In the 21st century, can you point to any cases where nationalism is in any sense progressive?

This essay will examine the Catalan and Scottish independence movements through the 2010s and beginning of the 2020s. It will explore the links between these two movements in addition to the individual reasons and motivations for each, in order to establish a clear picture of 21st century nationalism in this context. Finally, it will investigate the complex and nuanced backgrounds to Catalan and Scottish nationalism in order to assess how such movements can be understood as ‘progressive’.
Nationalism is traditionally understood as a political ideology which is rooted in something of a xenophobic and ethnocentric worldview. There are certainly examples of this type of nationalism in contemporary political affairs – Brexit, for example, can be seen as an assertion of British exceptionalism and colonial attitudes towards Britain’s place in the world. However, there are instances of nationalism which stems from different historical and political bases. That is to say, nationalism is not always a step toward xenophobia or isolationism, but can also be a tool of self-determination of culturally and politically oppressed peoples. This, I argue, is the case as regards Catalan and Scottish nationalism (albeit arguably to different extents), and it is this which makes these nationalist movements progressive.
Pamir (1997) outlines the “paradoxes of nationalism”, describing the various forms of nationalism which stem from different historical contexts and political ideologies. In Western Europe, nationalism has historically been a tool of colonialism and imperialism – through the creation of nation states, oppressors are empowered to undermine and erode the cultural identities of the groups of people within them. Thus, nationalism can be inherently harmful and negative. However, in contrast to this state nationalism, Pamir explores the rise of ethno-nationalism, which aims to undo right-wing, colonial state nationalism (hence the paradox).
Key to the issue of nationalism, however, is the concept of borders. Progressive or otherwise, nationalist movements are moves to create borders in one way or another. That is not to say that nationalism is always exclusionary or isolationist, as ethno-nationalism can just as easily break down existing borders. But nevertheless we must address the concept of borders as a means of systematic oppression. Karakayali (2018) argues that borders function to uphold national identities and thereby create arbitrary distinctions between people from either side (which distracts from the real distinctions of class which are pervasive throughout capitalist nation states). He describes borders as being “conceptualized mostly as institutionalized absolute sovereignty” (p.24) and suggests that when individuals cross borders, they are thought of only in relation to their respective nation-states. This suggests that nations hold substantial political and cultural power, and therefore the designation of borders and nation states is something which cannot be taken lightly or overlooked. This, I would argue, points toward the need for progressive ethno-nationalism (particularly when colonial history and the drawing of national borders in colonised places such as India and Africa is taken into account), as an opportunity to address tensions by readdressing borders. Indeed, the act of readdressing national borders may function to undermine the power of borders and the concept of the nation state in the oppression of the working classes through capitalist and colonialist political structures.
Ultimately, the Scottish and Catalan independence movements are rooted in ethno-nationalism and an associated desire for self-determination contrary to the state nationalist histories which have led to their current situations. For example, the United Kingdom is supposedly a partnership of equal countries and regions, yet English is by far the dominant language, and of course the central government which controls Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland is based in England – not to mention the fact that England is divided into 533 parliamentary constituencies, out of a total 650 (UK Parliament, 2020), giving it substantially more representatives than the other three countries and regions. Similarly, Catalonia has its own distinct language and history, both of which are somewhat overlooked by Spain, with Spanish being somewhat widely spoken in Catalonia. This provides a rational context for the desire for independence of both Scotland and Catalonia.
[bookmark: _Hlk42552573]The referendum for the independence of Catalonia, conducted in 2017, had a much pro-yes result, and the government of Catalonia declared its independence on October 27 (The Independent, 2018). However, the Spanish government maintains that this referendum was illegal and then 14 Catalan government officials were arrested, including Carles Puigdemont, the leader of Catalonia at the time. The government of Spain has many years in place because no party has won a majority in the parlament. In 2017, when the referendum was held, the Spanish government was controlled by the People's Party, taken by Mariano Rajoy. However, since 2018, Pedro Sanchez of the PSOE (Spanish Socialist Workers' Party) has been the Prime Minister of Spain. Then, these arrests occurred under Rajoy's government, before the Spanish government changed. During the years since the referendum, there had been protests and demonstrations in support of Catalan independence, and there is still much controversy and opposition to the arrest of Catalan leaders. Spain, of course, is currently the only country in the European Union that has political prisoners. In October 2019, there were a number of protests and still riots in Barcelona, against the control of Catalonia by the Spanish government.
Since the officers were arrested, Spain is the only country in the European Union that has political prisoners (The Guardian, 2019). So, the case for ethnonationalism and the self-determination of the region of Catalonia strives, due to the suppression of the freedom of the Catalan people.
Scotland’s independence referendum, in September of 2014, was of course notably different in that it had been allowed by the UK government. This makes the results of the two referenda somewhat awkward to compare, since it is impossible to say how many more voters would have turned out to a legal referendum in Catalonia (particularly ‘no’ voters). So although the 2014 referendum only showed only 44.7% support for independence (BBC, 2014), it cannot necessarily be said that Scotland has any less of a mandate for independence or autonomous government than Catalonia. In the years following this referendum, many have argued that support for Scottish independence has grown, not least as a result of changes in broader UK politics such as the vote to leave the European Union in 2016. Supporters of Scottish independence have pointed out that Scotland voted overwhelmingly to remain in the EU (BBC, 2016) and its residents are having Brexit forced upon them by predominantly English and Welsh voters. This fact strongly suggests that Scottish nationalism is progressive, as it stands out as a rejection of British exceptionalism.
Following the 2016 EU referendum, support for Scottish independence was shown to have increased (The Independent, 2016). More recent polls suggest that over 50% of Scots now support independence (The Guardian, 2020), with the increase still being attributed to Brexit. This trend clearly highlights the paradox of nationalism. Whilst it is (arguably) British state nationalism, rooted in old imperial and colonialist ideas of British exceptionalism, which have given rise to Brexit, Scottish ethno-nationalism now goes hand-in-hand with the rejection of this ideal. The Scottish government has frequently and clearly expressed Scotland’s desire to remain a part of the European Union, which would be both an assertion of the collective beliefs and ideology of the Scottish people and a rejection of isolationism. Ergo, the Scottish independence movement post-2016 appears to be very progressive as it offers a modern and contemporary alternative to the traditional divisions of nation states within global politics (or at least within European politics).
It is important to highlight the distinction between two forms of nationalism, or rather two motivations for nationalism, which I believe is evidenced by these two examples. Whilst traditional Western nationalism is inextricably linked with the creation of the nation state as a universalistic and uniformist power structure. As Babacan (2010) explains: “[m]embership in a nation state denotes both civic belonging in the political community and cultural belonging in the national community” (p.7). This can often lead to marginalisation of particular cultural identities within the nation state – the creation of a national identity blankets over the cultural and ethnic diversity within a place. Consequently, modern nationalist movements are often manifestations and culminations of histories of oppression and can, therefore, be labelled as progressive. Particularly when we consider colonialism as the origin of the nation state in many parts of the world, this becomes easy to understand. For example, European colonisers have divided the continent of Africa arbitrarily into countries which do not bear resemblance to the cultural and linguistic regions which exist there (The Atlantic, 2012). Similarly, in India, imperialist rulers attempted to erase a plethora of distinct languages as part of the creation of a British-ruled Indian nation (see Brass, 1994). When looking upon nationalist movements not as dissent from unity but as renunciation or repudiation of cultural hegemony, such movements can be understood as inherently progressive, as they offer not division but rather a more egalitarian form of political globalisation.
As mentioned, a commonly used argument for Scottish independence is Scotland’s desire to remain a part of the European Union, which supports the idea of progressive nationalism as a step toward decolonising the global stage. This argument is furthered by the fact of the Spanish government’s refusal to negotiate with Catalan pro-independence officials (della Porta et al. 2017), which thus frames Catalan’s dissent as a struggle for the self-determination of a politically oppressed group of people. Furthermore, the decision of the Catalan government to hold the illegal referendum in 2017 clearly shows support for direct democracy, which in and of itself can be argued to be progressive.
However, it can be argued that Catalonia’s arguments for independence are less centred on ethno-cultural distinctions than Scotland’s. While Scotland has a distinct national identity at the heart of its independence movement, much of Catalonia’s desire for independence from Spain is rooted in substantial part in its economic strength (The Oxford Student, 2019). As a result, Catalan independence has something of a paradoxical problem. Whilst the region’s economic strength reinforces its argument for being an independent nation, it also has the potential to overcome the more long-term and deeply rooted motivations for its independence. Consequently, Catalan nationalism is arguably less progressive than Scottish nationalism as it lacks the same potential for restructuring of both internal and international politics in a way which can be progressive.
In conclusion, the case for progressive nationalism is a strong one, and there are certainly examples of nationalist movements in the 21st century which are progressive. The Scottish and Catalan independence movements, whilst distinct in the details of their recent history, are both prime examples of progressive ethno-nationalism. I would argue that Scottish nationalism in its current political context is more progressive than that of Catalonia, owing in part to the issue of Brexit and Scotland’s position in Europe and European politics. That is not to say, however, that Catalonia’s desire for independence is intrinsically less progressive than Scotland’s, but rather that the political positions of Catalonia and Spain are arguably not as polarised as those of Scotland and the UK, meaning that Catalan nationalism perhaps leans away from the progressive ethno-nationalism of Scotland which seeks much needed democratic self-determination. Ultimately, both movements are progressive and the potential futures of both Scotland and Catalonia as independent nation states would be steps toward a less hegemonic global politics.
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