is the democracy of the UK in negotiating the 2014 referendum and allowing the Scottish people to have a voice, and vote in the future of their nation. Furthermore, I would argue that the increased powers given to and negotiated with Scotland since the beginning of autonomy discussions have shown to be progressive, as ‘[…] the Scottish Parliament has since 1999 introduced several welfarist and universalist state policies which noticeably diverge from those in England: free personal care for the elderly, the continuation of free higher education, free prescriptions for all, and low-cost travel for those aged over 60’, (Mullen, 2014, p.638). However, what does not show this progressivism is the example of the Spanish government in response to Catalonia. The condemned illegality of the Catalonian referendum meant that the Catalonian people had no voice in the future of their nation, moreover, it resulted in the imprisonment of Catalonian government officials and the implementation of Article 155. This is not an example of progressivism, as it overlooks the votes of the people of Catalonia and has resulted in massive demonstrations and protests for change. The contextual circumstances of time and political control in Catalonia have meant that the recent expressions of nationalism have not had the opportunity to be progressive.
In conclusion, it is difficult to argue for or against nationalism being ‘progressive’, as it is a political and social ideology fluid, malleable and contextual, according to place, time, and language. I argue that the increased autonomy of Scotland from when it began to make political tread in the 1960s, has been progressive in that it was what the people wanted and it has led to increased standards of welfare in Scotland than in comparison to that of England, when referring to free prescriptions, care for the elderly and subsidised travel costs for all. I cannot argue whether the recent push of nationalism which lead towards the push for secessionism in Scotland was progressive, but I do argue that the diplomacy with which the negotiations were handled were symbolic of progression achieved by the UK over time. However, the recent nationalism in Catalonia is different, not that the nationalistic ideals of Catalonia were not progressive, but that the time and political context for the referendum and surge in nationalism was not one which allowed for progressivism.
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Appendix:
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Figure 1. A graph showing the evolution of Scot’s national identity from 1992 to 2014.
(Porta, D., O’Connor, F., Portos, M., & Ribas, A., 2017, p.46).
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Figure 2. A graph showing the evolution of Catalans’ national identity from 1984 to 2015.
(Porta, D., O’Connor, F., Portos, M., & Ribas, A., 2017, p.46).
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Figure 2: Evolution of Catalans’ national identity. ‘Moreno’ question: ‘Which best describes you of the following?’Y = percentage (no multiple choices

allowed), X = time (years).
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Sources: Centro de Investigaciones Sociologicas’s pre-electoral barometers, 1984-2015.
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