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Introduction 
 

 
‘Every generation has its own preoccupations and concerns and therefore looks for 
new things in the past and asks different questions’ (MacMillan 2009, p. 38). 
Academic interest in specific subjects waxes and wanes, influenced by those events 
that shape our present and urge us to seek explanations. Nationalism is no exception. 
After a period of neglect, due to a prevalence of Marxist and modernisation-theory 
approaches predicting the disappearance of nationalist conflicts, research on 
nationalism has experienced a burgeoning revival. The demise of the Soviet Union, 
followed by an outburst of nationalist sentiments in many of its former republics, 
mainly accounts for such a renewed interest. The end of the Cold War inevitably 
caused shifts in the balance of power among and within existing states, sometimes 
leading to the redefinition of borders. It is in this context, marked by gruesome 
conflicts in former-Yugoslavia, Rwanda, Azerbaijan and Georgia, among others, that 
the literature on nationalism, whose premises had been laid down at the beginning of 
the 1980s, exploded. While focusing mainly on the spread of nationalism in Central 
and Eastern Europe, scholars also began taking into serious account those stateless 
nationalist movements that, since the end of the 1960s, had begun voicing their calls 
for self-determination in Western Europe. Here, the resurgence of nationalism was 
much more challenging from a theoretical perspective because, in the second half of 
the 20th century, nationalism in Western Europe seemed an exhausted force. During 
the process of decolonisation, Western Europeans could look at nationalist conflicts in 
Africa and Asia as outbreaks of chauvinism and irrational violence endemic to 
‘backward’ societies. Eastern Europe posed more of a problem, since socialism had 
been looked at by a number of Western scholars as an attractive alternative to liberal 
capitalism. But, after its demise in the early 1990s, one could point to the chaos 
triggered by the fall of the USSR and the so-called ‘return of the repressed’ in order to 
explain nationalism’s resurgence in the area. The growth of nationalism in the 
‘advanced West’, however, was totally unexpected. 
 
Yet, in the time span going from the late 1960s to the early 1990s, nationalist parties 
in Catalonia, Flanders, Northern Italy, and Scotland, among others, gathered 
momentum. Their rhetoric was one of economic and cultural victimisation. 
Centralising states were accused of financially overburdening them to the advantage 
of a lazy bureaucracy and of poorer regions. They also referred to the incipient 
process of globalisation to make their arguments more solid. They saw globalisation 
as a new stage of modernisation in which advanced regions compete with each other 
beyond and regardless of state borders and in which economically dynamic nations 
cannot afford to be hampered by inefficient state structures and by underdeveloped 
areas. Perceptions of increasing economic power and political marginalisation went 
hand in hand, setting the ground for what I have called the ‘nationalism of the rich’. 
In this book, I argue that this is a new phenomenon in Western Europe, peculiar to 
societies that have set in place complex systems of national redistribution and have 
adopted economic growth as the main principle of government legitimacy.  
 
The nationalism of the rich is the subject of this book. I define it as a type of 
nationalist discourse that aims to put an end to the economic ‘exploitation’ suffered 
by a group of people represented as a wealthy nation1 and supposedly carried out by 
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the populations of poorer regions and/or by inefficient state administrations. The core 
elements of this rhetoric are: a claim of economic victimisation, according to which a 
backward core area holds back a more advanced periphery; and a denunciation of 
political marginalisation. Here, the term marginalisation points to the fact that, despite 
sometimes indulging in colonial metaphors and statements about foreign occupation, 
its purveyors, in fact, more consistently point to subtler forms of subordination linked 
to: the lack of recognition of the relevant community’s special status as a nation 
(Catalonia); the strings imposed by a consociational system over the political latitude 
of a demographic majority (Flanders); a mismatch between the economic power of 
the relevant community and its actual political representation (Northern Italy); the 
neglect felt by a demographic minority as a consequence of the economic and social 
policies implemented by its senior partner in a majoritarian union state (Scotland).  
 
I do not argue at all that the nationalism of the rich is only about the economy. On the 
contrary, cultural and political arguments are fundamental, but, as I will try to show, 
compared to the bulk of the nationalist propaganda of the 19th and early 20th century, 
the economic dimension has acquired an unprecedented primacy. In this connection, a 
remarkable feature is that the ‘economic prowess’ of the members of the nation has 
not only become a source of national pride, but also a marker of the national identity 
setting it apart from the other groups inhabiting the parent state. Apart from the 
deviant case of the Scottish National Party, the rhetoric of the other parties analysed 
in this study features a focus on the entrepreneurial spirit and hard-working ethos of 
the national community and its small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs); hence, 
this rhetoric could also be dubbed ‘the nationalism of the producing people’. But, 
above all, the nationalism of the rich is peculiar because the claim of economic 
exploitation is framed as coming from a privileged—both in objective and subjective 
terms—community. In this connection, it should immediately be made clear that the 
adjective ‘rich’ in the title of this book does not refer to individual citizens, but rather 
to the collective level of the nation as a whole. In other words, it is a discourse that 
deals with the sociotropic (Kinder and Klewiet 1981) plane of the national community, 
not the individual one of its single members.  
 
This book thus has three main objectives. First, to show that the nationalism of the 
rich represents a novelty in the history of nationalism. Second, to write a comparative 
history of the evolution of the nationalism of the rich as formulated by the parties 
analysed in the case studies. Third, to identify explanatory factors for its appearance 
and evolution.  
 
Nationalism: Between form of consciousness and form of politics  
 
Nationalism is considered here first as a form of consciousness—or ‘a way of seeing 
the world’ (Brubaker et al. 2004, p. 47)—that ‘locates the source of individual 
identity within a “people”, which is seen as the bearer of sovereignty, the central 
object of loyalty, and the basis of collective solidarity’ (Greenfeld 1992, p. 3). This 
definition may seem parasitic on the term ‘people’, but the reason for the association 
between the nation and the people is historical. The word nation used to designate an 
elite, while the term people referred to the plebs, with a clear derogatory meaning. 
Their equation signalled the transition from a society segmented into orders to one 
composed of, at least formally, equal and sovereign members.2 This ‘light’ definition 
accounts for nationalism as a general phenomenon that is very protean and pervasive. 



 3 

The other side of the coin is represented by the great many particularistic nationalisms 
that can possibly be formulated around a specific set of ideas defining a nation as a 
unique and monolithic entity. Apart from the elements of (formal) equality and 
sovereignty common to all nationalisms, these may be characterised by social, 
cultural, ethnic, political or moral elements in varying combinations that cannot be 
predicted or reduced to a recurring pattern. These self-understandings are social 
constructions—that is, symbolic and inter-subjective works of several individual 
minds—which prevalently take, at least when they are not yet institutionalised, a 
discursive form. Of course, there is much more than discourse to the creation, and 
especially the institutionalisation, of these national understandings. As Thomas 
Eriksen (cited in Özkirimli 2010, p. 215) correctly pointed out the ‘“sense of being in 
the same boat and living in the same world, with a shared destiny” results from 
“regular interactions, small exchanges and mutual courtesies, webs of kinship and 
neighbourly relations”, not from some unaccountable feeling of attachment to the 
“imagined community” of the nation’. Yet, nationalist discourse is a fundamental 
component of a national self-understanding, of a narrative that helps make sense and 
organise the social world. It provides a frame to interpret those ‘regular interactions, 
small exchanges and mutual courtesies’ according to a specific conception of the 
community one lives in.  
 
Recent advances in the research on ethnicity and nationalism propose to look at these 
two related phenomena as specific forms of social categorisation that allow 
individuals to simplify social reality through the classification of human collectivities 
into fixed and homogenous groups (on social categorisation see Tajfel 1978). This 
‘stereotyping’ would thus be a natural device used by the (limited) human brain to 
make wide inferences about the social word on the basis of scarce information, in 
accordance with a principle of ‘cognitive economy’ (Brubaker et al. 2004, p. 38). 
Nationalism (and ethnicity more widely) can thus be seen as a cognitive device—as a 
kind of ‘instinct’—that by reducing complexity, notably regarding other groups, 
makes action possible. In this perspective, nationalism would mostly act at an 
unconscious level and form the basis for rational action. It would be pre-rational, 
rather than irrational, and become salient only in specific situations, when issues of 
material or symbolic importance for the relevant group are considered as being at 
stake (Hale 2008, p. 52). This understanding is very useful because it allows 
explaining the persistence of ethnicity and nationalism, as well as the strength of so-
called ‘participant primordialism’ (the belief in the nation as a community of descent), 
without resorting to socio-biological arguments (such as Van den Berghe 1981). Yet, 
at the same time, we must not lose sight of nationalism’s constructed nature. While 
social categorisation as such might be a permanent cognitive device of uncertainty 
reduction, historical evidence suggests that the specific forms that such categorisation 
can take—nationalism among them—are contingent and come about, as well as are 
reproduced, through complex processes of symbolic communication. This is true not 
only for nationalism as a general phenomenon, but also—and more importantly—for 
the construction of the great many particular nationalisms that carry with them 
specific descriptive and normative representations of the national community 
influencing individuals’ perception and behaviour. In other words, while an 
understanding of nationalism as a cognitive device for complexity reduction in 
situations of uncertainty can enable us to avoid the excesses of some theories of social 
identification, its representation as an ‘instinct’ should not lead us to conclude that it 
is an innate feature of the human brain. Historical and sociological evidence rather 
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points to the conclusion that it results from the open system of cultural symbolic 
communication, rather than the closed one of biological evolution (Geertz 1964, p. 
11). 
 
One of the main consequences of a constructivist interpretation of nations and 
nationalism is that researchers should avoid ‘groupism’, i.e. ‘the tendency to treat 
ethnic groups as substantial entities to which interests and agency can be attributed’ 
(Brubaker et al. 2004, pp. 31–32). Unfortunately, many recent comparative studies on 
stateless nationalism have focused on nations (or regions) as units of analysis in 
themselves (Harvie 1994, Keating 1996, 1998, Guibernau 1999).3 What instead 
should be sought is a focus on specific actors and this for two main reasons. First, an 
actor-centred approach helps avoid idealism, i.e. an approach to the history of ideas 
and identities whereby these originate at some point in time from other ideas and the 
retrospective look of the historian make them necessary without accounting for 
alternatives, inconsistencies, or variation, and, especially, without consideration for 
human agency (Greenfeld 1992, p. 19). Second, nationalist discourses are certainly 
the result of complex inter-subjective symbolic processes involving wide groups of 
individuals and reflect their interests and existential problems, which are shaped by, 
as much as they shape, the social contexts in which these individuals live. But some 
actors play a more important role than others in crafting, modifying, spreading and 
activating national narratives. This is also true for the practical implementation of 
nationalism’s political implications, be they connected to the need for nation-building 
and national integration in the case of state-led nationalism (Billig 1995, Birch 1989, 
Weber 1976), or to the wish to achieve varying degrees of self-government in the case 
of stateless nationalism (Breuilly 1993). Looking at nationalism in this perspective 
means to account for its role as a form of politics and a tool of political legitimation 
(Breuilly 1993, Abulof 2015). More specifically, in the stateless nation context of my 
case-study parties, nationalism can be seen as a form of ‘remedial political action’ 
based on a discourse expressing variations of the single core lament ‘that the identity 
and interests of a putative nation are not properly expressed or realized in political 
institutions, practices, or policies’ (Brubaker 1996, p. 79).  
 
The constructivist approach described above can therefore be usefully complemented 
by a moderate ethnic entrepreneur perspective. According to this, political parties can 
establish themselves ‘as poles of attraction acting as professional brokers of ethnicity’ 
(Lipset and Rokkan 1967, p. 3). As suggested by Anthony Smith (1999, pp. 174–180), 
they are like ‘archaeologists’, who put together past and present cultural elements into 
a coherent narrative that they use to mobilise people. Yet, ethnic entrepreneurs are 
‘both dependent variables influenced by their environment and independent 
institutional forces affecting political development’ (De Winter and Türsan 1998, pp. 
6–7). Research on ethnicity and nationalism as cognitive devices confirm that while 
framing—meant as the ‘conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to fashion 
shared understandings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and motivate 
collective action’ (McAdam et al. 1996, p. 6)—is often an elite-driven process, 
ordinary individuals are not passive sponges ready to absorb whatever is thrown at 
them. On the contrary, the degree of fit to perceived social reality of any framing 
strategies is a key factor in determining whether individuals will accept it as valid or 
not (Kuzban et al. 2001).4 In other words, frames are effective only if they are 
perceived as helping to make sense of social reality (for a similar argument see 
Breuilly 1993, p. 13). Therefore, in this book I will look first at the narratives crafted 
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by the case-study parties, examining the specific version of the national self-
understanding they have provided, the problems they have pointed at and the 
solutions they have proposed. In this way, I will look both at their contribution to the 
development and reinforcement of the national consciousness and at the ways in 
which they have cued it for mobilisation purposes. I will then evaluate the degree of 
fit of their arguments to the socio-economic context in which these have been 
elaborated. 
 
The need to account for human agency in the formulation of national self-
understandings pointed out above has led some to advocate a form of methodological 
individualism (Greenfeld 1992). This is certainly a very powerful strategy in 
exploring the personal motivations and the cognitive processes that lead single 
individuals to beget new identities and the set of ideas that underlie them. Yet, it is 
much less capable of accounting for their spread, political implementation or failure 
to do either, since it cannot but focus on a limited number of individuals. An analysis 
based on political parties as primary actors can help cope with this shortcoming 
because, while still being made up of individuals and thus reflecting their own 
anxieties and interests, parties are collective actors that claim to represent a 
community and are determined to have a direct political impact. Hence, analysing 
them may help bridge the gap between the individual, the social and the political 
dimensions. This involves looking not only at their formulation of national identity, of 
political problems concerning the national community and of solutions to solve these 
latter, but also inquiring into the growth of party support, party strategies, the 
opportunity structure in which they act and the impact of their action on the wider 
social body. 
 
However, looking at specific actors also means clearly distinguishing between them 
and the wider society. While nationalism is certainly a pervasive phenomenon that has 
become one of the founding elements of modernity and, therefore, affects virtually all 
members of—at least European and Northern American—societies, we cannot expect 
its intensity and salience to be the same for all individuals. It is more fruitful to think 
of it as a property that is certainly widely distributed, but varies from one individual 
to another (Sperber 1985) along a continuum going from total indifference to total 
commitment to the national cause. While we can expect members and militants of 
such parties to be closer to the latter pole of the spectrum, we cannot attribute the 
same profile to the rest of society. We must thus be careful to generalise conclusions 
on the basis of the material produced by these actors and rather confront their 
assertions with trends concerning support for independence, the reasons for such 
support, subjective national identity and stereotypical representations of the parent 
states and/or other regions functioning as the main relevant Other in the wider social 
body. 
 
What parties and how to study them? 
 
This book relies on the comparative study of five political parties located in four 
Western European regions. They are: Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC, 
Catalan Left of Catalonia); the Vlaams Belang (VB, The Flemish Interest); the Nieuw-
Vlaamse Alliantie (N-VA, The New Flemish Alliance); the Lega Nord (LN, The 
Northern League); and the Scottish National Party (SNP). These five parties were 
selected after a preliminary analysis of a wider pool of nationalist movements voicing 
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serious economic grievances in Western Europe. Following the suggestions of several 
authors who have worked on stateless nationalism (Birch 1989, Keating 1996, De 
Winter and Türsan 1998, Keating et al. 2003), I privileged an in-depth contextual 
examination of a limited number of units to favour thick description and accuracy 
over generalisation, hoping that my conclusions may generate insights to be applied 
more widely. As the willingness to disengage from the system of national solidarity of 
the parent state lies at the core of the nationalism of the rich, I have decided to focus 
on separatist parties, which display a stronger commitment to this goal, through the 
pursuit of independent statehood, than autonomist ones. Also, it is this separatist 
version of the nationalism of the rich that is of greatest empirical interest because it 
threatens the stability and integrity of the respective parent states. Of course, the 
distinction between separatism and autonomism is often not so sharp and, as we will 
see in the next chapters, my case-study parties have followed gradualist strategies that 
have taken advantage of such ambiguity. However, all the parties in the sample have, 
from a certain moment on in their history, declared independent statehood as their 
official aim, if not in the near future at least in the long term.  
 
It should be immediately pointed out that the Scottish National Party is a rather 
deviant case and this for two main reasons. First, Scotland’s wealth did not accrue to 
Scotland but could have done so had the country seized the revenues (or a bigger 
share of them) of North Sea oil. Without oil, Scotland did not stand out if compared to 
the British average income. Moreover, had it been fully realised, this wealth would 
have come from the exploitation of a natural resource, thus substantially diverging 
from the manufacturing model prevalent in the other case studies. Second, and as a 
consequence of the different context in which it was operating, the SNP has 
consistently had to confront the accusation of Scotland being subsidised by the rest of 
the UK, which other case-study parties have instead made against other regions of 
their parent state. What, however, makes the SNP worth being included in the study is 
the economic case for independence made by the party, whereby this has consistently 
depicted Scotland as a rich, advanced nation mismanaged by successive London 
governments. Also, Scotland did have an evolved industrial structure, albeit a 
declining one, and there has been a long tradition of depicting the Scots in popular 
discourses as skilful and hard working—what is often defined as the myth of the ‘lad 
o’ pairts’ (McCrone 1992, pp. 182–183). 
 
Each case study is conducted according to a two-step procedure. The first consists in 
the dissection of the arguments of economic victimisation and political 
marginalisation making up the nationalism of the rich and their evolution over time. It 
relies on a wider study of these parties’ propaganda (Dalle Mulle 2015), which was 
based on Mudde’s approach (2000). This entails the clear identification of the body of 
literature to be analysed; the construction of categories, or dimensions, within which 
party arguments can be organised; and the reconstruction of the ‘causal chains’ of 
concepts making up the ideological arguments under study. With regard to the 
dimensions of the analysis, the original study looked at the economic and political 
relationship of the relevant community with the parent state, the definition of the 
nation, the ideological profile of the party, the position on immigration, and attitudes 
towards Europe and the EU. Here, the emphasis will be on the first two dimensions, 
since they are the most relevant for the purpose of this book, but I will integrate 
elements of the others whenever appropriate.  
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Before moving to the second step of the case-study analysis, it is necessary to briefly 
clarify the definition of discourse used here. Discourse can be interpreted in two 
different although related ways. On the one hand, it can be seen as a paradigm, or 
better a social consensus, structuring the social world and constraining the 
possibilities of human imagination and understanding until new discursive formations 
come to upset the boundaries thus fixed.5 According to Laclau and Mouffe (1985, p. 
108), for instance: 
 

‘an earthquake or the falling of a brick is an event that certainly exists, in the 
sense that it occurs here and now, independently of my will. But whether their 
specificity as objects is constructed in terms of “natural phenomena” or 
“expressions of the wrath of God” depends upon the structuring of a discursive 
field. What is denied is not that such objects exist externally to thought, but the 
rather different assertion that they could constitute themselves as objects outside 
any discursive condition of emergence’.  

 
On the other, we can refer to discourse—or rather discourses—as ‘ways of 
representing aspects of the world—the processes, relations and structures of the 
material world, the “mental world” of thoughts, feelings, beliefs and so forth, and the 
social world’ (Fairclough 2003, p. 124). Different actors beget different discourses 
that reflect and shape their positions within society and relations with other members. 
Hence, ‘discourses not only represent the world as it is (or rather is seen to be), they 
are also projective, imaginaries, representing possible worlds which are different from 
the actual world, and tied in to projects to change the world in particular directions 
[...] discourses constitute part of the resources which people deploy in relating to one 
another’ (Fairclough 2003, p. 124). I suggest that these two definitions of discourse 
roughly coincide with the two aspects of nationalism discussed above. While the first 
meaning, which operates at a more general and abstract level, squares with 
nationalism as a general phenomenon—i.e. the idea of national societies as sovereign 
communities of equals that has progressively become hegemonic in Western Europe 
since at least the French Revolution—, the second one, to be used mostly in the plural, 
refers to the construction of particularistic understandings of a specific national 
community.6 It is this second meaning of discourse that will be used here.  
 
The second step of the case-study analysis provides an inquiry into the socio-
economic contexts that have favoured the formation of these arguments and their 
success, focusing, again, on the core claims of economic victimisation and political 
marginalisation. There, I try to explain why the nationalism of the rich arose at a 
specific point in time in the propaganda of the case-study parties and what has been 
its evolution. As the case studies are quite different in terms of historical evolution, 
institutional representation within the parent state, national traditions and cultural 
features, the discourse of the nationalism of the rich is the only variable shared across 
the sample. Hence, dissecting the narrative might lead to finding similar underlying 
conditions. The questions that guide such examination are: to what extent do the 
parties’ claims correspond to the available evidence? With what cultural, socio-
economic and political materials have these claims been constructed? In other words, 
what is the context in which they have come about and upon which they have had an 
impact? The purpose is not to prove the frames used by these parties to be right or 
wrong according to objective standards, but rather that one can examine their 
consistency and plausibility (see Breuilly 1993, p. 54). In other words, by comparing 
them with existing historical and socio-economic data, one can eventually evaluate 
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their degree of fit to ‘perceived social reality’, which plays an important role in 
explaining whether the local population would find them useful in making sense of 
the social world. 
 
There is however a third step, that goes further than the formation of the nationalism 
of the rich and focuses on party success as measured mainly by two variables: first, as 
these parties aim to convince voters of the merits of radical institutional change, a 
discussion of trends in support for independence and other constitutional options will 
help gauge their effectiveness on the attainment of this outcome; second, as political 
parties, they naturally strive to maximise their electoral power (either in terms of 
votes, or in terms of seats), hence a focus on their electoral results is necessary. This 
additional level of analysis—which will be carried out in Chapter 9—is required 
because by stopping the study at the identification of the factors explaining the 
formation of the nationalism of the rich, I would leave the reader with the incorrect 
impression that these factors fully explain electoral outcomes. Such an effort entails 
the integration of insights from electoral studies, notably from the literature on 
sovereignty-association in Quebec (which constitutes a key precedent for my case-
study parties), but also a party politics approach.  
 
Studies on support for sovereignty-association in Quebec provide useful tools to 
analyse similar trends in Western Europe. Pinard and Hamilton (1986), for instance, 
developed a model that explains attitudes towards sovereignty-association not so 
much with reference to grievances—against the central government or other relevant 
Others in the parent state—but rather to the existence of positive or negative 
incentives. At the same time, they conclude that, although they are not sufficient to 
mobilise people in favour of constitutional change, feelings of deprivation seem 
necessary to determine the perception of positive incentives. Blais and Nadeau (1992) 
later found national identity to be the main predictor of support for sovereignty 
followed by the economic prospects of independence, while Howe (1998) 
convincingly suggested that national identity and support for sovereignty are more 
likely to influence an individual’s evaluation of sovereignty’s consequences for the 
economy and the French language than the other way around (or in other words one’s 
evaluation of the structure of incentives). Hence, those Quebeckers declaring dual or 
intermediate national identity would be more influenced by rational considerations 
over the prospects of independence than those with strong Quebecois or Canadian 
identities. This in turn would explain both the higher stability of support for 
sovereignty as compared to party voting and sudden changes at specific points in time. 
The former would be due to the existence of a core of unconditional ‘sovereigntists’, 
while the latter is to be attributed to the capacity of political parties to convince 
conditional voters of the soundness of their arguments about the prospects of 
sovereignty, or to changed conditions in the structure of grievances and incentives. 
These insights will therefore be used to examine trends in support for independence in 
the regions where my case-study parties have operated.  
 
In Chapter 9, I will also take a look at the political opportunity structure (POS) faced 
by these parties, using a modified version of the conceptualisation developed by 
Kriesi in the context of social movements. This mainly looks at three major 
components: the political system’s formal institutional structure, the informal 
strategies used by established parties against challengers and the configuration of 
power among actors in the political arena (Kriesi 2005, p. 83). However, as political 
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challengers are not passive actors, but adjust to the surrounding context, one also 
needs to take their adaptive strategies into account (Alonso 2012, Elias and Tronconi 
2011b, Hepburn 2009a). As we will see in Chapter 9 more in detail, these strategies, 
along with the presence of devolved legislative and executive institutions, are the 
most important factors explaining the electoral evolution of my case-study parties.  
 
Overall, the book tries to strike a middle ground between a functionalist, 
constructivist and actor-centre approach. It starts from the assumption that structural 
factors, and the change arising thereof, have a fundamental impact on human 
behaviour, but they are never ‘objectively’ and ‘homogenously’ understood. Thy are 
rather perceived in specific cultural contexts and interpreted through multiple 
discursive frames constructed through social interactions in which some actors play a 
more important role than others. By focusing on some such actors, I aim at finding the 
structural factors that might have influenced the formation of a new discursive 
formation—the nationalism of the rich—using their arguments as hints of the social 
problems arising from structural change. In other words, I aim at finding the factors 
that created a window of opportunity for such actors to arise (or re-orient their 
discourse) and provide diagnostic and prognostic frames to identify pressing social 
problems and to propose specific solutions (Benford and Snow 2000, pp. 615–618). 
Once these actors have established themselves in the political arena, however, the 
elements explaining their rise are not necessarily the most useful in accounting for 
their electoral performance. In this respect, the rules and circumstances of the political 
game, along with the strategies developed by them, often provide a more fruitful 
ground for inquiry.  
 
The welfare state and the dilemma between solidarity and efficiency 
 
The main conclusion of this book is that we can interpret the nationalism of the rich 
as a rhetorical strategy portraying independent statehood as a way out of the dilemma 
between solidarity and efficiency that arose at the end of the Glorious Thirties.7 This 
conclusion, which is discussed more fully in Chapters 6 and 7, is based on four main 
pillars, two of which are structural, while the other two are cultural.  
 
The first pillar lies in the progressive creation in Western Europe, after the Second 
World War, of mechanisms of social solidarity and state involvement in the economy 
of unprecedented magnitude. The establishment of the welfare state has been a major 
transformation in the experienced reality and normative structure of Western 
European societies. It has led to an unprecedented level of mass wellbeing, while 
economic management and the efficiency of welfare service delivery have become the 
main principles of government legitimacy (Bommes 2012, Mau 2003, pp. 1–8, Postan 
1967, p. 25, Poggi 1990, p. 114). The establishment of welfare arrangements however 
happened in a phase of exceptional economic growth, the so-called Glorious Thirties, 
during which expansion could be achieved on the basis of a policy of ‘more for 
everybody’ (Heclo 1981, p. 397). In such a context, ‘private affluence and public 
generosity could go hand in hand’ (Mishra 1984, p. 4) and questions about reciprocity, 
sustainability and the costs of welfare more in general, which lie at the core of welfare 
arrangements, could be almost completely shunned. Yet, when, from the mid-1970s 
on, the growth engine slowed down, and even halted at times, the costs of welfare, 
along with some of its inefficiencies, became much more salient and visible. In the 
era of ‘permanent austerity’ (Pierson 2001a), Western European governments began 
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facing a dilemma almost unknown in the previous three decades, that between social 
solidarity and economic efficiency. This is mainly due to a structural feature of 
modern welfare arrangements, whereby ‘the welfare state, rather than being a separate 
and autonomous source of wellbeing which provides incomes and services as a 
citizen’s right, is itself highly dependent upon the prosperity and continued 
profitability of the economy’ (Offe 1984, p. 150). An increasing portion of Western 
European publics began perceiving the fiscal burden of welfare arrangements as 
excessive, while, at the same time, support for welfare arrangements has kept showing 
considerable resilience, thus ruling out radical welfare reform (Taylor-Gooby 1988, 
Pierson 2001a, Roosma et al. 2013). In specific places, dissatisfaction was fuelled by 
mismanagement of public finances, perception of welfare fraud, corruption and 
inefficiency in the delivery of welfare services.  
 
The second pillar is uneven territorial development. Sharp income differentials among 
different areas of the same country do set the ground for the territorialisation of 
claims concerning such unequal distribution of resources and burdens. While welfare 
arrangements automatically redistribute on the basis of individual incomes without 
taking into account where such individuals reside, the concentration of relatively 
richer individuals in some areas and relatively poorer ones in others can generate 
visible inter-territorial transfers.8 Yet, inter-territorial transfers as such need not be 
problematic. Not only within virtually every European country are there transfers 
between richer and poorer areas that do not generate major political controversies, but 
also one might find major imbalances (and thus resource transfers) between different 
areas within rich regions themselves.  
 
Here is where the first cultural pillar comes in. It consists in the existence of 
national—or cultural/ethnic cleavages—squaring with the territorial income 
differentials mentioned above. Such a coincidence allows interpreting inter-territorial 
transfers in nationalist terms: as transfers between different groups inhabiting 
different areas of the same state, rather than as transfers between members of the same 
group inhabiting different areas of the same state. In other words, it explains why, 
while the welfare state is usually ‘colour-blind’ in its redistributive functioning, 
recipients and contributors are not. This links back to an important feature of welfare 
arrangements more in general, that is, their bounded nature. The Western European 
welfare state has been created around and consolidated through a process of internal 
bonding through external bounding and this because, more generally, social sharing 
builds upon social closure (Ferrera 2005, p. 2, Bommes 2012, p. 28). In light of these 
considerations, it is easy to understand how the existence of sub-state national 
cleavages can threaten the capacity of the state to legitimately extract the considerable 
resources necessary to sustain solidarity—especially in times of slow growth and 
austerity—from certain sections of the population on account of ‘national’ solidarity 
(McEween and Moreno 2005, p. 6). At the same time, this assertion should be 
nuanced. The context in which my case-study parties have operated have been 
characterised by dual identities and discourses of partnership between the relevant 
community and the other populations of the parent state. Therefore, identity alone is 
not sufficient to justify a rejection of solidarity with the parent state. Other arguments, 
referring to the principles of reciprocity, trust and fairness underlying welfare 
provisions, are widely used to warrant a redefinition of the community that can 
legitimately deserve solidarity. In this connection, the list of deservingness criteria 
proposed by Wim Van Oorschot (2000, 2006) and the ideas about conditional 
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solidarity elaborated by Abts and Kochuyt (2013, 2014) constitute very useful 
analytical tools that I will briefly introduce here and further expand in Chapter 6. 
 
Van Oorschot (2000, 2006) identified the following five criteria used by European 
publics to judge the legitimacy of social support:  
 
- identity: members of the relevant community (usually the national community) are 
seen as more deserving than outsiders; 
 
-  control: the more recipients are seen as being responsible for their state of need, the 
lower their deservingness; 
 
- attitude: recipients should, at least symbolically, pay back the support they receive, 
for instance, by not demanding it and making a good effort to get out of their needy 
situation; 
 
- reciprocity: people who contribute more to the system should receive more once in 
need; 
 
- need: the more needy a person is the more it deserves help. 
 
My case-study parties draw extensively on different combinations of such criteria to 
reject solidarity with the parent state. Two combinations of such criteria elaborated by 
Abts and Kochuyt (2013, 2014) are particularly relevant to my analysis: welfare 
producerism and welfare chauvinism. The former can be defined as a conditional 
conception of solidarity prevalently based on the criteria of control, reciprocity and 
attitude, while the latter as a conditional conception of solidarity prevalently based on 
identity. Although these two are not mutually exclusive, it is useful to distinguish 
them because the identity criterion works in a fundamentally different way from the 
others. First, it is often—although not always—linked to an ascribed criterion (origin) 
rather than a behavioural one. Second, it is logically prior to the others since it relates 
to the determination of the ‘legitimate community of social sharing’ to which specific 
principles of justice and deservingness criteria apply (see Deutsch 1975, p. 142, 
Opotow 1990, pp. 1–4). 
 
Furthermore, the welfare producerism formulated by my case-study parties has 
undergone a peculiar process of ‘culturalisation’—which constitutes the second 
cultural pillar. By means of a cultural-determinist explanation of the region’s socio-
economic development as primarily, if not exclusively, deriving from the hard-
working ethos, entrepreneurship and thrift of the local population, these parties have 
been able to make the ‘imagined community of welfare producers’ discursively 
coincide with the imagine community of the nation. The advantage of such a 
culturalised form of welfare producerism lies in that it can be interpreted as a less 
divisive discourse than a ‘culturally neutral’ producerist rhetoric and these for two 
reasons. First, the self-understanding of the nation as a community of people endowed 
with an exceptional hard-working ethos and entrepreneurship conveys the image of a 
society naturally producing surplus resources that could be used to improve welfare 
without affecting the competitiveness of the national economy. Second, and 
especially for those parties that have openly used stigmatising language against 
welfare recipients in other areas of the parent state and, at the same time, called for 
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austerity measures to reduce the fiscal burden of welfare, the identification between 
the nation and the community of producers suggests the ‘externalisation’ of the 
negative effects of austerity on the dependent populations of the parent state. In such a 
discursive context, austerity and solidarity are compatible, since austerity will 
rebalance the distribution of benefits and burdens between the recipients (to be found 
outside the in-group) and the contributors (made up of the members of the in-group).  
 
Sources and structure of the book 
 
This book is based on the study of primary sources encompassing the parties’ internal 
and external propaganda. They include: party programmes, campaign material (party 
posters and leaflets), thematic brochures and party papers. The material collected 
covers most of the manifestos and papers published by the parties analysed during the 
time frame of study, i.e., between the appearance of the arguments of the nationalism 
of the rich—which varies from one case to another—and 2015, when the analysis 
stops for reasons of feasibility. The only major gap concerns the SNP which, in fact, 
did not consistently publish a paper until 2000 when it started distributing ‘Snapshot’ 
and, later, the ‘Saltire’. Minor problems in collecting party papers have been 
encountered with regard to the LN, for the period 2004–2012 because of the closure 
of the party’s archives in Milan after my first visit. I was later able to collect copies of 
the party daily newspaper La Padania from the digital newspapers archive of the 
University of Padua—equal to two months’ worth of daily publications before each 
national and regional election between 2003 and 2012—while from 2012 to its 
closure in December 2014, digital copies of La Padania where available on the 
party’s website. I thus selected a random sample of them equal to about four issues a 
month. I also used a series of editorials from the journal re-published on the party’s 
website and covering the period 2008–11. Similarly, I was not able to consult copies 
of the VB’s monthly magazine for the period 2003–06. Also, for reasons linked to my 
limited proficiency in Dutch, I have consulted only a randomly selected sample of 
VB’s papers equal to about four issues per year. Likewise, as ERC’s monthly turned 
briefly into a weekly for the period between March 2008 and December 2011, I 
randomly selected an issue a month for that period. On the contrary, I was able to 
consult all copies of the N-VA’s monthly magazine because they were spread over a 
much shorter period of time. The research on which this book is based has also 
entailed semi-structured interviews with 21 elected politicians from the case-study 
parties (the list is available in Annex 1).  
 
The book is divided into nine chapters according to the following structure. Chapter 1 
provides a historical survey of nationalist discourses in the 19th and 20th centuries in 
order to look for precedents of the nationalism of the rich. Chapters 2 to 5 present the 
case-study analysis, each focusing on a single party except for Chapter 3, which treats 
the VB and the N-VA together on account of their common context. Chapter 6 
discusses comparatively the discourses of the case-study parties, while the following 
two chapters draw together the main findings concerning the factors explaining the 
rise of the nationalism of the rich. More specifically, Chapter 7 deals with domestic 
factors and also provides a wider comparative framework, bringing illustratory 
examples from other contexts not covered in the case studies. Chapter 8, instead, 
takes a brief look at external phenomena such as globalisation and European 
integration that hover in the background in the central chapters without being treated 
in-depth. Chapter 9 looks at the evolution of support for independence in these 



 13 

regions and the electoral results of the case-study parties, trying to explain these with 
reference to the POS in which the parties have operated, as well as to the specific 
strategies that they have adopted.  
 
A final note: this book does not aim at explaining why nationalism, in general, has 
regained life in the last quarter of the 20th century in Western Europe, but it rather 
strives to inquire into the sources of a specific nationalist self-understanding that 
developed during the same period. Yet, when looking at Europe since the mid-1970s, 
with the only exception of similar forces in the Basque Country and, perhaps, 
Northern Ireland, the separatist parties analysed here have been the among most 
active and successful in the entire continent, while, in recent years, a subset of them—
ERC, the N-VA and the SNP—have been leading one of the most formidable 
challenges to state integrity in the history of Western Europe since the end of the 
Second World War.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 The definition of the nation as wealthy is first and foremost based on the self-understanding of the 
community developed by the case-study parties themselves.  
2 Although there is huge disagreement in the literature about the timing of this transition (timing that 
does not concern us here), the fact that such a transition did happen sometime in the past in most of 
Western Europe is agreed upon by several authors (see Greenfeld 1992, pp. 2–4, Anderson 1983, p. 16, 
Gellner 1983, p. 73, Brubaker 1996, p. 85).  
3 This is also true of Gourevitch’s (1979) pioneering study of the ‘re-emergence of peripheral 
nationalism’ in the West, which provides insights into the importance of the mismatch between the 
economic and political power of the relevant region analysed here more in detail. 
4 The study referred to racism rather than to nationalism, but these can be seen as related forms of 
social categorisation (see Brubaker et al. 2004). 
5 This is especially the case with some post-structuralist interpretations of Foucault (1972). See for 
instance Özkirimli (2010, p. 206).  
6 See Calhoun (1997, p. 6) for a similar line of argument. I am fully aware that discourse is not limited 
to ‘what is being said’, but extends to who speaks, when, where and how. However, I cannot apply 
here the same methodological focus on the micro-level required by this more extensive definition of 
discourse (see Fairclough 2003, Schmidt 2008). My concern rather is with an analysis of the 
construction and evolution of my case-study parties’ nationalist arguments over an extended period of 
time, which clearly requires a macro-analysis.  
7 This conclusion is in line with—but further specifies—Keating’s (1996, p. xii) argument that 
‘minority nationalism may be a mechanism for problem solving, in particular for reconciling economic 
competitiveness and social solidarity in the face of the international market’. 
8 The visibility of inter-territorial transfers also depends on the level of knowledge about them. As we 
will see in the case studies, the spread of academic works on inter-territorial redistribution largely 
contributed to their increased political salience. On the role of improved knowledge about 
redistribution in undermining (under some conditions) its legitimacy see Rosanvallon (2000, p. 4). 
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1. The Nationalism of the Rich: A New Phenomenon 
 
The rise of sub-state nationalism in Western democracies from the late 1960s onwards 
was shocking for mainstream theorists who had long predicted the disappearance of 
such ‘primitive’ reactions in the developed world. As Anthony Smith stated in the late 
1970s: 
 

‘these autonomist movements have arisen this century in their political form, in 
well established, often ancient states, with clear and recognised national 
boundaries, and with a relatively prosperous economy. While not minimising 
considerable differences of degree, all these states are fairly industrialised, and 
much of the population is literate and even quite well educated. And yet, despite 
all these advantages, which led theorists to postulate the early demise of 
nationalism, the ethnic minorities seem more discontented than before, and some 
even wish to go it alone’ (Smith 1979, p. 153).  

 
Along the same lines, Anthony Birch (1989, pp. 37–39) pointed out that between, 
roughly, 1850 and 1960, European political theory had been dominated by the 
assumption that progress and historical necessity required the expansion of units from 
smaller to larger scales, and especially from more backward to more developed 
institutions. After all, this had been the way national development had been pursued 
in most of the Western part of the continent, i.e., through the slow integration of 
diverse pre-existing human communities into the wider nation-states of England (and 
later Great Britain), France, Spain, Germany and Italy. As confirmed by Eric 
Hobsbawm (1990, pp. 32–33), in the 19th century ‘the building of nations was seen 
inevitably as a process of expansion […] it was accepted in theory that social 
evolution expanded the scale of human social units from family and tribe to county 
and canton, from the local to the regional, the national and eventually the global’. 
This opinion held sway among liberals and Marxists alike. While John Stuart Mill 
(1988, p. 363) argued that ‘nobody can suppose that it is not more beneficial for a 
Breton, or a Basque of French Navarre, to be brought into the current of the ideas and 
feelings of highly civilized and cultivated people—to be a member of the French 
nationality’, Marx and Engels suggested that the fate of cultural minorities in the 
newly formed nation-states ‘was to be consigned to the rag-bag of history’ (quoted in 
Birch, 1989, p. 38). In the following section, I will look in more detail at such 
processes of territorial aggregation. 
 
The formation of national states in Western Europe: A tale of advanced 
expanding centres 
 
The process of progressive territorial consolidation that occurred in most of Western 
Europe began in the late Middle Ages at the edges of the so-called ‘trade route belt’, 
that is, the stretch of independent and confederated city states roughly extending from 
Central and Northern Italy to the North Sea and the Baltic, through Western Germany 
and Eastern France. As argued by Stein Rokkan (1973, p. 79), ‘the great paradox of 
European development is that the strongest and the most durable systems emerged at 
the periphery of the old Empire’. The disintegration of this latter brought about the 
creation of a series of dynastic units that started competing for the creation of new 
‘centres’.1 The creation of ‘monopolies of power’ was harder in the more densely 
populated and richer urban trade belt, where many resourceful centres competed with 
each other, which explains why dynastic territorial consolidation mostly started in the 
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periphery. Military force played a major role in the process of centre-formation. In the 
early phase, it acted as a primary source of economic improvement. The division 
between the political and economic spheres is indeed something of a recent invention. 
In most societies based on bartering systems—and to some extent even in later ones—
force is a key instrument of economic development (Elias 1975, p. 88). The late 
Middle Ages were no exception: land was the major source of power and conquest the 
major source of honour. Thus, military territorial acquisitions entailed improvements 
for both the economic resources and symbolic status of kings and their vassals 
(Blockmans 1994, pp. 224–225).2  
 
However, war was expensive and became increasingly dearer through the centuries, 
because of technological progress and international competition. The monetisation of 
the European economy that occurred between the 14th and 16th centuries initially 
tipped the financial balance of power in favour of the rich urban centres of the trade 
belt. Rulers willing to expand their domains looked with greed at cities and city-states, 
either as allies from which to receive loans, or as subjects from which to extract the 
necessary resources through coercion. As argued by Stefano Bartolini (2005, p. 73): 
 

‘in early modern Europe, states and capitalism seemed to develop according to 
different preconditions and prerequisites […] The most highly developed 
market forces and infrastructures of merchant capitalism flourished in the area 
of low hierarchical control from Central Italy to the Flanders. By contrast, the 
most developed state hierarchical infrastructures consolidated in the relatively 
poorer and also culturally peripheral areas, and were often heavily indebted with 
the city-belt lending institutions’.  

 
Yet, the early divorce between territorial expansion and capital was quickly reversed. 
In the longer run, the monetisation of the economy opened up the possibility to turn 
the military monopoly established by a ruler over a specific territory into a fiscal one 
through the collection of taxes (Elias 1975, pp. 36–37). The ‘fiscalisation’ of 
territorial rule had another major consequence for the consolidation of royal 
possessions: in the feudal economy rulers were forced to compensate their allies by 
giving away parts of their territory; in the monetary one, they could simply pay them 
through the income coming from the realm (Elias 1975, pp. 179–181). The growth of 
trade and the later rise of new industries allowed territorial centres to further expand 
and consolidate their military-administrative machineries without exhausting their 
resource-base (Flora et al. 1999, p. 130). Size mattered not only for military purposes, 
but also because it played a key role in the profitability of ‘national markets’. From 
1600 onwards, the newly formed and enlarging territorial states progressively adopted 
mercantilist and protectionist economic policies that considerably harmed the trade 
activities of city-states. More generally, such policies decisively contributed to the 
‘nationalisation and territorialisation of capitalism’ (Bartolini 2005, p. 73).  
 
Hence, while in the early phase of monetisation city-states enjoyed an edge over less 
developed territorial peripheries—and although many city-states survived well into 
the 19th century—‘the increasing scale of war and the knitting together of the 
European state system through commercial, military, and diplomatic interaction 
eventually gave the war-making advantage to those states that could field great 
standing armies; states having access to a combination of large rural populations, 
capitalists, and relatively commercialised economies won out’ (Tilly 1990, p. 58).3 
Alternative combinations of capital and coercion between the capital-intensive pole 



 16 

represented by city-states and the coercion-intensive one of some eastern empires 
existed throughout the period between the late Middle-Ages and the triumph of 
national states in the 19th and early 20th centuries. In the long run, however, most 
converged, through a kind of ‘natural selection’ by means of war and institutional 
imitation, towards a ‘capitalised coercion’ model best embodied by the examples of 
France and England. Indeed, these two countries largely managed to make their 
respective territorial cores coincide with important urban systems of high capital 
concentration—Paris and London—that progressively consolidated their domain over 
adjacent areas (Tilly 1990, pp. 38–66).  
 
This kind of pattern is visible in the formation of Portugal, where the early creation of 
a modern territorial state in the 17th century coincided with the rise of Lisbon in the 
role of a commercial capital of continental pre-eminence (Hespanha 1994). Italy and 
Germany, on the contrary, were late-comers in this process. High urban density and 
territorial fragmentation, especially in Northern Italy and Western Germany, largely 
contributed to the delay in territorial consolidation. Yet, the emergence of two 
territorial states, the Kingdom of Sardinia (also know as Piedmont-Sardinia) and the 
Kingdom of Prussia respectively, combining high capital concentration, military force 
and administrative capacity—relative to the rest of the area—constituted the prelude 
to the unification of Italy and Germany respectively. Territorial conquest and 
agglomeration under the leadership of these two cores played a key role. Piedmont 
clearly led economically and politically, retaining decisive political influence for a 
long time even after the capital moved to Rome. By contrast, Germany showed a 
much more pronounced polycephalic character and Berlin had to compete with the 
strong economic centres of the western part of the country (Rokkan 1973, pp. 79-80; 
Rokkan and Urwin 1983, pp. 37–38). Around the mid-19th century, Prussia was one 
of the richest states in the German confederation. With the exception of Saxony and 
the city-states of Hamburg and Bremen, the richest provinces in terms of GDP per 
capita were to be found in the Hohenzollerns’ territory. This provided the Kingdom 
with the means—and the interest—necessary to lead the process of German 
unification. The Kingdom, however, owed its dynamism and prosperity to its Western 
possessions—Rhineland and Westphalia—acquired at the Congress of Vienna in 1815. 
During the 19th century, these two areas underwent a process of rapid 
commercialisation, and later industrialisation, that accounted for much of the 
economic vitality of the state (Ziblatt 2006, pp. 32–56). After unification, the 
polycephalic reality of Germany came to be reflected in the institutional architecture 
of the country, which respected the economic strength of the Western areas, as well as 
the identity of the kingdoms absorbed between 1866 and 1871, through a strategy of 
territorial federalisation. As Rokkan (1973, p. 211) pointed out: 
 

‘the great difference between the German and the Italian unification processes 
reflected this contrast in the balance between central and peripheral forces. In 
Germany the highly urbanised western regions were unified from a military 
periphery: Prussia. In this situation, federalisation was the best strategy of 
unification. In Italy, the unifying power had its base in the highly urbanised 
north and the state builders did not need to resort to a federalising strategy to 
gain control of the southern periphery’. 

 
The strength and resistance to territorial integration of the non-territorial trade-belt, 
however, should not be exaggerated. Two of its core areas indeed merged quite early 
on through processes of consolidation that, although of a peculiar consociational 
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nature, did lead to the formation of modern territorial states: Switzerland and the 
Netherlands. While Switzerland probably represents the best embodiment of a well-
balanced polycephalic federation with no true core area, the Netherlands turned into a 
much more centralised federation in which the economic dominance of Holland went 
along with its political centrality (Flora et al. 1999, pp. 176–179).  
 
The gravitational pull of strong centres, both in military-administrative and economic 
terms, was accompanied by nation-building processes that took advantage of state 
institutions to promote cultural and national homogeneity, although to different 
extents in different places. While France is often considered the epitome of such a 
process (Weber, 1976), similar policies were adopted all over Western Europe, with 
the only exceptions—arguably—of the multi-lingual Swiss federation, where cantonal 
mono-lingualism was enforced, and, to a lesser extent, the United Kingdom, where 
Scotland enjoyed a high degree of cultural autonomy (Flora et al. 1999, pp. 170–190).  
 
The formation of Spain, however, only partially mirrors the general tendency— 
described above—of economic and political centrality to coincide in processes of 
state formation in Western Europe, or, where policephality prevailed, to lead to well-
balanced federal structures. Whereas the union of the Crown of Castile and that of 
Aragon did coincide with the economic decline of Barcelona and the rise of Castile 
and its thriving urban centres, the unification of its different components into a 
modern centralised territorial state occurred only from the 18th century onwards, when 
Castile’s economic fortune was steadily declining. The simultaneous slow economic 
revival of Catalonia, later to become a true industrial power-house paralleled only by 
the Basque Country, further complicated the picture (Elliott 1963, pp. 1–21, 2002, pp. 
361-386). 
 
The trajectories of progressive territorial consolidation of the major Western 
European countries seen above seem to confirm Charles Tilly’s (1994, p. 22) 
assertion that, as centres of concentration of capital, ‘important trading cities managed 
to build into the state apparatus more of their local and regional power structures than 
did local and regional market centres’. In this framework, the nationalism of the rich 
is interesting for two main reasons. First, as we will see in more detail in the case 
studies, this nationalist discourse in part arose as the result of changes in the economic 
relationship between different areas within consolidated territorial states that did not 
lead to an immediate adjustment in their political representation—or at least to the 
perception of a deficit of political representation. The economic rise of Catalonia 
between the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the 20th century can be seen as 
an early example of such a dynamic, thus accounting for the pioneering role of the 
Catalan nationalist movement of the time. The outstripping of the Walloon economy 
by that of Flanders, the rise of what has been called the ‘Third Italy’ and the discovery 
of North Sea oil are later instances of a similar phenomenon.  
 
Second, war making is generally considered as a major factor explaining centre-
formation and state-building. Yet, since the Second World War—and progressively so 
after the end of the US-USSR confrontation—war has become ever less a priority for 
most Western European states, as also evidenced by dramatic reductions in military 
spending. This does not mean the end of the sovereign territorial state. On the 
contrary, as the following chapters will show, what my case-study parties seek is 
precisely a sovereign independent state, although they are open to accept the 
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constraints of the contemporary interdependent world on par with all other existing 
states. Yet, the nationalism of the rich does reflect a lower degree of concern with size 
and military might, as sources of power in the contemporary world, and a more 
pronounced focus on economic capability, whereby a smaller size can even turn into a 
competitive advantage. While this lower concern with size does not only depend on 
security aspects—see Chapter 8—and it might still be a temporary phenomenon due 
to the peculiar circumstances of the last 70 years, it does mark an important change in 
Western European history.  
 
Minority nationalism: The rebellion of the backward periphery? 
 
In the 1960s and 1970s, a revival of nationalist, ethnic and cultural conflicts spurred a 
turnaround in academia. Several authors started questioning not only the efficacy, but 
also the necessity of processes of national integration for the functioning of 
democracy (Birch 1989). The most interesting reactions in the field of the study of 
nationalism came from Michael Hechter and Tom Nairn. With his 1975 Internal 
Colonialism, Hechter criticises ‘diffusionist’ theories of national integration and 
proposes to explain the rise of peripheral nationalism in the UK with the ‘internal 
colonialism model’. According to this framework, the homogenisation of peripheral 
areas into the dominant culture of the core, due to the increased contacts between the 
two under conditions of modernity that the diffusionists postulated, did not come 
about because the more advanced group instead tended to institutionalise its position 
of domination over the periphery. This institutionalisation would not only concern the 
economic dimension, but also the cultural one and the prestige associated with each 
culture. The result would be a stratification system that he calls the ‘cultural division 
of labour’, leading to different ethnic and national identifications in the two groups 
(Hechter 1977, pp. 1–14). 
 
Hechter’s theory has been criticised on different accounts (see Page 1978), the most 
important being that the data he uses do not fit the facts (Kendrick et al. 1985). What 
is interesting, however, is Hechter’s suggestion that nationalism would arise out of the 
cultural division of labour imposed by the core-periphery relation of domination. 
Since the core is not interested in acculturation: 
 

‘to the extent that social stratification in the periphery is based on observable 
cultural differences, there exists the probability that the disadvantaged group will, 
in time, reactively assert its own culture as equal or superior to that of the 
relatively advantaged core. This may help it conceive of itself as a separate 
“nation” and seek independence. Hence, in this situation, acculturation and 
national development may be inhibited by the desires of the peripheral group for 
independence from a situation perceived to be exploitative’ (Hechter 1977, p. 10). 
 

In The Break-up of Britain, Nairn takes issue with Hechter as far as the revival of 
nationalism in Scotland is concerned, but at the same time agrees with him on the idea 
implicit in the model—i.e. that nationalism comes about in exploited and 
disadvantaged peripheries. Nairn even turns this idea into the pillar of a general 
theory of nationalism. Nationalism, he writes, ‘arose out of a host of earlier 
phenomena as the protest of under-developed peoples. It became their way of 
mobilising, and trying to catch up with already industrialised areas. Over much of the 
world, too, it was an ideological weapon of liberation from dominance by the latter’ 
(Nairn 2003, p. 172).4 However, in accordance with his claim that Scotland does not 
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fit this description, he points to the existence of another, ‘neglected but significant’, 
category of peoples who  
 

‘turned nationalist in order to liberate themselves from alien domination – yet 
did so, typically, not from a situation of colonial under-development but from 
one of relative progress. They were nationalities that struggled to free their own 
strong development from what they had come to perceive as the backwardness 
around them – from some larger, politically dominant power whose stagnation or 
archaism had become an obstacle to their farther progress’ (Nairn 2003, p. 172).  

 
Nairn has been widely criticised by later authors, especially on account of the 
presumed functionalism of his theory (Orridge 1981a, 1981b), as well as because 
locating the origins of nationalism in the periphery of the most advanced European 
countries would simply not square with historical events (Breuilly 1993, p. 413). 
What concerns us here, however, is not the validity of Nairn’s suggestions as a 
general theory of nationalism, but rather the fact that he identifies Scotland as a case 
of ‘overdevelopment nationalism’ and that this is seen as somewhat of an exception in 
the history of nationalism. Even more interestingly, looking for precedents of such 
‘overdevelopment nationalism’ in the past, he mentions Belgium, Bohemia, the 
Basque Country, Catalonia and Croatia as kindred cases. Let us thus proceed to 
analyse these more closely. 
 
With its wide array of minority nations and nationalities, the Habsburg Empire is a 
good place to start an inquiry of possible precedents of the nationalism of the rich. 
Nairn mentions Bohemia and Croatia as regions that could show the kind of 
‘overdevelopment nationalism’ that he attributes to Scotland. In his critique of 
Nairn’s model, Breuilly also added the Magyars, as an example of a privileged group 
within the empire, rather than a dispossessed one, which developed strong nationalist 
feelings. In economic terms, as late as 1910, the most industrialised areas of the 
empire were parts of Austria, notably Vienna, and the Czech lands of Bohemia-
Moravia-Silesia, with 46% and 51% of the population employed in industry. The 
relative figures for Hungary and Croatia were 23% and 13% respectively. As far as 
gross domestic product (GDP) per capita is concerned, while the Austrian-Bohemian 
area was close to the average of Western Europe, Hungary’s reached about 57% and 
the Balkan countries did not go beyond 40% (Berend 2003, p. 179). As a matter of 
fact, ‘the Austrian and Czech lands emerged as an industrialized regional core with 
agricultural peripheries within the monarchy and in the neighboring Balkan countries’ 
(Berend 2003, p. 150). Yet, the economic relationship between the Czechs and the 
Germans was not one among equals. Most of the industry was controlled by the 
Germans, who also constituted the overwhelming majority of the Austrian 
bureaucracy. Despite the growth, in the last quarter of the 19th century, of a Czech 
middle-class that by 1914 managed to own a quarter of the textile industry, an Austro-
German still earned on average 25% more than a Czech (Rudolph 1976, p. 19). 
 
But what about their claims? Before the 1867 Austro-Hungarian compromise, the 
main demand of the Czech national movement consisted in the reintroduction of the 
Bohemian ‘state right’ (Staatsrecht), i.e., the legal status of the Czech kingdom under 
the monarchy. This would have entailed some form of autonomy, recognition of the 
Czech nation and equal status for the Czech language in the education system and the 
government (Berend 2003, pp. 102–105). The Czech were disappointed by the 1867 
compromise, as they saw themselves deserving equal status with the Magyars. From 
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the 1870s on, the political struggle focused on language rights, which the emergence 
of the radical Young Czech Party, in the late 1880s, tied to demands for universal 
suffrage. The nationalism of the Young Czechs mainly consisted of resistance to 
Germanization and the continued demand for Bohemian state right (Winters 1969, p. 
430). The party advocated socio-economic reforms, but these mainly concerned 
employment opportunities in the lower ranks of the administration for Czech people, 
defence of small farmers from foreign competition and a ban on discriminatory 
practices on the part of German cartels in the industrial and banking sectors (Winters, 
1969, pp. 433–442). Such an account is also confirmed by Breuilly, who points out 
that Bohemian cities became the stage for a confrontation between an advancing 
Czech lower middle-class and the Germans occupying the upper strata. He stressed 
that ‘small Czech merchants, retailers and manufacturers objected to liberal economic 
policies which seemed to favour larger German competitors’ (Breuilly 1993, p. 133) 
and this, in turn, brought about a mobilisation of the Germans who fought harshly 
against competition from Czech labour willing to work for lower salaries. 
 
The positions and arguments of the Magyar and Croat national movements seem to 
conform even less to the rhetoric of the nationalism of the rich. Economically, the 
areas in which these two movements acted occupied an intermediate position between 
the industrialised West and the most backward rural areas of the South and the East. 
The Magyar landed aristocracy enjoyed a high standard of living due to its hold over 
the rich agricultural production of the large Hungarian estates. Furthermore, both the 
Magyar and Croat elites were politically privileged, although to different extents. The 
Croats enjoyed a special relationship with the Hapsburg Crown and, although to 
varying degrees, they benefited from some form of autonomy under Hungarian 
control, which was officially recognised by the 1868 Croatian-Hungarian compromise. 
Yet, despite such agreement, the Croats of Croatia-Slavonia were not spared the harsh 
policy of Magyarisation that gave renewed strength to the idea of ‘Trialism’, i.e., the 
transformation of the empire into a federal union of Germans, Magyars and South 
Slavs. Thus, the main claims of the Croat national movement were based on the 
recognition of the historic rights of the Croat kingdom, first, and the project of 
unification with the Southern Slavs, later, rather than on any specific socio-economic 
platform (Kann 1950, pp. 233–259). 
 
Before the 1867 compromise, the Hungarian upper nobility consistently opposed the 
modernisation policies promoted by the Hapsburg monarchy since the end of the 18th 
century. It especially resented the abolition of serfdom, the attempts to introduce 
German as the only language of the empire and, more generally, the trend of political 
centralisation that threatened its historical rights. In the first half of the 19th century, 
national demands revolved around linguistic legislation. An economic agenda did 
blossom under the leadership of Lajos Kossuth, but reflected the primitive 
development of the Hungarian economy. Kossuth called for protective tariffs against 
Austrian competition and urged his compatriots to buy only Hungarian industrial 
products in order to boost the infant local manufacturing sector (Berend 2003, pp. 
105–111). However, the economic balance progressively swung to favour the 
Magyars. As argued by Andrew Janos (1982, p. 321): ‘while Hungarian nationalists 
never stopped complaining about the depredations of Austria […] the economic 
relationship between the two halves of the realm was gradually reversed, until it had 
reached the point where it could be safely said that Hungary exploited Austria, by 
refusing to pay her fair share of common defense and overhead expenses, and by 
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forcing upon the empire a system of protective tariffs, highly injurious to Austro-
German and Bohemian industrial interests’. The 1867 compromise elevated the 
Magyars to a status unrivalled by other nationalities in the empire. Austria and 
Hungary were de facto independent except for a common ruler, army, ministry of 
foreign affairs and a financial contribution to these two activities. The Magyar 
political elite enjoyed full powers over the relationship with the nationalities 
inhabiting its territory and consistently applied a policy of cultural assimilation and 
economic discrimination. Thus, until the turn of the 20th century, the Magyars were 
among the strongest supporters of the empire. Things began to turn sour with the rise 
of the Independence Party in 1894, which, emboldened by Hungary’s good economic 
performance, mainly due to the tariff system, believed that Hungary could stand alone. 
However, although there were some clashes over the periodic negotiation of the 
common expenditures, the real bone of contention related to the military, where the 
Magyar nationalists demanded an independent militia with Magyar as the official 
language (Mason 1997, pp. 16–45). 
 
An interesting case not mentioned by Nairn and, yet again, part of the Habsburg 
Empire is Lombardy. The Risorgimento’s historical tradition portrayed the Habsburg 
policy as discriminatory and detrimental to the interests of the Lombard economy. 
Such a view, however, has been largely reconsidered. First, while being one of the 
richest territories of the empire between 1815 and 1859, and enjoying a buoyant 
export-oriented economy, Lombardy’s per capita GDP was still about half that of 
Lower Austria and mainly derived from an over-reliance on the rather primitive silk 
industry (Pichler 2001, pp. 35–38). The myth of an unbearable Austrian taxation was 
mainly based on the high revenues deriving from export duties on silk, which did not 
negatively influence trade and were offset by disproportional levels of public 
spending. Second, although there were tensions between the economic interests of the 
Lombards and the rationales guiding imperial economic policy, there was no 
formulation of a clear Lombard common economic interest, but rather a constellation 
of varying interests often at odds with each other. What is most striking in this 
connection, is that within the general debate on whether or not to industrialise the 
Lombard economy as a step towards the modernisation of the whole of Italy that took 
place in the Lombard press in the first half of the 19th century, not only was the 
empire not the object of scorn and loathing, but it was not even taken into 
consideration. As made clear by Kent Greenfield (1965, p. 267) ‘the Lombard 
journalists did not oppose the Austrians; they ignored them’. 
 
Similar arguments about an unbearable fiscal burden as lying at the roots of the 
Belgian secession from the Kingdom of the Netherlands in 1830 have been made by 
some early nationalist historiography. Leon van der Essen (1920, p. 151), for instance, 
mentioned the fact that the Belgians were asked to pay for the debts incurred by the 
Dutch Republic, as well as for the defence of the Dutch colonies from which they did 
not derive any advantages, as a reason for the failure of the union of the Low 
Countries. Yet such a claim is nowhere to be found in more nuanced treatments of the 
subject. Els Witte (2009a, pp. 21–28) points out that the 1830 revolution stemmed 
from a strange alliance between a liberal, upwardly mobile, intellectual middle-class 
that had no specific economic grievance, but simply wanted to see recognised its new 
status by pressing through political and social reforms, on the one hand, and the 
landed gentry that, along with the clergy, was dissatisfied with the religious policies 
pursued by William I, on the other. Ernst Kossmann (1978, pp. 130–131) provides 



 22 

further details of the economic situation of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. The 
malaise of the early 1820s gave way, for the rest of the decade, to slow but constant 
growth. As compared to the period of French occupation, taxation decreased and it 
was in any case higher in the north, where per capita contributions averaged 17 
guilders, than in the south, where they reached only 11 guilders. All this left the 
dominant economic elites quite content with their prosperity for the entire period. 
Kossmann (1978, pp. 133–147) did point out that, despite lack of clear evidence, 
some of the Belgian liberals were convinced that the young and vigorous Belgium 
would take over the stagnant and immobile Northern Netherlands as the leading force 
within the Kingdom and when they realised that this would not happen, opted for 
secession. Yet, this did not clearly figure in their programme, which was rather geared 
around demands for wider liberties including, free press, free education and linguistic 
freedom, thus largely ignoring social and economic problems.  
 
About a century later, however, Belgium did show signs of fiscal grievances coming 
from the economic core of the country (back then Wallonia) against the fiscal 
exploitation of the poorer periphery (Flanders). In 1930, the government announced 
that it wanted to establish a provincially-based system of child allowances with a 
compensation mechanism whereby provinces with a surplus—i.e. with a lower 
amount of large families—had to pay half of that to a national fund supporting those 
in deficit. As families tended to be larger in Flanders, the project sparked protests in 
Wallonia. The proposal was modified in 1935, when the government limited the 
amount that deficit provinces could receive to a 25% contribution on top of the 
allowance that they had to pay to families resident on their territory. Yet, the debate 
went on and ended only with the onset of the War. Léon-Eli Troclet calculated in 
1939 that the system cost Wallonia 200 million francs, or 3.75% of the Walloon 
wages (Boehme 2008b, pp. 475–481). Although the imbalance was in fact one 
between industrial centres and the country-side, it was interpreted as leading to inter-
territorial transfers between Flemish and Walloon provinces and, since the debate 
coincided with the first sign of industrial slowdown in the south of the country, some 
concluded that Wallonia could better use the resources going to Flanders to put its 
own unemployed to work. As argued by Olivier Boehme (2008b, p. 481), the child 
allowances debate suggests that ‘as soon as the government created new financial 
mechanisms for social and economic purposes, the resulting “profit-and-loss” 
calculations became a new bone of contention between two separate and rapidly 
“consolidating” regional communities, which became ever more tightly-knit by the 
very process of calculation’ (see also Van Goethem 2011, p. 175).  
 
This conclusion is in line with the main argument of this book about the formation of 
the nationalism of the rich, i.e. the establishment of substantial forms of automatic 
redistribution—albeit incipient ones as was the case in Belgium during the interwar 
years—in countries characterised by territorial identities squaring with uneven 
development are likely to lead to interpreting fiscal issues in inter-territorial terms. 
Yet, the child allowance debate remained a very limited issue in the politics of the 
time in Belgium and never led to a coherent set of nationalist arguments deprecating 
the fiscal exploitation of richer Wallonia by poorer Flanders. This is also confirmed 
by an analysis of similar conflicts about another important measure introduced in the 
same period, i.e., unemployment benefits, which however, were not interpreted along 
territorial lines (Boehme 2008b, pp. 480–481). The incipient nature of the social 
policy of the time along with the weakness of the Walloon identity—which could 
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hardly be defined as a full national one back then—certainly constrained the 
formulation of a fully-fledged nationalism of the rich in interwar years Belgium. 
 
Catalonia and the Basque Country: Forerunners of the nationalism of the rich 
 
There are two cases, however, among those mentioned by Nairn that can, to a large 
extent, be considered forerunners of the nationalism of the rich. They are represented 
by the nationalist movements that arose in Catalonia and the Basque Country between 
the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the 20th century. 
 
Analysing the then Catalan-Spanish relationship, Joan Culla (1999, p. 41) argued that 
‘for the greatest majority of Spanish politicians, it was incomprehensible and 
unacceptable that Catalonia, the strongest, most prosperous, and most European 
territory would demand autonomy to a state within which it enjoyed economic 
hegemony. Somebody expressed it in the form of a joke: “It is the first case of a 
metropolis that wants to emancipate itself from its colonies”’.  
 
The rise of nationalism in Catalonia, in the second half of the 19th century, coincided 
with a spectacular economic development accompanied by limited political power, 
which encouraged the Catalan industrial bourgeoisie to abandon any attempt to take 
over the Spanish institutions and rather focus on regional autonomy (Vilar 1962, pp. 
144–158, Linz 1973, p. 63, Giner 1980, pp. 8–10). Furthermore, the development of 
the region coincided with the contemporary decline of the rest of Spain, except for the 
Basque Country. Even more interestingly, Catalan nationalism, as formulated then, 
contained, among others, a socio-economic argument whereby ‘Catalonia’s 
subordination to Castile was thwarting the enterprising spirit of the Catalans at a time 
when Catalonia was recovering from centuries of decadence’ (Llobera 2004, p. 66). 
 
From around 1820 to 1885, in the wake of the spread of romantic nationalism, a 
Catalan national identity, which did not present itself as incompatible with a Spanish 
identity, began to develop. Yet, during this period the interests of Catalan and Spanish 
economic elites started diverging, as the former was increasingly willing to protect its 
industry from foreign competition through high tariffs that the latter considered 
harmful to its agricultural exports.5 This clash led to a steady conflict over trade 
policy that, despite having been won by the Catalan bourgeoisie in many instances, 
nourished anxiety among its members and anti-Catalan feelings among big 
landowners in other Spanish regions. The process was accelerated by the Spanish loss 
of its remaining colonies at the end of the Spanish-American War of 1898 (Conversi 
1997, p. 26). The defeat brought home to the Catalan economic elites that they 
belonged to an inevitably declining power, whose decadence was much more evident 
when compared to Catalonia’s rise. As argued by a then Catalan MP, if Spain had 
been a successful nation, there wouldn’t have been any attempt to put its legitimacy 
into question (quoted in Vilar 1962, p. 144). The Lliga Regionalista (Regionalist 
League), founded by the multimillionaire industrialist Francesc Cambó in 1901, was 
the best embodiment of such a move towards Catalan autonomy (Giner 1980, pp. 17–
25). 6  On the other hand, Spanish neutrality during the Great War decisively 
advantaged the Catalan textile industry unleashing an extraordinary wave of 
prosperity that made the Catalan upper classes more assertive (Conversi 1993, p. 
263). Most Catalan nationalists, however, remained loyal to the Spanish framework 
and this for two main reasons: Catalonia needed the Spanish market; independence 
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would mean violence and the Catalan society, being wealthier than the Spanish one, 
had too much to lose from a violent rebellion (Culla 1999, p. 40, Linz 1973, p. 55). 
 
The loss of Cuba also triggered one of the most interesting early cases of fiscal protest 
in the region. Facing the need to reduce the gigantic deficit generated by the war 
effort, the Spanish government of Francisco Silvela imposed a dramatic increase in 
taxation that caused discontent throughout Spain, but especially in Catalonia, where 
demands for fiscal powers that had been formulated in a prototype statute of regional 
autonomy drafted a few years earlier (the Bases de Manresa of 1892) were 
simultaneously rejected by Madrid. The protest took the form of a generalised closure 
of businesses (especially by tradesman and craftsmen) aimed to avoid paying the 
taxes due for the second trimester of the year without formally violating the law. The 
tancament des caixes (the closing of the cashboxes), as it was called, went along with 
demands for a fiscal pact along the lines of the concierto economico (economic 
agreement) granted to the Basque Countries in the 1870s (Balcells 1991, pp. 42–111, 
Camps i Arboix 1961, Fontana 2014, pp. 320–321). Yet, after that the stern 
opposition of the central government had broken the resistance, the issue of the 
concierto economico de facto disappeared from the political agenda until late 20th 
century. As argued by Culla (2017, p. 9), from the end of the tancament onwards, 
‘Catalan demands were going to be of a political, cultural, linguistic or social nature 
and learning centres, libraries, routes, houses and gardens were built and designed, 
but the issue of how to finance that, the self-government that was claimed, remained 
in limbo’.  
 
The Basque case shares many of the above elements. Both industrialisation and the 
formation of Basque nationalism began slightly later than in Catalonia but developed 
very rapidly. The bases of a modern Basque economy, centred around heavy industry 
and, later, the financial sector, were laid down between 1876 and 1898. During this 
period, iron production increased twenty-fold and at the turn of the century 30% of 
Spanish banking investments were concentrated in the Basque country. Similarly to 
Catalonia, Spanish neutrality in the Great War favoured the development of the local 
economy and already in the first months of the conflict, 80% of Spanish steel was 
produced in the region (Payne 1975, pp. 61–94). From the late 1880s on, a young 
Basque intellectual, Sabino de Arana i Goiri almost singlehandedly formulated the 
ideological basis of the Basque national identity and founded the Basque Nationalist 
Party. This was radically separatist at the beginning, but turned more conciliatory and 
autonomist from the early 20th century onwards. In this formulation not only the 
Basques and the Spaniards were thought of as being two completely unrelated peoples, 
but the Basques were also considered as considerably more advanced (Sullivan 1988, 
pp. 1–26). As Stanley Payne (1975, p. 107) pointed out: ‘in Vizcaya and Guipozcoa 
[the two most important Basque provinces] nationalists considered Basques the 
economic elite of Spain, which, rather than providing new opportunities, was holding 
them back’. 
 
Yet, there is a major difference between Catalan and Basque nationalism. As a 
consequence of the suppression of the fueros7 after the Carlist Wars, in 1876, and 
with the aim to appease the Basque elites, the then Spanish President of the Council 
of Ministers, Antonio Cánovas offered a very favourable regime of local fiscal 
autonomy called concierto economico, which remained in place until 1937. As a 
result, the inhabitants of the Basque provinces were subjected to about half the tax 
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burden borne by the rest of the population of Spain. Furthermore, the industrialists 
were able to secure high custom tariffs to protect their activities. This had two 
consequences. First, the industrial and financial elite was satisfied with its position 
within the Spanish Crown and did not aim at either challenging the regime or at 
taking it over. Second, economic issues became salient only on those few occasions 
when governmental policy threatened the privileges secured through the concierto 
economico (Fusi 1979, pp. 17–19). Also, in its early separatist phase, Basque 
nationalism did not really bother with this kind of economic struggle, but rather left it 
to spontaneous organisations—called Ligas Forales—for the defence of the concierto 
that nationalists regarded as examples of short-sighted regionalism (Payne 1975, p. 
89). 
 
Overall, these two cases are certainly of great interest as forerunners of the 
nationalism of the rich and should be analysed further in-depth in future research. 
However, a number of elements suggests considering them precisely as forerunners 
rather than fully-developed cases: their association with a single parent state, Spain, 
which does not allow a cross-country analysis; the weakness of clear separatist forces 
within them, which limits the scope of a study of the redefinition of national identity 
as incompatible with membership of the parent state and with the existing national 
solidarity; and, above all, the dubious economic grievances in the Basque case as well 
as the mainly traditional character of the Catalan ones, based more on skirmishes over 
tariff walls rather than on unfair redistribution. In this connexion, it is important to 
note that one of the main changes introduced in the debate over the economic 
relationship between Catalonia and Spain by economists conducting the first scientific 
studies over inter-territorial flows, in the 1960s, was a shift from the internal balance 
of trade—whereby Catalonia was often accused to ‘exploit’ the Spanish ‘captive’ 
market to sell its products thanks to the protection of trade tariffs—to fiscal flows 
between the region and the central administration (as well as within the banking 
sector), which were considered by part of the Catalan public opinion as detrimental to 
the region (see Hombravella and Montserrat 1967, p. 33). While in the first 
perspective Catalonia ‘depends’ on the rest of Spain, in the second it is held back.  
 
 

                                                
1 Rokkan defines a centre as ‘a privileged location within a territory’ or, more specifically, as a 
‘location within a territorial system where the largest proportion of economically active are engaged in 
the processing and communication of information and instructions over long distances’. On the 
contrary, a periphery is mainly characterised by its subordinate position to the centre or ‘more 
concretely, we can say that a periphery is dependent, with little control over its fate and possessing 
minimal resources for the defence of its distinctiveness against outside pressures’ (Flora et al. 1999, pp. 
110-113).  
2 This logic outlived the feudal system and has informed the process of state-formation through the 
centuries. 
3 For a more nuanced interpretation of the reasons why national states prevailed see Spruyt (1994, pp. 
151–180). 
4 Albeit not so explicitly, a similar idea can also be found in Gellner (1964, p. 168). 
5 In fact, protectionism mostly harmed the export-oriented agricultural industry in Andalusia and 
around Valencia, but favoured agricultural regions producing for the home market such as Castile-Léon 
(Tortella 2000, p. 436). 
6 Yet, the Lliga’s attitude, as well as Cambo’s, was much more ambiguous and still expressed, at times, 
a willingness to exercise greater influence over Spanish politics. 
7 These were a series of administrative and fiscal customary rights that had granted a varying degree of 
autonomy to the Basque provinces since the Middle Ages. 
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2. Catalonia: Fiscal Plundering and the End of Federalism 
 
 
Origins and evolution of ERC  
 
Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (Republican Left of Catalonia, ERC) was 
founded in 1931 with the goal of establishing the independent Republic of Catalonia. 
It immediately became the dominant party in the region and remained such until the 
Civil War. Francisco Franco’s harsh repression of Esquerra contributed to 
transforming it into a symbol of the regional struggle for autonomy and democracy 
(Alquezar 2001). During the dictatorship, however, ERC grew out of touch with the 
changing Catalan society and slowly turned into a prestigious, but unimportant actor. 
As a result, in the mid-1980s the party was close to extinction (Segura 2001). Things 
changed radically in 1986–87, when a group of young separatists led by Josep-Lluis 
Carod-Rovira and Angel Colom joined it with the goal of rejuvenating it and making 
it clearly separatist and left wing. In 1992, ERC became the third force in the Catalan 
Parliament and kept growing until an eventful change of leadership, in 1996, stopped 
this first expansion (Culla 2013, pp. 297–350). In the early 2000s, under Carod-
Rovira’s direction, it scored its best results in the post-dictatorship period (around 
16% of the Catalan vote) and joined two successive regional government coalitions 
(2003–06 and 2006–10) (Argelaguet et al. 2004, Culla 2013, pp. 580–666). During 
the first, the party played a crucial role in putting the reform of Catalonia’s Statute of 
Autonomy on the agenda, with the aim of transforming Spain into a pluri-national 
federation (Orte and Wilson 2009). After the ratification of the new Statute, in 2006, 
however, Esquerra entered a new phase of internal dissent and change of 
leadership—with Joan Puigcercos replacing Carod-Rovira—that harmed its electoral 
performance (around 7–8% at the Catalan and Spanish elections of 2008 and 2010 
respectively). This decline was even more striking as, from 2009 on, Catalonia 
experienced the rise of a grass-roots movement advocating the organisation of a 
referendum on the independence of the region, which, in June 2010, was further 
fuelled by a ruling of the Spanish Constitutional Tribunal declaring unconstitutional 
some articles of Catalonia’s Statute. 
 
On 11 September 2012, during the celebration of Catalonia’s national day, more than 
a million people joined a demonstration in favour of the ‘right to decide’. In the 
following weeks, the President of the Generalitat (the Catalan executive) and leader 
of the Catalan nationalist party Convergencia i Unio (Convergence and Union, CiU), 
Artur Mas, decided to call an early election on the issue of an independence 
referendum. Having solved its internal disputes and found a new skilful leader in 
Oriol Junqueras, ERC capitalised on growing demands for independence and became 
the second force in the regional Parliament (with 14% of the Catalan vote) (Culla 
2013, pp. 667–732). Despite remaining in the opposition, Esquerra offered its support 
to CiU’s government in exchange for the promise to hold an independence 
referendum. As the Spanish government refused to allow such vote, in November 
2014, ERC and other forces defending the right to decide organised a mock 
referendum. About 35% of Catalan voters participated in the poll, with 80.7% 
choosing an independent state. In the face of the Spanish government’s continuing 
opposition, Mas called early elections again (held in September 2015) and framed 
them as a ‘plebiscite on independence’. On this occasion, ERC ran in a coalition with 
Convergencia Democratica de Catalunya (Democratic Convergence of Catalunya, 
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CDC, previously part of CiU) called Junts pel Si (Together for Yes) that obtained 
39.6% of votes. Another separatist party, Candidatura d’Unitat Popular (Popular 
Unity Candidacy, CUP), received 8.2%. Taken together, the votes for these two pro-
independence actors fell short of an absolute majority (47.8%), but translated into 
53% of the Catalan Parliament’s seats. Junts pel Si and CUP thus claimed to have the 
legitimacy necessary to begin a process of ‘disconnection’ from Spain. In January 
2016, the new President of the Generalitat, Carles Puigdemont—a member of CDC—
vowed to realise the region’s independence according to an 18-month roadmap. This 
time, ERC joined the government (Martì and Cetrà 2016). The agreement came after 
the Spanish general elections were held in December 2015, in which ERC won 16% 
of the regional vote and nine seats. Although it had obtained a similar score in 2004, 
this time, Esquerra became the first nationalist party in Catalonia and was thus set to 
play a leading role in the implementation of the pro-independence roadmap.  
 

[Figure 2.1 about here] 
 
ERC’s nationalism of the rich 
 
In the first years of the democratic transition, ERC’s main objective consisted in the 
re-establishment of the Generalitat of Catalonia (Front d’Esquerres 1977, ERC 1977). 
The party extensively used its glorious past to present itself as the most reliable actor 
to carry out the process of devolution of powers, but, at the same time, struggled to 
formulate detailed and comprehensive policy proposals. All this was very different 
from the organisation that Carod-Rovira depicted in an article published in the 
Catalan daily L’Avui in November 1986 and become famous as the Crida a Esquerra 
(Call to Esquerra). There, he argued that ERC should exploit its ‘Catalanist’ and 
reformist traditions to modernise left-wing separatism and make it appealing to the 
masses (Carod-Rovira 1986). The rise of Colom as the head of the party a few years 
later consolidated ERC’s separatist profile, which was formally confirmed when 
Esquerra amended the first article of its statute to declare ‘the territorial unity and 
independence of the Catalan nation’ (ERC 1992a) as its overriding goal. In those 
years ERC also became the main referent of a new ‘economic nationalism’ (Alimbau 
1995, p. 72) based on the perception of Catalonia as a distinct economic unit within 
the Spanish state and, more specifically, a fiscally exploited one.  
 
L’espoli fiscal 
 
At the core of ERC’s claim of economic victimisation lies the assertion that the 
Spanish government has consistently extracted more resources from the Catalan 
economy than those spent in the region. As clearly explained in the 1992 manifesto 
for the Catalan Parliamentary elections: ‘the process of economic depredation of the 
Spanish State is constant [and] translates into a steady increase of the fiscal pressure 
without any significant improvement either in public services or in infrastructures’ 
(ERC 1992b, p. 47). A year later, in the midst of economic recession, the party 
launched the first campaign centred around the fiscal deficit under the title 
‘Solidaritat si. Robatori no. Els nostres impostos a Catalunya’ (Solidarity yes. 
Larceny no. Our taxes in Catalonia) (ERC 1993a). From that moment on, the 
argument of economic victimisation—generally referred to as espoli fiscal (fiscal 
plundering)—has remained a pillar of the party’s propaganda and, in recent years, has 
become a key claim of the wider movement for Catalan independence.  
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Estimates of the fiscal deficit have varied. In 1989, Esquerra asserted that each 
Catalan was robbed of 180,000 pesetas a year (about 1,380 euros)1 (ERC 1989a, p. 5). 
In the mid-1990s, it calculated the deficit at 12-13% of Catalan GDP (ERC 1995, p. 
23), while, in 2008, it concluded that the state was siphoning off 2,622 euros per 
Catalan each year (ERC 2008a). In the context of the recent economic crisis, it 
decried that since 1986 Catalonia had been deprived of about 8% of its GDP every 
year (Sol 2012). 
 
ERC has consistently argued that this fiscal assault against Catalonia is deliberate and 
perpetuates the ‘dependency’ of the region on the Spanish state. The use of the term 
‘dependency’ stresses that Catalonia is forced to transfer its abundant tax revenue to 
Madrid and then to hinge on insufficient funding from the centre to finance its 
services. In this way—Esquerra has asserted—the most efficient territories, like 
Catalonia, are penalised (ERC 2000a, p. 18, 2008b, p. 43), while, at the same time, 
financial autonomy is not a solution, because the periodic renegotiation of the bloc 
grant to the autonomous communities, and the conservative estimates of the central 
government, leaves Catalonia’s funding at the mercy of Spain’s decisions (Camps 
Boy 1990a, 1990b, ERC 2006a, p. 55).  
 
According to ERC, one of the main causes of the espoli fiscal lies in the ‘appalling 
inefficiency’ of the Spanish administration, which is described as parasitic and 
oversized (ERC 1992b, p. 47, Colom 1995, p. 12). Such inefficiency makes that, as 
the party stated in 2003, ‘we [the Catalans] pay taxes like a social-democracy and we 
receive public spending like an ultraliberal country’ (ERC 2003a, p. 5). Similar claims 
have become especially relevant during the euro crisis. In this context, Esquerra has 
argued that an independent Catalonia could escape painful austerity measures 
(Aragones 2012) and criticised Madrid’s imposition of draconian spending limits to 
the already cost-effective peripheral administrations, pointing to the central 
government’s enormous potential for savings: ‘the absurd thing about the policy of 
the Spanish government is its inefficiency. It ignores the mass of the deficit, which 
coincides with the central administration, and forces to cut where we have already 
reached the bone. In return, it maintains a sumptuous spending policy that continues 
to waste enormous resources’ (Sol 2013). 
 
The consequences of all these forms of fiscal discrimination against Catalonia are 
deemed by ERC to be serious not only per se, but also because of the high potential of 
the Catalan economy. Here, two elements are outstanding in the party’s rhetoric: the 
role of claims concerning the need for market efficiency in justifying the call for self-
determination and the impact of the Spanish incorporation into wider international 
markets. With regard to the former, the party has consistently stressed that a robust 
economy is necessary to provide quality services to the national community and, 
simultaneously, it has consistently extolled the modernity of the Catalan economy 
relatively to the Spanish one, identifying the region with the rest of Europe and 
arguing that its shortcomings derive from the flaws and discriminatory practices of 
the Spanish state (ERC 1989b, p. 56, 1993c, p. 14, 1996, pp. 11–13, 2006b, p. 2, 
2012b, p. 41, Colom 1995, p. 20). However, its discourse has been contradictory 
because Esquerra has at times stressed the Catalan economic success, while, at others 
(especially in the late 1980s and the early 1990s), it has underlined the gap with the 
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richest continental countries (ERC 1989a, pp. 14–15, 2000a, p. 19, Colom 1995, pp. 
19–20).  
 
The most important element of ERC’s rhetoric of economic victimisation lies in a 
culturally-determinist explanation of the socio-economic difference between 
Catalonia and the rest of Spain. The party has consistently portrayed the Catalan 
nation as composed of hard-working, entrepreneurial and productive people (ERC 
1993a, p. 14, 1994, p. 26, 1996, p. 12, 2001a, p. 13, 2003a, p. 4, 2008b, p. 10; Junts 
Pel Sì 2015, p. 18). This representation has not been accompanied by racist or 
xenophobic arguments against other Spaniards, though. On the contrary, the party has 
been very careful to direct its accusations against the Spanish government, described 
as dominated by an oligarchy of bureaucrats, landlords and speculators. In 1993, for 
instance, the party openly denounced the ‘subsidy culture promoted for electoral 
reasons by any incumbent Spanish government’ (ERC 1993c, p. 18). Such a Madrid 
oligarchy has thus been the main negative ‘Other’ in the party’s construction of the 
Catalan self. This is clear from Angel Colom’s (1995, p. 55) definition of Catalan 
society as one that ‘has a good potential to find itself among the most advanced in 
Europe. Values such as freedom, effort, initiative, solidarity that make us a society 
open to change are prevalent’. By contrast—he continued—‘Spain remains an archaic 
state, unable to catch up with Europe, in which a political class originated in 
territories and environments that have only knowledge of the rules of the speculative 
and financial economy’ (Colom 1995, p. 52). The connection with the dense network 
of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) characteristic of the region has been 
especially important in the party’s discourse, since they are deemed to embody the 
Catalan values of hard work and entrepreneurship (ERC 1996, p. 3, 2000c, 2003a, pp. 
4–5).  
 
Yet, it should be noted once again that Esquerra has also been very careful to talk 
about institutions and specific classes rather than using sweeping generalisations 
about wide cultural aggregates. Interviews with current and former members of the 
party confirm this aspect.2 While all interviewees agreed on the existence of cultural 
differences between Catalans and other Spanish peoples (and on the economic 
consequences thereof), they also made clear that, according to their left-wing thinking, 
such features should not be essentialised. This, however, reveals an underlying and 
unresolved tension within the party’s discourse. 
 
Therefore, in Esquerra’s rhetoric we find elements of the producerist discourse 
mentioned in the introduction, although the party has carefully targeted the Spanish 
political elite rather than the populations of poorer Spanish regions and thus put more 
emphasis on the criterion of need as compared to other case-study parties (see below). 
The conditionality of its ‘welfare producerism’ (Abts and Kochyut 2013, 2014) is 
clear when analysing the arguments it formulated to reply to the accusations of 
selfishness made against it in the early 1990s. ERC has suggested that what the rest of 
Spain calls for is not solidarity, but dependence. Colom’s (1995, p. 21) words clearly 
illustrate this: ‘Catalonia is willing to be solidary with the other peoples of the state 
that are in need, especially those from which many Catalans come. Nevertheless, we 
are not willing to confuse solidarity with charity’. He further argued that, instead of 
redistribution, Catalan taxes were used to feed clientelism by financing jobs in the 
public sector, which did not help the endogenous development of the beneficiary 
regions. As a consequence, Spain was stifling the industrial engine of the country—
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Catalonia—to fund unproductive activities in the rest of the state. By contrast—the 
party later asserted—, solidarity should target endogenous growth, be limited in time 
and amount, and be directly managed by the Generalitat (ERC 1999b). In more recent 
proposals for a reform of the financing deal between Catalonia and Spain, the party 
proposed contributing 2.5% of its GDP to a fund of inter-territorial cohesion for a 
decade (ERC 2003b, 2006c, p. 6). After that, however, solidarity with Spanish regions 
would not be different from that with other nations of the world, many of which are 
much more in need of help. As argued by Carod-Rovira, ‘we want to exercise 
solidarity, but not in a compulsory and unjust form. Not with the Andalusian gentry or 
the Madrid bourgeois who travel by high-speed train, but rather with Central America 
and the countries of the Sahara’ (ERC, 1999a).  
 
The party has thus clearly relied on principles of welfare state deservingness in its 
criticism of Spanish solidarity, notably the criteria of: need, whereby solidarity should 
be proportional to the level of neediness of the recipient—the Madrid oligarchy 
clearly does not deserve Catalan solidarity; control, whereby those who are seen as 
being responsible for their neediness are deemed to be less deserving—the poverty of 
other Spanish regions is due to the misled clientelist policies of Spanish parties and, 
although they are not directly accused of profiting from it, the populations of such 
regions are at best seen as passively accepting such clientelism; and reciprocity, 
whereby those who contribute more should also to some extent receive more—the 
Catalan population pays too much and receives too little. Such welfare producerism is 
further ‘culturalised’ since the ‘cultural-determinist’ interpretation of Catalonia’s 
socio-economic development seen above has allowed the party to make the ‘imagined 
community of welfare producers’ coincide with the entire Catalan nation. Although 
the party has widely used such criteria to justify its rejection of solidarity with the rest 
of Spain, identity remains a key underlying criterion, since the ‘relevant community’ 
to which the term solidarity refers clearly is the Catalan, not the Spanish, nation.  
 
La mentalitat radial 
 
In ERC’s discourse, the economic exploitation of the Catalan nation is nothing but the 
direct consequence of its political marginalisation within the Spanish state. The two 
claims therefore must be considered in conjunction. In the late 1980s, Esquerra often 
described Catalan history as a tale of occupation and repression (ERC 1989b, p. 4, 
Colom 1989). Such rhetoric was later toned down, but the argument remained in the 
idea—popular during the entire Colom period (1989–96)—that the democratic 
transition had failed and the state had remained anchored in the previous Francoist 
establishment (ERC 1990, Colom 1995, p. 51). This was deemed to be reflected in the 
persistent centralist mind-set of the Spanish bureaucracy and political class (ERC 
1989b, p. 21, 1993c, p. 11). As a consequence, Catalonia remained ‘a nation separated 
into two states, economically plundered, culturally subjugated and, what is most 
important and that determines the rest: politically subordinated’ (ERC 1992b, p. 13). 
 
In the early 1990s, the party was critical of representative democracy and campaigned 
for a higher involvement of citizens in the democratic process (ERC 1989b, pp. 20–22, 
1992b, pp. 23–25, 1993b, p. 14). Such a critique resembled that of European populist 
movements arising in those years in the wake of corruption scandals that undermined 
citizens’ confidence in traditional parties (Mudde 2004). Corruption scandals were 
frequent in Spain as well. In this context, ERC tried to present itself as the only ‘clean’ 
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Catalan party and called for a renewal of the political class that had managed the 
transition (ERC 1992b, 1993c, p. 1, 1995, pp. 20–21, Colom 1995, pp. 42–43). At a 
closer look, however, in the party’s discourse, Spain’s purported lack of democracy is 
not so much linked to the malfunctioning of the political system described above, but 
rather to the lack of recognition of the Catalan nation as a constituent unit of the 
country endowed with a right to self-determination. In other words, Spain’s anti-
democratic character does not derive from democratic theory itself—which is silent 
about the boundaries of the self-governing community (Dahl 1982, p. 98)—but it 
rather hinges on the principle of national self-determination. Accordingly, under the 
leadership of Angel Colom, the party argued that Spain was not a true democracy 
because the political system should allow for the possibility to redefine minority-
majority relations at any time (ERC 1992b, p. 23).  
 
From the turn of the century on, these arguments were adapted to the new reality of 
the Partido Popular’s (People’s Party, PP) absolute majority in the Spanish Congress3 
and, later, to the debate about the reform of the Catalan Statute of Autonomy. 
Esquerra denounced an attempt on the part of the PP to re-centralise powers that was 
deemed to reflect its mentalitat radial, i.e., the idea that everything must emanate 
from and pass through Madrid (ERC 2000b, 2001b, 2002, 2003a, p. 6). As ERC made 
clear in 2000: ‘the PP unleashed again a clear reactionary offensive, based on the 
claims of the stalest Spanish-centred mentality and the return to the unitary state, thus 
stigmatising democratic peripheral nationalism and rejecting any proposals of 
plurinational structure’ (ERC 2000a, p. 7). Although I have mentioned that Esquerra 
has been very careful in directing its accusations against the Spanish state and its 
political elite, in the context of discussions concerning the democratic nature of the 
country, one can see references to the wider Spanish society as being less democratic 
than the Catalan one. For instance, in the manifesto for the 2004 general elections, the 
party claimed that Catalonia would be willing to share its democratic achievements 
with the rest of Spain with a view to triggering ‘a general process of improvement of 
the democracy and the quality of self-government of the nations and regions making 
up the State’ (ERC 2004, p. 6).  Although the text mentions only the state, the image 
is that of Catalonia as the leading region in the democratisation of the country—and 
thus implicitly more democratic and modern than the rest. 
 
The debate about the place of Catalonia within the Spanish state became especially 
heated during the reform of the Statute of Autonomy of the region. ERC demanded it 
as an intermediate step in the transition to full independence, but also because the 
model of the State of the Autonomies established by the 1978 Constitution had grown 
to limits in terms of regional self-governement. With the reform Esquerra aimed to 
achieve a new constitutional balance based on a ‘real’ recognition of the differential 
identity of the peripheral nations (ERC 2000a, p. 7). The Statute was approved by the 
Catalan Parliament in 2005 and then transmitted for approval to the Spanish one, as 
foreseen by the Constitution. When the Spanish Parliament heavily modified the 
Statute, ERC defined this act as ‘an authentic democratic scandal’ (ERC 2006d) and 
stressed that ‘the non-recognition of Catalonia as a nation means the perpetuation of 
the contempt of the country [Catalonia] on the part of Spanish nationalism’ (ERC 
2006b).  
 
Although since 1987–89 the solution proposed by the party to free Catalonia of its 
subordinated condition has unambiguously been independence, the concrete 
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formulations and strategies for achieving it have varied over time. In 1991, writing the 
first blueprint of the party’s programme for constitutional change, Carod-Rovira 
suggested that independence could be achieved through a unilateral declaration to be 
issued after a majority of the Catalan population had voted for a separatist party. 
Meanwhile, Catalonia should try to get as many powers as possible within the 
existing political framework (Carod-Rovira 1991, pp. 1–6). Colom accepted this 
gradualist strategy towards independence, although Carod-Rovira pursued it much 
more consistently once at the head of the party (ERC 1992b, p. 16). Therefore, ERC 
has consistently advocated the renegotiation of the relation with Madrid into one 
between equals, either in the form of the transfers of all powers to Catalonia except 
for foreign policy and defence, or as a federation of freely associated but sovereign 
states. This conception of the Spanish state also entails the possibility that the Catalan 
people can express at any time their willingness to become a separate country, either 
by electing a pro-independence party—as above—or through a referendum, with the 
latter option replacing the former in the party’s propaganda since the second half of 
the 1990s (ERC 1998, 2000a, p. 28, 2003a, p. 6, 2005). 
 
This has however changed with the onset of the constitutional crisis triggered by the 
2010 ruling of the Spanish Constitutional Tribunal over the Catalan Statute of 
Autonomy. In this context, the right to decide became the main theme of the party’s 
campaign for the Catalan election held in the same year (Pagès 2009, Agudo 2010). In 
the manifesto for the 2012 election, which was centred around the idea of an 
independence referendum, Esquerra further argued that the poll would be an occasion 
for Spain to show its commitment to the principle of democracy. Yet, in case Spain 
did not recognise the validity of the vote, the party declared itself open to the 
possibility of a unilateral declaration of independence, which it would carefully 
portray as the last resort of a national community that was deprived of its right to self-
determination (ERC 2012b, pp. 6–9). A few years later, the stern opposition of the 
Spanish government to any such referendum despite substantial support for its 
organisation in the region, led the party to conclude that: ‘the State is a wall that 
refuses recognising the sovereignty of Catalonia. No Statute, no concert econòmic, no 
9N [a short-hand for the independence referendum] […] we have been enduring for 
10 years a democratic involution and a reduction of rights and liberties that jeopardise 
the welfare of the people’ (ERC 2015, p. 2). Hence, the party proclaimed the end of 
federalism as a feasible constitutional scenario, the reality being that ‘it is easier to 
make the Catalan Republic than to reform the Spanish Monarchy’ (ERC 2015, p. 2). 
 
El catalanisme del benestar 
 
The will to combine Catalan nationalism and left-wing progressivism lay at the very 
core of ERC’s rejuvenation in the late 1980s. Carod-Rovira’s Crida a Esquerra, 
specifically decried the dissociation between the struggles for national dignity and 
social justice, calling on ERC to provide the necessary third way between the 
regionalist conservative Catalanism of CiU and the bureaucratic ‘Spanish-subjected’ 
Left represented by the Partit dels Socialistes de Catalunya (Socialist Party of 
Catalonia, PSC). Since then, the party has consistently claimed to embody such a 
‘third-way’. The theme of the catalanisme del benestar (welfare Catalanism) has been 
the key discursive tool in the construction of such a model. This can be defined as the 
idea that national self-determination must be achieved not because it is important per 
se, as a principle, but because it will improve the quality of life of Catalans. Already 
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Colom had declared that the nationalism of ERC was ‘an economic and social 
separatism’ (ERC 1989a), yet Carod-Rovira formulated the concept more in detail. In 
his 1991 La via democratica a la independencia, he advocated combining ‘a patriotic 
separatism—valid only for patriots—with a pragmatic separatism—useful to the 
entire society and all economic sectors. A separatism in touch with the needs of the 
people, that has an impact on the daily routine and people’s lives, and, what is most 
important, that offers guarantees of being able to make life better’ (Carod-Rovira 
1991, p. 6). Thus, the project devised by Carod-Rovira aimed at abandoning the 
strictly culturalist rhetoric of small cliques of committed nationalists to embrace a 
wider positive message of material and spiritual prosperity that would enable the 
party to gather an electoral majority and bring about constitutional change.  
 
As the party recently argued, ‘the most convenient option for Catalanism is that of 
economic growth. The demand for more self-government and sovereignty will grow if 
we manage to make people understand that this will entail more economic growth and, 
as a consequence, more welfare’ and, it continued, ‘for all one thing is clear: Spain 
today is a brake that prevents us from obtaining the prosperity that we deserve on the 
basis of our effort’ (ERC 2008b, p. 7). What is very important to notice, here, is the 
contrast stressed by the party between the prosperity that the Catalans enjoy and that 
which they would ‘deserve’ on the basis of their ‘effort’, which refers, again, to 
criteria of deservingness and notably to that of reciprocity.  
 
In this framework, Esquerra has portrayed the welfare state as a fundamental pillar of 
the legitimacy of the state vis-à-vis the national community. According to the party, 
independence and the establishment of Scandinavian-style welfare depend on each 
other, as the hostility of the Spanish state makes using Catalonia’s resources to bring 
about ‘the Scandinavian utopia’ impossible, while a strong Catalan welfare is 
necessary to convince the people about the merits of independence (ERC 2012b, p. 
111). Hence, in the context of the euro crisis and the austerity imposed by the Spanish 
government, Esquerra made a clear connection between the espoli fiscal and the 
espoli social (social plundering) caused by the government’s budget cuts, asserting 
that, without the fiscal plundering, Catalonia would be the ‘Sweden of the 
Mediterranean’, would much more easily get out of the economic downturn and 
would even be one of the few countries in Europe to record a budget surplus (ERC 
2011a, 2011b, 2012a, 2015, p. 21, Aragones 2012). Such an instrumental argument, 
which relies on the representation of the Catalan nation as made up of hard-working 
and entrepreneurial people naturally producing surplus resources seen above, has 
enabled the party to convey a positive message of change framing independence as a 
tool to preserve and improve the welfare of the national community, and ultimately as 
a way out of the dilemma between solidarity and efficiency posed by international 
competition and the economic crisis. 
 
At the roots of ERC’s discourse  
 
In Chapter 1, I argue that the Catalan nationalist movement of the end of the 19th and 
the beginning of the 20th century can be considered as a forerunner of the nationalism 
of the rich. This has been implicitly suggested by Juan Linz (1973, p. 67), who, 
pointing out that ‘in many other European societies the linguistic, cultural, peripheral 
oppositions challenging central power emerged in agricultural, economically 
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underdeveloped regions’, concluded that Catalonia constituted a noticeable exception. 
Let us now have a look at this argument more in detail. 
 
Spain: Economic and political power divorced 
 
Linz defined Spain as a case of early state-building and late nation-building. Although 
Spanish unification was completed through marriage policy and conquest by 1512, 
the Kingdom was composed of very different and largely autonomous entities. The 
constituent parts of the Crown of Aragon—the kingdoms of Aragon and Valencia and 
the Principality of Catalonia—maintained their own political institutions until the 18th 
century. Economically speaking, in this early phase, thanks to its explorations in the 
Atlantic, Castile enjoyed an advantage over Catalonia, which entered a phase of 
recession. Yet, Spain did not embark on any process of national homogenisation, 
although attempts at administrative centralisation came about in the 17th century 
(Elliott 1963, pp. 1–22). The persistent imperial effort and reduced colonial revenues 
induced successive kings from Philippe II to Philippe V to adopt a more efficient 
system of taxation. The autonomous institutions of the constituent parts, though, stood 
against their efforts, leading, in the case of the Principality of Catalonia, to the wars of 
1640–52 and the conflict with the Spanish Crown in the War of Spanish Succession 
(1701–14) (Linz 1973, pp. 38–47, Culla 1999, p. 36). Ironically, Catalonia’s 
economic revival began soon after the loss of the Principality’s autonomous 
institutions. As argued by Vilar (1962, p. 555), this occurred before large-scale 
participation of Catalan merchants in the colonial trade and was mainly based on 
improvements in the agricultural sector that made the capital accumulation necessary 
to invest in manufacturing possible. The development of the region and the 
contemporary decline of the rest of Spain—except for the Basque Country—heavily 
impacted on the formation of the Spanish national identity in the 19th century. 
 
Spanish and Catalan nationalism developed abreast during the 19th century, especially 
from 1840 on. In Catalonia an old territorial identity slowly turned into a national one, 
although it remained fundamentally compatible with the Spanish framework until the 
interwar years. The diverging interests of the Spanish and Catalan economic elites, on 
the one hand, and the failure of the Spanish liberals to propose a non-organic 
definition of the Spanish nation, alternative to the conservative one and open to the 
integration of peripheral nationalism, paved the way for a strengthening of autonomist 
and even separatist tendencies in the region. This was favoured by the weakness of 
the Spanish state institutions. While the conservatives mainly followed a Jacobin 
model of state centralisation, they lacked both the material and ideological resources 
that other European countries used to lead a modernising process of economic 
development and cultural homogenisation (De Riquer 2000, p. 14, Sahlins 1989, pp. 
279–298). The Spanish state could not, for instance, enact a truly comprehensive and 
compulsory education system—in 1900, 63.8% of the population was illiterate against 
only 16.5% in France (Culla 1999, p. 38). Furthermore, as suggested by Llobera 
(2004, p. 66), among the arguments used by Catalan nationalists in the second half of 
the 19th century, there was one ‘of socio-economic rationality: Catalonia’s 
subordination to Castile was thwarting the enterprising spirit of the Catalans at a time 
when Catalonia was recovering from centuries of decadence’. This suggests a 
dynamic realised in the other case studies—although much later—whereby a change 
in the economic balance between centre and periphery spurred calls for a similar 
change in political relations. Hence, the inefficiency and declining influence of the 
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Spanish state in the 19th century, combined with the existence of an old territorial 
identity in Catalonia and the latter’s exceptional modernisation, go a long way to 
explaining the growth of a strong national identity in the region and the moderate 
success of Spanish nation-building.  
 
The clash between competing Catalan and Spanish nation-building projects reached a 
climax in the first half of the 20th century. Primo De Rivera’s dictatorship, first, and 
Franco’s regime, later, embodied the imposition of the latter project over the former. 
Franco, in particular, hit the Catalan movement very hard and actively repressed 
Catalan identity. Yet, from an economic perspective, Catalonia experienced 
impressive economic development. Between 1960 and 1973, the region amassed a 
disproportionate share of foreign investments entering Spain and its GDP grew 8% a 
year on average (McRoberts 2001, p. 92). As a consequence, in the late 1970s, 
Catalonia enjoyed a per capita income 30% higher than the Spanish average and, 
while inhabited by 16% of the population it accounted for 20% of Spanish GDP and 
26% of industrial production (Giner 1980, pp. 51–54). The fiscal relationship with the 
rest of Spain has however remained strained.  
 
The fiscal transfers 
 
Fiscal imbalances in Spain existed much earlier than the late 1980s, when ERC began 
formulating the rhetoric of the espoli fiscal (see Balcells 1991, pp. 41–111). 
Nevertheless, in the late 19th and early 20th century, the debate over the economic 
relationship between Spain and Catalonia mainly concerned trade flows. Free-
marketers (often representing the Spanish agricultural export-oriented sector) argued 
that the trade tariffs demanded by industrialists disproportionally favoured Catalonia 
by creating a ‘captive’ market for its industrial products, while this region, in return, 
did not buy a sufficient share of the agricultural produce of the rest of the country. 
The protectionists, by contrast, tried to show that Catalonia did consume a substantial 
share of Spanish products and that its balance of trade with the rest of the country was 
basically in equilibrium (for a summary see Petit Fonseré 1965, p. 68, Hombravella 
and Montserrat 1967, p. 33). From the 1960s, however, the focus started to move 
from trade to financial flows. An important role was played by the economist Ramon 
Trias i Fargas. Not only was he the first to attempt to carry out an analysis of the 
‘balance of payments’ of Catalonia (i.e. including trade and financial flows), but he 
also ran a centre for economic studies at the Barcelona office of the Urquijo Bank that 
focused on regional economics. He thus decisively contributed to increasing 
knowledge about the Catalan fiscal deficit, promoting the idea of Catalonia as an 
economic unit distinct from the rest of Spain, and to form several young economists 
who will later work on similar subjects (see Amat 2009, pp. 151–185).4  
 
From the end of the 1970s, economic studies of the relationship between Catalonia 
and the Spanish administration began to be produced quite systematically and 
regional data to be more refined. At the same time, state expenditure went from 
20.1% of GDP in 1970 to 42.7% in 1990, recording one of the highest percentage 
progressions among advanced economies over the same period (Comin and Diaz 
2005, p. 877). As a consequence, during the 1980s, Spain’s tax revenue, as a 
percentage of GDP, grew faster than in any other Western European country (see 
Tanzi and Schuknecht 2000, pp. 6–7). Such evolution should not be seen as a sign of 
deterioration of public finances. It largely represented a ‘normalisation’ compared to 
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neighbouring countries that had created complex welfare systems and expanded state 
intervention into the economy well before. Nevertheless, the change was radical and 
carried out in much more unfavourable conditions than those of the Glorious Thirties 
(Comin and Diaz 2005, pp. 893–894). This led to consistent budget deficits and rising 
debt throughout the 1980s—although debt remained low relatively to the European 
average. The rise of state spending therefore increased the saliency of the transfers in 
the political debate. 
 
Estimates of the fiscal transfers have varied widely according to the methods adopted. 
The most common methods are the monetary flow and the benefit flow ones. While 
the former attributes expenditure to the region where public goods are produced, 
regardless of who are the true beneficiaries, the latter allocates general services, such 
as foreign policy or defence, often geographically concentrated in some areas but, at 
least in principle, for the benefit of the entire population, on a per capita basis. There 
is no agreement on which of the two is sounder. While general services clearly cater 
for the entire population, the concentration of such services in specific areas can have 
disproportional positive effects on the local economy, and sometimes function as a 
subsidy (see Vaillancourt 2010, Barberan 2010). 
 
Table 1 provides a summary of the main studies on the fiscal deficit. Three 
considerations can be made. First, already in the first half of the 1980s the study of 
Castells and Parellada (1983) provided evidence of the existence of substantial 
transfers. Although these had been suggested before, such detailed information was 
then disseminated in a democratic context and after the successful establishment of 
the Autonomous Community of Catalonia, which substantially increased its salience 
and usefulness for local political actors. This was especially the case in the second 
half of the 1980s, when the first regional government came to an end bringing with it 
the issue of a renegotiation of fiscal arrangements. Second, while calculations vary 
widely, when taking into account only studies using the same method, divergences 
shrink. Since the 1980s, the Catalan fiscal deficit has averaged between 3-6% and 6-
9% of its GDP according to the method used. Hence, there is little doubt that 
substantial transfers between Catalonia and the rest of Spain exist and have persisted 
over the last three decades. Third, the deficit does not seem to have substantially 
worsened in recent years, as confirmed by data provided by Uriel and Barberan (2007, 
p. 303). The variability shown in Figure 2.2 is in large part due to the authors’ 
decision not to neutralise the Spanish budget deficit and to distribute it to each region 
proportionally to their GDP. If one excludes the 1993–97 years, when Spain’s budget 
deficit worsened considerably, the Catalan fiscal deficit remains circumscribed within 
the 5.2–6.7% range. This means that variations in support for separatist parties and/or 
for independence cannot be explained with reference to a deterioration of Catalonia’s 
fiscal deficit. It is for this reason that in Chapter 9 other factors will be analysed. On 
the other hand, the persistency of the transfers could clearly be used by ERC as 
evidence that, despite major reforms, the system did not fundamentally change. 
Furthermore, the lack of a consensual methodology allows for varying interpretations 
of the transfers’ extent and causes.  
 

[Table 2.1 about here] 
 

[Figure 2.2 about here] 
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However, Catalonia is not the only net contributor to the Spanish redistribution 
system. Almost all studies show that, when using a benefit flow method, the biggest 
deficit is held by the Community of Madrid. This, however, is in part due to the role 
of Madrid as capital, since when using a monetary flow perspective the deficit 
decreases considerably (Barberan 2006, pp. 71–72, Espasa and Bosch 2010, p. 164). 
Sizable transfers, equal to 4.3% of regional GDP on average for the period 1991–
2005, have been recorded in the Balearic Islands as well (Uriel and Barberan 2007). 
Yet, despite the existence of regionalist parties there, the centre-periphery conflict has 
never escalated as much as in Catalonia,5 nor have claims of fiscal exploitation 
become nearly as vocal. The reason for this certainly has to do with the fact that, 
despite being considered as part of the Catalan cultural area, for about 60% of the 
Islands’ population Spain, rather than Catalonia or the region, is the main referent of 
subjective national identification (IBES 2012b). This suggests that it is the idea of 
being a different community in the first place that sets the ground for the nationalism 
of the rich.  
 
Beyond the transfers 
 
The formation of ERC’s claims of fiscal exploitation and their degree of credibility 
also depend on other factors than just the existence of a fiscal deficit with the central 
administration. While the ‘adequate’ level of social redistribution is a political 
question that does not concern us here, what can be discussed from a technical 
perspective is whether there are major flaws in the system that might nourish 
discontent with concrete forms of social redistribution. Ways of looking at this 
include the evaluation of: overcompensation effects, considerations of efficiency and 
regional economic convergence, trends in taxation and public finances, and the 
overall evolution of the economy.  
 
A minimal definition of fiscal redistribution entails that regions should contribute in 
accordance with their income but receive equal per capita spending. Hence, those 
with a higher than average income should be net contributors and those with a lower 
one net recipients. Uriel and Barberan (2007, p. 412) show that, in the period 1991–
2005, Catalonia’s position was in line with this assumption. Yet, there also are some 
overcompensation effects,6 although their precise size is unclear. Using data for 2005, 
Espasa and Bosch (2010) argued that Catalonia received between 12% and 14% less 
than the Spanish average. Yet, De la Fuente (2005) calculated the same amount at 6% 
below the average for the period 1990–97. Furthermore, this has affected other 
contributory regions and not exclusively Catalonia (Tortella 2016, pp. 441–443). 
What, instead, seems to be uncontroversial is the disproportionately low amount of 
infrastructural investment received by Catalonia. De la Fuente—who has otherwise 
provided very conservative estimates of the fiscal deficit (e.g. De la Fuente 2001)—
has pointed out that the Generalitat received less investment than all other 
autonomous communities during the 1990s. Such spending represents a small share of 
the deficit claimed by ERC, but it probably had a sizable negative impact on the 
development of the Catalan economy in recent years. 
 
Despite occurring, economic convergence among Spanish regions slowed 
considerably in the 1980s and it was virtually absent in the 1990s (Goerlich et al. 
2002, Mas et al. 1994). Some works further suggest that the increase in income per 
capita in the poorer regions was largely driven by public sector employment and 
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emigration, rather than by endogenous growth (Garcia-Milà and McGuire 2001, p. 
283). Furthermore, the perception of a ‘doped’ development in Spain’s poorer areas 
was favoured by the wide array of corruption scandals that affected the Partido 
Socialista Obrero Español (Socialist Labour Spanish Party, PSOE) in the early 1990s. 
Overall, they evoked the existence of clientelist networks of voters supporting the 
Socialists in exchange for subsidies (see, for instance, the notorious case of the Plan 
de Empleo Rural—Plan of Rural Employment), public employment and investments, 
especially in the community of Andalusia, thus reinforcing existing stereotypes of this 
region as a ‘land of idlers’ (Heywood 2005, pp. 52–53, Cazorla 1994, pp. 5–7). Yet, 
clientelist practices in Spain seem to have remained limited in scope, especially if 
compared with similar dynamics in Italy (Hopkin 2001, Pujas and Rhodes 1999).  
 
The presence of sizable and widely studied fiscal transfers, coupled with the 
perception of widespread corruption and the hike in government debt, budget deficit 
and taxation registered since the late 1980s (Figure 2.3) offered a fruitful ground for 
Esquerra’s claims of Catalan fiscal exploitation and its welfare producerism. This 
seems to be confirmed by public opinion data. Already in 1988, 56% of the Catalan 
population thought that the Spanish government was little or not at all concerned with 
the economic progress of Catalonia and 59.6% believed that the public works and 
services provided by the central administration were not sufficient in light of the taxes 
paid by the community (Estrade and Treserra 1990, pp. 77–85). Thus, at the time of 
the formulation within ERC of the rhetoric of the espoli fiscal, this idea was already 
quite widespread among the general population. The activity of the party has therefore 
profited from ‘cultural resonance’ (Gamson and Modigliani 1989, p. 5), as Esquerra 
seems to have amplified beliefs already diffused in the reference society. Later 
surveys confirm such impression. In the 2001–10 period, 76.5% of the Catalan 
population on average thought that the Spanish government favoured some 
autonomous communities over others and 51.4% that Catalonia received worse 
treatment (ICPS, 1991–2016).  
 

[Figure 2.3 about here] 
 
Since the late 1980s, Esquerra has been the main purveyor of the rhetoric of fiscal 
plundering, using it as a legitimising argument for its project of radical constitutional 
change. Its role, however, must also be evaluated against the activity of its major rival 
in the Catalan nationalist camp, i.e., CiU. Convergencia has certainly been the main 
defender of the Catalan economic interest in Madrid, obtaining some modifications of 
the region’s fiscal deal with the centre. Yet, only very recently has the party fully 
embraced the rhetoric of the ‘espoli fiscal’ promoted by ERC. In the 1980s, CiU was 
mostly focused on the task of fer pays (nation-building) after the trauma of the 
dictatorship (Dowling 2005, pp. 108–110). Furthermore, the party focused on the 
consolidation of the existing institutions rather than seeking a frontal clash with the 
Spanish administration on the fiscal issue. After having failed to project its 
modernising thrust in the rest of Spain through the so-called Operacio Reformista, 
CiU successfully implemented a policy of ‘constructive opposition’ to the PSOE and 
the PP whereby, relying on its regional electoral clout, it extracted concessions from 
the centre. In this way, it stood out as a nationalist opposition, but a responsible one, 
which prevented it from making radical claims of fiscal exploitation. A clear example 
is provided by the refusal to fight for a substantial reform of the fiscal deal with the 
central government at the time of its first renegotiation in 1986 (Lo Cascio 2008). 
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Also, in the 1980s, the fiscal issue was overshadowed by the debate over linguistic 
policy and the process of transfer of powers to the autonomous communities (see 
below). The fiscal imbalance began gaining central place only between the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, coinciding with Esquerra’s new rhetoric. 
 
Until the financial and euro crisis, however, Esquerra’s claims coincided with a 
period of prolonged and sustained growth. Per capita GDP has steadily expanded at 
2.6% per year in real terms between 1982 and 1995 and 3.5% from 1995–2007 (my 
calculations on INE 2017a, 2017b, IDESCAT 2017a, World Bank 2017, see also Boix 
2012). Hence, overall, in the three decades following the end of the dictatorship, most 
of the Catalan population achieved an unprecedented standard of living. This is in part 
reflected in opinion polls. Each year since 1991 the Institut de Ciencies Politiques i 
Socials (Institute of Political and Social Sciences, ICPS) has asked the Catalan 
population whether they think Catalonia’s situation has improved, remained the same 
or worsened in the previous two years. The average figures for the entire decade of 
the 1990s were 50%, 26.4% and 22.4% respectively. Skirmishes with the central 
government over infrastructural investments in the region probably account for a 
reduction in the number of Catalans who, from 2000–07, thought that the situation 
had improved (40.1%) (ICPS 1991–2016). The picture changed considerably with the 
onset of the economic crisis. Between 2008 and 2013, Catalonia’s real per capita GDP 
decreased by 1.6% on average, recording three years of recession out of five and 
unemployment shot up from 7.5% to 24.4% (INE 2017c and my calculations on 
IDESCAT 2017a, 2017b, World Bank 2017). Accordingly, although the situation 
began improving from 2014 on, the average number of people who believed that the 
region’s situation had worsened in the previous two years shot up to 73.7% between 
2008 and 2015 (ICPS several years) and coincided with a major radicalisation in 
grassroots support for independence. Yet, the economic crisis is not the only factor 
accounting for such a change. 
 
Catalonia’s political marginalisation until the democratic transition 
 
Especially in its first years, ERC described the history of Catalonia within the Spanish 
state as a tale of subordination and repression. From a historiographical perspective, 
such a picture is one-sided and simplistic. It is true, however, that the history of the 
Iberian peninsula and the relationship between Catalonia and the rest of Spain has 
been more problematic than, for instance, that between Scotland and the rest of the 
UK (see Chapter 5). A key event in this connection is represented by the adoption of 
the Decrees of Nueva Planta  (New Foundation) by King Philippe V in 1716, since 
they mark the first major attempt to transform Spain into a centralised country on the 
French model. Unlike its Habsburg predecessors, after having re-conquered Catalonia 
from its defection in the War of Spanish succession, the new Bourbon King stripped 
the Principality of its autonomous institutions and imposed Spanish as the language of 
government (Elliott 2002, chapter 10.2). The Decrees are therefore often mentioned 
as the beginning of Catalonia’s cultural and political repression. Yet, with regard to 
the use of language, as Laitin et al. (1994) have shown, the Catalan upper classes had 
already switched to Spanish in their appeals to the King, and in other official uses, 
about a generation earlier. Hence, the decrees mostly acknowledged an already 
established custom. Martinez Shaw (1985, p. 122) even observed that, during the War 
of Spanish Succession (1707–14), 90% of the anti-Philip propaganda in Barcelona 
was published in Spanish, while Vilar (1962, p. 160) suggested that Catalan was 
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spoken without any political meaning until the mid-19th century. More in general, for 
much of the 18th century, in the wake of Catalonia’s renewed prosperity, a genuine 
sense of ‘Spanishness’ spread among the Catalan merchant and industrial classes, 
which probably account for the durable co-existence of Catalan nationalism and ideas 
of membership of the Spanish state (Vilar 1962, pp. 158–160).  
 
Furthermore, the rise of peripheral nationalism in Spain occurred much later and can 
be described as a process of longue durée whereby old identities were given new 
meanings (Fusi 2000, p. 21–23). In Catalonia, the process began with a cultural 
movement for the promotion of the Catalan language and culture—the Renaixença. 
This movement assumed a more modern profile with the work of Valenti Almirall and 
his 1886 Lo Catalanisme (Catalanism). Almirall was able to rally the bulk of the 
Catalan industrial bourgeoisie that, despite remaining pro-Spanish in essence, saw 
Catalan nationalism as a useful tool for bringing forth its protectionist demands and, 
more generally, claiming more political power within the Spanish state (Conversi 
1997, pp. 15–18). In the following years, the Catalan national identity was built 
around the region’s vernacular language, its institutional history, its bourgeois civil 
society and the belief in the hard work ethic and industriousness of its people. It was 
also strongly influenced by Romanticism, the existence of a national Church and the 
weakness and inefficiency of the Spanish state (Llobera 2004, pp. 16–18).  
 
It is at this time that the idea of Catalan political marginalisation was born. As argued 
by Llobera (2003, p. 66), ‘the image of the spirit of Catalonia subjugated within the 
Spanish state was dear to the ideologists of Catalanism’. There is some statistical 
evidence of such political marginalisation. In the 1815–99 period, out of 850 Spanish 
ministers only 22 were from Catalonia, or 2%, while the region accounted for about 
10% of the total population of the country throughout the century (De Riquer 2000, 
pp. 62–67). Between 1902 and 1930, the Catalan representation in government 
improved a little (13 ministers out of 182, or 7%), but the Catalans were fairly 
represented (14% against a share of the population of 13%) only during the Second 
Republic (1931–36) and the Civil War (1936–39) (Llobera 2004, p. 151). And yet, 
this underrepresentation seems to be more the result of a deliberate choice of the 
Catalan elites, rather than a Castilian initiative. As Llobera (2004, p. 150) suggests ‘in 
the second half of the 19th century, Catalonia, despite being the most economically 
developed area of Spain, refused to participate in political life, hence abandoning the 
running of the state to elites from other areas’. This was mostly due to the diverging 
agendas of the Catalan and Spanish—especially from Andalusia and Castile—elites, 
which frustrated Catalan attempts at modernising the country. In this connection, the 
loss of the colonies at the end of the Spanish-American War in 1898 was a key event. 
It made the decadent state of Spain so obvious that ‘Carlists, conservatives, liberals, 
republicans, radicals, socialists, anarchists and Catalan regionalists all developed 
opposing projects of “national regeneration”’ (Balfour and Quiroga 2007, p. 27). 
While Catalan nationalists founded the Lliga (a powerful regionalist party), Spanish 
conservatives intensified the nation-building effort and set out to fight peripheral 
nationalism. The first application of such programme came under the dictatorship of 
Primo de Rivera in the interwar years; the second, and most brutal, with that of 
Francisco Franco.  
 
The State of the Autonomies 
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The repression of the Catalan language and culture during the dictatorship, as well as 
the persecution of Catalan nationalism, are incontrovertible facts on which there is 
wide consensus. Ironically, however, in the long run, the regime both weakened the 
Spanish national identity and reinforced the association between peripheral 
nationalism and democracy (Balfour and Quiroga 2007, p. 1). Such a coincidence of 
the fight for democracy and that for autonomy meant that the transition could not but 
entail a decentralisation of the Spanish state.  
 
In the early 1990s, ERC declared the failure of the democratic transition on account of 
the continuity of the political system with the past regime. In terms of bureaucratic 
staff, such continuity is a historical fact. Among the political elite, however, renewal 
was more substantial,7 although, in general terms, the transition was carried out with 
the deliberate intention to avoid a sharp break with the past. All actors involved in the 
political process committed to prevent the country from falling back into the violence 
of the Civil War. A ‘pact of silence’ was tacitly signed by the main political parties, 
which agreed to work by consensus on the new constitution (Colomer 1998, p. 44, 
Pellistrandi 2006, p. 23). This, however, does not mean that Spain has not become a 
democracy. The country is often quoted as an example of successful democratic 
transition (Guibernau 2004, p. 4). It is true, however, that the opposite perception has 
been strong in Catalonia. From 1992 to 2006, 56.7% of the population of the region, 
on average, found that Spanish democracy had not reached the level of other 
European democracies (ICPS 1991–2016).  
 
Furthermore, the process of devolution of powers has been problematic and its 
outcomes contested. Because of wide discrepancies in the ideological positions of its 
drafters, the Constitution was ambiguous about the limits of devolution. The Unio de 
Centro Democratico (Union of the Democratic Centre, UCD)8 wanted to keep power 
at the centre as much as possible. Basque and Catalan nationalist parties, on the 
contrary, sought to obtain recognition of their differential status and maximise their 
competences. The Socialists were open to federalisation, but according to a symmetric 
model. Each got something. The old Napoleonic provinces—seen as a tool of 
centralised control of the periphery—were left untouched and the unity and integrity 
of the Spanish nation was openly proclaimed in the Constitution. The Basque Country, 
Catalonia and Galicia were defined as ‘historical nationalities’ and allowed to 
immediately initiate the transfer of powers. All the other communities were given the 
possibility to obtain similar competences, even if at a later stage (Colomer 1998, pp. 
40–42). 
 
The fundamental trait of Spanish devolution has been the principio dispositivo, 
whereby the process has been driven by the periphery that could decide to access 
different degrees of autonomy (Fossas 1999, p. 6). Being open, it ensured flexibility, 
but at the same time made the system prone to a self-reinforcing competitive dynamic 
whereby the advances of the strongest communities, willing to mark their differential 
status, have fuelled demands for equality on the part of the other Spanish regions on 
the basis of a principle of ‘comparative grievance’ (Moreno 2001, p. 97, Colino 2009, 
p. 264). In this context, the negotiations for a better fiscal treatment have held central 
stage. Overall, there have been five major reforms of the financing system of the 
communities. At the 1993 and 1996 elections the PSOE, first, and the PP, later, 
needed the legislative support of CiU to have a majority in Parliament. This gave the 
Catalan party considerable bargaining power, which it used to obtain substantial fiscal 
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concessions at each round. The absolute majority gained by the PP in 2000 put an end 
to the Catalan favourable position and, after a minor redefinition in 2001, the party 
opposed any further devolution. In 2009, a new negotiation involving all ordinary 
communities brought about a rise of the communities’ share of income tax and VAT 
to 50%, plus 58% of special fees. As a consequence, about 40% of state spending is 
now managed by the communities, while in 1980 the state controlled 90% of it 
(Monasterio Escudero 2002, p. 181, Keating and Wilson 2009, pp. 540–541, Sala 
2014, p. 123). 
 
Four major flaws have, however, marked the devolution process, influencing fiscal 
claims in Catalonia. First, until 1997 fiscal autonomy progressively shrank since the 
communities gained financial (over spending) but not fiscal (over revenues) powers 
and thus increasingly depended on resources coming from Madrid. Second, few 
incentives for financial responsibility were given to the regions, which competed for 
demanding more resources rather than for making their spending more efficient. Third, 
the concrete meaning of the constitutional principle of equal fiscal treatment was not 
defined—for instance, equal spending per capita. Fourth, a specific stream of 
revenues to finance investments in non-needy regions like Catalonia was not foreseen. 
More generally, politics and contingency have largely determined the course of events, 
more than principles and any kind of model of federalisation (Monasterio Escudero 
2002, pp. 158–169). 
 
Nevertheless, asserting that the State of the Autonomies has been a failure would be a 
retrospective and mechanical argument. The relative peace and prosperity enjoyed by 
the country until 2008–10, after 40 years of a dictatorship that had dug deep fractures 
in its social fabric, is enough evidence of its success. Devolution of powers to the 
communities was conceived of as a device to ease conflict and assure state legitimacy 
in the periphery after the repression of the Francoist period. At least until the mid-
2000s, devolution went along with a positive increase in dual identity (Spanish and 
Catalan). Therefore, as an attempt to accommodate difference, it was an effective 
nation-building tool (Martinez-Herrera 2002, Guibernau 2006). At the same time, 
however, devolution has inevitably offered structures from which nationalist and 
regionalist parties and organisations—CiU above all—could carry out nation-building 
activities (Balfour and Quiroga 2007, p. 137, see also Chapter 9). As a result, 
knowledge of Catalan has improved considerably (Roller 2001, p. 42) and has been 
accompanied by an increase in the strength of the ‘predominantly’ Catalan identity—
from 26.6% to 38.6% between 1979 and 2009 (Argelaguet 2006, p. 437, ICPS 1991–
2016).9  
 
That notwithstanding, Catalonia experienced no nationalist radicalisation until the end 
of the 2000s, when the most important institutional conflict of the democratic period 
began. This has centred around a reform of the Statute of Autonomy of the 
community long advocated by ERC. Such reform became a possibility when, in 2003, 
Esquerra joined a regional government coalition led by the socialist candidate 
Pasquall Maragall, who had pledged to modify the statute—perceived as being 
outdated—during the electoral campaign.10 Despite being heavily amended in the 
Spanish Parliament, the final version of the Statute was then ratified by the Catalan 
population with a more than 70% majority. Shortly after its ratification, however, the 
PP appealed against the Statute to the Spanish Constitutional Tribunal, asking the 
court to rule over the accordance with the Constitution of 187 articles. Four years later, 
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in a judgment that is considered as the main trigger of the recent confrontation, the 
Tribunal found parts of 14 articles unconstitutional and gave constraining 
interpretations of another 27 (Guibernau 2013, p. 382). The issue of the definition of 
the Catalan nation, declared void of any legal value by the Tribunal, has probably 
been the sourest point. It nourished support for a grassroots movement for the ‘right to 
decide’ that had organised unofficial referenda in several Catalan municipalities in 
2009 and early 2010 and that later promoted giant demonstrations in Barcelona 
(Subirats and Vilaregut Saez 2012). The ruling openly rejected any plurinational 
interpretations of the Spanish state, stressing that, according to the Constitution, Spain 
is the only nation of the country. In this way, it shattered a ‘constructive ambiguity’ 
that had lain at the core of the constitutional pact and that had accommodated 
opposing views of the status of Catalonia and its relation with the rest of the country. 
Furthermore, despite being in line with legal practice, the ruling was perceived as 
inherently undemocratic because it invalidated parts of a text that had been approved 
by two parliaments and ratified through popular referendum (Fossas 2011).  
 
In other words, the process of modification of the Statute of Autonomy of Catalonia 
opened a controversy about the place of the community within Spain that fuelled 
already existing perceptions of political marginalisation. These did not have so much 
to do with the democratic institutions of Spain as such, but rather with the type of 
democracy that they embody. For instance, while Catalan parties have consistently 
been underrepresented in the Spanish Congress and government since the democratic 
transition—they hold 13.5% of seats while Catalonia accounts for 16% of Spain’s 
population, and have only held 5 ministries between 1982 and 1996 (Llobera 2004, pp. 
156–157)—this has not been a major argument in ERC’s, or even in CiU’s, rhetoric. 
The bones of contention have rather been the fiscal deal and the recognition of 
Catalonia as a nation endowed with a right to self-determination. The claim of 
political marginalisation therefore depends on the definition of Catalonia as a distinct 
political community that deserves recognition on par with Spain (Fossas 1999, p. 10).  
 
Conclusion 
 
Broadly speaking, ERC’s argument of economic victimisation goes as follows. The 
Catalans are deprived of about 8% of their GDP each year and such capital drain 
prevents them from improving their welfare and competing with more advanced 
foreign regions in continental and global markets. The transfer of resources to the rest 
of Spain is not legitimate on grounds of solidarity, since it has been used to nourish 
dependence in poorer regions, prop up the inefficient Spanish bureaucracy and fund 
the wastages of a corrupt political class. The rejection of solidarity is also warranted 
on account of the nature of Catalan wealth, which mainly derives from the effort of its 
entrepreneurial and hard-working people. The party has thus articulated a form of 
‘culturalised welfare producerism’ that has, however, been very careful to direct 
against the Madrid establishment and the state administration rather than the 
populations of other Spanish regions. Always according to the party, if kept in 
Catalonia, those resources would afford a generous and efficient welfare system for 
all Catalans. For that to happen, however, the Catalan nation needs an independent 
state. In ERC’s narrative, the Catalans have tried unsuccessfully for centuries to 
change the backward and authoritarian Spanish state as well as to be treated as an 
equal nation endowed with a right of self-determination. Until the recent 
constitutional crisis—from 2010 on—the party was open to a gradualist strategy 



 44 

whereby independence could be achieved in stages. Yet, the prolonged confrontation 
between the Generalitat and the central government over the holding of an 
independence referendum seems to have ruled out such a scenario for the foreseeable 
future. What has remained, however, is the theme of the catalanisme del benestar, 
which has emphasised the instrumental character of the struggle for independence, as 
a means to achieve a better standard of living and better welfare, rather than as an end 
in itself. The catalanisme del benestar has also entailed a stronger emphasis on 
catering for the everyday needs of the people, on engaging with and providing sound 
policy-making with regard to all areas of government action. In this way, Esquerra 
has ‘normalised’ separatism and turned independence into a goal that can be 
democratically achieved from within the Catalan political institutions. 
 
Apart from this recent change away from gradualism, ERC’s rhetoric has shown 
surprising stability. In recent years, dramatic change has been brought about by the 
process of reform of the Statute of Autonomy and by the economic crisis, but, their 
true impact seems to have consisted in making ERC’s existing rhetoric more suitable 
as a diagnostic and prognostic frame for the Catalan population, rather than in urging 
any major adjustment in the discourse and strategy of the party. 
 
As argued in Chapter 1, the Catalan nationalist movement of the late 19th and early 
20th century can be considered as a forerunner of the nationalism of the rich and this 
mainly on account of the coincidence of uneven economic development and the rise 
of peripheral national identities in Spain. The main difference between the debate 
over Spanish-Catalan economic relations which unfolded back then and that arisen 
since the 1960s consists in a switch in focus from trade to fiscal flows. From the early 
1980s, several academic studies confirmed the existence of substantial fiscal transfers 
from Catalonia to the rest of Spain. Yet, the issue did not flare up until the late 1980s, 
when ERC began formulating the rhetoric of the expoli fiscal, because the main 
concern of the Catalan political elite up to that period was the consolidation of 
Catalonia’s political autonomy and the protection of the Catalan language. The 
relevance of the claims of Catalan fiscal victimisation was heightened by the steady 
rise of state spending, taxation and debt, coupled with widely broadcast corruption 
scandals. They also enjoyed ‘cultural resonance’, since they tapped into older 
narratives depicting Catalonia as an advanced periphery that was being held back by a 
more backward Spain. While CiU had embarked in a policy of ‘constructive 
opposition’ that entailed a compromising attitude, ERC could take the lead in 
denouncing the expoli fiscal.  
 
Nobody can deny the role of generous contributor that Catalonia has played in the 
Spanish fiscal system. Substantial flows have persisted for at least three decades, 
convergence has been only partially achieved, overcompensation effects have been 
documented—although estimates vary widely—especially with regard to 
infrastructural investments, and corruption scandals in the early 1990s contributed to 
spreading the perception that Catalan resources were being siphoned off for clientelist 
purposes. The fiscal imbalance calculated by the party, however, is compatible with 
academic studies based on a monetary flow methodology that underestimate the 
distribution of general expenses. Furthermore, other communities account for similar 
levels of solidarity—notably Madrid and the Balearic Islands. The example of the 
Balearic Islands suggests that the perception of being a different community plays a 
key role in the formation of the nationalism of the rich, since the reason why similar 
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claims have not developed in the Islands seems to lie in the largely Spanish-oriented 
national identification of the local population.  
 
This brings us to the historical relationship between Catalonia and Spain, which 
certainly offers a number of events that can be interpreted as evidence of Catalonia’s 
oppression. Some, such as the persecution of Catalan culture and language under 
Franco or the abolition of the Catalan Parliament after the War of Spanish Succession, 
are incontrovertible facts. Others, such as the imposition of Spanish with the decrees 
of Nueva Planta lie on shakier grounds, without being for this reason less effective. 
Furthermore, there is statistical evidence of underrepresentation of Catalan politicians 
in Spain’s central institutions for much of the period from 1875–1930, as well as in 
the post-dictatorship era. Curiously, however, this has rarely been mentioned in the 
party’s rhetoric. What has, on the contrary, been much more vocally decried is 
Spain’s rejection of the plurinational character of the state and of the recognition of 
the right of self-determination of its constituent nations. Until recently, a frontal 
confrontation had been avoided mostly thanks to a ‘constructive ambiguity’ at the 
core of the model of the State of Autonomies adopted in 1978, especially through the 
use of the term ‘nationality’ to indicate the Basque Country, Catalonia and Galicia. 
This ‘constructive ambiguity’ has however been shattered by the 2010 ruling of the 
Constitutional Tribunal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 My calculations on Eurostat 2017a. 
2 A list is provided in Annex 1. 
3 From 1996 to 2004, after about 20 years of socialist rule, the PP won two consecutive elections, 
enjoying an absolute majority in Parliament during its second time in office (2000–04). 
4 He later started a political career and took part in the negotiations on fiscal autonomy between the 
central government and the Catalan Generalitat. He was a strong advocate of the concierto economico 
and in the 1980s published books and gave speeches denouncing Catalonia’s fiscal treatment (see Trias 
1985). 
5 In 2012, 78% of the population of the islands was against a referendum on independence (IBES 
2012a). 
6 There is overcompensation when equalisation goes beyond ensuring equal per capita spending in all 
regions by providing more than average resources to the regions that contribute less and less than 
average in those who contribute most. 
7 In the 1977 elections 56.6% of the votes and 168 out of the 350 seats went to parties that had opposed 
the dictatorship (Hopkin 2001, p. 118).  
8 This was a self-declared centrist party, which however included several members of the former 
regime.  
9 By ‘predominantly’ Catalan national identity, I mean the sum of the percentages relative to the ‘more 
Catalan than Spanish’ and ‘only Catalan’ answers to the standard five-choice Moreno question on 
subjective national identification. 
10 For more information on the process of modification of the Statute (see Orte and Wilson 2009, pp. 
424–430, Keating and Wilson 2009). 



Chapter 2 – Figures’ captions, sources and notes 
 
Figure 2.1 – ERC’s electoral results, 1980–2015 (regional vote)* 

 
* The 2015 Catalan election was not included because ERC ran within the Junts pel Sì 
coalition. 
Source: my elaboration on Generalitat de Catalunya 2017. 
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Figure 2.2 – Catalonia’s fiscal deficit with the central administration, 1991–2005 
(percentage of regional GDP)*

 
* Benefit flow method 
Source: my elaboration on Uriel and Barberan 2007. 
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Figure 2.3 – Spain’s public debt, budget balance and tax revenue, 1975–2015 
(percentage of GDP) 

  
Sources: my elaboration on IMF-FAD 2012, Eurostat 2017c, 2017d, OECD 2017a. 
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Chapter 2 – Tables 
 
 
Table 2.1 – Estimates of Catalonia’s fiscal deficit, selected studies (average yearly 
values as a percentage of regional GDP) 
 

Author Year of 
publication Years studied Monetary 

Flow Benefit Flow 

Castells and 
Parellada 1983 1975-79 7.3%  

Bosch et al. 1988 1980-85  2.76% 
Colldeforns 1991 1986-88 9.3%  
Castells et al. 2000 1991-96 6.4% 4.6% 
Pons and 
Tremosa 2000 1985-2000 7.5%  

Uriel and 
Barberan 2007 1991-2005  5.2% 

GTABFC  2008 2002-05 9.0% 6.6% 
Generalitat de 
Catalunya 2012 2006–09 8.2% 5.7% 

 
Sources: see reference list. 
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3. Flanders: Inter-Regional Transfers and the Powerless Majority 
 
 
Origins and evolution of the VB and the N-VA 
 
The Vlaams Belang (the Flemish Interest, VB)1 and the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (the 
New Flemish Alliance, N-VA) are late offshoots of the Flemish movement, i.e. a set 
of organisations fighting for the emancipation of the Flemish people that arose in 
Belgium in the second half of the 19th century and that here, for reasons of scope, I 
can only treat cursorily (for more detail see Wils 1992, De Schryver et al. 1998, Wils 
2010). Both originated in the Volksunie (the People’s Union, VU), a party founded in 
1954, which, from 1961 on, began an electoral progression peaking at the 1971 
election, when it polled 19% of the Flemish vote (Witte 2009b, pp. 361–369). In 1977, 
the VU entered a government agreement aiming to achieve a federal reform of the 
country called the Egmont Pact. A substantial share of its militants however rejected 
this decision and some founded the Vlaamse Nationale Partij (Flemish National Party, 
VNP), led by Karel Dillen (Delwit 2009, pp. 188–189). At the general election held a 
year later, Dillen managed to obtain a seat in the Senate and changed the name of the 
VNP into Vlaams Blok (Flemish Bloc), which set out to fight for the establishment of 
a Flemish Republic from a right-wing platform based on anticommunism, solidarism 
and demands for amnesty for WWII collaborators (Erk 2005a, p. 496).  
 
In the mid-1980s, Dillen decided to broaden the appeal of the organisation by co-
opting members from satellite student organisations who emphasised the party’s 
attention on problems such as immigration, multiculturalism and security (Mudde 
2000, pp. 83–84). Shortly afterwards, in 1988–89, the party made its first 
breakthrough outside the city of Antwerp—until then its cradle. When, in 1991, with 
10.3% of the Flemish vote it overtook the VU, all the other parties agreed not to enter 
into government coalitions with it at any administrative level, setting up a cordon 
sanitaire that has lasted until today. This notwithstanding, the VB continued to grow, 
obtaining the support of roughly a quarter of Flanders’ electorate in 2004 (Figure 3.1) 
(Govaert 2001, Pauwels 2011, p. 61–62).  
 
At the peak of its popularity, however, the party was disbanded. Three organisations 
affiliated with it were brought to court on charges of racism and xenophobia. After a 
series of trials, the Flemish Court of Appeal ruled that, to remain eligible for public 
subsidies, the VB should reorganise itself with a programme in accordance with the 
law. The transition to the new Vlaams Belang was quite smooth though, as the party 
had previously toned down some of its harshest stances (Erk 2005a, pp. 494–495). In 
the following years, the rise of a strong competitor in the Flemish nationalist camp—
the N-VA—undermined the electoral success of the party (Pauwels 2011, p. 61–62, 
Swyngedouw and Abts 2011), which began a downward trajectory ending in the 5.9% 
of the Flemish vote obtained at the 2014 regional and federal elections. 
 
While the VB emerged as a reaction to the VU’s drift towards a ‘neither left nor right’ 
moderate nationalism, the N-VA represents its transformation into a separatist and 
conservative party. As a reaction to the VU’s decline, during the 1990s two factions 
arose within the Union: one willing to move to a post-nationalist platform; the other 
convinced that the nationalist agenda should be radicalised. After a long series of 
clashes, the fate of the party was decided in 2001 through an internal referendum. The 
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group in favour of a more nationalist agenda won a relative majority and founded the 
N-VA, which declared itself to be separatist, republican, liberal and opposed to the 
ethnic nationalism of the VB (Govaert 2002, pp. 5–32). After a poor performance at 
the 2003 federal election and the introduction of a 5% threshold to access the Flemish 
Parliament, the N-VA entered into an alliance with the Christen-Democratisch en 
Vlaams (Christian-Democrats and Flemish, CD&V) for the 2004 regional election. It 
obtained 6 seats (out of 124), became part of the regional government and largely 
radicalised the alliance’s demands (Delwit 2009, pp. 266–267). The two parties ran 
together again in the 2007 federal election, scoring 31.4% of the Flemish vote. The N-
VA’s demands though made the negotiations for the government agreement quite 
difficult and eventually withdrew its passive support to the government formed in 
March 2008 only a few months later (Sinardet 2008a).  
 
In the meantime, in 2004, Bart De Wever became party chairman, an event that, 
according to some, explains much of the party’s electoral breakthrough. In the 2009 
Flemish election, the N-VA ran alone and won 13.5% of the regional vote, a result 
that it more than doubled (28%) at the federal election held a year later, thus 
becoming the leading party in Belgium. The party’s extreme demands and electoral 
clout made the negotiations to find a governing coalition very difficult, leading to the 
world record deadlock of 541 days. The party’s primacy was then confirmed after the 
2014 general and regional elections, where it secured 32% of the Flemish vote 
(Rochtus 2012, Beyens et al. 2015, pp. 2–3). This time the N-VA agreed to join a 
‘Flemish-dominated’ federal coalition with the CD&V and the Flemish Liberals 
(OpenVLD) along with the francophone liberals of the Reform Movement.2 By 
contrast, at the same election the VB scored one of its worst performances in the last 
two decades. What has not substantially declined, however, is the overall nationalist 
(and, after the demise of the VU, separatist) vote in Flanders (Figure 3.1). 
 

[Figure 3.1 about here] 
 

The VB’s and the N-VA’s nationalism of the rich 
 
Claims of economic exploitation were not new in Flemish politics. The myth of Arm 
Vlaanderen (poor Flanders), whereby northern Belgium was being kept poor by a 
Francophone-dominated state, was already widespread before the reversal of the 
economic relations between the two halves of the country (Boehme 2008a, p. 558; 
2008b, p. 148). However, at the end of the 1970s the subject took on a new life and 
the economic victimisation of the region began being centred around a narrative of 
fiscal exploitation carried out by lazy, socialist Walloons and inefficient Brussels-
based institutions (see also Quévit 2010, p. 3).  
 
The cost of Belgium 
 
Although the VB has engaged in a much more principled rhetoric than the N-VA, the 
economic argument has lain at the core of its discourse. As recently recognised by the 
party itself: ‘Flemish nationalism is not to be reduced to a mere issue about pennies. 
Nevertheless, social security, public debt, prosperity, taxes and unemployment are 
important matters about which most Flemings feel directly concerned. The financial 
transfers therefore regularly form the core of the Flemish national argument’ (VB 
2009a, p. 3). This theme was already prominent at the first Congress of the party in 
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March 1980. There, making extensive reference to academic studies on the fiscal 
transfers conducted in the late 1970s (see below), the VB attempted the first 
calculations of the geldstroom (the flow of money) from Flanders to Wallonia, 
estimating it at roughly 50 billion Belgian francs a year for the period 1974–78 (about 
2.7 billion 2010 euros) (Van Gorp et al. 1980, pp. 1–4).3 The figure has varied 
overtime with the most recent estimates reaching 16 billion euros per year, 
tantamount to 7% of the Flemish GDP (VB 2007, p. 4, 2009b, Slootmans 2015a).  
 
In 1992, the VB published its most complete brochure on the subject under the 
eloquent title De kostprijs van België (The Cost Price of Belgium). There, the party 
argued that the transfers from Flanders and Brussels to Wallonia amounted to 418 
billion francs (about 13.7 billion 2010 euros), which meant that each Walloon 
received 130,000 francs per year (or 4,200 2010 euros).4 This figure was broken down 
into the following components: social security, interests on the public debt, and other 
grants, mainly supposed to concern subsidies to ‘uncompetitive’ Walloon companies. 
The brochure concluded that ‘the Belgian Treasury and the Belgian social security are 
a kind of efficient draining system for Flemish resources and Flemish energy’. It then 
continued: ‘add to this the incredible arrogance of the Walloons, in particular their 
Socialist Party. They are not satisfied with Flemish pennies, but on top of this they 
want constant Flemish genuflections, humiliations’ (Annemans and Smout 1997, p. 
15). The brochure was re-published, with basically the same structure and only 
updated data, in 2003 and 2009 (Joseph and Leen 2003, VB 2009c). 
  
In the first years of the party’s existence, the claim against state subsidies to southern 
enterprises featured quite highly in its propaganda, since the crisis of the so-called 
national sectors (coal, steel, glass, shipbuilding and textile), some of which were 
concentrated in Wallonia, was a burning issue at the time (Favere 1979, Laitem 1980). 
Similarly, and along the lines of the older narrative of Arm Vlaanderen, the party 
spilled much ink denouncing the economic consequences of the political dominance 
of the francophone elite, especially in the government and banking sectors (Laitem 
1980, see also Annemans and Smout 1997, p. 14). These concerns, however, lost 
salience over time while issues linked to the skyrocketing public debt and the costs of 
social security became preponderant, especially amidst the corruption and policy 
failure scandals of the 1990s (on such scandals see Maesschalck and Van De Walle 
2006, pp. 1012–1014). In 1992, for instance, the party condemned that: ‘Belgium has 
a dazzling national debt of 300,000 million US$. The traditional parties’ politicians 
are not servants of the people. They primarily serve their party, their clan, their trade 
union. Political appointments of civil servants, embezzlement of public funds and 
other malpractices are rampant’ (VB 1992, p. 17). A year later, it concluded that 
‘from its original function of guarantor, the state has become a kind of exploiter’ 
(Annemans 1993, p. 19) and, while the party often generally referred to ‘traditional 
parties’ when identifying the main responsible of the corrupt state of Belgium, it also 
clearly asserted that Wallonia did have a dirtier political culture, largely implying that 
an independent Flanders would be a cleaner country (Annemans 1994; Van Hauthem 
1996).  
 
Although corruption and policy failure scandals later abated, the inefficiency of the 
Belgian state remained a key argument in the party’s rhetoric. In 2005, the VB (p. 21) 
reported the findings of a study of the European Central Bank concluding that the 
Belgian government was 20% less efficient than the European average and that the 
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same services could be provided with 35% fewer resources. Then, with the re-
emergence of issues related to budget deficits and the public debt in the wake of the 
financial and euro crisis, it started anew predicting a financial doom scenario and 
describing independence as the only way out of the ‘suffocating Belgian straightjacket’ 
(Pas 2009, VB 2010a, Valkeniers 2011). 
 
The Belgian state, however, has not been the sole culprit in the VB’s narrative. As 
previous quotes have shown, the Walloons, and the francophone Parti Socialiste 
(Socialist Party, PS) in particular, have been deemed responsible for the Flemish 
fiscal exploitation because they have deliberately lived on the Flemings’ back. In 
1983, Dillen claimed that ‘Flanders thus becomes ever more the milk cow of a 
Wallonia that [...] seeks all its welfare in a wasteful statism’ (see also Laitem 1980, 
Peeters 1982). What the VB has consistently implied with this account is that the 
economic difference between the two regions is culturally-driven and Wallonia’s 
future lies in the Walloons’ hands: if they drop their socialist mindset and work more, 
they will be better off eventually (Penris 1994, Annemans and Builtinck 1997, p. 21–
22, Van Overmeire 2002, p. 10, VB 2005, p. 21, Valkeniers 2011). In this narrative, 
Flanders, in contrast, has been the engine of the country’s economy, thanks to its 
hard-working population and its competitive small and medium-sized enterprises 
(Vanhecke 1979, Annemans and Builtinck 1997, p. 15, VB 2005, p. 6, VB 2009a, pp. 
54–56). As asserted in the 2014 election manifesto, ‘the work ethic and the spirit of 
initiative form the goodwill of the Flemish labour market’ (VB 2014, p. 13). 
Nevertheless, Flanders ‘gets poorer because of an excessive “solidarity”’ (VB 2010b, 
p. 32). As a consequence, the party has consistently declared itself not to be against 
solidarity in principle, but rather lamented that ‘the Wallons are deaf to the Flemish 
requests. They take always more, never give anything. This is no solidarity, but brutal 
theft’ (Annemans and Builtinck 1997, p. 22, see also VB 1989, Vanhecke 2000, VB 
2014, p. 7). The fact that the transfers have not helped the Walloon economy to 
become competitive again has often been mentioned as an additional reason to scrap 
them altogether (Van Hauthem 1989, Annemans 1993, p. 21, D’Haeseleer and 
Builtinck 2003, p. 5, VB 2009a, pp. 3–4, Slootmans 2015a).  
 
Some have argued that Flanders was and currently is paying a ‘debt of honour’ to 
Wallonia, because the former profited from the latter’s support in the 19th and early 
20th centuries. Already in the early 1980s, the VB dismissed this as ‘a shameless lie’ 
(Decoster 1980) and, in more recent years, they have quoted academic studies (see 
Hannes 2007) suggesting that, in fact, Flanders had been fiscally exploited already in 
the 19th century (Joseph and Leen 2003, VB 2009c). More fundamentally, according 
to the party, the idea that Wallonia was generous with Flanders ‘is nonsense’ because 
‘in that past social security did not exist and there was even less mentioning of the 
effect of the public debt’ (Annemans 1993, p. 20, see also Annemans and Builtinck 
1997, p. 23, Leen and Van den Troost 2005, p. 15). 
 
The Walloons are therefore deemed to have violated the basic principles of trust, 
fairness and reciprocity that undergird welfare arrangements and, for this reason, not 
to deserve Flemish support. At a closer look, however, in the VB’s mindset, true 
solidarity is possible only within the national community, where people are more 
ethnically homogeneous. In its formative years, the VB openly claimed to defend an 
‘ethnic solidarity’ embodying a third way between Marxism and liberalism (Truyens 
1980, VB 1983), while a decade later, it loudly asserted the social dimension of 
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nationalism arguing that nationalism ‘deems solidarity with the family and, thus, with 
the people, central’ (Annemans 1993, p. 14). In this framework, true solidarity is only, 
or chiefly, possible within the ‘cosy’ limits of the ethno-national community—seen, 
as the above quote suggests, as an enlarged family—in accordance with a welfare 
chauvinist outlook concisely conveyed by the slogan ‘eigen volk eerst’ (own people 
first) (Annemans 1993, p. 15).5  
 
In the late 1990s, the then leader Frank Vanhecke (1998) tried to further reinforce the 
image of the VB as a ‘social party’ that, contrary to the traditional trade unions, knew 
the real problems of the people and catered for them, thus making the national and 
social struggles coincide (see also D’Haeseleer and Bultinck 2003, p. 5). In the 
context of the euro crisis, the party has again emphasised this profile and, after the 
2014 election, it strongly criticised the austerity measures proposed by the N-VA-led 
federal government, thus portraying itself as a more social party than its main 
adversary within the Flemish nationalist camp (VB 2013a, Slootmans 2015b, Van 
Osselaer 2015).6  
 
Since, in the party’s view, the Belgian state remains the main obstacle to the 
implementation of a true and effective Flemish solidarity, ‘any social policy in 
Flanders can only be aimed at the dismantling of the transfers and the transition to an 
independent Flemish state’ (Annemans 1993, p. 20, see also Favere 1979, Vanhecke 
2000, VB 2005, Dillen 2012). The abolition of the transfers has thus been used by the 
party as a ‘trump card’ that would allow the Flemish Republic to reduce taxes and 
labour costs without entailing an equal reduction of social services. As argued in the 
context of the euro crisis, for instance: ‘without the transfers Flanders could let the 
taxes structurally decrease and record a surplus of 3.5% [of regional GDP]. As a 
result, we could eventually follow a social policy tailored around the Flemings’ 
(Slootmans 2015a). Here, one finds an idea similar to the Catalanisme del benestar 
seen in Chapter 2, since independent statehood is proposed as a way to ensure the 
material prosperity of the Flemish nation. 
 
Since the late 1990s, this discourse has been enriched by a further argument that we 
find in nearly all the other case studies, i.e., the idea that an independent Flanders will 
be as successful a community in the globalised economy as many other small states 
(Wienen 1998). Thus, in 2005, one could read in a VB brochure that ‘small 
economies with international ambitions perform well. They are often more 
competitive and creative than big states which, because of their size and cultural 
diversity, can pursue no coherent policy’ (VB 2005, p. 7). In other publications, the 
party also recalled that on a GDP per capita basis, Flanders would rank 6th in the 
World (Leen and Van den Troost 2005, p. 7), while, by contrast, ‘one constant is clear 
from all recent economic reports and rankings: Belgium's economic decline’ (VB 
2005, p. 13).  
 
The Flemish milk cow and the Walloon poverty trap 
 
The arguments concerning economic victimisation made by the N-VA are very 
similar to those of the VB, although they are often more moderate and sophisticated. 
Like the VB, the N-VA has claimed that about 7% of Flemish GDP is transferred 
from Flanders to Wallonia, through social security, interests on Belgian debt and the 
regional budgets. The party has likewise dismissed the argument whereby this would 
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be a payment of honour to Wallonia for her previous solidarity with the Flemings, as 
it has argued that this never occurred. Thus, the transfers are deemed to be an injustice 
and Flanders ‘a milk cow’ that pays to maintain undemocratic and opaque subsidies 
that only help to prop up a clientelistic socialist state in the south of Belgium (N-VA 
2002a, p. 4, 2003, p. 19, 2004a, p. 4, 2007b, p. 11, 2014a). The N-VA has also 
pointed out how Wallonia benefits from a wider public sector (about 40% of the 
population) and free-riding practices, such as laxer controls on unemployment 
benefits (N-VA 2004b; see N-VA 2012b with regard to unemployment in Brussels). 
 
These resources—the party has argued—could be used to finance better social policy 
and investments in Flanders. For instance, at the beginning of the 2000s, the N-VA 
claimed that, contrary to common wisdom, Flanders did not have the capital required 
to adapt to the transition to a knowledge economy, because it was being siphoned off 
by Wallonia (N-VA 2002b, 2004c, p. 27). In more recent years, it has rather 
underlined the management prowess of the Flemish government as compared to the 
profligacy of the rest of Belgium and pointed to an increased urgency to bring about 
reform to avoid being dragged down by Wallonia and Brussels in the context of the 
financial and euro crisis (N-VA 2008, 2009a, pp. 4–7, 2009b, 2012a, 2014a). 
 
The key argument made by the N-VA, however, is that the transfers have made 
Wallonia fall into a poverty trap whereby ‘instead of stimulating the endogenous 
Walloon development, the flow of money keeps Wallonia stuck in the role of eternal 
beggar’ (N-VA 2002a, p. 4). While solidarity per se, even in extreme forms, is not 
seen as a problem by the party, it should never turn into dependence (see also N-VA 
2008), all the more so given that ‘social security systems already lack the support of 
important groups of the population’ (N-VA 2010, p.  25) because costs increase but 
performances do not improve. Hence, according to the N-VA, in the face of no 
substantial Walloon economic progress, worsening and more expensive welfare 
services in Flanders have dramatically affected the legitimacy with which Flemish 
residents view the continuing solidarity with the south of the country. Therefore, the 
N-VA declared itself willing to conclude ‘a new socio-economic agreement with 
Wallonia, whereby we make measurable and time-bound commitments to bring 
employment to a higher level and within which we organise solidarity’ (N-VA 2010, 
p. 14).  
 
More fundamentally, the N-VA—like the VB—has consistently argued that the 
diverging economic performances of Flanders and Wallonia result from their cultural 
differences. As pointed out by Bart De Wever (2009): ‘“there is a communitarian 
difference, as so often in our country. On the one hand, people in the north of the 
country want to go to work much more rigorously, are much more concerned with 
healthy government finances. On the other hand, in the south of the country—and that 
has always been pretty much the case—they look at that with indifference”’ (see also 
De Wever’s declaration in Cobbaert 2014). The logical conclusion drawn by the party 
is that Belgian solidarity, in its current form, has failed and Flanders is therefore 
justified in seeking independence—or confederalism in the short term—as an 
alternative way to remain among the richest and most economically efficient regions 
in Europe (N-VA 2007b, p. 6, 2009a, p. 4, 2014b, p. 2).  
 
Furthermore, quoting the Harvard economists Spolaore and Alesina, the N-VA has 
suggested that globalisation, aimed at providing economies of scale, goes together 
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with localisation, as a means to reduce heterogeneity costs, which means that Belgium 
no longer makes sense, because scale problems can be moved up to the EU, while 
heterogeneity costs can be reduced by transferring competences to Flanders (N-VA 
2009a, p. 68, 2010, p. 8). In this perspective, Wallonia would also profit from an 
economic policy more tailored to its own characteristics. According to the N-VA, 
indeed, the two regions have very different industrial structures and, therefore, it does 
not make sense to apply homogenous solutions. While, in the short term, this would 
require devolving labour and fiscal policies along with the social security system to 
the regions—otherwise Wallonia would keep suffocating the productive Flemish 
economy (N-VA 2003, p. 16, 2007a)—, in the long term, the true solution is Flemish 
independence. Hence, independence, and state reform more generally, has been 
portrayed as a tool to improve the lives and welfare of the Flemings, in a similar 
manner as the Catalanisme del benestar discussed in Chapter 2. As repeatedly argued 
by the party ahead of the 2014 elections: ‘the N-VA does not want to “split for 
splitting’s sake”. Instead, a different approach is needed to secure the prosperity and 
well-being of all Flemings and Francophones. For that we need a new direction. And 
confederalism is about this. Hence confederalism is not a story of institutional reform, 
but is about our future and that of our children’ (N-VA 2013b, see also N-VA 2014c). 
 
Both the VB and the N-VA have thus clearly subscribed to a conditional conception 
of solidarity in which the deservingness criteria of control, attitude and reciprocity 
have played a key role, since the Walloons are believed: to be responsible for their 
protracted state of need by sticking to (wrong) statist economic policies;7 not to make 
enough of an effort to get out of their situation of need, but rather to take advantage of 
Belgian social security (paid for by the hard-working Flemings); and to receive more 
than what they have contributed, while the Flemings receive less than what they 
deserve. This welfare producerism (Abts and Kochuyt 2013, 2014) is powerfully 
culturalised, since the portrayal of the Flemish nation as made up of hard-working and 
entrepreneurial people allows the two parties to make the ‘imagined community of 
welfare producers’ discursively coincide with the entire Flemish nation.  
 
Both parties have also made consistent, albeit often implicit, use of the criterion of 
identity in their reasoning about redistribution, since the community of solidarity to 
which they have made reference is undoubtedly the national community. Yet, the VB 
and the N-VA have conveyed two different interpretations of membership in the 
national community, as well as given different emphases to the identity criterion. 
While, as seen above, the VB has claimed that solidarity is only possible within the 
strict contours of the ethno-national community—a claim in line with the wider 
ethno-pluralist outlook of the party (see Mudde 2000, pp. 99–101)—the N-VA’s 
position has been more nuanced. Although it has rejected multiculturalism and shown 
clear assimilationist tendencies, the party has defended a more open and civic 
conception of the Flemish nation and identity than the VB (see N-VA 2002a, p. 7; 
2004c, p. 15; 2009a, pp. 34–35). This does not mean that identity has been neglected 
in the N-VA’s discourse. On the contrary, referring to the scientific literature on 
nationalism, the party has stressed the importance of national identity and tried to 
‘normalise’ nationalism (see Maly 2012, 2013). It has also openly upheld the 
legitimate ‘boundary-setting’ role of national identity in carving out discrete 
communities of social sharing. As argued by De Wever in 2009, ‘it is good to feel 
equally connected to everyone in the world so long as you are not asked to share your 
income with anybody and so long as you need not accept that through a democratic 
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vote poorer citizens of the world could compel you to do something’ (N-VA 2009c). 
Yet, as compared to the VB, access to the community of sharing is less influenced by 
one’s origin than by the three principles of control, attitude and reciprocity. 
 
The powerless majority 
 
As in the other case studies, the VB’s arguments about economic victimisation have 
been accompanied by accusations of political marginalisation. The peculiarity of 
Flanders is that such claims concern a demographic majority. In this context, the VB’s 
starting point has been the artificial nature of the Belgian state, which the party has 
deemed to be the result of a historical accident: the decision of the European major 
powers to put together two different peoples (the Flemings and the Walloons) in a 
new state on the French centralised administrative model (VB 1980, Van Overmeire 
2002, p. 9, Van Hauthem 2007). A compendium of the VB’s interpretation of Belgian 
history can be found in a text issued from the 1990 congress ‘Independence: We Must 
and Can’ (Onafhankelijkheid: moet en kan). There the party argued that the Walloons 
had historically claimed tutelage over Belgium and violently repressed those 
Flemings who resisted francophone homogenisation. These latter had thus become 
legitimately anti-Belgian (Van Hauthem and Verreycken 1990, pp. 80–90). The 
humiliation and sacrifice experienced by Flemish soldiers under francophone 
command during the Great War, the two post-war repressions of the Flemish 
movement and the ‘Frenchification’8 of large swathes of originally Flemish territory 
were mentioned as examples of the many injustices suffered by the Flemings.  
 
The claim of linguistic oppression—a mainstay of the Flemish movement—has for 
decades reflected a feeling of political subordination shared among the Flemish 
majority due to the lower social status of Dutch as compared to French for most of 
Belgian history (see below for further detail). Therefore, it is not surprising that it has 
held a central role in the VB’s propaganda, not only during the late 1970s and early 
1980s, when the linguistic conflict was at its peak, (see JVS 1979, Wouters 1982, VB 
1984), but even in the last decade, when the party has consistently demanded the 
cancellation of the linguistic facilities—special derogations to the otherwise strictly 
monolingual character of Flanders granted to some border municipalities with sizable 
francophone minorities—in the area around Brussels and accused the Francophones9 
living there to deliberately sabotage the language laws (Van Overmeire 2002, p. 21, 
De Man et al. 2005, p. 11–17, Michiels 2007, Hiers 2015).  
 
However, the most important political argument made by the VB with regard to the 
relationship between Flemings and Francophones within the Belgian state has 
concerned the use of the constitutional safeguards introduced in the 1960s (see below 
for further detail). Through these, the Francophones are considered by the party to 
have forced upon the Flemings an undemocratic structure that provides a minority 
with unlimited resources to block the decisions adopted by the majority of the country. 
Therefore, Belgium is deemed not to be a democracy, since the Flemish majority is 
turned into a de facto minority (Dillen 1983, VB 1988, Leen and Van den Troost 2005, 
p. 31, Valkeniers 2012). As asserted in 1996: ‘the Vlaams Blok rejects the Belgian 
federalism as a government system that is used to prevent Flanders from ever being 
able to assert its rights of majority in Belgium. It has as its only purpose the 
continuous minoritisation of the Flemish majority and the maintenance of Wallonia’s 
privileged position at the political, financial and social levels’ (Arckens 1996). This 
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minoritisation is deemed by the party to be all the more frustrating because Flanders 
and Wallonia represent two different worlds that cannot agree on almost anything and 
where ‘Wallonia thinks and votes left’ while ‘Flanders thinks and votes right’ (Leen 
and Van den Troost 2005, p. 29). Hence—the VB has argued—Belgium is a blocked 
country, where democracy does not work, governance is highly inefficient and the 
Walloons can ultimately afford not to worry about these problems because Flanders 
foots the bill (Annemans 1993, p. 14, Van Overmeire 2002, p. 16, VB 2007, p. 3, VB 
2009a, pp. 5–6, VB 2013b, Pas 2013). The conclusion drawn by the party from the 
state of affairs portrayed above is that, while Flanders deserves more democracy and 
needs better governance to compete in the global economy, Belgium cannot provide 
that. In this framework, independence is considered as the only way to ensure the 
necessary good governance because Belgium is deemed to be unreformable (VB 
2010b, p. 30).  
 
But how to set about achieving independence? In the early 1990s, the VB began 
providing some answers to this question. First of all, it argued that a peaceful 
secession, with minor economic and social disruptions, could be achieved, as Norway 
and Sweden, as well as the Czech and Slovak Republics, had previously demonstrated 
(Annemans and Builtinck 1997, p. 15, see also VB 2001, p. 22). In the mid-2000s, the 
party suggested that Belgium was already irremediably divided and ‘one day, the 
system will simply get stuck by itself’ (Leen and Van den Troost, 2005, p. 3). Finally, 
in 2011, VB members Gerolf Annemans and Steven Utsi drafted a comprehensive 
roadmap. This entailed the presentation of the Flemish case on the international stage 
stressing the long-lasting injustices experienced by the Flemings and the impossibility 
of changing Belgium. Independence—they argued—would also need to be presented 
as a case of dissolution of an artificial federation rather than as one of secession, 
while a unilateral declaration should only be considered as a last resort. The text 
expressed scepticism of an independence referendum, claiming that it would make 
things excessively complicated. 10  The process will rather be triggered when a 
majority of Flemish MPs supports independence (Annemans and Utsi 2011, pp. 167–
213).  
 
The sum of two democracies 
 
As for the economic dimension explored above, the arguments of political 
marginalisation made by the N-VA have been similar to those of the VB. Yet, the N-
VA has been much less concerned with linguistic and historical issues, and focused 
on the socio-economic and governance consequences of the cultural differences 
between the two communities.  
 
Two considerations have been key in the party’s discourse. On the one hand, the N-
VA has argued that Belgium is an irremediably divided country whose communities 
should simply accept their separation and get a consensual divorce. As the party 
suggested in its early years, ‘Belgium is a brake on the development of the prosperity 
and welfare of both Flanders and Wallonia. Both live in their own socio-economic 
reality, they have their own public opinion and parties and media that express this 
attitude. The separation of the souls has been there for long, people only do not dare 
extend it to the facts’ (N-VA 2003, p. 10, see also N-VA 2002a, p. 3, 2010, p. 70). On 
the other, the party has claimed that Belgium is not a democracy, but the ‘sum of two 
democracies’ that are constantly forced to find a compromise (N-VA 2005, 2016). 
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Yet, because of their fundamentally opposed mentalities, reaching such a consensus is 
impossible. As a result: ‘in almost every issue that is regulated at the Belgian level, 
Flemings and Walloons are at loggerheads [...] due to these unworkable conditions a 
great many things get endlessly stuck or, too often, half-hearted steps are the result. 
All Flemings may well agree on something, it is sufficient that the PS [Parti 
socialiste] says “non” for the issue to get jammed’ (N-VA 2002a, see also N-VA 
2007c).  
 
This situation is all the more detrimental to the Flemings, because they are a 
demographic majority and would thus profit most from abandoning Belgium’s 
consociational style of politics. As claimed in the 2009 manifesto, ‘whenever a 
minority has at its disposal endless resources to block a majority, we call it a 
democratic crisis’ (N-VA 2009a, p. 4). The party has recognised to some extent the 
legitimacy of the constitutional safeguards introduced in the 1960s to defend the 
rights of the Francophones, but it has also concluded that these guarantees have been 
abused by French-speakers (N-VA 2011). The N-VA has thus depicted the 
Francophones as the real conservatives in Belgium, who always block any Flemish 
attempt to reform the ‘moribund’ Belgian system (N-VA 2004d, De Wever 2013), 
and itself as a party of change (De Wever 2010, 2014). Furthermore, the N-VA has 
suggested that the francophone defence of the Belgian status quo is inherently 
contradictory since either French-speakers think that Belgium is divided into two 
different communities, whereby, a consensual divorce would make much more sense; 
or they believe in the existence of a unitary Belgian constituency, but in that case they 
should scrap the safeguards and accept the rule of the majority (N-VA 2010, p. 69). 
 
Contrary to the VB, despite being willing to bring about the break-up of Belgium, the 
party has adopted a gradualist policy, whereby independence is not necessarily 
conceived of as an event, but rather as a process of ever increasing transition of 
powers from the federal to the regional and European levels. This has gone along with 
the idea, seen in the previous section, that small communities fare better in the 
contemporary world: ‘our party believes that the challenges of the 21st century can 
best be answered by the establishment of strong communities on the one hand and by 
means of a well developed international cooperation on the other hand. In between 
these two levels, the level of the Belgian government will evaporate, while already 
now good governance seems out of reach at the Belgian level’ (N-VA 2013a,11 see 
also N-VA 2010, p. 8). At the same time, the party has shown a flexible strategy, 
whereby it has held government positions in partnership with other parties at the local 
and regional levels, while it has assumed a more uncompromising stand concerning 
state reform at the federal level (see Chapter 9 for further detail). Thus, in the short 
term, the N-VA has advocated a move to a confederation with all the competences for 
economic and social policy, as well as the collection of the relevant taxes, devolved to 
the confederated states. In the long term, however, the Alliance believes 
independence to be the only solution to overcome the irremediably compromised 
Belgian system. In this connection, the 2007–08 and 2010–12 deadlocks in the 
formation of the government were deemed by the party to epitomise Belgium’s 
impasse (N-VA 2009a, p. 4, Peumans 2012). 
 
At the roots of the VB’s and the N-VA’s discourse 
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The rise of Flemish nationalism in the second half of the twentieth century is often 
explained with reference to the increased self-awareness of new Flemish elites that 
originated in the region’s formidable economic performance after the Second World 
War, their dissatisfaction with persisting linguistic inequality and the opposing 
demands of Walloon elites coming to terms with the economic decline of their region 
(Wils 1992, pp. 31–33, Vos 1993, pp. 139–143, Meynen 2009, 276–277, Buyst 2000, 
De Wever et al. 2015, 242–247). As the reversal of the economic fortunes of the two 
areas played a key role in this process it is necessary to briefly describe Belgium’s 
economic development. 
 
From poor to rich Flanders 
 
As of 1846, the northern Belgian provinces recorded a higher industrial employment 
than the southern part of the country. By 1880, however, the relative positions of the 
two territories had been reversed, with Wallonia accounting for 56.3% of it against 
only 36.3% in the north (Nagels 2002, p. 98). Thanks to its large coal deposits, 
Wallonia profited from the first wave of industrialisation and established itself as a 
leading manufacturing region. By contrast, Flanders’ textile and agricultural sectors 
were outcompeted by cheaper foreign products and suffered from structural 
unemployment for several decades. The northern region started showing some signs 
of improvement around the beginning of the 20th century. The port of Antwerp 
benefited from its connection with the surrounding industrial areas of Wallonia, 
northern France and Western Germany, as well as from an incipient process of trade 
globalisation. Moreover, the incipient exhaustion of coal deposits in Wallonia 
increased ore imports that favoured the rise of chemical and steel plants near the ports 
of Antwerp, Ghent and Zeebrugge. Thus, although Wallonia was still more 
prosperous on average, by 1947, the geographical distribution of GDP in the country 
had changed substantially (Buyst 2011, p. 331–333) (Figure 3.2). 
 

[Figure 3.2 about here] 
 
In the immediate post-Second World War period, Belgium experienced a short 
‘economic miracle’, followed by a decade of stagnation. At the same time, the 
economic catch-up of Flanders slowed down, as Wallonia profited from the high 
demand of heavy-industry products needed for European reconstruction (Van der 
Wee 1997, p. 58–60, Savage 2005, p. 86). Things began to change radically at the end 
of the 1950s. The coming of the oil-age accelerated the decline of Wallonia, while 
increasing European integration favoured the relative rise of Flanders. Furthermore, 
during the 1950s political parties in Flanders called for state intervention to boost the 
Flemish economy. Although they were not primarily conceived as a regional measure, 
the 1959 laws of economic expansion addressed such requests by increasing state 
intervention through the provision of subsidies to domestic and foreign investments. 
All this led to sustained growth—at around 5% a year—throughout the decade, but 
with striking regional differences: while Flanders attracted many foreign companies, 
state subsidies to Wallonia only prolonged the agony of its declining manufacturing 
sector (Meynen 2009, p. 279-281). In this process, the north was certainly advantaged 
by its strategic location along the coast, its good infrastructure and its cheap and 
abundant workforce. As a result, two thirds of foreign investment entering Belgium in 
the 1960s targeted Flanders, strongly contributing to the reduction of its structural 
unemployment and to the modernisation of its industrial base (Van der Wee 1997, p. 
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62). Next to this ‘Fordist’ model of development, the region experienced the 
emergence of a robust array of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the 
province of West Flanders (Vandermotten 1997, pp. 156–164). In 1965, the Flemish 
economy overtook the Walloon one and the gulf widened in the second half of the 
1970s.  
 
Then, in the mid-1970s, the country was hit by a sudden fall in productivity not 
followed by wage restraint, which caused rising unemployment (from 3.1% in 1971 to 
10% in 1981) and fast-growing public expenses (from 34% to 50% of GDP in 1960–
76). The two oil shocks contributed to exposing the weaknesses of the Belgian 
economy. The rigidity of the Belgian system of wage indexation plunged the country 
into a vicious cycle of increasing inflation, labour costs, unemployment, and social 
spending that crippled firms’ productivity, slowed growth and reduced government 
revenues. Successive governments cumulated budget deficits year after year reaching 
16% of GDP in 1981, despite attempts to increase tax revenue (which went from 38% 
of GDP in 1970 to 48% in 1985). Things began improving after the devaluation of the 
franc in February 1982, but in 1986 the deficit was still equal to 8% of GDP, 
unemployment never went back to pre-oil crises levels and public debt kept creeping 
up until it hit 134% of GDP in 1993 (Figure 3.3) (Mommen 1994, p. 158, Meyen 
2009, pp. 295–296, Callatay and Thys-Clement 2012, p. 314, Smeyers and Buyst 
2016, pp. 317-410).  
 

[Figure 3.3 about here] 
 
The impact of these crisis years was not the same in the two halves of the country. 
While Wallonia’s most important industrial sectors—coal and steel—disappeared or 
went through a phase of painful restructuring, Flanders could more easily take 
advantage of structural change. Although the Flemish textile and shipbuilding 
industry also suffered considerably, ‘the Flemish provinces benefited strongly from 
the franc’s devaluation and the accompanying austerity measures because of their 
export-oriented structure, so they could take full advantage of the international 
economic upswing of the mid- and late-1980s’ (Buyst 2011, p. 335). The end result 
was a period of prolonged economic divergence in per-capita income (lasting until the 
mid-2000s) and, while unemployment in Wallonia stagnated in the second half of the 
1980s, it remained consistently higher than in the north—22% in 1987 vs. 14% in 
Flanders.  
 
It is in coincidence with the climaxing of this economic crisis that systematic studies 
on interregional transfers began being produced at the Catholic University of Leuven, 
in Flanders. In 1979, Paul van Rompuy and Albert Verheirstraeten were the first to 
rigorously calculate them. They found that, in 1970 and 1974, Flanders contributed 6 
and 15 billion francs more to the central government respectively in taxes and social 
security charges, mostly to the advantage of Wallonia (Van Rompuy and 
Verheirstraten 1979). The Flemish newspaper De Standaard (1979) reported this data 
even before the publication of the paper and defined the study as ‘politically 
explosive’. In later years, Van Rompuy and colleagues carried out further studies 
culminating in the 1988 ‘Ten Years of Financial Transfers between the Regions in 
Belgium’ that highlighted a consistently growing transfer from Flanders to Wallonia 
throughout the 1975–85 period, going from 2.4% to 10.4% of Flemish GDP (Van 
Rompuy and Bilsen 1988, p. 24). The steepness of the hike, however, was largely due 
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to the introduction of a methodological change in the regional distribution of the 
interests on the debt (from the benefit principle to the accrual principle),12 since on the 
basis of the benefit method the evaluation of the deficit stopped at 5.9% of Flanders’ 
GDP. The validity of the accrual principle was later contested by other scholars 
(Jurion et al. 1994, De Boeck and Van Gompel 1998, p. 217) and the interest on the 
debt was not included in most following studies—see Van Rompuy’s (2010, p. 119) 
own reflections on this. But this did not prevent the VB, and later the N-VA, from 
adopting figures based on it in their own calculations. 
 
Most other analyses carried out in the 1980s focused on transfers within the social 
security system. They all confirmed the picture seen above of increasingly larger 
positive social security balances in Flanders against ever-larger deficits in Wallonia 
(see GERV 1983, Dethée 1984, 1990). While these studies, as well as those of Van 
Rompuy and colleagues, aimed at gauging the size of the transfers, in 1989, 
researchers at the University of Antwerp tried to identify the reasons behind them. 
They concluded that these mainly lay in regional structural differences at the 
economic, demographic and labour market levels resulting from historical processes 
that could not be easily reversed. Yet, they also warned that ‘the existence of a 
historical border between the two federal regions lent a political meaning to these 
solidarity transfers; similar transfers can (and probably will) occur within one political 
sphere’ (Deleeck et al. 1989, p. 268).  
 
The appearance of such academic interest in the solidarity between Flanders and 
Wallonia at the end of the 1970s reflected a wider societal concern with the way in 
which resources were distributed between the two halves of the country and whose 
salience was increased by three interrelated factors: the process of federalisation 
initiated in 1970, the economic crisis that hit the country after the first oil shock (as 
seen above) and the different economic structures of Flanders and Wallonia.  
 
On the Flemish side, the federalisation of the country had mainly been sought for 
cultural reasons pertaining to the protection of the Dutch language and culture. Yet, 
from the mid-1970s on, despite the lingering of problematic exceptions in border 
areas, the linguistic issue progressively gave way to economic disputes. For instance, 
in 1976, the Vlaams Economisch Verbond (Flemish business organisation—VEV) 
considered the ‘Dutchification’ of enterprises as an achieved goal and in 1983 the 
leader of the Volksunie, Hugo Schiltz, argued that, apart from some exceptions, ‘the 
language issue is over in Flanders’ (quoted in Govaert 1983, p. 43). In a longer 
historical perspective, Flemish economic demands built upon an older tradition within 
the Flemish movement, involving accusations of Flanders’ colonisation on the part of 
the francophone elite, that could be easily adapted, in the context of the 1970s, to 
Flanders’ ‘fiscal victimisation’ (Boehme 2008a, p. 558, 2008b, pp. 148, Luyten 2010, 
pp. 5–46). Furthermore, increasing Flemish socio-economic demands were a reaction 
to similar calls for economic autonomy formulated since the early 1960s by Walloon 
parties believing that their region’s decline depended on the dominance of Flemish 
pressure groups within the Belgian state (Mommen 1994, p. 129). 
 
The establishment of the regions also coincided with the shift from Fordism to post-
Fordism. In the face of this challenge, the very different structures of Flanders and 
Wallonia favoured the adoption of diverging tactics. Since the five national sectors 
mostly hit by this economic transition were more heavily concentrated in Wallonia—
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especially coal and steel—local actors pushed for renewed state support. The adoption 
of alternative strategies was discouraged by the fact that the consequences of 
adjustment could less easily be absorbed by other economic sectors. By contrast, as 
argued by Osterlynck (2009, p. 89), ‘because of the sector and job diversity of its 
industrial structure, the Flemish economy was more open to alternative economic 
imaginaries’. These alternatives were provided by theories of economic regionalism, 
neoliberalism and the transition to new technological sectors, then in vogue at the 
international level. The first suggested that the key to economic growth resided in 
factors such as innovation, entrepreneurialism and craft-based industrial districts that 
were ‘territorially embedded’, a notion in line with the kind of culturally-determinist 
argument about economic success made by the VB at the time; the second prescribed 
the rejection of direct state intervention, especially through subsidies, and confined 
government to the role of regulator and ‘facilitator’ of market processes, which 
contrasted with the lingering support for Keynesianism within Walloon institutions; 
the third offered the opportunity to project the image of a prosperous, technically 
advanced and highly-skilled Flanders opposed to that of an old and declining 
Wallonia, but also lent legitimacy to the denunciation of unjust transfers, as the 
development of new technological sectors required heavy capital investments 
(Govaert 1983, p. 40–43, Osterlynck 2009, p. 90). 
 
The ‘territorial embeddedness’ of the factors for economic growth and the focus on 
individual entrepreneurship emphasised by theories of economic regionalism, along 
with increasing attention on the transfers, the dire state of national accounts, the 
asymmetric impact of the crisis and the lingering support for Keynesian policies in 
Wallonia, favoured the creation of a discourse in which the Walloons were portrayed 
as lazy profiteers living off subsidies coming from Flanders. The VB has not been the 
only actor nourishing such a narrative. In 1977, the Volksunie had already used the 
slogan Vlaams Centen in Vlaamse Handen (Flemish Money in Flemish Hands) that 
was later adopted by the VB, complaining that Flemish money was used to pay for 
Walloon ‘capriciousness’ and to prop up dead firms in the steel sector (VU 1977, see 
also VU 1978). In the early 1980s, similar arguments spread to propaganda pieces of 
the Christelijke Volkspartij (Christian Social Party, CVP), the dominant party in the 
region. For instance, in an electoral flyer for the 1981 election, the soon-to-be first 
Minister-President of Flanders, Gaston Geens (1981), defined Flanders as a beehive, 
‘where work is still taken seriously’. The flyer also reported words from the 
francophone Belgian newspaper L’Avenir—thus showing the widespread nature of 
such representations—lamenting that ‘we Walloons, we organise meetings, we argue 
and we endlessly complain. And the Flemings, they work. They roll up their sleeves, 
while we keep them in our lap’. Such an image of Flemish and Walloon divergent 
attitudes to work echoed among the wider population. According to a poll published 
in 1981 on De Standaard and Le Soir, the first adjective used by both linguistic 
communities to represent the Flemings was ‘hard-working’; in Flanders, on the 
contrary, the three adjectives most frequently used to described the Wallons were 
‘fanatic’, ‘rebellious’ and ‘lazy’ (De Standaard 1981).  
 
The nationalism of the rich formulated by the VB, and later the N-VA, could thus 
profit from cultural resonance (Gamson and Modigliani 1989). Nevertheless, until the 
formation of the N-VA, the VB was the most radical political actor denouncing the 
transfers, furthering a cultural-deterministic interpretation of the economic imbalances 
between Flanders and Wallonia, and proposing a simple and extreme solution to this 
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problem, i.e., independence. Through its electoral success, it has played a key role in 
hardening the positions of the other Flemish parties, as shown by the debate over the 
‘communitarisation’ of social security. While the VB demanded its complete 
devolution to the regions all along, in the late 1970s there was broad agreement that 
social security should remain a federal competence. Since the late 1980s, however, 
ever more actors have come to support a partial ‘communitarisation’, which found its 
final expression in the five resolutions on state reform approved by the Flemish 
Parliament in 1999 (Poirier and Vansteenkiste 2000, pp. 347–352). The influence of 
the VB’s growth was especially strong on the VU, which in the early 1990s tried to 
abandon the strategy of ‘détente’ towards the Walloons adopted in the previous 
decade. While in 1989 Schiltz had argued that the reform just implemented had put an 
end to the unjust transfers and there was no mention of the matter in the 1990 
Congress, Bert Anciaux, elected party chairman in 1992—right after the VB’s 
electoral overtaking of the VU—imposed the suppression of the transfers as an 
overriding condition for approving the 1993 federalisation (Govaert 1993, pp. 54–68). 
The reform left social security unchanged, but the VU obtained the creation of the 
Flemish Research Group on Social Security 2002. This drafted a plan for a 
redistribution of competences that constituted the basis for the 1999 Resolutions. The 
plea for homogenous competences and for an end to ‘subjective’ transfers became the 
new mantra. The latter element is particularly interesting in light of the discourse 
highlighted above because these ‘subjective transfers’ depend on ‘cultural differences’ 
between Flemings and Walloons in the way they consume social services, whereby 
the ‘Walloons are said to “cost” more to the health insurance system as a result of bad 
life habits’ (Beland and Lecours 2005, p. 273). 
 
The persistence of the transfers 
 
In the last two decades further evaluations of the transfers have been conducted. 
Using a mix of the benefit and monetary-flow methods, and excluding the interest on 
the debt, De Boeck and Van Gompel (1998, p. 229) found a steady transfer equal to 
3.5-3.7% of the Flemish GDP for the period 1990–96, with social security accounting 
for 63% of the total imbalance (see also De Boeck and Van Gompel 2002). In 2004, 
the Flemish Community commissioned a study to its finance administration with a 
view to estimate the transfers for the period 1990–2003. Using largely the same 
methodology of the above authors, the body concluded that, on average, Flanders 
contributed a constant flow of 4.2% of its GDP throughout the years analysed (Van 
Rompuy 2010, pp. 117–121). Similar, although somewhat lower, figures have 
recently been calculated by the Belgian National Bank for the 1995–2005 period, with 
Flanders’ contribution around 3-3.5% of its GDP. This study also argued that 
interregional transfers were accompanied by considerable intraregional transfers at the 
level of the provinces (Dury et al. 2008). 
 
Similar to the Catalan case, the existence and persistence over time of sizable 
transfers between Flanders and Wallonia is an undisputable fact. Compared to the 
Spanish region, however, the size of the transfers seems to be more modest and more 
stable. As argued in Chapter 2, such stability suggests that, despite being fundamental 
to explain the formation of the nationalism of the rich in the region, the transfers are 
not, by themselves, a powerful factor in explaining the successive electoral evolution 
of the VB and the rise and trajectory of the N-VA. At the same time, the constancy of 
the transfers has certainly enabled these parties to criticise Belgian solidarity on 
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account of the lack of convergence between Flanders and Wallonia, as well as to 
support the claim that the reforms undertaken did not bring any fundamental 
improvement. In light of these conclusions, it is necessary to briefly look at the 
efficiency of the Belgian social security system, its possible overcompensation effects, 
its reversibility over time, patterns of convergence, and overall growth. 
 
Comparative studies show that Belgium is one of the most effective countries in the 
EU in reducing inter-regional inequality (Cantillon et al. 2006, p. 1044). In the past, 
this also led to overcompensation of income. In 1989, Deleeck et al. estimated that, 
on average, despite recording a lower primary income, after taxes and social benefits 
the Walloons enjoyed a higher disposable income than the Flemings. This, however, 
was a temporary effect mostly due to Wallonia’s demographic structure and lingering 
higher wages—translating into higher pensions and benefits—which disappeared a 
few years later (Poirier and Vansteenkiste 2000, pp. 347–348). Since then, Flanders’ 
disposable income has remained higher than the Walloon one (Dury et al. 2008, p. 
101). However, some overcompensation persist at the level of regional funding, as 
despite having a higher per capita fiscal capacity than the Walloon region (103% of 
the national average against 88.5% in the south), the Flemish Community has 
received lower per capita revenues (96% against 99.5% in Wallonia) (Van Rompuy 
2010, pp. 120–121; see also Heremans et al. 2010, p. 22).  
 
Although the scarcity of regional data for the 1950s and 1960s invites us to take any 
results cautiously, the argument whereby Flanders did not profit from social security 
in the past seems to lie on shaky ground. Dottermans (1997, p. 145) found that 
Flanders did profit from interregional solidarity between 1955 and 1962, although the 
transfers came from Brussels. Similarly Meunier et al. (2007, pp. 47–69) calculated 
that Flanders received a net transfer of about 3% of its GDP in the years from 1955–
68, once again, mainly financed by Brussels. This data thus seems to suggest that 
Flanders did benefit from redistribution mechanisms similar to those that the VB and 
the N-VA have questioned—although probably of lower magnitude and mainly 
coming from the capital—which would confirm their historical reversibility. This 
would also be in line with the history of social security in the country, whose bases 
were already laid down in the interwar years and then considerably extended in 
1944—with the introduction of obligatory insurance for unemployment and sickness-
disability for employees (Vanthemsche 1994, pp. 10–80, Poirier and Vansteenkiste 
2000, pp. 335–337).  
 
The most important criticism made by the VB and N-VA, however, pertains to the 
lack of regional fiscal responsibility and the ensuing disincentives to endogenous 
growth that are deemed to stem from the transfers. This view finds echo in academic 
circles. More specifically, the financing system of the federal entities and the social 
security is deemed to be inefficient for two reasons: it lacks a clear link between 
policy and financial accounts that can act as a feedback mechanism; it causes a 
‘development trap’ whereby any attempt of the lower income regions to increase their 
tax revenue is outpaced by the loss in the solidarity grant that they receive (Heremans 
et al. 2010, pp. 24–25; Deschamps 2010, p. 9). The lack of any feedback mechanism, 
especially because of the unclear division of competences between the federal and 
community levels, is deemed to make citizens unable to easily attribute responsibility 
for the taxes they pay and the services they receive. Yet, while the solution often 
envisaged is further decentralisation, a re-centralisation of competences already 
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devolved would work as well. The ‘development trap’ argument, on the other hand, is 
often considered as explaining the lack of convergence between Flanders and 
Wallonia (Heremans et al. 2010, p. 25). While it is beyond the scope of this work to 
determine whether interregional redistribution is detrimental to regional convergence 
(see Kessler and Lessmann 2010, Persyn and Algoed 2009, Checherita et al. 2009 for 
a wider discussion), two relevant considerations can be made: first, divergence rather 
than convergence has occurred—except for a slight reversal since 2006 (De Grauwe 
quoted in Thomas 2014); second, there is evidence that the funding system of regions 
and communities overcompensates increases in their tax-base, thus acting as a 
disincentive for regional governments to boost endogenous growth (Cattoir and 
Verdonck 2002, Algoed 2009). Although these considerations do not allow to 
conclude that lack of convergence has depended solely, or even mainly, on such a 
‘development trap’, both points clearly contribute to lending legitimacy to some of the 
VB’s and N-VA’s arguments. 
 
Finally, in terms of overall growth, between 1986 and 2007, the Flemish economy has 
recorded stable GDP and gross disposable household income (GDHI) per capita real 
growth at 2.4% and 1.4% per year on average, with only a few years of recession.13 
During the 1980s and 1990s, the region took advantage of its relatively high—by 
international standards—labour productivity and managed to remain at the top of the 
technological frontier, especially in the sectors of micro-electronics and 
biotechnology, although in the last decade it has lamented a loss in investments in 
research and development and market share in high-tech sectors as compared to its 
direct competitors, which led the Flemish government to devise new approaches to 
industrial innovation (Capron 2000, Larosse 2012). The recent economic crisis did eat 
into people’s standards of living, but it did not have as devastating an impact as in 
Catalonia. Regional GDP per capita real growth de facto stagnated at 0.3% on average 
between 2008 and 2015 and GDHI shrank, but only by 1.2% on average from 2008-
2014. At the same time, unemployment grew only from 3.9% to 5.1% over the same 
period, which remains low by European standards (my calculations on Eurostat 2017b, 
NBB 2017b, DGSIE 2017, World Bank 2017, Statistics Belgium 2017). As we will 
see in Chapter 9, this generally stable outlook might well account for the lack of any 
radicalisation of support for independence in the region. 
 
The ‘minoritised’ majority 
 
The VB’s and N-VA’s claim of Flemish political marginalisation tap into a much 
longer history of linguistic discrimination suffered by the Dutch-speaking majority of 
the country that mainly relates to the peculiar features of Belgian nation-building in 
the 19th and early 20th centuries. Before addressing the current sources of the political 
marginalisation perceived by part of Flemish society, it is therefore necessary to 
briefly look at Flemish-francophone relations in Belgium in a longer historical 
perspective. 
 
As argued by Louis Vos (1993, p. 128), at the time of independence ‘there was no 
question of a Flemish and Walloon nation respectively. Consideration was given only 
to the establishment of a Belgian nation’. The creation of Belgium reflected the 
interests and identity of the United Provinces’ upper classes—some of which of 
Flemish origins—that had decided to use French as the national language because it 
was deemed intrinsically superior to Dutch. Yet, early on, part of this elite began 
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contesting the dominance of French (Beyen 2009). The later swelling of state 
bureaucracy and the advances of democracy made language discrimination more 
salient to Dutch-speakers, thus increasing the popularity of the Flemish movement 
(Zolberg 1974, p. 204–205). The electoral reforms of 1893 and 1919 contributed to 
this process by integrating the Flemish masses into the political system. Furthermore, 
the first achievements of the Flemish movement, such as the introduction of primary, 
and later secondary, education in Dutch, which ensured the formation of a Flemish 
petty-bourgeoisie, further consolidated the Flemish identity (Stengers 2004, p. 253, 
Van Goethem 2010, p. 15–16, De Wever et al. 2015, pp. 233–242).  
 
The reaction of the Belgian state to the demands for linguistic parity probably had an 
even greater impact on the radicalisation of Flemish claims. Since independence, 
language policy was based on a laissez faire approach, which clearly favoured French 
because the linguistic divide also had a social connotation: ‘the area in which the 
lower-status language was spoken was also economically and socio-politically 
subordinate’ (Witte 1993, p. 221). Dutch was therefore associated with Flanders’ 
economic backwardness. The first laws recognising the use of Dutch in the courts and 
the administration were adopted only near the last quarter of the 19th century (1873) 
and culminated in the official linguistic parity in the promulgation of laws established 
in 1898. Yet, this was far from the official bilingualism advocated in Flanders.  
 
During the Great War clear anti-Belgian sentiments appeared within the Flemish 
movement (Wils 1992). The so-called activists took advantage of the Flemish policy 
enacted by the German occupants to obtain many of the demands until then ignored 
by Belgian authorities. Although the collaboration remained limited, the occupation 
showed that long-standing Flemish goals could be achieved. When, in the early 1920s, 
some of these claims were ignored by the Belgian elite, the activists could be turned 
into martyrs of the new-born anti-Belgian cause (Van Goethem 2010, p. 107). 
 
Yet, as argued by Marnix Beyen (2009: 22–23), active state-supported linguistic 
oppression never occurred in Belgium: ‘in their attempt to Frenchify Flanders, the 
Belgian élites were never backed by an official state policy [...] repressive language 
policy certainly was a reality, but it was carried out at an intermediate level (school 
boards, enterprises,...) rather than at state level’. The Belgian state thus remained 
stuck between a formal laissez faire that naturally, but not actively, favoured French 
and a unitarist conception of the state that prevented any adaptations to a federal or 
confederal structure until the 1970s. ‘Hence—Beyen concludes—Frenchification, as a 
social process, was strong enough to foster frustration among Flemish speakers [...] 
but not strong enough really to create a unilingually French state, based on a 
homogeneous nation’. 
  
Monolingualism in Flanders was practically obtained during the interwar years. After 
the Second World War, however, the 1947 census revealed that the linguistic border 
was moving up, further extending the francophone area. While each municipality had 
been granted monolingual status, except for Brussels, such status could change 
according to the results of the censuses. Seeing their cultural perimeter shrinking, 
Flemish parties began campaigning to fix the border, although the issue only really 
flared up in the early 1960s (Sinardet 2008b). This unsurprisingly coincided with the 
reversal of economic fortunes between the two halves of the country. Wallonia’s 
decline undermined the legitimacy of the political primacy and higher social status of 
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the francophone minority (Buyst 2000). While the dominance of French lingered on, 
ever fewer Flemings were ready to stand it. As argued by De Wever et al. (2015, p. 
245), ‘the rising Dutch-speaking middle-groups saw in the relics of the superiority of 
French an obstruction to their social ascent’. Reflecting a change in the balance of 
power between the two communities, the breakout of the community conflict in the 
1960s and early 1970s can therefore be read as a sign of the progressive end of 
Flanders’ political subordination. Yet, despite their ascent, in 1981, 45.1% of the 
Flemish population—in fact a relative majority, since only 17% disagreed and 20% 
did not know—perceived themselves to be disadvantaged, as compared to the 
inhabitants of the other two regions, with regard to their influence on the important 
political decisions taken in the country, thus suggesting the lingering of a sentiment of 
political marginalisation (Delruelle-Vosswinkel and Froignier 1981, p. 13). 
 
Past memories of Flemish socio-political subordination however cannot explain the 
persistence of such a feeling. In the 1960s, Francophone parties managed to negotiate 
a series of consociational guarantees with far-reaching consequences. As a 
counterpart to the division of the country into rigid linguistic territories and the 
adaptation of seats to make Parliament more representative of the true demographic 
weight of each community (putting an end to Flanders’ underrepresentation), they 
obtained the introduction of a set of safeguards including: the requirement of a two-
thirds majority in the Chamber of Representatives, and an absolute one in each 
linguistic group, to modify special laws; an ‘alarm bell procedure’ whereby 75% of 
the MPs of a linguistic group can defer the adoption of a bill for 30 days, if they deem 
it harmful to their interests; and linguistic parity in government, Prime Minister 
excluded. It is precisely these kinds of consociational mechanisms that the VB and N-
VA deem responsible for the persistent minoritisation of Flanders, regardless of the 
fact that similar measures were later extended to the Flemish minority in Brussels.  
 
Centrifugal tendencies 
 
Before the 1960s, the linguistic fracture was not the main social cleavage cutting 
across Belgian society. By way of generalisation, the history of Belgium can indeed 
be divided into three major periods: from 1830-1900 the religious/free-thinkers divide 
was prevalent; between 1900 and 1960 class struggle swept the country; and after 
1960 the linguistic confrontation took over. These corresponded to three different 
party systems: a two-party one (Catholic vs. Liberals) in the first; a ‘two and a half’ 
one (Catholic, Socialists, Liberals) in the second; and extreme fragmentation, mainly 
due to the rise of regional parties and the split of traditional ones along the linguistic 
line, in the third (De Winter et al. 2006, p. 934). Furthermore, Belgium had early on 
developed consociational conflict-management mechanisms (Huyse 1971, see also 
Deschouwer 2006) that in the 1960s were adapted to the new circumstances of 
federalisation. The country thus moved from non-territorial to territorial (federal) 
consociationalism14 (Dalle Mulle 2016a, p. 106) and the adjustment was made easier 
by the partial overlapping of cleavages, since Flanders had historically been more 
Catholic and less socialist than Wallonia (De Smaele 2009, Deschouwer 2006, pp. 
895–904). Federalism was introduced to reduce conflict between the linguistic 
communities of the country and to improve governance. The continuing existence of 
the country and the absence of violence among the territorial segments suggest that 
such a goal has been achieved. Yet, at the same time, some of the peculiar features of 
the Belgian federation might have ended up fuelling tensions, notably: its bipolarity 
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and the scarcity of actors capable of and/or with an interest in bridging the segments 
(Deschouwer 2012, p. 73, Peters 2006, p. 1082).  
 
In the 1960s, the differing priorities of Flemish and Walloon parties—the former 
interested more in cultural autonomy, the latter in economic competences—ended up 
producing a double structure with three communities (the Flemish, the French and the 
German-speaking) catering for individual matters in the realm of culture, education, 
language-use and welfare; and three regions (Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels-
Capital) in charge of territorial competences relating to, among others, regional 
economy, agriculture, infrastructure and the environment (Hooghe 2004, pp. 21–22). 
The seemingly triadic architecture of the communities in reality hides a mostly 
bipolar structure in which Dutch- and French-speakers often confront each other, 
while German-speakers—representing only 0.75% of the Belgian population—do not 
play a meaningful role. Such dyadic structure is partly confirmed at the regional level, 
where Brussels frequently sides with Wallonia. The bipolarity of the Belgian 
federation is then reinforced by the partial overlapping of cleavages mentioned above, 
which contributes to the perception that the country is divided into two homogenous 
blocs and reduces the possibility of finding alternative alliances across different lines 
of fracture (Peters 2006, pp. 1082–1083). Furthermore, Belgium’s federalisation has 
gone along with a consistent hollowing of the centre (Hooghe 2004, pp. 34–35). One 
source of such process has been the package of reforms agreed in the second half of 
the 1960s. This entailed, among others, the division of all MPs into two linguistic 
groups (Flemish and French-speaking) whose ‘end result is a parliament in which the 
representatives are supposed to represent their own language group’ (Sinardet 2010, p. 
352) rather than the entire country. Another, and related, source was the splitting of 
national parties along linguistic lines, leading to the unique situation whereby there 
are no longer federal parties bridging the linguistic frontier in Belgium (Deschouwer 
1997). It is important to note that in Flanders and Wallonia people cannot vote for 
parties registered in the other region. Only, in Brussels, both sets of parties compete 
for the same votes. 
 
All this favours the development of centrifugal tendencies and makes the system ‘tilt 
towards confederalism’ (Hooghe 2004, p. 28). Parity in the decision-making process, 
whereby each time that a community has a problem it cannot act unilaterally, has 
probably avoided the break up of the country, but it has also become increasingly 
expensive for the federal budget—since resources and competences were transferred 
without an adequate devolution of fiscal responsibilities—and has furthered claims of 
political marginalisation (Deschouwer 1997). Consensus has been forced upon the 
two big communities, provoking frustration when the system falls into joint-decision 
traps producing non-decision. This has especially been the case in Flanders because 
Flemish parties have more vocally called for reform—although such calls do not seem 
to coincide strictly with wider popular attitudes (see Chapter 9)—and because they 
represent the majority that would profit from a different style of democracy, thus 
generating some fatigue with non-majoritarian politics (Deschouwer 1999, p. 6). 
 
In this connection, financial issues have progressively taken centre-stage in driving 
Flemish demands for further devolution of powers. Although by 1989 the portion of 
the federal budget transferred to regions had reached 32%—it was only 9% in 1980—
the fiscal responsibility of the regions was basically nil. The 2001 Lambermont 
agreement increased federal transfers to the communities and made the ensuing 
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apportioning of their budget more proportional to their tax-raising capacity. Regions 
were also granted the power to reduce or increase the federal personal income tax 
levied on their territory by 3.25% until 2003 and by 6.75% thereafter. Yet, until the 
most recent reform,  in 2011—whereby the regions can vary personal income tax by a 
margin of 25%, ending up financing 70% of their budget with their own taxes—, 
regional fiscal autonomy has remained quite low (Verdonck and Deschouwer 2003, 
pp. 95–108, Deschouwer 2012, pp. 69–72). More importantly, looking at the entire 
process of fiscal federalisation, Verdonck and Deschouwer (2003, p. 97) concluded 
that ‘the present financing system is fashioned less by economic rationality than by 
the very specific characteristics of the Belgian federation: bipolar and centrifugal, 
double and asymmetrical’. Belgium’s federalisation has thus been conducted in a 
chaotic fashion, without a clear plan in mind or a consensus on the final outcome of 
the process.  
 
Political vs. societal divisions 
 
The VB and the N-VA have also framed the division between Flemings and 
Walloons/francophones as resulting from differences in individual values. This 
argument is very important because it is precisely such divergence in preferences that 
is deemed to make the Flemish political marginalisation so detrimental and to warrant 
a ‘consensual divorce’. Yet, Billiet (2011) has shown that, although there are 
differences in attitudes between the residents of the two regions, these are much 
smaller than the political debate would suggest and sometimes vary in unexpected 
ways. If one focuses on attitudes usually associated with the left-right divide such as 
income inequality, the responsibilities of the government, and the ‘side-effects’ of 
social benefits, only some of them are significantly different across the linguistic 
border and, still, less than expected. Between 1991 and 2007 for instance, while 76% 
of Wallonia’s population on average thought that the government should reduce 
income inequality and 28% found large disparities in revenues to compensate merit 
unacceptable, the relative figures in Flanders were 66% and 21%. More surprisingly, 
people south of the border were significantly more prone (53%) than north of it (31%) 
to condemn the bad moral consequences of social benefits (i.e., that they would make 
people less willing to work and to take care of each other). Obtaining similar findings 
in a previous study, Billiet et al. (2006, p. 930) had concluded that, although being a 
consequence rather than a cause of the social fracture between the linguistic segments, 
the division of the country into two separated ‘circuits of communication’ and 
political spheres had reinforced such divergence. Survey data from the late 1970s 
seems to suggest that this is a long-standing process. In 1979, both in Flanders and 
Wallonia about 48% of the population thought that there were big differences in 
mentality and life style between the two regions, a figure that had increased to 60% 
and 56% respectively by 1982 (Delruelle-Vosswinkel et al. 1983, pp. 32–34). 
 
Another surprising finding relates to the evolution of national identity in Flanders (on 
support for independence see Chapter 9). When considering the electoral success of 
the VB and the N-VA, as well as the rising demands for autonomy of the other 
Flemish parties, one would expect a progressively stronger Flemish identity. This is 
only partially true. Despite remaining higher in Flanders than in Wallonia, since 1979 
the Flemish region/community consistently dropped as the first site of territorial 
identification of the local population and from 1986 onwards  more people identified 
with Belgium than with the Flemish region/community (De Winter 2007, pp. 579–



 67 

580). This suggests that the nation-building purpose of federalisation has worked in 
Belgium, at least to some extent. This would be even more reasonable in the Belgian 
context, where, despite having for decades been considered a ‘sociological minority’ 
(Van Velthoven 1987), the Flemish population is in fact a majority. Therefore, one 
might argue that as Belgium became ‘more Flemish’ a progressively bigger share of 
the region’s population came to identify with the state. At the same time, other 
figures—relating to national identity, rather than territorial identification—partly 
contradict the above-mentioned data, showing an overall strengthening of the Flemish 
identity since 1995, but especially between 2003 and 2010 (Table 3.1). 
 

[Table 3.1 about here] 
 
Finally, the theme of political marginalisation has not been limited to the wider 
conflict between linguistic communities, but it has also pertained to the particratic 
character of the Belgian democracy. Belgian politics was based on an oligopolistic 
system of pillars (Catholic, liberal and socialist), that is, a network of organisations 
linked to political parties roughly coinciding with the two cleavages prevalent before 
federalisation (clerical/anti-clerical and labour/capital). Particracy helped stabilise the 
system, but in periods of stagnation or recession it was hardly tenable, because 
inefficient and expensive. Furthermore, while the saliency of the traditional fractures 
progressively decreased (de-pillarisation), the old structures have remained in place, 
offering an opportunity for contestation to political parties on the fringe (Witte 2009c). 
Such a de-legitimation has been intensified by the corruption and policy failures 
scandals of the 1990s (Delwit 2009, pp. 232–316, Maesschalck and Van de Walle 
2006, pp. 1012-1014). Several Eurobarometer polls showed that between 1989 and 
the mid-1990s, the Belgians’ satisfaction with the functioning of their democracy 
decreased from beyond 60% to below 30% (Deschouwer 2012, p. 244). Other surveys 
confirm an increased perception of corruption as a major problem in the country 
peaking around 1997–98 (Maesschalck and Van de Valle 2006). At the political level, 
the break-through of the VB in the early 1990s was interpreted as a sign of a 
‘confidence gap’ between the citizens and the political elite. As seen above, the VB 
not only profited from such deligitimation, but also actively shaped the debate 
framing the scandals in terms of the opposition between a clean Flanders and a 
corrupt Belgian-francophone state. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The VB and the N-VA have both consistently lamented the fiscal exploitation and 
political marginalisation of Flanders as central themes in their propaganda. Although 
the VB produced its most complete brochure on the transfers going from Flanders to 
Wallonia only in 1992, the issue featured in the party propaganda since its foundation. 
The estimates provided by the party have varied from 50 billion Belgian francs of the 
early 1980s to 16 billion euros per years (about 7% of regional GDP) in 2015. While 
in its early years the VB referred extensively to the subsidies given to dying Walloon 
steel enterprises, the main concern progressively became Belgian public finances—a 
theme that has resurfaced in the context of the euro crisis—and the social security 
system. What has remained constant is the idea that the economic difference between 
the two regions is culturally-driven. According to this narrative, Flanders has been the 
engine of the country’s economy thanks to the hard-working ethos of its population, 
while Wallonia has remained stuck in a statist conception of the economy and has 
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lived off the Flemings’ back through the profligate Belgian solidarity system. In this 
framework, independence is deemed to be a necessary prerequisite for any social 
policy in Flanders, since it would make substantial resources available to invest in 
welfare for the Flemings without harming the economic dynamism of the region.  
 
According to the VB, the fiscal exploitation of Flanders has mainly resulted from its 
political marginalisation within the Belgian state. Historically—it has argued—this 
condition took the form of a social and political domination on the part of the 
francophone elite that founded the country. Accordingly, the party has vocally 
denounced linguistic oppression especially in municipalities along the linguistic 
frontier and in the Brussels periphery. In the 1990s, it played heavily on the 
corruption scandals that hit the traditional establishment to highlight the rotten 
character of the Belgian (francophone) democracy pitting it against cleaner Flanders. 
However, the most important argument has concerned the persistent privileged 
position enjoyed by the Francophones thanks to the consociational safeguards 
introduced in the 1960s, which are deemed to cause the ‘minoritisation’ of the 
Flemings due to the continuous vetoes posed by the Francophones at the federal level. 
As Flanders pays the price of the ‘status-quo’ through the transfers, the Walloons 
have no interest in reforming the country. Hence, splitting Belgium is considered the 
only solution to the malfunctioning of the system.  
 
The N-VA has made very similar arguments, although it has been much less 
concerned with linguistic issues. In economic terms, it has been open to a smoother 
transition envisaging the maintenance of the transfers for a while after independence. 
More generally, the N-VA has proposed a less ‘principled’ nationalism, focusing 
more on an instrumental idea of independence as a means to achieve better democracy, 
more effective governance and improved welfare for the Flemings. It has also adopted 
a gradualist strategy envisaging an intermediate step with the formation of a 
confederation, which has instead been generally rejected by the VB. Despite 
underlining the ‘cultural content’ of the Flemish identity, as compared to the 
ethnopluralism of the VB, the N-VA has espoused a more flexible definition of it. The 
criterion of identity has thus been less relevant in the N-VA’s rejection of solidarity 
with Wallonia, as compared to the VB’s propaganda, while those of control, attitude 
and reciprocity have been more highlighted. Both parties have however articulated a 
culturalised welfare producerism in which the entire Flemish nation discursively 
coincides with the ‘community of welfare producers’ and Wallonia (or francophone 
Belgium) with the ‘community of welfare recipients’. 
 
To trace the origin of the formation of the nationalism of the rich in Flanders one has 
to look at the crucial decade of deep economic crisis experienced by Belgium between 
1975 and 1985. The slump following the oil shock, the appalling situation of state 
finances and the divergent performances of Flanders and Wallonia increased the 
salience of the—just discovered—inter-territorial transfers, as well as the urgency of 
economic federalism. Theories of economic regionalism offered a valuable 
intellectual framework to answer the transition to post-Fordism in Flanders. Their 
emphasis on ‘territorial embeddedness’, skills and free enterprise favoured the 
development of cultural-determinist arguments about socio-economic development 
that laid favourable ground for the emergence of the nationalism of the rich 
articulated by the VB, and later the N-VA. While the two parties have represented the 
most radical embodiments of such a discourse, this has been shared to varying extent 
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by other regional actors that have however been pushed to progressively harden their 
positions by the VB’s and N-VA’s electoral success. 
 
All studies on the transfers confirm their existence and stability over time—at a rate 
of about 4% of the Flemish GDP for the period 1990–2004 at least—although they 
substantially moderate the VB’s and N-VA’s estimates. About two-thirds of such 
flows are due to the social security system. Hence, the transfers mainly result from the 
establishment of mechanisms of automatic redistribution (chiefly since 1944) and the 
reversal of economic fortunes between Flanders and Wallonia occurred during the 
1960s. The current system has gone along with lack of economic convergence and 
incentives to regional growth, as well as with some overcompensation effects. 
Although the identification of the reasons for the lack of regional convergence, and 
whether the disincentives to increase the regional tax-base are among them, are 
beyond the scope of this work, it is reasonable to think that these elements have 
contributed to reinforcing the legitimacy of the VB’s and N-VA’s claims.  
 
Experiences of both linguistic and social discrimination in a francophone-led country 
were a fact among the Flemish population at least until the interwar years, whereby 
the Flemish majority could be considered as a ‘sociological minority’. However, 
linguistic oppression was never actively implemented by the state, but rather resulted 
from spontaneous social dynamics long neglected by state authorities. This social 
process frustrated the Flemish majority without homogenising it completely. Yet, the 
current major source of perceived political marginalisation of the Flemish majority 
lies in the constitutional safeguards for the francophone minority adopted in 1960s 
with the adaptation of the former consociational mechanisms to the linguistic-
territorial conflict. As the differing economic structures of the two halves of the 
country have for a long time entailed divergent interests and agendas, joint decision 
traps between the two segments have fuelled frustration among the federated entities. 
All this has been exacerbated by some peculiar characteristics of the Belgian 
federation: its bipolarity and the partial overlapping of cleavages indeed make that 
tensions are often framed as a direct confrontation between Flemings and 
Francophones/Walloons; the division of the MPs into two (nearly completely 
territorially divided) linguistic groups and the ensuing split of traditional parties along 
linguistic lines has reduced the number of actors capable of, and with an interest in, 
bridging the gap between the two groups.  
 

 
 
 

                                                
1 For reasons explained later in the text, the acronym VB will be henceforth used to refer to both the 
Vlaams Blok and the Vlaams Belang.  
2 The N-VA also joined the CD&V and the OpenVLD in a government coalition at the regional level. 
3 Conversion in 2010 euros based on Eurostat 2017a and World Bank 2017. 
4 See supra note. 
5 From other quotes one can deduce that solidarity’s limitation to the ethnic community is not only a 
moral imperative, but also a pre-requisite for its sustainability, since—the party seems to believe—
ethnic commitment reduces free-riding and improves the efficiency of redistribution (see Van Hauthem 
and Verreycken, 1990, p. 81). 
6 On the social dimension of the VB’s discourse see also Swyngedouw and Ivaldi 2011, pp. 7–12, 
Derks 2004, pp. 183–187. 
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7 The party tends to accuse francophone political parties—the PS above all—of keeping their electorate 
dependent on public subsidies and employment for clientelistic reasons. Yet, what is implicit in this 
account is the, at least passive, connivance of the Walloons who vote for them. 
8 With this term, it is meant the more or less deliberate transformation of Dutch-speaking areas into 
French-speaking ones, either through the linguistic assimilation to French of the local Dutch-speaking 
population, or through the migration of French-speakers in the area. 
9 The term ‘Francophone’ is not to be understood as synonymous of Walloon. The former includes also 
the French-speaking community in Brussels that is neither geographically located in Wallonia, nor 
shows to feel Walloon.  
10 In an interview for this study Annemans confirmed this point. 
11 This source is no longer available online. Please contact the author to obtain a copy. 
12 See Van Hecke 2010, pp. 20–33, for an overview of the Belgian debate on how to regionalise public 
debt and the interests on it. 
13 My calculation on data from the HermReg Databank, provided directly by the Research Centre of the 
Flemish Government. 
14 Consociationalism is government by elite bargaining where elites represent societal segments. It is 
founded on four main features: each segment governs itself as much as possible; each obtains a 
proportional share of public resources; group leaders bridge segments, the state and citizens; citizens 
are passive (Hooghe 2004).  



Chapter 3 – Figures’ captions, sources and notes 
 

Figure 3.1 – Evolution of the nationalist vote in Flanders, 1954–2014* 
(percentage of regional vote, main parties)

 
* The 2004 and 2007 N-VA’s results have not been taken into account because 
obtained in a coalition with the CD&V. 
Sources: my elaboration on Van Haute and Pilet 2006, Pauwels 2011, Beyens et al. 
2015, Chamber of Representatives of Belgium 2003, 2014.  
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Figure 3.2 – Belgium’s GDP per capita by province, 1896–2000 (national average 
= 100)

 
Source: my elaboration on Buyst 2011, p. 337. 
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Figure 3.3 – Belgium’s public debt, budget balance and tax revenue, 1970–2012 
(percentage of GDP)

 
Sources: my elaboration on IMF-FAD 2012, Callatay and Thys-Clement 2012, pp. 
306–307, NBB 2017a. 
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Chapter 3 – Tables 
 
Table 3.1 – National Identity in Flanders, 1995–2014 (percentage of regional 
population) 
 1995 1999 2003 2007 2010 2014 
Predominantly Flemish 26.5% 28.5% 29.7% 34.7% 35.4% 31.1% 
As Flemish as Belgian 45.5% 42.8% 43.4% 35.5% 41.3% 38.7% 
Predominantly Belgian 28% 28.7% 27.0% 29.7% 23.3% 29.8% 

Source: Swyngedouw et al. 2015. 
 



 71 

4. Northern Italy: Thieving Rome and the Southern-Dominated 
Italian State 
 
 
Origins and evolution of the Lega Nord 
 
The Lega Nord (Northern League, LN) arose at the turn of the 1990s from the merger 
of a series of autonomist movements that had appeared across the North of Italy a 
decade earlier. The most important among these were the Łiga Veneta (Venetian 
League) and the Lega Lombarda (Lombard League)—founded in 1980 in Veneto and 
1984 in Lombardy respectively. Both demanded a special statute of autonomy for 
their regions (along the lines of those already enjoyed by a few other Italian areas 
such as Aosta Valley and Trentino-Sudtiröl), questioned the existence of the Italian 
nation and claimed that regional identities were, in fact, truly national identities. 
Although the Venetian League initially had more success, the Lombard League later 
replaced it as the leading regionalist movement in the North. After having obtained a 
seat in Parliament and one in the Senate at the 1987 elections, the latter began 
promoting the unification of all regionalist leagues under a common umbrella. The 
Lombard League made its breakthrough at the 1989 European election, obtaining 
8.1% of the overall vote in the region of Lombardy (Cavallin 2010, pp. 20–65, Moioli 
1990, pp. 1–19, Jori 2009, pp. 36–71). In December that year the Statute of the 
Northern League was signed. The process of unification ended in February 1991, 
when the party’s first Congress was organised and the idea of a federal division of 
Italy into three macro-regions (North, Centre and South) was approved as its main 
objective (Tambini 2001, pp. 39–65). 
 
At the 1992 general elections the LN scored an impressive 8.6% of the national vote 
(16.2% in the North) and obtained 80 seats in Parliament. The League’s victory 
contributed to weakening traditional parties such as the Christian-Democratic and the 
Socialist Party, triggering a process that led to their dissolution and the so-called fall 
of the First Republic (Biorcio 1997, p. 79–82, Diamanti 1994, p. 88). After the 1994 
election, in which the party consolidated its strength, the LN entered a government in 
a coalition with Forza Italia (Go Italy, FI), a party founded only three months earlier 
by the media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi, but called it off after just eight months 
(Diamanti 1996). In June 1995, the Lega founded a Northern Parliament in Mantua 
and launched a secessionist project aiming at the independence of Padania—as it 
named the northern Italian nation. At the following general election, in April 1996, it 
recorded its best performance until then (10.1% nationally, 19.3% in the North) and 
on September 15, after a three-day procession along the river Po, it declared the 
independence of Padania (Cento Bull and Gilbert 2001, p. 106–112). This ‘march for 
independence’, however, attracted little popular support and by 1998 the separatist 
thrust seemed to have come to a halt. Despite remaining the official goal of the party, 
secession was side-lined and regional devolution of powers became the new 
immediate goal. At the same time, the party assumed a tougher stance on issues like 
immigration and globalisation, but lost half of its support at the 1999 European 
elections (Biorcio 2010, pp. 20–30). Considerably weakened, the LN entered a new 
alliance with Berlusconi’s party for the 2001 general election, in which it polled only 
3.9% of votes (7.8% regionally). Yet, thanks to the alliance’s victory, it entered 
government again, managing to push through a proposal for constitutional reform that 
would devolve exclusive legislative powers regarding healthcare, education and the 
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police to the regions. The Italian population however rejected the bill in a referendum 
held in 2006, although the League’s strongholds—Lombardy and Veneto—supported 
the proposed change (Passalacqua 2009, pp. 122–160). 
 
After another weak result at the 2006 general election (8.3% in the North) and two 
years in the opposition, from 2008 on, the LN began to grow stronger, winning 16.7% 
of the northern electorate in the general election that year and coming into office 
again in an alliance with Berlusconi’s new party, Il Popolo della Liberta (the People 
of Freedom—PdL). At the following regional elections, in 2010, it achieved an all-
time high, with 19.7% of the northern vote. In the meantime, it tried to push through a 
new federal reform devolving fiscal powers to regions and municipalities, but it could 
not because of the government’s fall in November 2011 (Passarelli and Tuorto 2012, 
chapter 1). With the euro crisis ravaging the country and a new government of 
technicians imposing painful austerity measures, 2012 seemed to re-introduce some of 
the conditions that had contributed to the League’s strength in the 1990s. Yet, internal 
divisions and the outbreak of a scandal involving the party’s mismanagement of 
public funding jeopardised its reputation. After two years of infighting and reform, 
during which the party nevertheless secured the Presidency of the region of Lombardy, 
in February 2013, a new young leader, Matteo Salvini, steered the movement further 
towards a populist right-wing position focusing on a bid to withdraw Italy from the 
common currency and an even tougher approach to illegal immigration. Profiting 
from the collapse of the PdL, the LN bounced back after about two years of steady 
decline and, in 2015, it secured the re-election of its member Luca Zaia as President 
of the region of Veneto. Salvini has also tried to widen the League’s popularity 
throughout Italy as a whole, which has inevitably entailed a silencing of the party’s 
northern ethos. However, it is too early to say whether this change will have a lasting 
impact on the movement’s identity (Cremonesi 2013, Diamanti 2014, 2015a). 
 

[Figure 4.1 about here]  
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The LN’s nationalism of the rich 
 
The protest against the economic exploitation of the North has probably been the most 
innovative and successful argument made by the LN. This claim, already present in 
the propaganda of the Lombard and Venetian leagues, represented a major change in 
discourses about Italy’s socio-economic development since one of the standard 
arguments until then had been that the North–South economic relation had historically 
advantaged the North rather than the South.  
 
Thieving Rome 
 
The LN’s arguments of fiscal protest boil down to an accusation of misuse of public 
funds, mostly provided by the northern regions, on the part of the inefficient and 
centralist state bureaucracy as well as by the corrupt Italian political class, which is 
deemed to have used such resources to fund clientelist networks in Southern regions. 
As we will see in the next section, both the state administration and the traditional 
parties have been portrayed as being dominated by southerners and promoting a use 
of public services and jobs, labelled assistenzialismo (‘welfare dependency’), that led 
to unmanageable levels of public debt and deficit without solving the country’s 
territorial imbalances (Vallanz 1990, LN 1996a, p. 21, Montero 2000, Carcano 2006, 
LN 2013a). The list of outcries has included, among others: the dilapidation of 
resources caused by the Cassa per il Mezzogiorno (Special Fund for the South) and 
other forms of preferential treatment targeting the South (LN 1992; Bonometti 1998, 
Ruspoli 2002, LN 2012a); an unbearable and absurd fiscal imposition (Della Torre 
1990, Delfi 1997, Pagliarini 2006, Petra 2012); the mismanagement of funds in the 
healthcare sector (Gubetti, 1992, LN 1996a, Pellai, 2008, Girardin, 2013); and the 
frauds involving fake disability pensions (LN 1992, Piazzo 1996, Mariani 2008). 
 
Throughout the 1990s, such waste of public resources was deemed to have become 
more salient because of the dire state of Italy’s public finances. As argued in the 
manifesto for the 1996 elections: ‘the public debt is a bottomless pit that currently 
averages 2,000 billion [liras], for which we have to thank the irresponsible policies of 
welfare dependency that the Bourbon-like centralist state has pursued until today. The 
innocent casualties of this “tragedy” are above all the populations of the North, who 
are always called upon to try to satisfy a monster [the state] that cannot be controlled 
any longer’ (LN 1996a, p. 20). This state of affairs was considered to be even more 
detrimental to the North because it risked leaving the area out of the coming monetary 
union, which would have been a tragedy for the region’s economy (Bossi 1991a, 
Staglieno 1994). At the same time, the party feared that, even in the event of Italy 
joining the euro, the country’s persisting structural inefficiencies—mainly due to 
Southern backwardness—could stifle northern firms, killed by the competition of 
companies located in the more advanced states of Northern and Central Europe. It 
was in this context, that the LN launched the idea of the independence of Padania as a 
way to protect the economic future of the area (Paini 1996, Bossi 1996). As argued in 
the party journal Lega Nord in mid-1996: ‘two different monetary systems for two 
different productive systems [...] that would allow Padania to enter the European 
common currency avoiding the destruction of its productive system, and the 
Meriodione [another name commonly used to indicate the South] to decrease labour 
costs, which would attract investment and enterprises. This is the only democratic 
solution to the Italian crisis’ (LN 1996c). 
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Italy eventually managed to enter the common currency and, although successive 
governments in the second half of the 1990s had to push painful austerity measures 
through, the doomsday scenario portrayed by the League never came about. The party 
thus sidelined independence in favour of a more gradualist policy focused on 
devolution of powers to the regions in the short term. Its electoral weakness forced it 
to find agreement with more centrist forces—some of which also enjoyed strong 
electoral support in the South—with which it participated in government between 
2001 and 2006. For these reasons, and despite maintaining the territorial fiscal protest 
as one of its mainstays, in those years, the party toned down its rhetoric against the 
South and switched its attention to issues relating to immigration, globalisation, unfair 
Chinese competition, law and order, and a growing anti-EU rhetoric (on these aspects 
see Albertazzi and McDonnel 2005, Biorcio 2010, pp. 15-37; Zaslove 2011, pp. 193-
205).  
 
By 2008, however, the territorial conflict began to assume, once again, central place 
in the party’s propaganda. The 2008 election campaign was centred around the idea of 
fiscal federalism, with the party strongly condemning resource mismanagement in the 
South, without however neglecting the other themes mentioned above. Thus, for 
instance, the party denounced the fact that ‘our workers in Padania have realised that 
they are squeezed to the bone in order to allow Italian parties [...] to maintain their 
electoral reservoirs in the Meridione, to the extent that a small family of four people 
resident in the North is deprived of 12 thousand euros a year’ (Dussin 2008a). 
Similarly, the peak of the debt crisis, around the end of 2011 and the beginning of 
2012, coincided with a revival of the League’s secessionist stand in its internal 
propaganda. In August, an article on la Padania compared Italy to a family, which 
‘has four brothers who work—their names are Piedmont, Emilia Romagna, Veneto 
and Lombardy—and at least thirteen who live off the others because the cash machine 
is in common and they are a majority’ (Dussin 2011a, see also Dussin 2011b, 2011c). 
Unilaterally leaving the family—the piece suggested—was the only way for the four 
to survive in the context of the crisis. The movement seemed more than ever torn 
between its militants, willing to revive the independence agenda, and the more 
pragmatic leadership, when a financial scandal broke out jeopardising the party’s 
reputation. 
 
Despite all its accusations of fiscal exploitation, however, the LN has tended to rely 
on anecdotal evidence of the size of interregional fiscal flows, rather than providing 
detailed evidence of their nature and amounts based on existing academic studies. In 
the early 1990s, it claimed that Lombardy was transferring 30,000 billion liras (about 
27 billion constant 2011 euros)1 per year to the South (Moltifiori 1990). Again, in the 
1996 manifesto, the party claimed that: ‘four regions of the North (Lombardy, Veneto, 
Piedmont and Emilia-Romagna) alone send to Rome about 50% of the taxes that the 
State cashes in and they receive in return a derisory share of the spending managed by 
the central State’ (LN 1996a, p. 3, see also LN 1996b, Piazzo and Malaguti 1996). In 
the context of the recent economic and financial crisis, in several articles, the party 
tossed off figures indicating that between 60 and 100 billion euros a year went from 
North to South (Castelli 2011, Ballarin 2012a, LN 2012b), which would amount to 
about 6.7-11% of regional GDP.2  
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To counter the accusations of selfishness that it received, the LN has stressed that the 
resources transferred from North to South have not been used to ensure wealth 
redistribution, through services and social allocations, or to finance investments for 
southern development, but to nourish an elephant-like inefficient state administration 
and clientelistic networks. More importantly, the Lega has made a cultural-
determinist argument about the socio-economic development of the North according 
to which the economic difference between the two halves of the country stems from 
the different cultures of the peoples inhabiting the Italian peninsula: while northerners 
are deemed to be hard-working and entrepreneurial, Southerners are characterised as 
lazier, more prone to passively rely on welfare and public jobs, and even to resort to 
organised crime. As one could read in the party’s paper Lega Nord in 1990: ‘we have 
been poor here in Lombardy too. But in Brianza’s wasteland, in the foggy Padanian 
flatland, in old working-class Milan, in the beautiful and harsh mountains of 
Lombardy, the Lombard people have made their way without resorting to kidnapping, 
mafia, ‘ndrangheta or camorra,3 but working hard, day by day, with honesty and 
profound dignity’ (Castellazzi 1990, see also Arcucci 1992, LN 1996d, Dussin 2008b, 
Neri 2013). In such a representation, the association between the North and its 
widespread network of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) has played a key 
role since these have not only been portrayed as responsible for the area’s economic 
performance, but also as embodying the values of hard-work and entrepreneurship 
defining the northern identity (on this see also Huysseune and Dalle Mulle 2015, 
Dalle Mulle 2016b).  
 
Hence, the LN has subscribed to a strong form of welfare producerism (Abts and 
Kochuyt 2013, 2014), whereby not only solidarity with the South has been rejected on 
account of the principles of control (Sourtherners are deemed to be responsible for 
their own state of need because of their lack of entrepreneurship and work ethic), 
attitude (they do not make a sincere effort to get out of their needy condition) and 
reciprocity (the North does not receive enough as compared to its effort), but it has 
also culturalised such welfare producerism, i.e. it has made a discursive equivalence 
between the northern ‘Padanian’ nation and the ‘imagined community of welfare 
producers’. In this way, the party has proposed institutional reform—be it 
independence in the long term or federalism in the short one—as a means to improve 
the welfare of the Northern Italians. As lamented by the party in 2008, ‘we pay taxes 
as in a civilised country in return for Third World [public] services’ (Pellai 2008, see 
also LN 1996a, p. 47, 2013a).4 
 
The Southern majority 
 
As with the other case-study parties, the LN has directly linked the economic 
victimisation of the North to the region’s political marginalisation. The Lombard and 
Venetian leagues even used colonial metaphors to describe the policies of the Italian 
state in the area (Bossi 1982, 1986, Cestonaro 1987). In the following years, such 
claims of cultural colonisation became marginal. What persisted, however, as a 
mainstay in the party’s rhetoric was the idea that centralism had remained a 
fundamental trait of the Italian state and the traditional parties, both of which had 
been taken over by Southerners. 
 
In the League’s discourse the South is the ‘relevant other’ enabling the North to 
define its own identity, but the opposition between these two has also been nuanced 
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according to the need of the time. The LN has indeed often argued that Rome—as the 
embodiment of the state bureaucracy and the traditional parties—is the main entity 
responsible for Italy’s inefficiencies as well as for the South’s backwardness, as it is 
deemed to have deliberately kept the South dependent on state allocations (Magri 
1992, LN 1994, pp. 19–24, 2001, pp. 3–4, Carcano 2006, LN 2013b). Accordingly, in 
the early 1990s, the party’s most famous slogan was Roma ladrona, la Lega non 
perdona (thieving Rome, the League doesn’t pardon). At other times, however, the 
Southerners’ seizure of parties and institutions has been openly denounced. In 1990, 
for instance, the LN wrote: ‘if in South Africa the white people exercise their political 
control through weapons, in Italy, the southern ethnic majority need not use physical 
coercion: its political representatives only need to get most of the votes in the 
elections to be legitimated “by the people” to exercise political control over minorities’ 
(Vallanz 1990).5 Southerners have thus been accused of acting as a self-conscious 
ethnic group for the pursuit of their own interests by taking over parties and state 
institutions and ‘over-profiting’ from the public purse (Orestilli 1991, LN 1995, 
Cornali 1998, Montero 2000, Dussin 2008b, Neri 2013). Even when putting the blame 
on institutional actors such as ‘Rome’, rather than directly on Southerners, the Lega 
has portrayed Southerners as, at best, passively accepting the clientelist tactics used 
by traditional parties and the state administration. 
 
Apart from a short 8 months of experience in government, the LN was continuously 
in the opposition throughout the 1990s. In the 2000s, by contrast, it took part in two 
government coalitions accounting for about 8 of the 10 years between 2001 and 2011. 
Quite obviously, during these two periods in government the party’s claim that the 
North was marginalised was more difficult to make. As mentioned in the previous 
section, in this period, the Lega focused its attention on other themes. At the same 
time, it also managed—in accordance with the slogan Lega di lotta e Lega di governo 
(ruling and fighting League)—to keep the appearance of being a territorial movement 
representing the interests of the North without becoming an established ‘Roman’ 
party, while at the same time being in office in Rome (Albertazzi and McDonnel 2005, 
p. 953). This is an issue that has regularly generated tensions between the more 
pragmatic leadership, aware of the need to compromise with other forces to have 
policy impact, and the militants, keener on maintaining a more pure, less 
compromising stand. In June 2002, for instance, a year into the second Berlusconi 
cabinet, and in the wake of the yearly meeting of the League’s militants in the 
Lombard village of Pontida, in the party magazine Il Sole delle Alpi one could read: 
  

‘The League’s basis, which keeps the movement running [...] is by now an 
inseparable mix of federalists and secessionists who feel awkward sharing spaces 
and perspectives with others for whom the freedom of the North is blasphemy. I 
know for sure that those people [...] continue to perceive the Italian state as an 
incomprehensible and uncontrollable mechanism that has little to do with the 
daily existence of each of us. A State that, since a year now, also features many 
ministers from the North and from the League, without this meaning that the 
people of Pontida perceive it as less surly’ (Reina 2002).  

 
To assuage such tensions and pursue its double strategy of compromise and protest, 
the leadership represented the party as the only force within the government capable 
of driving change—notably devolution of powers to the regions (Salvini 2001, 
Ambrosetti 2002)—and often harshly criticised other members of the governing 
coalition, accusing them of being centralist and slowing down the pace of reform 
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(Parisi 2002, Eisen 2003, Bassi 2005). Similarly, two years into the third Berlusconi 
cabinet (2008–11), with progress on the federal reform promised during the electoral 
campaign faltering, the movement blamed the slowness of the process on the 
centralist state and the Roman bureaucrats, but also on unspecified financial interests 
and obscure major powers (poteri forti) purportedly interested in keeping the North 
politically and economically subordinated (Zaia 2010, Stucchi 2010, Franco 2011).  
 
Back in the opposition, the party stressed once again its protest profile and strongly 
criticised the government of technocrats led by former EU Commissioner Mario 
Monti for systematically favouring the South to the disadvantage of the Northern 
economy and defining it as centralist and unaccountable (Castelli 2011, Ballarin 
2012b, Carcano 2012). The ‘all-Italian turn’ imposed by Matteo Salvini since early 
2014 has changed much of that. This does not mean that the party has completely 
abandoned the territorial struggle, or that it does not complain about the centralising 
tendencies of the state and the mismanagement of public funds in the South (see for 
instance LN 2014, Garibaldi 2014), but these themes have become more marginal. 
 
In order to end the political marginalisation of the North, the LN has envisaged two 
strategies over the course of its history. Federalism was the Lega’s original goal. This 
came first to be embodied in the idea of the creation of a Northern Republic within a 
larger Italian confederation (Bossi 1991b, Speroni 1991). This idea later evolved into 
the project of the independence of Padania. Due to low popular support, however, the 
party backed down and adopted a more gradualist policy. As Bossi argued in 1999, 
Padania will come ‘not anymore through the Big Bang of secession [...] Padania will 
come by Darwinian evolution, step by step’ (quoted in Savoini 2000). Yet, the 
independence of Padania has remained as the official goal of the party, the dream of 
many of its militants and a constant reference in its internal, especially visual, 
propaganda, as well as at the party’s official events, such as Pontida.6  
 
At the roots of the LN’s discourse 
 
When the Lega Nord began lamenting the fiscal exploitation of the North, it 
completely reversed the terms according to which Italian socio-economic history had 
been interpreted until then. Yet, the party was not inventing everything from scratch. 
The movement was at least partially giving voice to concerns arising in areas of late 
industrialisation in the non-metropolitan North (especially in Veneto and Lombardy) 
that had recently experienced a process of very rapid and formidable economic 
growth, the so-called Third Italy. 
 
The rise of the Third Italy  
 
The birth of the geo-economic concept of the Third Italy can be attributed to the 
works of Arnaldo Bagnasco in the mid-1970s. In Tre Italie (Three Italies), he 
interpreted the evolution of the Italian economy as the interrelation of three different 
socio-economic systems endowed with a specific function and a precise territorial 
delimitation: the South, as an underdeveloped area dependent on the industrialisation 
of the North West; the North West—especially the metropolitan triangle between 
Turin, Milan and Genoa—as the site of big industry and the chosen recipient of state 
investments towards technological excellence; and the Centre-North East, as the 
region of late industrialisation where SMEs proliferated. The Third Italy was 



 78 

essentially made up of the regions of Veneto, Tuscany and Emilia Romagna, where, 
in 1971, SMEs accounted for more than 75% of total manufacturing firms in each of 
them. Yet, SMEs represented an important part of the north-western economic fabric 
as well. In Piedmont, in the first half of the 1970s, about 50% of the car industry 
production was in fact carried out within SMEs, and in Lombardy, although SMEs 
represented a smaller share of the total number of firms than in Veneto, Emilia-
Romagna and Tuscany, in absolute terms they employed more than 1 million people, 
equal to the total amount of SME employees of those three regions (Bagnasco 1977, 
pp. 153–219).  
 
SMEs were territorially diffused, often organised in industrial districts, specialised in 
traditional labour-intensive sectors—such as furniture, footwear and leather, textiles 
and garments—and mainly employed cheap labour on flexible contracts. The small 
size stemmed from both practical reasons (mostly linked to the need for higher 
flexibility) and distortions induced by domestic inefficiencies (especially in the public 
and financial sectors). Thus, the Third Italy represented a section of the Italian 
economy that filled specific niches in traditional sectors, often coinciding with 
previously existing craft traditions, and targeted either the supply of semi-processed 
products to big domestic firms or international markets—exports made up 20% of 
total production (Bagnasco 1977, p. 219). It also constituted an answer to the 
problems experienced by the model of big—and often state-aided—industrialisation 
characterising the Turin-Milan-Genoa triangle, which, in the 1970s, struggled to 
compete internationally. These smaller units often provided lower costs and higher 
flexibility, although later some of them also developed technological excellences and 
became world leaders in specific productions. Such a process was hardly the result of 
a conscious government choice, since, even if SMEs certainly profited from the 
devaluation of the lira in the 1970s, they also suffered from the anti-inflationary 
measures adopted in the following decade and were not the main target of state 
subsidies (Bagnasco and Trigilia 1993, pp. 39–49). 
 
The rise of the Third Italy did not only contribute to propelling Italy into the league of 
the top 10 industrial countries in the world. It also had non-economic consequences. 
The first was that it challenged the then dominant interpretive framework whereby 
Southern backwardness resulted from a relation of ‘unequal exchange’ between the 
North and the South. The ‘spontaneous’ rise of the ‘peripheral North’ to a position in 
which it could challenge the leading North-West inevitably cast a new light on 
Southern underdevelopment (Bartolini 2015, p. 31). The second was a ‘re-discovery’ 
of culture—much similar to that highlighted in Chapter 3. The study of the Third Italy, 
which flourished in the late 1970s, brought with it the resurrection of the concept of 
‘industrial district’ proposed by Alfred Marshall a century before in his analysis of the 
British Midlands. Marshall laid great emphasis on the socio-cultural factors driving 
economic development in specific locations. Building on these ideas, Italian 
economists and economic sociologists interpreted the development of Northern Italian 
districts as linked not only to structural and organisational variables, but also to a 
specific ‘environment’ meant as ‘a set of shared values and practices for the 
achievement of common wellbeing’ (Bartolini 2015, p. 41). The districts were 
portrayed as communities of ‘small producers’ whose economic success depended on 
the values of hard-work, creativity, entrepreneurship and flexibility shared by their 
members, thus offering a key precedent for the LN’s representation of the North 
(which the party essentially depicted as an industrial district writ large), especially 
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given that this productive local context was unavoidably pitted against the inefficient 
national one (Bartolini 2015, p. 56). 
 
As Figure 4.2 shows, between 1951 and 1991, the Centre-North East, along with 
some rural provinces of the North West, experienced a general convergence towards 
the living standards of the industrial areas of the Turin-Milan-Genoa triangle. The 
region of Veneto is an exemplary case in this respect. While in 1951 its per capita 
value added was equal only to 81% of the national average, by 1981 it hit 109%, 
displaying the quickest growth rate among northern regions (my calculations on 
Istituto Tagliacarne 2011).  
 

[Figure 4.2 about here]  
 
Electoral studies have shown a striking correlation between support for the LN and 
employment in areas of SMEs industrialisation. Analysing the Lombard League, 
Moioli (1990) stressed that among its voters there was a high proportion of private 
sector workers and self-employed living in small centres with higher than average 
employment but lower than average levels of education, salaries and ratios of civil 
servants to the total population. Diamanti (1994) confirmed a similar profile for the 
electors of the new Northern League at large. According to his findings, most lived in 
small centres of diffused industrialisation enjoying lower than average levels of state 
transfers (see also Bonomi 1997). The correlation between SMEs and the electoral 
success of the League, however, did not hold for the region of Emilia Romagna. The 
explanation is probably to be found in the communist sub-culture that prevailed in the 
region since the post-War period, which, being ideologically too distant from the 
LN’s right-wing message, probably limited massive voters’ defection to the Lega. 
Furthermore, the Partito Comunista Italiano (Italian Communist Party, PCI) did not 
melt away as the Democrazia Cristiana (Christian Democratic, DC) and the Partito 
Socialista Italiano (Italian Socialist Party, PSI), but rather reformed itself into a social 
democratic movement, the Partito Democratico della Sinistra (Democratic Party of 
the Left, PDS), that managed to maintain its territorial hold on the region (Levy 1996, 
Hine 1996).7 
 
Between the late 1980s and the early 1990s, the League did voice some of the 
concerns of the Third Italy by introducing the ‘Northern Question’ into Italian politics. 
Yet, traditional parties had not completely ignored these demands in the previous 
years. Between the late 1970s and early 1980s, all three traditional parties—DC, PCI 
and PSI—tried to address the claims of these new constituencies within the general 
framework of the so-called nuovi ceti medi produttivi (new productive middle strata), 
although they also generally avoided territorialising their requests. The PSI was 
especially active in this respect and it frequently extolled the ‘archipelago of local 
economic systems that [...] has made a different Italy built on fantasy, attitude to work 
and disposition to risk, on the will to innovate, and also of profit, of thousands and 
thousands of workers and entrepreneurs’. Similarly, the DC took an interest in the 
‘new productive middle strata’ by creating a department devoted to studying them in 
the early 1980s. Surprisingly, it was the PCI that at times did play on territorial 
differences. This is the case with communist President of Emilia-Romagna Guido 
Fanti who, in 1975, proposed the creation of a kind of ‘League of the Po’ (which is 
the river crossing the Padanian flatland) to find coordinated solutions to the 
unresolved problems of an area that—he argued—was the engine of Italy’s growth. 
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His proposal did not lead anywhere, but it constitutes an important precedent and 
even contained some fiscal complaints in line with future LN arguments (quoted in 
Bartolini 2015, p. 125).  
 
More generally, however, between the late 1970s and mid-1980s, these parties tended 
to praise the work-ethic and entrepreneurship of the new middle strata and to suggest 
the existence of a rising social conflict—in part reformulating more traditional class 
references—between ‘producers’ and ‘parasites’, with the former being identified 
with the new class of small entrepreneurs and professionals and the latter variably, 
according to each party, with big capital (as opposed to SMEs) and/or white-collar 
workers (executive or clerical) exploiting rent-seeking positions (Bartolini 2015, pp. 
90–126). In this way, they involuntarily paved the way for the territorialisation of 
such an incipient conflict that the League would bring about towards the end of the 
1980s. 
 
The inter-territorial transfers 
 
Contrary to other cases analysed in this study, the LN did not profit from academic 
calculations of inter-territorial transfers, since the first studies were only carried out in 
the early 1990s. By contrast, successive governments throughout the 1970s and 1980s, 
along with much of the southern political class, widely publicised the extraordinary 
state intervention in the South to ensure consensus there, especially the industrial and 
infrastructural projects linked to the Cassa per il Mezzogiorno—a special investment 
fund established in 1950 to promote the development of the area (Viesti 2003, p. 51).  
 
In 1992, Carlo Trigilia (1992, pp. 37-73) showed that per capita state expenses were 
roughly proportional to the population both in the North and the South, but the latter 
contributed 50% less than what it received and therefore profited from inter-regional 
redistribution, although mainly from ordinary rather than extraordinary spending, 
which had been the focus of northern criticism. His data refuted some evaluations 
carried out at about the same time by Giuseppe de Meo (1992) and other researchers 
who, in fact, tried to provide evidence that taxation in Italy was regressive and the 
South was in fact subsidising the North. More in-depth analyses came from the late 
1990s onwards. As it can be seen from Table 4.1, despite showing sometimes large 
differences, these studies confirm the existence of substantial transfers from the North 
to the South (in the 4.7-11.5% range of the region’s GDP) that, when considering the 
regions that contribute most, such as Lombardy and Veneto, are generally higher than 
those reviewed in the previous chapters (13% of Lombardy’s GDP and 8.9% of 
Veneto’s on average). All southern regions are net recipients, but so are those 
northern regions that enjoy a special statute, especially Aosta Valley and Trentino-
Süd Tirol, even if they enjoy high levels of income per capita (131% and 125% of the 
Italian average respectively).  
 

[Table 4.1 about here] 
 
Commenting on the results, Staderini and Vadalà (2009) argued that the flows were 
quite proportional to the distribution of income across the peninsula and largely 
justified on account of inter-personal re-distribution, only magnified by the big gap 
between northern and southern regions (see also Maggi and Piperno 1998, p. 42). 
Likewise, Ambrosiano et al. (2010) found tax revenue to be substantially proportional 
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to income and only slightly higher in richer Lombardy (24%) compared to poorer 
Calabria (22.4%). These conclusions would therefore confirm that social 
redistribution—in principle an interpersonal matter—lies at the core of the inter-
territorial transfers so central to the LN’s arguments. However, both studies also 
pointed to some problems. Staderini and Vadalà made room for the possibility that 
part of the transfers was generated by lower efficiency in the public sector in southern 
regions, while Ambrosiano et al. focused on the lack of convergence between the 
South and the rest of the country and wondered whether, in the context of the recent 
economic and financial crisis, such generous flows could still be sustainable. 
 
Unfortunately, no study provides a longitudinal analysis of the evolution of the 
transfers over an extended period of time. Maggi and Piperno (1998) did compare 
data from 1989 and 1995, showing a clear deterioration of fiscal deficits for the 
‘Padanian regions’ of Piedmont, Lombardy, Emilia-Romagna and Veneto (their 
aggregate contribution went from 2.8% to 5.2% of Italian GVA), which they mostly 
explained with reference to the massive fiscal consolidation carried out by successive 
Italian governments in those years. While this can explain the formation of the 
League’s nationalism of the rich and its breakthrough in the early 1990s, it cannot 
account for later trends. A look at the evolution of the relationship between primary 
and disposable income per capita in the three northern regions where the League has 
been most successful—Lombardy, Veneto and Piedmont—can help complete the 
picture. As shown by Figure 4.3, obtained through a revised version of a formula by 
Lago-Peñas et al. (2013, see figure caption), the redistributive effort of Lombardy and 
Veneto has remained quite stable in the period 1995–2011—although it slightly 
worsened—while Piedmont’s has almost completely reversed. This data suggests that, 
from the mid-1990s, Veneto and Lombardy’s fiscal deficit has remained quite stable 
and cannot therefore account for major variations in the salience of the transfers. As 
in the other cases, however, they can account for the persistence of the Northern 
Question. In order to explain variability one has to look at other—economic and non-
economic—factors. Among the former, overcompensation effects and economic 
convergence must be taken into account, as well as the efficiency of the public 
administration, patterns of public spending and growth trends.  
 

[Figure 4.3 about here]  
 
Leaving the last three for the next section, let us focus here on the first two factors. By 
integrating estimates of public sector efficiency and fiscal evasion into calculations of 
interregional fiscal transfers, Ricolfi (2010, pp. 82–112) recently concluded that 
northern residents have not only paid more on average, but also received less in both 
relative and absolute terms (about 500 euros less yearly per capita). Other studies 
suggest that this has been accompanied by lack of economic convergence. By the 
early 1990s, the South’s GDP was 60% of that of the North, i.e. about the same as in 
1945. Considering that in the meantime northern regions had made an impressive leap 
forward, in absolute terms this was a positive result. Yet, southern development 
resulted more from public employment (public sector jobs accounted for about 50% 
of its GDP against 30% in the North in the early 1990s) and top-down 
industrialisation than from the creation of endogenous factors of growth (Trigilia 
1992, pp. 37–73, Viesti 2003, pp. 51-53). Furthermore, analysing convergence from 
the 1950s up to the 2000s, Padovano (2007, p. 90) found that, when redistribution was 
geographically regressive—i.e. the average tax rate decreased as income increased—
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southern economies converged towards the northern ones, while when it was 
progressive the gap widened. This change from regressive to progressive taxation 
mainly occurred in the 1970s, when the Italian government began to redistribute 
through cash transfers instead of capital expenditure, thus propping up consumption. 
While such a change might have had a positive impact in improving living standards 
in the Meridione, from a production-side perspective, it arguably advantaged firms in 
the North, which could sell their products to a wider market in the South, and did not 
go along with convergence. Padovano (2007, p. 12) thus concluded that this finding 
would ‘run counter to the notion that government policy in favor of Mezzogiorno 
was...in favor of Mezzogiorno’.  
 
The fiscal crisis of the state  
 
Between 1970 and 1990, Italy’s public spending rose dramatically. At first, this 
happened without a substantial increase in taxes, as budget deficits were mainly 
financed through debt and inflation. Yet, by the early 1980s this strategy became 
unsustainable (Viesti 2003, pp. 41–51). A sudden tax hike occurred between 1981 and 
1983 and, although at a lower pace, it continued edging up between 1985 and 1993, 
from 35% to 43% of GDP. Spending was very much affected by the stock of debt 
accumulated and the interest paid on it. In the early 1990s, public expenditure net of 
interest payments on debt was equal to 39.2% of GDP, slightly lower than the EEC 
average. Yet, the draconian interest rates (10-12% a year) and the size of public debt 
pushed spending up to 53.2% of GDP (Padoa Schioppa Kostoris 1996, pp. 273–276). 
This was the result of policies adopted throughout the 1980s, when the country 
recorded the second-highest rate of increase in public spending in the OECD behind 
Spain (my calculations on Tanzi and Schuknecht 2000, pp. 6–7). Accordingly, public 
debt increased from 60.4% of GDP in 1975 to a 121.8% in 1994 (Figure 4.4).  
 

[Figure 4.4 about here]  
 
All this was made worse by an inefficient administration and by one of the most 
unbalanced welfare states among advanced economies. Although it is hard to 
comparatively gauge the former, there is a general consensus in the literature that the 
standards of the Italian bureaucratic service—although with geographic variations—
have not been up to those of other countries with similar, or even lower, levels of 
spending (Cassese 1998, pp. 60–76, Ginsborg 1996, p. 23). Similarly, Italian welfare 
was among the most distorted in Europe. By 1980, pensions accounted for 80% of 
total social spending. Given the huge differences in income from work and 
employment between the two halves of the country, 69% of it went to the North, 
although only 45% of the elderly population lived there. This not only advantaged the 
North over the South, but it also mainly catered for workers with standard long-term 
careers, who could be found more often in big firms than in SMEs. Along the same 
lines, the progressive extension of the cassa integrazione (redundancy fund) chiefly 
targeted employees in big industrial plants and was consistently preferred over the 
establishment of a universal unemployment benefit scheme (Ferrera et al. 2012, pp. 
330–331). As a compensation to the South, public employment and disability 
pensions were used there as a kind of ‘permanent unemployment benefit’, albeit a 
very unfair and ineffective one from a social welfare perspective, because highly 
selective and often linked to clientelistic relations (Alesina et al. 1999, Fargion 2005, 
pp. 127-134, Ferrera 1993, pp. 25–29). The flexible labour force on short-term 
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contracts and the small entrepreneurs prevalent in the Third Italy were often left 
without welfare coverage. 
 
In the early 1990s, the dire situation of Italian public finances cast a long shadow over 
the chances that the country would be able to respect the criteria for membership in 
the coming European monetary union. Concerns for the state of national accounts 
evolved into a true emergency in summer 1992, when a speculative attack on the lira 
pushed its value down by 15%, forcing it out of the European Monetary System 
(Gundle and Parker 1996, pp. 1–15). The government, led by Giuliano Amato, 
responded with a bill that cut the budget deficit by 90 thousand billion liras in just one 
year (about 74 billion constant 2011 euros).8 Still in 1992, a judicial inquiry called 
mani pulite (Clean Hands) exposed a systematic system of clientelism and corruption 
with ramifications throughout the country. The ensuing scandal—named 
Tangentopoli (Bribesville)—led to the dissolution of both the DC and the PSI and the 
end of the so-called First Republic. In the face of these events, the idea that Italy had 
been brought to the verge of collapse by a corrupt and incompetent political class 
inevitably struck a chord. Furthermore, in light of the opportunities and threats posed 
by the coming European Single Market, a substantial part of northern Italian society 
began to realise that clientelism ‘had become increasingly uneconomic and was 
placing burdens on local business’  (Cento Bull and Gilbert 2001, p. 82). Out-
sourcing of production had already begun in the late 1980s causing unemployment 
and workers’ anxiety. Enterprises also began to need more resources in terms of 
information and marketing and realised that local, and especially regional, institutions 
could play a critical role in providing firms with such services. For these reasons, 
industrial districts started asking for liberal measures, local autonomy and a bigger 
say in state politics, all demands that—between the late 1980s and the early 1990s—
were captured by the League (Cento Bull and Gilbert 2001, pp. 79-98).  
 
Towards the end of the 1990s, fiscal reforms began delivering results and the country 
managed to enter the monetary union. Yet, success was mixed. While public finances 
were brought under control, debt began decreasing and unemployment was very low 
(4.1% on average in the North between 2000 and 2007), the 2000s were also years of 
sluggish real GDP growth (1% in 2000–07) (my calculations on ISTAT 2017d, 
2017e). Furthermore, during these years Italy lost the opportunity to use the resources 
freed by the reduced interest on debt— which had shrunk from 12.6% of GDP to less 
than 5% in about a decade—to invest in innovation and reduce inefficiencies in the 
public sector. Between 2000 and 2007, Northern enterprises became very good at 
internationalising their production, but remained generally undersized as compared to 
their rivals abroad, did not manage to expand into high-tech sectors and suffered 
heavily from Chinese competition (Cannari and Franco 2012, pp. 103–127, Fortis and 
Quadro Curzio 2003, Picchieri and Perulli 2010, Grandinetti 2010). 
 
For the Northern economy, the recent economic crisis has had a worse impact than 
that of the early 1990s. While two decades earlier the fiscal crisis of the state had been 
accompanied by good growth rates, this time the ‘real’ economy was hit quite harshly. 
Real GDP decreased by 7.1% in 2009 and again by 5.4% in 2012–13 (my calculations 
on ISTAT 2017d). Although it remained low by international standards, 
unemployment increased from 3.9% in 2008 to 8.6% in 2014 (ISTAT 2017e). But the 
highest price was paid by industrial production that in 2014 was 76% of its 2007 level, 
or about the same as in 1985–86 (OECD 2017b).9 As we will see more in detail in 
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Chapter 9, between 2010 and 2011, opinion polls suggested a revival of demands for 
more autonomy in the North coinciding with the peak of the crisis, but that discontent 
was later channelled in different directions.  
 
Italy, a 90-minute nation? 
 
Although the Lega invented a completely new identity for the North, its controversial 
territorial claims built on an entrenched perception of a cultural difference between 
the two halves of the country. Yet, despite being a central theme of Italian politics, the 
North-South fracture never was a threat to Italian unity. On the contrary, it was seen 
as a goal of the entire polity to overcome on the path towards modernisation.  
 
Before unification the major concern of those Italian intellectuals who engaged with 
the subject of national unity regarded the need to regenerate the Italian people in order 
to bring them up to the standard of the other great European nations. In this context, 
idiosyncratic flaws such as idleness were attributed to the inhabitants of the whole 
country. Yet, in the early post-unification years, mainly as a consequence of the war 
against brigantaggio,10 the South became the internal ‘other’ representing all what 
was not modern about Italy (Patriarca 2011, pp. 74–108, Huysseune 2006, pp. 39–79). 
Later on, southern underdevelopment was mainly explained through the interpretation 
of the so-called ‘meridionalist school’, which read the ‘Southern Question’ as the 
consequence of the Piedmontese ‘invasion’ that imposed northern economic 
dominance over the South through a pact between southern big landowners and the 
northern rising industrial bourgeoisie—the so-called Blocco storico (historical block). 
Although this explanation underlined the existence of ‘two Italies’, it did not 
questioned Italian unity and the existence of an Italian nation (Teti 2011). 
 
Italian unification had been a top-down affair triggering little popular enthusiasm. 
Despite being limited to 6% of the population—extended to about 20% in 1882—
elections showed a remarkably low turnout suggesting that ‘the liberal and moderate 
elites that were in power ruled, but were not hegemonic’ (Patriarca 2011, p. 41). 
Furthermore, Italy was divided among dozens of languages, identities and local 
cultures that seriously threatened the unity and legitimacy of the state. Fearing for the 
survival of the Kingdom, the Piedmontese extended their legislation to the entire 
country and imposed a very high level of uniformity (Lepschy et al. 1996, Vandelli 
2011, p. 421). Regional elites did complain about excessive centralisation, yet they 
never dared openly challenge state authority, nor did they develop any forms of 
political regionalism, because they felt their power was precarious and thus accepted 
state protection, seeking to maximise the benefits derived from their position as 
intermediaries between the state and civil society. Hence, state legitimacy came to be 
based on the mediation of the political class (Cammarano 2011, pp. 72–78, Lyttelton 
1996, p. 43). Such weak legitimacy coupled with a centralised architecture hampered 
the definition of a general interest and is often deemed to be the main cause of the 
development of a peculiarly Italian feature, trasformismo (transformism), i.e. a ‘form 
of political action that is designed to cater to multiple interests and that, instead of 
achieving a general synthesis, seeks short-term and partial syntheses’ (Graziano 2010, 
p. 5). Clientelism would be a corollary of transformism and, although today 
discredited, in the early phases of consolidation of the new Italian state, it served the 
need to weave together the very different societies making up the country (Lyttelton 
1996, p. 45). 
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The First World War and the ensuing fascist age tried to provide founding myths and 
a ‘grand design’ for the nation. Yet, fascism and the tragedy of the Second World War 
constituted a major collective trauma, seriously hampering any nation-building effort 
for the following half a century (Rusconi 1993, p. 13, Patriarca 2001, pp. 21-22). Two 
further issues contributed to preventing any serious discourse about the nation in 
public debates. First, the Resistance had become the most immediate myth of national 
unity, but, this had in fact been a civil war between anti-fascists and collaborationists 
that stretched well into the first years of the Republic (1945–48). Second, as Norberto 
Bobbio (in Bobbio and Rusconi 1992, p. 1023) argued, after the War, the leitmotif of 
national unity moved from being the anti-fascist struggle, in which the communists 
had played a key role, to anti-communism, therefore laying the foundation for the 
post-war national identity on even more shifting sands. Paradoxically, the rise of the 
LN at the beginning of the 1990s unleashed an unprecedented level of discussion on 
and attention to Italian national identity. Hence, not only did the Lega expose once 
again the problematic features of this identity, but it also reignited a conversation that 
had been dormant for about half a century. 
 
Opinion polls generally confirm the ‘weakness’ of the Italian identity, which is often 
blamed on the ‘failure’ of Italian nation-building. Graziano (2010, pp. 61–64), for 
instance, stresses how, at unification, Italian was spoken only by 2.5% of the 
population and often as a dead written language. Fifty years later, in 1910, the 
Ministry of Education still complained that two-thirds of school classes were of 
inadequate quality. In many places, illiterate teachers were hired because of lack of 
literate ones and even those who spoke Italian often had to use dialects to be 
understood by pupils. The most intense phase of cultural and linguistic 
homogenisation occurred after 1945, with the expansion of education, the increase of 
well-being and, above all, the spread of radio and television, which brought standard 
Italian to virtually all households in the country (Lupo 1996, p. 258). However, at the 
same time, an important nuance should be stressed. Several studies have shown that 
about 80% of Italians declare themselves proud of their national identity, a percentage 
in line with wider European trends. Nevertheless, Italians stand out by virtue of a 
substantially lower attachment to political institutions. Thus, the ‘weakness’ would lie 
in the political rather than the cultural dimension of Italian identity (Segatti 1999, 15-
23, see also Huysseune 2002, p. 220).  
 
Although the idea of the existence of a northern (or Padanian) nation did play on the 
cultural fracture between the North and the South and could exploit some 
‘weaknesses’ of Italian nation-building, it did not have any real historical precedent. 
This absence of past instances of northern political unity, from which the positive 
characters of northern identity could be derived, has led the party to mainly create 
them by opposition to the well-defined—because available in the rich literature on the 
‘Italian national character’ and the Southern Question—profile of Southerners (see 
Huysseune 2006, Patriarca 2011). Furthermore, despite attempts to ‘homogenise’ the 
Padanian self-understanding, pre-existing cultural differences between Venetians, 
Lombards and other northern groups have lingered on, making the Padanian identity a 
light overarching feature of the fragmented northern community. Yet, the League’s 
nation-building effort has not been totally unsuccessful. According to figures reported 
by Biorcio (2010, pp. 40–41), in 1996, only 5.3% of northern Italians declared 
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belonging to Northern Italy as their primary territorial identity. By 2008 the figure 
had reached 22.7% (see also Diamanti 2008). 
 
A Southern-dominated state? 
 
The LN’s main argument of political marginalisation has concerned Southerners’ 
domination of state bureaucracy and political parties. Even here, the Lega was not 
building totally from scratch, since the idea that northern and southern elites had 
followed complementary paths of specialisation, the former taking care of the 
economy and the latter focusing on the management of the state, had roots reaching 
back to the interwar years and even further (see Cassese 1977, pp. 87–106).  
 
With regard to the bureaucracy, there is evidence of a process of ‘southernisation’ at 
least up to the early 1960s. After an early domination by Piedmontese civil servants, 
from the last quarter of the 19th century, there was a steady flow of officials from the 
South. By 1954, Southern bureaucrats were overwhelmingly represented among the 
higher ranks (56% against 13% from the North), while in 1961 the ratio of civil 
servants in the central administration on the total population of their circumscription 
of origin was 15.4 for 100,000 inhabitants in the North West, 48.4 in the North East 
and the Centre, 102.9 in the South and 127.5 in Sicily and Sardinia. According to 
Cassese (1977, pp. 70–117), this was the result of a set of historical reasons, whereby 
public employment became the best chance of social mobility for the southern middle 
class and this condition was deliberately tolerated, even encouraged, by successive 
governments for reasons of consensus.  
 
With regard to political parties, there is some evidence of Southern overrepresentation 
among the traditional ones in the last decades of the First Republic, although mostly 
in an indirect way. Since the end of 1970s, the DC, the PSI and the PCI began a long-
lasting electoral decline that was, however, more pronounced in the North than in the 
South—especially concerning the DC and the PSI. An important consequence of 
these developments was that ‘the political class of the DC and the PSI elected at the 
national level inevitably became more southernised’ (Trigilia 1992, p. 70). 
 
But the League’s argument of political marginalisation did not only pertain to the 
North-South fracture. It also referred to a divide between two types of Norths. The 
historical thesis of the Blocco storico, for instance, stressed how the North-West had 
remained the overriding target of investments for the development of big industries 
since the late 19th century. As shown by Silvio Lanaro (1988, p. 81, 1993, pp. 31–32), 
since unification, such northern, especially Milanese, elites had remained content with 
their economic prosperity and rather uninterested in political positions, sending few 
representatives to participate in central governments. Yet, with regard to the non-
metropolitan northern areas, the 1980s brought about a perception of marginalisation, 
rather than of deliberate indifference to national politics. Such feelings were openly 
expressed at the end of the 1980s by the Venetian Senator of the Christian Democrats 
Antonio Bisaglia, when he declared that ‘the state has very often considered my 
region as an isolated area, alien to the strategic choices of the country. It has focused 
its attention on the big metropolitan areas, that fortunately we do not have, or on the 
South. Hence, the area in between, that has neither Naples, nor Turin, nor Milan, has 
been sacrificed’ (quoted in Diamanti 1988, see also Bartolini 2015, p. 124). Non-
academic accounts provided some statistical evidence, although the calculation was 
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limited to the North East and covered a very short time period. Gian Antonio Stella 
(2000), editor of Il Corriere della Sera, showed that at the beginning of the 1990s the 
area accounted for 14% of the national wealth and 20% of exports, but only 4% of 
government members belonged to it.  
 
The corruption scandals that broke out at the beginning of the 1990s, along with the 
dire conditions of state accounts, exposed the inefficiency of the centralist political 
system. Also thanks to the rise of the LN, a consensus arose around the idea that 
decentralisation could bring about more accountability and efficiency in public 
spending as well as provide a solution to northern perceptions of political 
marginalisation (Fabbrini and Brunazzo 2008, p. 105). Hence, ordinary regions, 
which were originally established in 1970 but endowed with very few powers, were 
progressively granted more autonomy. The ratio of own taxes on regional spending 
increased from 15% in 1992 to over 50% by 2000 (Ambrosiano et al. 2010, pp. 84–
85). The most important institutional modification, however, came in 2001. This 
introduced a list of competences reserved to the state, leaving all the residual ones to 
the regions except for some concurrent legislation, and it allowed regions, at least in 
principle, to claim more competences than those initially attributed to them, thus 
opening up the possibility of asymmetric federalism as in Spain (Giarda 2004, pp. 1–
15). Nevertheless, the latter provision was never implemented. This was the case as 
well with the modification of article 119 of the Constitution, which in its new form 
could allow regions to be totally financed by their own revenues and tax shares, ruling 
out earmarked central transfers as standard practice, and would set up a new inter-
regional equalisation fund aimed at reducing differences in fiscal capacity, but with 
no consideration of regional needs or historical expenditure (Ambrosiano et al. 2010, 
pp. 80-81).  
 
Overall, thus, the Italian process of federalisation has been limited and contradictory 
(Fabbrini and Brunazzo 2008, p. 117, Roux 2008, p. 334, Bull and Pasquino 2007, pp. 
671–672). From data concerning fiscal autonomy, one could be led to conclude that 
Italian regions have greatly improved their powers. Yet, specific provisions in the 
2001 constitutional reform constrained the scope for differentiation. Some clauses 
have ensured the primacy of uniformity over autonomy, both in the levels of spending 
and the quality of services (Giarda 2004, pp. 21–22). In addition, many of the 
modifications have not been implemented (most strikingly not even by the League 
once in government), leaving their autonomist potential largely unexploited. As in all 
the other case studies, the process has lacked vision and has mainly been guided by 
short-term political compromises (Fabbrini and Brunazzo 2008, p. 114). 
 
Finally, the role played by regional institutions in the other case studies suggests that 
the fragmentation into different regions of the northern constituencies targeted by the 
Lega has disadvantaged the party, although such fragmentation clearly reflects the 
indeterminacy and weakness of the overarching northern identity. In other words, the 
centre-periphery cleavage in Italy has not been as clear-cut as in other countries. Also, 
there has not been a substantial overlap between territorial and ideological cleavages 
with a clear domination of the Right in the North and of the Left in the South. Some 
southern regions have indeed consistently voted for FI—Sicily for instance—and the 
Left has been successful in some northern regions, notably Emilia Romagna. Yet, 
when considering the three key regions of Lombardy, Piedmont and Veneto, the 
centre-left has won only two regional elections of the 15 held between 1995 and 2015. 
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All the others have been won by centre-right candidates, mostly resulting from 
alliances between the LN and FI (PdL from 2008–13). The centre-right domination of 
these three regions has upheld the idea of a more entrepreneurial North out of tune 
with the rest of the country, which largely reflects the LN’s propaganda. Such 
concerns have also been openly expressed by some northern leaders of the Centre-
Left. After the 2000 election, for instance, Piero Fassino, senior member of the then 
Democratici di Sinistra (Leftist Democrats), publicly argued that the party’s defeat 
‘expressed the difficulty in the relationship between the Centre-Left and the northern 
society. Where society is more dynamic—he continued—the Centre-Left has a greater 
difficulty to understand and represent this reality’ (quoted in Roux 2008, p. 331). 
 
Conclusion 
 
The ‘Northern Question’ has undeniably been the most important novelty introduced 
by the LN in Italian politics. This has consisted in a reversal of traditional 
interpretations of Italian economic development according to which it was necessary 
to develop the South in order to make Italy modern. In this framework redistribution 
had often been justified on the grounds that state policies had favoured 
industrialisation in the North while keeping the South backward. The League has 
consistently suggested that the money transferred from the North to the South has 
been wasted and used to finance clientelism and corruption. The party has however 
rarely provided detailed accounts of the transfers and mainly relied on anecdotal 
evidence. Most importantly, the Lega has formulated a culturalised welfare 
producerism, whereby not only solidarity with the South has been rejected on account 
of the deservingness criteria of control, attitude and reciprocity, but it has also 
discursively identified the entire northern nation with the ‘imagined community of 
welfare producers’. This has allowed the party to propose independence, and/or more 
autonomy, as a means to improve the welfare of northern Italians without harming the 
region’s competitiveness.  
 
The other pillar of the Lega’s nationalism of the rich stems from the accusations 
against the centralist tendencies of the Italian administration and the traditional parties, 
both of which have supposedly been controlled by Southerners. The Lega has often 
changed tone strategically, at times emphasising the responsibility of Rome in making 
the South dependent, at others, depicting Southerners as a cohesive ethnic group 
deliberately plotting against Northerners. In any case, the North, and, in particular, the 
non-metropolitan areas of so-called Third Italy have been portrayed as not having 
power in line with their economic weight. Their economic victimisation is thus 
deemed to derive from this political subordination.  
 
While in the 1990s the party was in the opposition for nearly the entire decade, it held 
government responsibilities in Rome for most of the 2000s. Despite this privileged 
position, the Lega has not been able to solve the ‘Northern Question’, nor to 
substantially increase the autonomy of the northern regions. In such a context, the 
marginalisation of the North has been a much harder claim to make. Yet, the Leauge 
has been at least in part able to continue to shift the blame for the lack of success of 
its reform agenda onto other government partners, described as defending the interests 
of Rome and the South.  
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In historical perspective, the nationalism of the rich in northern Italy did not arise in 
those areas that had enjoyed unchallenged primacy in the national economy since the 
beginning of the century, that is, the metropolitan areas included in the Turin-Milan-
Genoa triangle. It rather originated in semi-rural areas, especially those of Veneto and 
Lombardy, that between roughly 1960 and 1980 experienced a spread of industrial 
districts of SMEs combining high flexibility and specialisation leading to the so-
called ‘second Italian economic miracle’. Although having been richer than most of 
the South since the end of the Second World War, many of these provinces went from 
enjoying a GDP per capita closer to that of the Meriodione than to that of the richest 
industrial areas of the North, to joining the group of the most prosperous regions of 
the country. They thus went through a situation of economic reversal similar to that 
realised in Flanders and, if one counts the potential wealth deriving from oil, Scotland. 
 
As compared to the other case studies, rigorous assessments of inter-territorial 
transfers between the North and the South came well after the LN had openly 
questioned their legitimacy. This delayed interest on the part of Italian economists 
might have been due to the initial scepticism, and often scorn, with which the League 
was hailed in mainstream Italian politics. Despite varying widely, the available 
estimates show sizable transfers between the North and the South, although especially 
coming from the regions of Lombardy, Veneto and Emilia-Romagna, and usually of 
greater magnitude than those registered in the other case studies (8-15% of regional 
GDP). Their magnitude mainly depends on the wide income gap between northern 
and southern regions, yet some authors have also pointed out problems linked to 
overcompensation, lack of convergence and lower administrative efficiency in the 
South, which in turn would also depend on the wider use of some welfare 
provisions—notably disability pensions—and public employment for clientelist 
purposes. Yet, probably the most important factor explaining the questioning of 
North-South solidarity since the mid-1980s has been the progressive worsening of 
state finances with the parallel increase of deficit, debt and taxation throughout the 
following decade.  
 
Both the arguments of economic victimisation and political marginalisation require a 
claim of difference based on the belief in the existence of a distinct political 
community. Although new and surprising, the assertion that the North constituted a 
different nation could rely upon the well-entrenched perception of a cultural 
difference between the two halves of the country. It probably also profited from some 
weaknesses of the process of Italian nation-building. Enjoying little grassroots 
legitimacy, the Savoy monarchy had indeed imposed a strongly centralised 
administrative system that, at the same time, had few resources to bring about a 
thorough process of nation-formation. Paradoxically, however, the rise of the 
regionalist leagues, in the 1980s, came after that the first period of true cultural 
homogenisation, with the spread of mass education, cinema, radio and TV in the post-
Second World War period, had come about.  
 
Finally, the LN has accused Southerners of having taken over the administration and 
the political parties. While there is evidence concerning the overrepresentation of civil 
servants coming from southern regions within the central administration at least up to 
the early 1960s, figures regarding political parties are more fragmentary. There would 
however be some ground to confirm an at least partial ‘southernisation’ of the DC and 
the PSI throughout the 1980s. All this arguably contributed to the perception of a 
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political marginalisation in the non-metropolitan areas of diffused industrialisation, a 
perception greatly enhanced by the Tangentopoli corruption scandal, which, although 
having ramifications throughout the country, was mostly depicted by the League as 
being due to a southernised partitocratic system.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 Figures in constant euros are my calculations on ISTAT (2011). 
2 Figures in share of regional GDP are my calculations on ISTAT (2017a). 
3 ‘ndrangheta and camorra are the names used to indicate mafia-style organised crime in the region of 
Calabria and Campania. 
4 Here, welfare producerism concerns not only social provisions, but also public employment more 
generally, since, according to the party, (useless) public jobs were distributed in the South as a form of 
social support (see LN 1992, 2013a).   
5 The claim that the North constitutes a minority is of course disputable (see next section and Chapter 6 
for further detail).  
6 On the internal function of the idea of Padanian independence see Avanza 2009. 
7 In the late 2000s, however, the League consolidated its support in Emilia-Romagna as well, especially 
playing on its arguments against foreign immigration (Anderlini 2009, Passarelli and Tuorto 2009).  
8 My calculations on ISTAT 2011. 
9 Data are for Italy as a whole, but given the concentration of industrial production in the North it is 
reasonable to assume that it reflects general trends there. 
10 The term refers to the illegal activities of bands of brigands in the South in the first years of the new 
Kingdom.  



Chapter 4 – Figures’ captions, notes and sources 
 
Figure 4.1 – LN’s electoral results, regional and general elections, 1990–2013 
(percentage of regional vote)*

 
*The results concern the regions of Piedmont, Lombardy, Veneto, Liguria, Emilia-
Romagna, Trentino-Südtirol (not for regional elections) and Friuli-Venezia Giulia 
(not for regional elections). 
Source: my elaboration on Ministero dell’Interno 2017. 
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Figure 4.2 – Northern Italy’s value added per capita by province, 1951–91 
(percentage of national average)

 
Source: my elaboration on Istituto Tagliacarne 2011. 
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Figure 4.3 – Northern Italy’s redistributive effort per capita, 1995–2011 
(percentage of standardised primary income)* 

 
* Redistributive Effort = ((Di/Dn) - (Pi/Pn))/(Pi/Pn),  
Di = regional disposable income per capita;  
Dn = national disposable income per capita;  
Pi = regional primary income per capita;  
Pn = national primary income per capita.  
(see Lago-Penas et al. 2013, p. 13). 
Source: my elaboration on ISTAT 2013. 
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Figure 4.4 – Italy’s public debt, budget balance and tax revenue, 1980–2015 
(percentage of GDP)

 
Sources: my elaboration on ISTAT 2017b, 2017c, IMF-IFAD 2012. 
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Chapter 4 – Tables 
 

Table 4.1 – Northern Italian regions’ fiscal balances, various estimates 
(percentage of regional GDP) 
 

 

Ambrosiano 
et al.  

(2005, bf) 

Arachi et al.  
(1996-2002, 

bf) 

Brosio et al. 
(1997, mf) 

Maggi and 
Piperno 

(1995, bf) 

Staderini 
and Vadalà 
(2004-05, bf) 

Abruzzo 6.9% 4.2% -0.6% 6.0% 5.9% 

Aosta Valley* 2.8% 11.7% 10.3% 13.9% 11.2% 
Basilicata 13.7% 19.6% 9.8% 22.0% 23.1% 
Calabria 17.8% 26.9% 7.7% 31.2% 25.6% 
Campania 14.6% 14.3% 2.0% 13.1% 14.9% 
Emilia 
Romagna -5.9% -11.6% -5.4% -9.4% -8.4% 

Friuli-VG* -0.8% -3.0% 7.2% 0.9% -0.4% 
Lazio 2.5% -9.7% 7.4% -1.3% -8.5% 
Liguria 5.6% 1.0% -0.1% 1.7% 3.7% 
Lombardy -11.6% -17.9% -6.0% -14.4% -14.6% 
Marches 0.6% -2.4% -4.4% -1.7% -1.5% 
Molise 14.1% 15.2% 2.8% 17.9% 20.3% 
Piedmont -1.8% -8.6% -4.5% -7.2% -5.1% 
Puglia 12.9% 12.2% 1.5% 10.4% 14.3% 
Sardinia* 12.4% 16.6% 12.9% 19.5% 15.4% 
Sicily* 16.5% 20.4% 8.8% 20.4% 18.7% 
Trentino-ST* -1.3% 2.2% 11.0% 12.2% 4.7% 
Tuscany 0.6% -4.5% -5.7% -4.3% -4.1% 
Umbria 7.8% 3.8% -0.3% 4.7% 6.6% 
Veneto -6.4% -11.1% -9.8% -9.4% -7.6% 
North** -6.5% -11.5% -4.7% – -9.6% 

bf = benefit-flow; mf = monetary-flow. 
*Region with special statute of autonomy. 
**My calculation on data provided by the authors cited.  
Sources: Ambrosiano et al. 2010, Arachi et al. 2006, Brosio and Revelli 2003, Maggi 
and Piperno 1998, Staderini and Vadalà 2009. 
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5. Scotland: The Economics of Independence and the Democratic 
Deficit 
 
 
Origins and evolution of the SNP 
  
Born in April 1934 of the merger between the National Party of Scotland and the 
Scottish Party, the SNP’s main objective at its founding was to establish a Scottish 
Parliament dealing with Scottish affairs. Until the end of the 1960s, however, the SNP 
mostly remained a marginal organisation. At the beginning of that decade, a group of 
new young members ameliorated its structure and policy-making, enabling the party 
to contest an increasing number of seats and to considerably enlarge its membership. 
The victory at the Hamilton by-election, in Lanarkshire, in 1967, where Winifred 
Ewing gained one of Labour’s safest seats in Scotland, served as a precipitating event 
propelling the SNP to the centre of Scottish politics (Brand 1978, pp. 257–264, Finlay 
1994a, Mitchell 1996, p. 193).  
 
Nevertheless, after 1968 the party was already showing signs of exhaustion (Lynch 
2002, p. 120). It is in this context that the first oil fields in the North Sea were 
discovered in 1970. The SNP had already claimed that Scotland was subsidising the 
Union by some million pounds a year, but before the discovery of oil, such arguments 
were easily dismissed by the British Treasury (Harvie 1995, p. 122). Oil thus blew 
‘away the central anti-Nationalist argument [...] that Scotland was simply too poor to 
go it alone’ (Marr 1992, p. 132). Thanks to the impressive results achieved at the 
general elections of February and August 1974, when it obtained 22% and 30% of 
Scottish votes, the SNP was able to impose the question of the establishment of a 
Scottish Assembly on the British political agenda (Mitchell 1996, p. 205). Yet, the 
1974–79 years largely ended in disappointment. Lack of leadership and internal 
discord prevented the party from sending out a consistent message, especially 
regarding devolution (Levy 1986). In March 1979, 52% of Scots voted in favour of a 
Scottish Assembly, but they represented only 33% of persons registered on electoral 
rolls, thus the controversial 40% threshold that had been introduced in 1978 was not 
met. At the general election that immediately followed, the party lost 9 seats and 
entered a phase of internal factionalism and crisis (Hutchison 2001, pp. 145–147, 
Mitchell 2009, p. 38).  
 
In 1983, a very divided SNP recorded one of its worst recent performances (11.8% of 
votes) (Torrance 2009, pp. 162–172). From that year on, however, the party slowly 
recovered. It positioned itself more comfortably on the centre-left and revised its 
European policy, officially embracing ‘Independence in Europe’ in 1988 (Mitchell 
1988). The SNP also began campaigning heavily on the issue of the ‘democratic 
deficit’, whereby an English-based Conservative government ruled an increasingly 
anti-Conservative Scotland (Curtice 2012, p. 117). The party polled well at the turn of 
the decade, especially after Alex Salmond took over leadership in 1990 and improved 
its structure and financial resources (Lynch 2002, pp. 203-204). But, as oftentimes in 
its history, the 21.5% obtained in the 1992 elections translated into only 3 seats at 
Westminster (Bennie et al., 1997, pp. 76–78).  
 
In 1997, 74.3% of Scotland’s population voted in favour of the establishment of a 
Scottish Parliament in a referendum organised by the new Labour government of 
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Tony Blair. Two years later, Labour won the first Scottish election, while the SNP 
became the main opposition party (Devine 2012). The first few years of the Scottish 
Parliament were not easy for the SNP. Weakened by the change in leadership—
Salmond stepped down in 2000—and divided by new fights between gradualists and 
fundamentalists,1 until 2004 ‘the SNP was uneasy with itself and unsure of its 
direction’ (Mackay 2009, p. 83). Despite disappointing electoral results, however, 
party chairman John Swinney managed to complete the SNP’s transformation into a 
fully professional organisation. Salmond took over again in 2004 and the party went 
on to obtain a narrow victory in the 2007 Scottish election, followed by a four-year 
minority government. In 2011, the SNP was reconfirmed in power after obtaining 69 
seats out of 129, i.e. an absolute majority (Hassan 2011).  
 
The new Scottish Executive immediately started negotiations with the British 
government for a referendum on independence, which was held on 18 September 
2014. Scottish residents aged 16 or more with British, EU or Commonwealth 
nationality voted by 55% to remain part of the UK—turnout was 85%. While many 
expected the SNP to be negatively affected by the defeat, the ensuing British Election, 
in May 2015, saw a ‘seismic change’, since the SNP obtained 50% of votes and all 
but three of the 59 Scottish seats at Westminster (Mitchell 2015). The SNP’s 
dominance was in evidence once more at the next Scottish elections a year later, in 
which the party slightly improved its share of votes, as compared to 2011, although it 
lost six seats and its absolute majority (Anderson 2016). After the 2015 landslide, its 
new chairman, Nicola Sturgeon, ruled out the organisation of another independence 
vote in the near future. However, the victory of the Leave camp in the referendum on 
UK’s membership of the European Union, held in June 2016, re-opened the question. 
Stressing that a majority of Scotland’s population had opted to Remain, and would 
therefore be taken out of the EU against its will, Sturgeon called for a new 
independence referendum to let people choose between this and remaining in the UK 
despite the ‘hard Brexit’ looming on the horizon (Carrell 2017). 
 

[Figure 5.1 about here] 
  
The SNP’s nationalism of the rich  
 
Although the rise of Scottish nationalism is often associated with the discovery of oil, 
both the SNP’s revival and the argument of economic victimisation appeared before 
the successful strikes in the North Sea. In 1961, for instance, the party complained 
that Scotland handed over £100 million every year to subsidise England (SNP 1961, 
see also Halliday 1959, Macintosh 1966, p. 11) and similar claims were voiced in the 
1968 policy statement SNP&You (SNP 1968). The party however lacked enough 
evidence to make a compelling argument, thus exposing itself to criticism from the 
central government. Oil fundamentally changed all that. 
 
It’s Scotland’s oil 
 
Whatever claims the SNP may have made before the discovery of the North Sea fields, 
it is widely recognised that, as SNP chairman William Wolfe declared at the 1972 
party conference, oil ‘added a whole new dimension to the cause of freedom’ since 
with control over its own affairs Scotland could now ‘be among the most prosperous 
countries in Europe’ (Wolfe 1972; see also McIntyre, quoted in Miller 1981, p. 59). In 
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September of the same year, the party organised what has probably become its most 
famous electoral campaign—entitled ‘It’s Scotland’s Oil’—with the precise goal of 
making people understand the formidable potential represented by an independent oil-
rich Scotland. Its best compendium is to be found in Nicholas Dekker’s booklet ‘The 
Rea£ilty of Scotland’s Oil’. Dekker argued that, while at the beginning of the 20th 
century the Scots enjoyed the highest per capita income in the world, in the following 
decades they had been overtaken by several other countries. Hence, oil constituted a 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reverse this ‘relative decline’, but, ‘without 
independence for the Scottish Nation, the bulk of oil-based benefits [would] pass 
Scotland by’ (Dekker 1972, p. 2). Dekker further pointed out that the government in 
London was desperate to get oil to redress its bottomless balance-of-payments deficit 
and, therefore, had granted extremely generous conditions to the oil companies. That 
notwithstanding, according to his calculations, the estimated reserves would generate 
at least £1 billion a year in revenue or 50% of Scotland’s total public spending 
(Dekker 1972, pp. 4–7). The SNP pledged to use this money to improve services for 
the Scottish people, building schools and hospitals, with the aim of making Scotland a 
more just society (SNP 1972a), but also to invest the revenue in capital assets, thus 
boosting long-term growth (SNP 1974, SNP Research Department 1975). Norway 
was the SNP’s model in this regard (Dekker 1972, pp. 7–9, SNP 1972a; 1974). 
 
In its first phase, the ‘It’s Scotland’s Oil’ campaign stressed the amazing economic 
opportunities offered by North Sea fields. As asserted by some evocative campaign 
flyers, the choice was one between ‘Poor British or Rich Scots’ (SNP 1972b) and it 
required a radical step because ‘England was expecting Scotland’s oil’ (SNP 1972c). 
Nevertheless, this approach exposed the SNP to accusations of selfishness. The 
second phase of the campaign, launched about a year later, thus underlined the extent 
of Scotland’s deprivation and pleaded the case for independence on the basis of social 
justice. The images used in a series of posters published that year—showing a poor 
child, an unemployed man, a young woman living in bad housing conditions and an 
old lady suffering due to lack of proper heating under the banner ‘it’s her/his oil’—
deliberately set the tone in strongly emotional terms (SNP 1973, see also Bain 1975). 
 
In the second half of the 1970s, as the political debate focused on the establishment of 
a Scottish Parliament, oil became a secondary item (Wilson 2009, pp. 89–90). Yet, it 
remained a mainstay of the SNP’s discourse and was played upon in different 
moments, according to the need of the time. In the latter part of that decade, the party 
complained that ‘Scotland might be the first country in history to discover oil and yet 
be no better off than before as a result’ (Murray 1977, p. 7). Similarly, in 1984, in the 
midst of Margaret Thatcher’s austerity agenda, the SNP pointed out that ‘oil revenues 
have soared over the last decade to stand this year at £11,500 million’, while regional 
aid had been ‘cut dramatically over the same period to stand, in real terms, at only 
40% of the 1975 level’ (SNP 1984). Hence—the party claimed—oil revenues going to 
the UK were equal to almost 50 times total regional aid to Scotland. Unsurprisingly, 
in party posters, Margaret Thatcher was portrayed as a vampire sucking away 
Scotland’s oil (SNP c.1980s).  
 
Even more recently, the oil issue has continued to inform the SNP’s discourse. In the 
early 2000s, the party revived, and partially modified, its proposal, first made in the 
late 1970s, to create a national investment fund where part of oil revenues would be 
channelled every year, following the Norwegian model (SNP 2001, p. 9; for the older 
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proposal see SNP 1978, p. 7). In 2003, it revealed that, since the beginning of 
extraction, the UK Treasury had taken £160 billion in taxes from the North Sea, i.e., 
about £32,000 per Scot (SNP 2003) and two years later it announced that new 
discoveries had brought the estimates of reserves to 28 billion barrels, equal to £600 
billion, or £100,000 per Scot (SNP 2005). The 2011 manifesto illustrates quite well 
how oil has remained a fundamental pillar in the party’s argument for independence 
without being excessively emphasised. Until the penultimate page the document 
barely mentions the word ‘oil’ and never in direct connection with independence. Yet, 
at the end, in a section tracing the history of the party, one can read that:  
 

‘in 1970 North Sea Oil was discovered, with 90% of it lying in Scottish waters. 
This led to one of our most successful campaigns—It’s Scotland’s Oil. With new 
oil fields still being found to this day, there is no doubt that Scotland should be 
responsible for its own natural resources. During 2008–09, in the middle of the 
recent severe recession, Scotland was in surplus to the tune of £1.3 billion, 
compared to a UK deficit of £48.9 billion—just think what we could do to tackle 
poverty and create jobs in Scotland with responsibility for these resources’ (SNP 
2011, p. 40).   

 
Similarly during the independence referendum campaign the party described oil as a 
‘financial safety net’—‘one of the best of any country in the world’—rather than as 
the cornerstone of Scottish success and prosperity (Scottish Government 2013a, p. 57; 
see also SNP 2012, p. 4). 
 
The economics of independence 
 
The SNP’s ‘economic case for independence’ has gone beyond oil, especially from 
the late 1980s onwards. The gist of such case consists in the party’s acknowledgment 
that Scotland and England have different economic structures and, for this reason, 
need different policies. Successive UK governments, however, have applied policies 
tailored to the South-East of England to the entire country. Similar ideas were already 
aired between the end of the 1960s and the mid-1970s, when party leaflets 
complained about the government’s restrictive credit policy at a time when Scotland’s 
economy was stagnating (SNP 1967; see also SNP 1974, p. 16, Crawford 1975). The 
best early elaboration of the economic case for independence, however, came at the 
end of the 1970s, incidentally from the young Alex Salmond. In an article entitled 
‘The Economics of Independence’—a headline that he re-used 20 years later—he 
argued that, contrary to the Tory and Labour belief that Scotland was structurally poor, 
the region only suffered from an over-reliance on traditional sectors and a chronic 
lack of investment. It therefore needed expansionary reconversion measures that 
could be easily financed by oil revenues. By contrast, the government clung 
consistently to deflation, which were tantamount to ‘putting a starving man on a diet 
of bread and water to cure his neighbour’s obesity’ (Salmond 1977).  
 
In the early 1980s, mainly because of internal factionalism, the party had trouble 
producing clear policy proposals on the economic relationship with the rest of Britain. 
Things began changing in the latter part of the decade. In 1989, Jim Sillars (p. 8) 
pointed out that UK regional policy had failed because ‘it was never formulated in the 
nation or region which suffered, but in the Centre whose growth and increased power 
created the disparity’. Some years later, Salmond went further and argued that the 
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United Kingdom was not a ‘level playing field’ for Scottish companies. With so much 
power and first-class infrastructure concentrated around London, Scotland could only 
compete in attracting business by creating a new centre of power in Edinburgh 
(Salmond 1993a, p. 17).  
 
At the same time, from the late 1980s, the SNP committed to shattering the myth that 
the Scots were ‘subsidy junkies’. In this way, it implicitly reacted to statements, made 
by the Conservative Chancellor Nigel Lawson in the aftermath of the 1987 election, 
complaining about the existence of a ‘subsidy culture’ in the region (Finlay 2005, p. 
369). That same year, as the party’s vice-chairman for publicity, Salmond helped 
establish the Scottish Centre for Economic and Social Research, a think tank that 
released papers on the economic prospects of independence aimed at showing that 
Scotland was not subsidised by the rest of the UK (Lynch 2002, pp. 206–2011). Later, 
he even straightforwardly declared that: ‘the subsidy junkies of the UK live in the 
South East where even the cosseting of transport subsidies, Docklands development, 
civil service concentration and mortgage tax relief has proved inadequate to support 
an economy totally vulnerable to consumer demand and the decline of the defence 
budget’ (Salmond 1993a, p. 18).  
 
In the first half of the 1990s, the party set up a research team in charge of working out 
in detail the economic case for independence.2 The results were presented in a series 
of three papers published in 1995 under the title ‘For the Good of Scotland’. The first 
aimed at demonstrating that Scotland already was recording a surplus siphoned off by 
the rest of Britain; the second was a study from a consultancy firm calculating the 
advantages that the process of independence itself would bring about—mainly by 
creating a new centre of power in Edinburgh; the third presented the first four-year 
budget of a future independent Scotland and boldly asserted that: ‘Scotland is a 
wealthy country with a large and varied resource base, a traditionally good education 
system, and an export performance 30 per cent ahead of the rest of the UK [...] 
Independence will enable us to advance from our subordinate position within the UK 
and generate a new prosperity for Scotland’ (SNP 1995a, p. i; see also SNP 1995b, 
1995c). As compared to the more inconsistent and less sophisticated economic case 
made in the 1970s, here—as well as in subsequent texts—oil was only one of a 
number of assets that Scotland could use to improve its standard of living.3 Yet, 
Scotland’s fiscal position within the UK—i.e. whether it is a net contributor or 
recipient region—has historically been ambiguous, with obvious consequences on the 
credibility of the SNP’s economic arguments. For instance, when, in autumn 1995, 
the Scottish Office promptly released figures showing that the region received from 
the Exchequer an £8 billion transfer, the party published a detailed rebuttal, accusing 
the Conservatives of using a biased report to talk the nationalists down. But, while the 
reply did provide evidence that Scotland ‘paid her way’, even including oil and gas 
revenues, the claimed fiscal deficit amounted only to 0.2% of the region’s GDP, much 
lower than that recorded in the other cases studied here, thus considerably weakening 
the argument that the region would certainly be better off if independent (SNP 1996, p. 
2).  
 
Precisely because of this ambiguous fiscal position, throughout the 1990s, Salmond 
also tried to dismiss the relevance of the region’s finances, arguing that fiscal and 
economic policies were contingent issues. What really mattered—according to him—
was growth and whether Scotland had the necessary comparative advantages to 
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realise it. Scotland did have them—he asserted—in oil and gas, engineering and 
textiles, food and fish, electronics and finance. Thus, since in terms of economic 
factors Scotland was not fundamentally worse off than other small European nations 
that had grown at a substantially quicker pace, the problem—he concluded—had to 
lie with management. What Scotland really needed was control of ‘the economic 
forces which can make or destroy communities’ and ‘the empowerment which only 
independence in Europe can offer’ (Salmond 1993b, p. 7). This was deemed by him to 
be even more important in a globalised economy, where businesses tended to 
concentrate in few areas to exploit economies of scale. Peripheral territories must 
therefore offer something else to attract companies, for instance a lower corporation 
tax (Salmond 1998, p. 5; 2003; see also SNP 1997, p. 8; 1999a, p. 9). The underlying 
assumption also was that small countries, like small businesses, are better able to 
adapt quickly to the shocks of the global economy, while bigger countries are not, 
because they often lack the cohesion required to make radical changes. After all—as 
the SNP was keen to recall—25 out of 35 of the richest countries in the world had no 
more than 10 million inhabitants and, on a per-capita basis, Scotland was deemed by 
the OECD to be the 8th in the developed world (SNP 1997, p. 4).  
 
In the last decade, there has been no major change to this economic case (see SNP 
2002a, Salmond 2003). Albeit aimed at presenting the economic strategy of an SNP-
led Scottish government rather than any post-independence scenarios, the 2007 
economic strategy Let Scotland Flourish played on the usual themes of a Scotland 
rich in natural and human resources that has been penalised by London 
mismanagement and only needs the right policies to increase its prosperity (SNP 
2007a; on London’s mismanagement see also Sturgeon 2013). The onset of the crisis 
allowed the party to resume the old theme of austerity policies imposed by an 
illegitimate Conservative government over a Scotland that instead needed economic 
stimulus to lead to recovery—and that would favour a more egalitarian and inclusive 
economic model. The slogan for the 2010 British election—‘More Nats, Less Cuts’—
illustrates this position nicely (SNP 2010) as well as the commitment, at the core of 
the 2015 manifesto, to ‘move away from the damaging austerity agenda of the current 
UK government, so that we can protect Scotland’s public services from future Tory 
cuts’ (SNP 2015, p. 24). At the same time, the financial crisis also imposed some 
changes in the foreign models proposed by the party. As the ‘arch of prosperity’ made 
up of, among others, Ireland and Iceland was re-named the ‘arch of insolvency’—
because of the financial problems faced by these countries, as well as by Scotland, 
notably the bail-out of Royal Bank of Scotland—those countries were removed from 
the list of examples to emulate (compare SNP 2007b, 2010, 2011).  
 
The democratic deficit 
 
In the SNP’s discourse, the economic victimisation examined in the previous sections 
is the result of Scotland’s supposed political marginalisation. This argument became 
preponderant in the 1980s, but similar, although less sophisticated claims had already 
been made before. The most important issue in the 1960s and the 1970s had to do 
with the equality of England and Scotland within the Union. As asserted in the 1978 
electoral brochure Return to Naitonhood, ‘Scotland has never been regarded by 
British Governments as a free and equal partner in the Union with England but as a 
lesser province with reservoirs of manpower, ability, space and wealth which could be 
tapped as required’ (SNP 1978, pp. 11-12). England’s preponderance was deemed to 
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be reflected in the state’s presence in Scotland, which took the form of ‘government 
by dinosaur’ (Reid 1975, see also SNP 1972d), whereby the bureaucracy 
overwhelmed politicians. Only the establishment of a sovereign Scottish Parliament—
it was argued in the 1970s—could rebalance the relations between administration and 
politics (SNP 1974, p. 3). 
 
After the 1974 elections, the SNP was confronted with the possibility of partially 
reversing Scotland’s marginalisation. Yet, those years ended in disappointment 
plunging the party into nearly a decade of crisis and political irrelevance. At the same 
time, the 1980s prepared the ground for the SNP’s subsequent take off. The ‘Thatcher 
years’ gave birth to the claim of a true ‘democratic deficit’, since Scotland’s and 
England’s voting patterns increasingly diverged, whereas the Tories’ austerity policy 
sharpened the region’s economic and social crisis. The SNP portrayed the issue as a 
clash of civilisations: ‘we have had bad governments in the past [...] but we have 
never [...] until now had a government whose basic principles were so utterly against 
the most essential traditions and aspirations of Scottish life’ (McIlvanney 1987, p. 8). 
Scotland’s identity was at risk more than ever before because Thatcher had set out to 
change the Scots’ mind-set from their higher belief in compassion and humanity to 
cold individualism. This was all the more unacceptable as the Scots—the SNP 
argued—‘had consistently rejected the ethical, social and political values entailed in 
Thatcherism which Britain as a whole has endorsed’ (Wilson 1988, p. 11).4 The poll 
tax, replacing the system of domestic rates previously in force, and introduced a year 
earlier in Scotland than in England, was regarded as the best embodiment of 
Thatcher’s merciless assault on the Scots. To counter it, the SNP mounted a civil 
disobedience campaign (entitled ‘Can Pay – No Pay’) (see SNP 1989) that although 
leading to mixed results contributed to framing the tax as a powerful symbol of 
English hostility towards Scotland (Lynch 2002, pp. 161–190). 
 
The end of Tory rule in 1997 opened up the possibility for constitutional change. In 
the party’s discourse, the new Parliament was inspired by a different conception of 
democracy. Scotland’s democratic tradition was deemed to rest on the principle of 
popular sovereignty, rather than Britain’s Crown-in-Parliament, entailing proportional 
representation, a single elected chamber—no place for the hereditary rights of the 
House of Lords—and popular input in the legislative process through public 
committee hearings and referenda (Salmond 1993c). Yet, the new Parliament—
established in 1999—was quickly judged to be insufficient. In 2003, for instance, the 
SNP claimed that it had ‘less power than practically any other legislative Parliament 
in Europe—devolved or independent—to decide how it raises its own income’ (SNP 
2003). By contrast, an independent Scotland would have complete control of its own 
taxes—‘leaving out the London middleman who takes his slice off first’ (SNP 
2002b)—and, contrary to the UK, a written constitution defending basic human rights, 
whereby the Scots would be citizens, not subjects. In an independent Scotland—the 
SNP concluded—, there will not be any democratic deficit as there was under 
Margaret Thatcher (SNP 2003).  
 
Both the argument on the democratic deficit and that whereby Scotland would be a 
more egalitarian society have played a momentous role in the campaign for the 2014 
independence referendum. The former lay at the core of the White Paper for 
independence prepared by the SNP-led Scottish Government (2013a, p. xi). This 
asserted that the fundamental point about independence was that ‘the people of 
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Scotland are in charge’ and that ‘it will no longer be possible for governments to be 
elected and pursue policies against the wishes of the Scottish people’. As a result (and 
implicitly because of its supposedly more social-democratic outlook), Scotland would 
be free to follow a different economic model from the unequal one pursued by the UK, 
‘a model focused on delivering long-term sustainability and economic opportunity for 
all and not a targeted few’ (Scottish Government 2013b, p. v). 
 
But how to bring this about? Despite all the talk about independence since the 1960s, 
it is hard to find a clear blueprint for transition in the party’s publications until the 
manifesto for the 1992 general election, which detailed a six-step procedure involving 
negotiations with the British government after the election of a SNP majority at 
Westminster, the drafting of a constitution to be approved in a referendum and 
automatic EEC membership (SNP 1992, pp. 2–3). This policy was revised in 1999, 
when the party recognised the historic change brought about by the establishment of 
the Scottish Parliament and pledged to hold a referendum on the matter within the 
first four years in government (SNP 1999b). This promise could not be kept during 
the first SNP mandate at Holyrood because the party did not have an absolute 
majority, but it was duly honoured after the 2011 election. 
 
At the root’s of the SNP’s nationalism of the rich 
 
As Alex Salmond (2003, p. 15) once noticed, 15 out of 25 of the articles of the 1707 
Treaty of Union concerned economic matters, which underlines the fundamentally 
economic rationale behind the establishment of the United Kingdom, at least on the 
Scottish side. One of the SNP’s major arguments, in contrast, has been that Scotland 
has been held back by the rest of the UK and would be economically better off as an 
independent country. Hence, this amounts to a fundamental questioning of the British-
Scottish relationship. We therefore need to look briefly at Scotland’s position within 
the UK until the early 1970s.   
 
From empire and industrialisation to welfare and structural change 
 
In the historical literature, there is a consensus that, at least until the Great War, 
Scotland did profit from the marriage with its southern neighbour. From at least 1750 
until the end of the 19th century, access to the British domestic market and the 
colonies gave Scotland a decisive edge over its competitors that would have not been 
available had the country preserved its independence, since most European markets 
were protected by tariff barriers (Lee 1995, p. 50, Devine 2008b). David McCrone 
(2001, p. 62) has proposed the concept of ‘development by invitation’ when referring 
to Scotland’s impressive growth during the 18th and 19th centuries, whereby, out of 
security concerns, the English elites let their Scottish counterparts take advantage of 
participation in the British Empire. Hence, Scotland was ‘able to move from 
peripheral to semi-peripheral to core status because of its early “dependency”’, where 
dependency is not to be understood as establishing a colonial relationship between 
Scotland and England (see also Kendrick et al. 1985; Marr 1992, p. 22).  
 
Although the Victorian era marked the peak of Scotland’s development, it also set the 
stage for the massive structural adjustment experienced after the Second World War. 
An overdependence on heavy industry and the capital goods sector along with 
chronically low wages were the negative legacies of this golden age. The former 
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stemmed from Scotland’s comparative advantage in coal and iron-ore deposits and the 
cheap transport costs offered by the river Clyde, which favoured the creation of 
shipbuilding, steel and locomotive industries—with the latter two mainly dependent 
on the yards. Despite slowing competitiveness, and after having been hit hard by the 
Great Depression, Scottish shipbuilding performed well until the mid-1950s thanks to 
military tenders relating to the Second World War and the Korean War (Brand 1978, 
pp. 68–88). Yet, by 1968, the region’s market share in global shipbuilding had shrunk 
from 12% in the early 1950s to 1.3% (Harvie 1998, p. 122). Adjustment would have 
required huge investments for conversion and modernisation already at the end of the 
19th century. These did not come because local ship-builders were reluctant to accept 
change and pool resources for modernisation and rationalisation. Furthermore, 
government war requirements slowed down reconversion in the first half of the 
century, while later regional policy prolonged the life of uncompetitive firms (Payne 
2003). Low Scottish wages worsened the situation, as they translated into lower 
spending and, therefore, hampered the development of a thriving consumer goods 
industry (Harvie 1998, p. 45). They also entailed bad housing and health conditions, 
which translated into a demand for more government intervention. 
 
Before the Great War, Scotland’s economy had been based on the dominance of 
private local capital, while in the interwar years and, especially, in the post-Second 
World War decades, the state became the major economic actor in the region 
(McCrone 2001, pp. 5–29). The establishment of the welfare state brought an 
unprecedented level of wellbeing to Scotland. People were now assured decent 
housing, healthcare and unemployment benefits, that, when confronted with 
downward economic cycles, would protect them against severe conditions of relative 
deprivation. Between 1950 and 1960, total earnings doubled and wealth became better 
spread, favouring the expansion of the middle-class. Unsurprisingly, unionism 
remained a hegemonic force in the region throughout this period (Finlay 2005, pp. 
237–238).  
 
However, things started to change in 1957. Between then and 1961, Scottish per 
capita GDP shrank from 91.7% of the British average to 86.1% (McCrone 1965, p. 32, 
Finlay 2005, pp. 255–261). This was mainly due to a slower rate of growth than the 
rest of the UK. Furthermore, although at historically low levels—2-3% since 1945—
unemployment had remained about twice as high as in the rest of the UK and 
increased to 4-4.5% from 1958–60. Migration also remained quite constant, with an 
average yearly outflow of about 25,000 people in the 1950s, which increased to about 
35,000 in the first half of the 1960s (Secretary of State for Scotland 1966, p. 154). To 
address these issues, from 1960 on, regional policy, which had in fact existed since 
the 1930s, was transformed. Public expenditure rose by 900% between 1964 and 1973, 
20% more than the British average. The entire region, except for Edinburgh, obtained 
special development status, the number of universities doubled, jobs in teaching 
increased by a fifth, and the Scottish Development Department was created along 
with the Highland Development Board and the Scottish Development Agency. 
Between 1965 and 1975, Scottish per capita GDP caught up relatively to the rest of 
the UK (Devine 2008a, pp. 148–150, Buxton 1985, McCrone 1969). 
 
In light of the above figures, it might seem puzzling that Scottish nationalism arose 
precisely at this time and even more so that it voiced claims about an unequal 
redistribution of resources between Scotland and the rest of the UK. Two 
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considerations might help understand why this occurred. First, the British 
government’s lavish expenditure also had downsides. On the one hand, planning was 
perceived as an imposition from above—the Scotsman described the Highland 
Development Board as ‘an almost perfect example of Voltairean enlightened 
despotism’ (quoted in Harvie 1998, p. 131). Similarly, the central government 
strategy to attract foreign investment by contributing 10% to the construction of new 
productive plants fuelled accusations that it was seeking to turn Scotland into a low-
wage branch-plant economy (Harvie 1998, p. 124). On the other, the planners’ 
promises were simply too large to be realised. Structural change was under way, but it 
was a slow process requiring decades and, while regional policy could mitigate it, it 
could not avoid it entirely. Moreover, while regional policy provided Scotland with 
disproportionate resources, other government policies did not suit its economy at all. 
This was especially the case with the stop-go strategy adopted by successive 
governments for electoral purposes between 1951 and 1964, whereby taxes were 
decreased before a general vote and then a squeeze came after re-election had been 
secured. The policy deterred new business formation and had a stronger impact in 
Scotland because the region was more dependent on public spending (Finlay 2005, pp. 
267–269). It favoured a perception of government policy failure and a general sense 
of British decline. For instance, in 1964, Labour won an election promising an end to 
deflationary policy. By July 1966, the promise had to be broken and the government 
passed a series of cuts to public spending and a wage freeze that The Economist 
defined as ‘the biggest deflationary package that any advanced industrial nation has 
imposed on itself since Keynesian economics began’ (quoted in Marquand 2008, loc. 
4383). The following year—two weeks after the victory of the SNP in Hamilton—
confronted with another balance of payment crisis, the government had to accept the 
humiliation of sterling devaluation that it had sought to avoid since it came into office. 
It is in this context that nationalism arose as an alternative to the traditional parties, 
not just in Scotland, but also in Wales, where Plaid Cymru won a by-election in July 
1966 (Hassan 2007, pp. 75–93). 
 
Oil and the ‘revolt of rising expectations’ 
 
The importance of the discovery of oil fields in the North Sea for Scottish nationalism 
could hardly be overestimated, although it has probably been more psychological than 
material. The discovery played a role similar to the extraordinary economic growth 
experienced by Flanders relatively to Wallonia in the post-war period, in the sense 
that it set the stage for the transformation of Scotland’s dream of independence from 
an idea cherished by a few hard-core nationalists to a constitutional option with 
potential mass appeal.  
 
The rise of the SNP to prominence—which, as seen above, was initially unrelated to 
oil—forced a debate over the fiscal position of Scotland within the UK. Enticed by 
the nationalists’ breakthrough, in October 1969, her Majesty’s Treasury and the 
Scottish Office published figures showing that Scotland’s deficit towards the 
Exchequer was equal to £466 million for the fiscal year 1967–68, or 42% of the 
region’s revenues (Begg and Stewart 1971, pp. 149–150).5 It is at that moment that oil 
came to the rescue of the SNP. Surprisingly, there was initial reluctance among the 
party’s members to take up the issue. Gordon Wilson’s proposal to organise a 
campaign on the theme was accepted by only 93 to 76 votes at the SNP conference 
(Miller 1981, p. 60). Yet, a year later oil prices soared, plunging Britain into its worst 
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balance of trade deficit ever. The nationalist argument that resources were being 
drained away from Scotland and that independence would afford the Scots a higher 
standard of living now seemed beyond doubt. On the micro-level, the peculiar 
situation of the 1973 winter—with a miner’s strike made worse by the increased 
reliance on coal after the oil hike, a three-day working week and inflation at 18%—
most likely contributed to the impressive result achieved by the SNP in February 1974 
(Devine 2008a, p. 149). More generally, as Milton Esman commented in 1975 (pp. 
40–41), ‘economic prospects in Scotland, for the first time since the turn of the 
century, had become far more promising than in England, where the economic 
outlook was gloomy [...] attitudes were shifting dramatically from relative deprivation 
to rising expectations’ (see also Brown 1975, p. 7). 
 
The argument that it was ‘Scotland’s oil’ depended on and, at the same time, 
reinforced the claims of the existence of a sovereign Scottish nation. It depended on 
them because only the recognition of Scotland as a constitutive unit of the UK 
endowed with the right to self-determination could justify the assertion of Scottish 
sovereignty over this resource. It reinforced them because the issue of ownership and 
use of oil resources increased the salience of Scottish statehood. More fundamentally, 
as seen above, North Sea oil did away with the main unionist argument that an 
independent Scotland would go bankrupt in a fortnight because of its substantially 
higher levels of per capita government expenditure. Yet, at the same time, Scotland’s 
fiscal position within the UK remained—and still is—ambiguous, especially if 
compared to that of other regions analysed in this study.  
 
From the early 1990s, a war of numbers began between the SNP and successive 
British governments. The debate is probably insoluble because, while 70% of 
spending can easily be regionalised, the other 30% is hard to disentangle.6 In 1992, 
Midwinter et al. (pp. 98–114) argued that the then existing studies on the subject 
confirmed a per capita spending 20% above the UK average for the period 1967–89. 
Nevertheless, they pointed out some flaws and wondered whether such higher 
spending reflected need rather than preferential treatment. Also, the studies reviewed 
by the authors only included what the British government labelled as ‘identifiable 
public expenditure’—i.e. all those expenses clearly incurred in a specific territory. 
Hence, expenses such as defence and mortgage tax-relief, which were higher south of 
the border, were not taken into consideration. Gavin McCrone has recently drawn 
similar conclusions (2013, loc. 188–284). According to his calculations, Scotland’s 
spending has been higher than the British average since the 1960s, and probably even 
before, although it has progressively narrowed, from about 20% until the 1990s, to 
15% in the 2000s and 10% in more recent years. On the revenue side, the SNP claim 
that oil has largely compensated for higher spending depends on the periods 
considered. For most of the 1970s, oil did not bring in revenue, thus an independent 
Scotland would have recorded budget deficits between 7 and 10% of its GDP. In the 
following decade, with oil production in full swing, the region would have recorded a 
massive surplus, equal to more than 40% of its GDP on average. Therefore, on a 
purely arithmetical basis, Scotland would have probably been better off in the Union 
in the 1970s, and out of it in the following years, although falling oil prices in the 
second half of the 1980s would have exposed the country to wide deficits from the 
beginning of the 1990s (Lee 1995, pp. 150–151) (Figure 5.2). This is, however, pure 
speculation, as it is impossible to gauge the effect of oil revenues on endogenous 
growth in an independent Scotland.  
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[Figure 5.2 about here] 

 
McCrone (2013, loc. 188–284) has also calculated that, in 2011–12, Scotland’s public 
expenditure per capita was still £1,197 higher than the British average and that an 
independent Scotland would have recorded a fiscal deficit of 14.6% of its GDP. If 
90% of oil and gas tax revenues were included in these calculations, the deficit would 
have shrunk to 5%, still high, but lower than the UK’s (7.9%) (see also Crawford and 
Tetlow 2014, p. 44).7 In other words, despite having a sizeable deficit, Scotland 
would still be in a better financial position as compared to the rest of the country. 
Similarly, and still with reference to the fiscal year 2011–12, McCrone has confirmed 
the SNP’s claim that an independent Scotland would be one of the richest countries in 
Europe. Oil and gas would indeed increase Scottish GDP by 21%. Yet, this depends 
on the assumption that 90% of North Sea Oil revenues will be allocated to Scotland. 
Although it is the most credible estimate, in the event of Scottish secession this would 
still be a matter for negotiation and, given the weight of oil revenues on Scottish GDP, 
even a marginal difference might have a large impact (Kemp 2011, pp. 62–85). 
Furthermore, oil prices are by nature highly volatile thus making tax revenues quite 
unpredictable, as clearly shown by the 2016 plunge: while revenues amounted to 
£12.4 billion in 2008–09, they were even slightly negative (-£24 million) because of 
decommissioning costs in 2015–16 (HM Revenue&Customs 2017). Thus, although in 
2013 reserves were estimated to run for another 30-40 years, oil’s real impact on the 
Scottish economy is hard to estimate. All this confirms the more ambiguous fiscal 
position of Scotland within the UK as compared to the other cases analysed here, 
which makes its fiscal future more indeterminate. Such indeterminacy is key to 
explaining the persistence of the discussion of whether Scotland ‘pays her way’ or not 
and is evidenced by the fact that ahead of the 2014 referendum 70% of the Scottish 
population believed that ‘neither campaign can accurately estimate the consequences 
of independence’ (Henderson et al. 2014, p. 8).  
 
Beyond oil 
 
Structural change eventually came in full swing in the 1980s. In the second half of the 
decade, the rise of services allowed the partial absorption of unemployment and by 
the mid-1990s Scotland had almost totally closed the gap with the UK in terms of 
GDP per head (Payne 2003). When looking at per capita statistics, the argument that 
Scotland has not grown at the same pace as the rest of the country is not supported by 
evidence (Table 5.1). Yet, such convergence was mostly achieved through emigration 
(Peden 1993). Similarly, the unemployment rate tended to be higher than in the UK as 
a whole, increasing substantially in the 1980s (from the 6.4% of the 1973–79 years to 
11.6% in 1979–88—the British averages were 4.8% and 9.8% respectively) (Lee 
1995, p. 67, McCrone 2013, loc. 142, ONS 2013). Hence, as Richard Finlay (2008, p. 
163) pointed out, ‘whatever the success of government policy in restructuring the 
Scottish economy [...] the fact remains that it was not done without pains’. 
 

[Table 5.1 about here] 
 
Interestingly, Bennie et al. (1997, p. 130) found that, in the early 1990s, about half of 
the Scottish population thought England profited most from the Union with Scotland, 
while only 14% reckoned the opposite to be true. Between 2000 and 2013, that figure 
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decreased to 32% on average, while 22% believed Scotland profited more than 
England (for 40% both profited equally). Over the same period, 44% on average 
deemed Scotland to be getting less than its fair share of government spending, 12% 
more and 37% its fair share (SSAS 2017a, 2017b). These figures suggest that the 
SNP’s arguments have made inroads into a sizable part of the Scottish population. 
What is surprising, however, especially in light of the recent events leading up to the 
independence referendum, is that the number of those deeming Scotland to be at a 
disadvantage has decreased over time, which is also consistent with a lack of 
radicalisation in grassroots support for independence before the 2014 referendum (see 
Chapter 9). Such lack of radicalisation before 2015 can in part be explained with the 
moderate impact of the economic and financial crisis. Although the region was hit 
badly in 2009–10, real gross value added (GVA) and gross disposable household 
income (GDHI) per capita decreased only by 0.5% on average between 2008 and 
2014 (my calculations on ONS 2016a; 2016b; 2017). Unemployment increased (from 
4.7% in 2008 to 8.2% in 2011) but remained low by European standards and later 
shrank (5.8% in 2015) (ONS and Scottish Government 2016), which probably 
contributed to the fact that a scenario such as that occurred in Catalonia was avoided.  
 
A nation without nationalism? 
 
Why the 19th century did not see nationalism explode in a region with one of the 
longest sovereign traditions in Europe at a time when similar ideologies were 
sweeping the continent has been a recurrent question among scholars (Harvie 1998, 
Kidd 1993, Nairn 2003). It is tempting to conclude that Scotland was a nation without 
nationalism, but this would be an incorrect assertion. Scotland’s nationalism was 
unionist-nationalism and the Scots’ self-understanding was grounded in the parallel 
recognition of their distinctiveness as Scots and their participation in the union state 
of Great Britain (McCrone 2012). The true novelty of the SNP’s nationalism lay in its 
anti-unionist character: it was not the awakening of a dormant identity, but the re-
interpretation and questioning of part of it, i.e. Britishness.  
 
As argued by Linda Colley (1992, p. 130), the British identity was forged out of the 
Union between England and Scotland—in which also Wales and, later, Ireland 
participated—and was based on the pillars of Protestantism, the rivalry with France, 
and the Empire. The last element was especially important to the Scots, not only for 
its obvious economic advantages, but also because it was one of the few realms in 
which they could truly feel they were equal partners, on a par with the English. 
Despite Scotland representing about 10-13% of the British population, between 1850 
and 1939, a third of governors-general in the Empire came from the region (Finlay 
1994b, p. 29). By the early 20th century, English political propaganda could even 
satirically decry the Celtic ‘take over’ of British institutions, with the Scots playing a 
leading role (Colley 1992, p. 163).  
 
Nevertheless, the British self-understanding never truly replaced the identities of the 
constituent units of the United Kingdom that pre-existed it. Colin Kidd has argued 
that, at the time of the Acts of Union, the population of Scotland had already achieved 
a fully-formed national consciousness, mainly based on ideas of contractualism 
between the King and the ‘community of the realm’ and a specific Scottish Whig 
tradition distinct from the English one (Kidd 1993, p. 7). Yet, during the crucial 
decades of the Scottish Enlightenment, the ideas of freedom and nationhood that had 
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gone hand in hand in the Scottish Whig tradition came to be dissociated. Liberty was 
now identified with the advantages offered by the Union and entailed a rejection of 
Scottish feudal institutions, seen as backward and uncivilised (Kidd 1993, p. 272). In 
these conditions, the Scottish past could not sustain a solid ideology of nationhood. 
Yet, at the same time, the Scottish and English Whigs did not manage to forge a 
genuine British identity. The results were ‘the dismal failure to construct a 
wholeheartedly “national” British identity different from loyalty to Crown or to 
Empire; and a continuing Scottish national identity weakened by a loss of ideological 
coherence’ (Kidd 1993, p. 272). 
 
This ‘unaccomplished work’ was reflected in Britain’s institutional architecture, as 
the Kingdom became a union, not a unitary state (Mitchell 1996, p. 38, McCrone 
2003, pp. 141–142). Its constituent parts enjoyed considerable autonomy and policies 
of complete homogenisation were never pursued. On the contrary, while the old 
landed Scottish aristocracy affected English manners, despite being strongly unionist, 
the commercial bourgeoisie that arose from the buoyant exploitation of imperial 
markets was also proudly Scottish: ‘not only did it speak with a Scottish accent, it 
immersed itself in the folklore and literature of its native land’ and ‘it celebrated its 
distinctive values of thrift, hard work and personal achievement’ (McCrone 1992, p. 
182). Largely diffused by the popular literary tradition of the Kailyard, which arose at 
the end of the 19th century, the myth of the ‘lad o’ pairts’, a poor but talented 
individual, was a widespread stereotype of Scottish society, which was deemed 
naturally more egalitarian than the English one. Scotland could also retain its own 
legal and education systems, the national Church maintained its autonomy and, until 
the interwar years, local boards governed daily affairs. Hence, since the Scottish 
middle classes already possessed ‘liberty, economic prosperity and cultural integrity, 
the very advantages for which European nationalism had yearned for so long’, it had 
‘no reason to seek parliamentary independence’ (Devine 2008b, pp. 13–14). 
 
The interwar years brought about a much stronger centralisation. Along with the 
demise of empire, such a shift of powers to London did bring about a feeling of 
marginalisation among the Scottish population (Esman 1975, p. 15). Yet, the SNP had 
to wait about 30 years before having a decisive impact on British politics. Among the 
reasons for this, the creation of a new British consensus based on the welfare state 
probably best explains the persisting strength of unionism. Furthermore, some authors 
argue that the ‘welfare years’ were characterised by a truly Scottish welfare in the 
form of a kind of administrative devolution that reinforced the idea of Scotland as a 
territorial and administrative unit of development with its own peculiar interests and 
agenda separate from the rest of the United Kingdom (McCrone 2001, pp. 114–118). 
As Lindsay Paterson (1994, pp. 130–131) has argued, a Scottish technocracy, 
enjoying great autonomy through the interpretation and implementation of laws, 
progressively developed. This institutional architecture also granted privileged contact 
with the centre, which until the 1970s was considered more valuable than political 
autonomy because it secured access to the wider pool of British resources. 
 
Consciously or not, Labour and the Tories actively exploited such a ‘Scottish 
dimension’. Winston Churchill, for instance, played the Scottish card against 
socialism and centralisation in a way that, to some extent, anticipated elements of the 
rhetoric of the democratic deficit when, attacking Labour’s centralisation goals at a 
meeting in Edinburgh, he concluded that ‘I would never adopt the view that Scotland 
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should be forced into the serfdom of socialism as a result of a vote in the House of 
Commons’ (quoted in Miller 1981, p. 21). Similarly, Labour’s main propaganda 
document in the early 1960s—Signposts for the Sixties—displayed arguments 
surprisingly close to those that the SNP would make some years later. It declared for 
instance that: ‘the truth is that the prosperity so often claimed for Britain has been 
more or less confined to the range of new and expanding industries that have settled 
overwhelmingly in the area running from Birmingham to London’ (quoted in Miller 
1981, p. 35). 
 
One should refrain from purely instrumentalist understandings of the welfare 
consensus, as the British identity still had strong emotional currency in the 1970s 
(Finlay 2005, p. 330; see also McEwen 2002, p. 71). Nevertheless, the technocratic 
character of government in Scotland stemmed from a fundamental tenet of the social 
agreement at the basis of post-World War II Britain, i.e. the bipartisan paternalist idea 
that democracy was not so much about participation, as about improving people’s 
material conditions. In this framework, efficiency warranted large powers being 
devolved to unaccountable bureaucracies, but the system could enjoy solid legitimacy 
provided that welfare institutions delivered the goods. From the late 1950s on, 
however, the technocrats had troubles living up to their promises; hence, people 
looked for other ways of organising the state. The SNP’s radical claim of self-
determination was one such way, although helped by fortune, as the discovery of oil 
occurred at a time when it could make a formidable difference in the party’s rhetorical 
arsenal (Finlay 2005, p. 255). 
 
Conservative England vs. social-democratic Scotland 
 
Although there are different opinions about the precise beginning of the process of 
political divergence between Scotland and England (see Hutchison 2001, p. 98, Finlay 
1994b, pp. 138–140, Miller 1981, pp. 27–30), it became evident in the 1983–97 years: 
while in England the Tories won a majority of seats in three out of the four elections 
contested in this period, in Scotland they went from gaining 21 seats out of 72 in 1983 
to none in 1997.  
 
Margaret Thatcher is widely believed to have dealt the mortal blow to the 
Conservative Party in Scotland, although this process should not retrospectively be 
extended to the entire 1980s, but rather set in from the second half of the decade. In a 
way, the SNP’s argument that Thatcher was utterly against the values of the Scots 
makes sense, as she directly attacked the main source of the Union’s legitimacy in 
Scotland since the interwar years, i.e. the welfare state (Marr 1992, p. 168). Although 
the impact of her policies was often more rhetorical than effective, it nonetheless had 
real consequences for the self-understanding of the Scottish population: ‘national 
identity, social democracy and the demand for constitutional change represented 
mutually reinforcing factors that combined to emphasize a sense that “Scotland is 
different”’ (McEwen 2002, p. 79, see also Hearn 2000). But the process went beyond 
that. On the one hand, Thatcher openly identified the Scottish autonomous institutions 
as a cause of British decline and, thus, as an obstacle on her revolutionary march 
(Mitchell and Convery 2012, pp. 178–179). Although, strictly speaking, she did not 
do anything undemocratic, she showed a poor understanding of unionism and tended 
to confuse it with unitarianism (Finlay 2012, p. 168). On the other, Thatcherism 
provided Scottish anti-Unionists with material to craft the narrative of victimisation 
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that had been lacking, or was weak, until then, a narrative that enabled them to clearly 
identify a force responsible for all that was wrong with Scotland (Hassan 2012, p. 85). 
As a result, in 1989, 77% of Scots felt treated as second-class citizens by Thatcher 
(Bennie et al. 1997, p. 146; for the persistence of the Conservatives’ de-legitimation 
in Scotland see Curtice 2012, pp. 119–123). 
 
The Scottish defence of welfare largely stemmed from the higher dependency on it by 
the Scottish middle-class as both providers and users—itself a legacy of Scotland’s 
relatively larger share of civil servants and social housing.8 Also, the technocratic elite 
that—as seen above—developed during the welfare years set a more corporatist than 
market-driven agenda for addressing the need for economic adjustment (McCrone 
1992, pp. 190–191). As a result, Scotland’s population has tended to hold more left-
wing attitudes than England’s, although this was probably more the case in the past 
than today. Reporting figures from 1974, Miller showed that there were differences 
between Scotland and England, although some could be linked to more general North-
South and centre-periphery patterns. People in Scotland were more critical of the 
government’s performance than in England (10% fewer people judging it positive); 
more opposed to cuts in social spending (66% vs. 61%) and supported redistribution 
to a larger extent (64% vs. 55%). Also, they were much more likely to define 
themselves as belonging to the working-class (Miller 1981, pp. 81-89). Using data 
from the beginning of the 1990s, Bennie et al. (1997) obtained similar, albeit more 
divergent, results. On average, more Scots than English perceived themselves as 
working-class (74% vs. 57%), held the government accountable for the state of the 
economy (68% vs. 53%) and believed in redistribution (60% vs. 45%) (Bennie et al. 
1997, pp. 102–124). Since then, however, and especially after devolution, while 
political divergence has increased, social differences have shrunk (Curtice and 
Ormston 2011). In 2006, a higher number of Scots still identified themselves as 
working class (64.7% against 58.2% in England) and support for redistribution has, 
on average, been higher than in England (42% against 38% from 2001 to 2008), but in 
both cases to a much lower extent than before.9 Thus, societal differences do exist, but 
they are not so great as to justify the recent political divergence between Scotland and 
England and, in addition, have considerably decreased over the years (Harvie 1998, p. 
213, McCrone 2012, Hassan and Warhurst 2001). 
 
Why is that? Identity and the ‘delegitimation’ of the Tories that occurred during the 
1980s seem to play an important role. People with a predominantly Scottish identity 
are more likely to identify as left-wing than those with a predominantly British self-
understanding. As concluded by Lindsay Paterson (2002, p. 33, see also Brown et al. 
1999, pp. 100–105), ‘appealing to left-wing sympathies in Scotland implies appealing 
to Scottish sympathies, and right-wing programmes similarly map onto British 
identity’. Furthermore, as argued by Michael Keating (2005, p. 458), the refashioning 
of Scottish identity as fundamentally in opposition to Conservative England led to the 
consequence that public policy has become less a matter of ‘precise views’ than a 
‘“moral economy” [...] summed up in the critique of neo-liberal excess’ (Keating 
2005, p. 458). In this connection, several authors have questioned the SNP’s claim 
that the Scottish population utterly rejected Thatcher’s neoliberalism, arguing that, in 
practice, many embraced aspects of her government’s policies (Marr 1992, pp. 172–
178, Finlay 2008). At a deeper level, despite all their criticism for the Conservatives’ 
economic recipes, both Labour and the SNP have taken up at least part of the Tories’ 
ideological heritage (Cuthbert and Cuthbert 2009, Torrance 2009, p. 175).  
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Finally, the Scottish Parliament has also played a role in furthering the political 
divergence between England and Scotland. As in the preceding case studies, it was 
conceived of as a nation-building tool aimed at assuaging conflict and reinforcing the 
cohesion of the British polity by showing understanding for the demands of its 
constituent units. This has had a clear impact on subjective national identification. 
While the share of Scotland’s residents declaring themselves to be Scottish increased 
from 52% in 1979 to 72% in 1992 (Bennie et al. 1997, p. 132), since the 
establishment of the Parliament such growth has stopped while dual and prevalently 
British identities have caught up (Eichhorn 2015). At the same time (in line with 
SNP’s claims), the Parliament was soon perceived as an inchoate step that needed to 
be reinforced. Already in 2001, the percentage of those who wanted its powers to be 
widened had increased to 66%, up from 56% the previous year (Paterson 2001, p. 89, 
see also Bond and Rosie 2002, p. 46). More fundamentally, as we will see more in 
detail in Chapter 9, Holyrood provided a completely new, and decidedly more 
favourable, opportunity structure to the SNP. Contrary to Westminster, at Holyrood 
the SNP can have an impact and the Scottish population has clearly realised it 
(Curtice 2009, pp. 63–65). Furthermore, different political systems shape the political 
debate in different ways and this has inevitably emphasised the divergence between 
Scottish and English politics (McCrone 2012, p. 76). Therefore, despite not being 
fundamental per se, the differences in attitudes mentioned above are amplified by the 
existence of different national identities and different political arenas.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The SNP is a deviant case in this study because, despite being a prosperous region by 
global standards, Scotland has consistently been confronted with the South East of 
England’s dominance within the UK economy. Also, although when including oil 
revenues Scotland’s per capita GDP has generally increased considerably beyond the 
UK average, this increase remains only potential. As a consequence, the SNP’s 
rhetoric of economic victimisation has not been centred around fiscal transfers from 
north to south, but rather on the better prospects that an independent and resource-rich 
Scotland would enjoy. Although the economic case for independence was incipiently 
formulated since the 1970s, Alex Salmond considerably improved it from the early 
1990s, focusing less on oil and more on the detrimental consequences of the 
concentration of economic activity around London. Furthermore, by resorting to the 
rhetoric of small, dynamic and cohesive nations and playing on a representation of the 
Scots as skilled and talented people—tapping into the old Scottish myth of the lad ‘o 
pairts—, he stressed Scotland’s several comparative advantages and promoted a 
positive instrumental case for independence, based on the country’s bright future 
prospects, rather than on any accusations of deliberate harm on the part of London, or 
on principled considerations.  
 
While the colonial metaphor was used sometimes in the 1970s, it was more often 
replaced by a claim of ‘provincialisation’ whereby Scotland’s status as equal partner 
in the Union was often disregarded. This narrative was potently transformed during 
the late 1980s into that of the ‘democratic deficit’. The SNP argued that the Tories 
imposed on the region their extreme neoliberal policies without having the legitimacy 
to do so. Since then, the SNP has consistently described Scotland as being a more 
‘caring’ and ‘compassionate’ society, which, despite being competitive and highly 
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skilled, rejected Thatcher’s sheer individualism. Therefore, the party clearly conveyed 
the idea of Scotland as a more advanced society than Tory England, in the sense that, 
not only would it be prosperous, but also fairer. 
 
The immediate context of the SNP’s formulation of the nationalism of the rich is to be 
found in the beginning of the process of structural change experienced by Scotland at 
the turn of the 1960s. After a decade of unprecedented well-being, the Scottish growth 
rate slowed down while unemployment edged up. Traditional parties devised huge 
investment plans under regional policy, but could not stop structural change. While it 
is not clear where the claim that Scotland was subsidising England came from, after 
the discovery of oil it became a credible and appealing argument. The threat of 
Scottish independence now was real because oil had opened up the possibility of a 
constitutional alternative at a time when Britain seemed in utter decline. Prospects in 
Scotland were better than in England and the idea that the Union was holding 
Scotland back made sense. Still, most of Scotland’s population did not call for 
independence, but for a bigger say on its own affairs within the Union.  
 
During the 1980s oil production was in full swing and Scotland politically 
marginalised by Tory preponderance in the South East of England. Factionalism 
prevented the SNP from taking advantage of this favourable conjuncture. Yet, that 
decade also supplied the ingredients necessary to decisively bolster the party’s 
rhetoric of political marginalisation. Until then Scotland had tremendously profited 
from—and also certainly contributed to—Empire, first, and the British welfare state, 
later, while at the same time maintaining autonomous institutions.10 For these reasons, 
until the SNP’s rise, administrative autonomy and privileged access to the wider pool 
of British resources were considered more valuable than political autonomy. But 
when the perception that the Union was no longer advantageous for the region began 
spreading, self-government became a more attractive scenario.  
 
By attacking the welfare consensus, which, after the Second World War, replaced 
Empire as the Union’s main underpinning, Margaret Thatcher seriously jeopardised 
the relationship with Scotland. She portrayed the region’s institutions as obstacles in 
her attempt to steer Britain away from decline. The Scottish defence of welfare 
mainly depended on the region’s higher dependency on the state. It then evolved into 
a pattern of political divergence between Scotland and England that is only in part 
explained by existing—but shrinking—differences in attitudes, but rather by the fact 
that the anti-Thatcher narrative arising out of the 1980s favoured the partial conflation 
of ideological positions and national identity to the extent that left-wing tendencies 
are frequently identified with pro-Scottish leanings.11  
 
There is little doubt that an independent Scotland would be a successful state, but 
whether it would profit or suffer from full sovereignty as compared to staying within 
the UK, it is probably impossible to say with enough certainty. This is due to the wide 
approximations inherent in any estimate of the regionalisation of general expenses as 
well as in the evaluation of the precise amount of oil revenues. What is sure is that 
such ambiguity has been a major weapon in the rhetorical arsenal of the British 
government in countering the solidity of the SNP’s economic estimates.  
 
Finally, the establishment of the Scottish Parliament has offered the SNP a new and 
more advantageous opportunity structure, since there the party can have a decisive 
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impact. In this way, it can be considered as one of the major factors explaining the 
recent party’s transition from marginality to the mainstream and from opposition to 
power. It is also central to understanding how the SNP could win elections and 
organise an independence referendum in the absence of any major grassroots 
radicalisation in favour of full self-determination, as we will see in Chapter 9.  
 
 

                                                
1 In general, gradualists are open to a limited form of self-government and willing to work with other 
forces, while fundamentalists campaign for outright independence and oppose any collaboration with 
other parties. This is a fracture that has characterised the party since its foundation. 
2 At about the same time, in 1992, the Scottish Office began publishing a series of yearly studies on 
Government Expenditure and Revenues in Scotland (GERS) which consistently highlighted Scotland’s 
dependence on transfers from the rest of the UK (see Keating 2009, p. 106). 
3 On the use of oil in the 1970s as the panacea that could solve all evils see also Maxwell (2009, pp. 
122–123).  
4 For an analysis of this argument in a wider set of Scottish nationalist actors see Hearn (2000). 
5 McCrone (1969, pp. 52–66) provided lower figures. 
6 On the ‘battle of numbers’ between the SNP and the British government, as well as for a wider 
discussion of the difficulties entailed in such calculations see Keating 2009, pp. 103–111. 
7 These high deficits were due to the effects of the economic and financial crisis.  
8 In 1974, 52% of Scottish people lived in council houses, against 27% in the UK as a whole (Miller 
1981, p. 79). According to Buxton (1985, p. 49), Scotland was the fourth region for share on UK total 
public employment. 
9 Redistribution measured as answers to the question ‘How much do you agree or disagree that 
government should redistribute income from the better-off to those who are less well off?’. ‘Strongly 
agree’ and ‘agree’ answers collapsed. British Social Attitude Survey available from 
http://www.britsocat.com [Accessed 22 February 2017].  
10 Furthermore, with about 11% of seats out of a share of the UK population of roughly 9%, Scotland 
was overrepresented at Westminster for most of its recent history. 
11 Such divergence is also due to the persistent failure of the Conservative party in Scotland to recast its 
image as a party that can be trusted to defend the Scottish interest. Recent data, however, seems to 
show a post-independence referendum revival of the Conservatives in Scotland, mainly due to a 
polarisation of positions for and against a second independence referendum and the collapse of Labour 
(see The Economist 2017). 



Chapter 5 – Figures’ captions, notes and sources 
 
 
Figure 5.1 – SNP’s electoral results, UK and Scottish elections*, 1964–2016 
(percentage of Scottish vote)

 
* For the Scottish elections the constituency vote has been taken into account. 
Sources: my elaboration on Audickas et al. 2016. 
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Figure 5.2 – UK’s GDP per capita by selected regions, 1968–96 (UK = 100)*

 
* I obtained the ‘Scotland + oil’ series by adding 90% of continental shelf GDP data 
to Scottish GDP data. 
Source: my elaboration on figures provided by the UK Office of National Statistics. 
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Chapter 5 – Tables 
 

Table 5.1 – UK’s real GDP growth per capita by selected regions, 1970–95 
(average by decade) 

Period England 
South 
East of 

England 

Northern 
Ireland Scotland Wales UK  

1970–79 1.8 % 2.1% 2.9% 2.4% 1.9% 2.2% 

1980–89 1.9 % 2.1% 1.6% 1.8% 2.1% 1.7% 

1990–96 1.0% 1.2% 1.9% 1.9% 0.5% 1.2% 

1970–96 1.6% 1.8% 2.2% 2.0% 1.6% 1.8% 

Source: my calculations on GDP data provided by the Office of National Statistics. 
ONS (2016c) for GDP deflator data (2015 = 100). 
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6. Cultural-Determinism and Welfare Deservingness: The 
Nationalisms of the Rich Compared 
 

In the introduction I defined the nationalism of the rich as a type of nationalist 
discourse that aims to put an end to the economic exploitation suffered by a group of 
people represented as a wealthy nation and supposedly carried out by the populations 
of poorer regions and/or by inefficient state administrations. The core elements of this 
ideology are a claim of economic victimisation, according to which a backward core 
area holds back a more advanced periphery, and a denunciation of political 
marginalisation that takes different forms in each case, but that can generally be 
defined as a more subtle, and more subjective, kind of victimisation than open 
discrimination or deliberate exploitation. The previous chapters have further inquired 
into this proposition giving substance to my general definition, but also pointing out 
differences in the ways in which the parties have constructed their own arguments. 
Here, I discuss commonalities and differences in the specific versions of the 
nationalism of the rich formulated by each party. Table 6.1 summarises the main 
characteristics of each party’s discourse for the two arguments mentioned above. 
 

[Table 6.1 about here] 
 
The fiscal victim 
 
ERC, the LN, the N-VA and the VB have used different words—geldstroom, expoli 
fiscal, rapina fiscale—but they have all denounced the fiscal transfers between the 
region where their national constituency lives and the rest of the country (the SNP 
must be clearly treated as a deviant case and I will dwell on it below). This is the 
argument concerning which their rhetoric is most similar. Their reasoning can be 
broken down into the following logical steps: 
 

1. there is uncontroversial evidence of sizable transfers between our 
nation and the rest of the country; 
 
2. these transfers are excessive and unjust; 
 
3. they are excessive because they are higher than in any other country—
the parties usually do not provide clear comparative data—and because 
they overcompensate the difference between donor and recipient, leaving 
the former worse off; 
 
4. they are unjust because they are (a) obligatory, (b) non-transparent, (c) 
ineffective; 

a. the donor constituency cannot decide to stop donating at its 
will;1 
 
b. the transfers are deliberately non-transparent because in this 
way the centralist parties can use them to finance clientelist 
networks in other regions of the state, especially the poorer ones, 
by promoting subsidies, unemployment benefits, and oversized 
employment in the public sector; 
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c. this solidarity promotes dependency rather than endogenous 
growth: on the one hand, this would be clearly shown by the lack 
of convergence since the beginning of the transfers; on the other, it 
is logically in the interest of the parties to keep the poorer regions 
dependent as, in this way, their role as mediators remains 
indispensable; 
 

5. this solidarity is therefore a waste and a drag on the competitiveness of 
the donor nation; the money would be used better if kept in the nation’s  
territory, allowing its members to enjoy better services and be more 
competitive. 
 

Surprisingly, only the VB—in its thematic brochures the Kostprijs van Belgie—has 
provided detailed analysis of the transfers, while the other parties have tended to rely 
on studies carried out by external actors, often in academia or regional governments, 
or on anecdotal evidence. This might probably be due to the fact that the economic 
imbalance between the region and the poorest areas of the parent state is clear and the 
existence of sizable transfers largely accepted in the wider society. What is really at 
stake is their true size, causes and legitimacy. 
 
The ‘ambiguity’ underlying the Scottish fiscal position is the main reason for treating 
the SNP as a deviant case. Scotland has only recently closed the gap with the British 
average income, which clearly fits uneasily with claims purporting the region as being 
wealthier and subsidising the Union. The potential wealth provided by oil revenues 
would have clearly boosted Scotland’s economic prospects, although it is impossible 
to say precisely whether the region would have been better off as an independent state. 
Such ambiguous position within the UK economy did spur the SNP to provide 
detailed evidence of its net contribution to the rest of the country. The SNP has thus 
decided to fight the battle on economic grounds and rightly so, as electoral data 
suggests that this is the best way to convince the Scots to support constitutional 
change (see Chapter 9). The indeterminacy of the issue has allowed the debate to drag 
on almost indefinitely without any clear answers coming up. It has also led the 
Scottish economic case to rely a lot more than the others on alternative considerations. 
These mainly boil down to the accusation of too much centralisation and 
mismanagement of the Scottish economy on the part of successive London 
governments. More specifically, the SNP has argued that, from the post-Second 
World War period, Scotland suffered because policies tailored to the needs of the 
South East of England, which were at odds with its own needs, were imposed on it. In 
the 1970s and 1980s the language of the party played on a double register, accusing 
London of deliberately sacrificing Scotland to the advantages of the South East while 
pointing more to accusations of neglect, or to the structural consequence of being the 
junior partner in the Union, at other times. This latter approach has consistently 
prevailed from the 1990s onwards, in line with Salmond’s idea of conveying a 
positive message about independence. Hence, the need for statehood has been 
predicated on the necessity to counter the gravitational attraction exercised by London 
on economic activity through the creation of a new centre of power in Edinburgh 
endowed with the fiscal competences required to set up a business-friendly 
environment in a globalised economy. 
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This argument concerning the need to devolve powers to set up policies more suitable 
to the local context reconciles the SNP with the other cases, as they all share a claim 
that the policies enacted by the centre have been detrimental to their own interests. In 
all cases, there is an assertion that the political and the economic centres of the 
country do not coincide. In other words, the most productive areas are deemed not to 
enjoy adequate representation within state institutions, thus the need to break away. 
Such reasoning relates to the accusations of political marginalisation that I will 
examine below. What is important to note here is that, again, this argument is less 
persuasive in the case of the SNP than in all other cases. And, yet, the party, and 
especially Alex Salmond, have consistently accused the south-eastern economy of 
being driven by the concentration of public employment, defence spending and 
mortgage tax relief to the disadvantage of the rest of the UK. Unlike the other cases, 
however, the SNP has not been able to convincingly portray the rest of the country as 
a ‘cost’ for Scotland. 
 
One important element is shared by all parties in the sample and lies at the core of the 
nationalism of the rich. This boils down to a belief in the special talent and work ethic 
of the members of the nation. In the cases of the LN, the N-VA and the VB, such 
belief leads to an unambiguous cultural-determinist explanation of the nation’s 
economic success, which is key for two reasons: firstly, it dignifies the nation’s 
prosperity and turns it into a major marker of its members’ identity; secondly, it 
allows them to reject solidarity on account of the reasoning that the areas they 
represent used to be less developed than the national average but were capable, 
through their hard work, to build up their own current prosperity without state help. 
Hence, what the other regions of the state that ‘live off the transfers’ should do is 
simply to follow their example. Although they might tactically divert their attacks to 
the state administration and the central or local political elite, this cultural-determinist 
argument has led them to attribute opportunistic and parasitic behaviours to the rest of 
the parent state. In the case of ERC, we find such an argument but without denigration 
of the poorer regions of the country. While the Catalans are depicted as hard-working 
people who have made their way with no external support, and it is often implied that 
culture does play a major role in influencing patterns of economic development more 
in general, this does not involve any disparaging stereotyping of the regions of Spain 
that profit from the fiscal transfers flowing from Catalonia. The main targets of the 
party’s rhetoric have been the Spanish state administration and the Spanish political 
elite. This reconciles the implicit cultural determinism of its nationalism of the rich 
with the left-wing ideology of the party, since the intervention of the centralising and 
authoritarian Spanish state is identified as the main cause of the backwardness of the 
poorer Spanish regions. It certainly provides a more inclusive rhetoric with regard to 
the considerable Catalan population of Spanish origins—often coming precisely from 
Spain’s most deprived regions. There is however a tension within the party’s 
discourse, since by targeting traditional parties and their clientelist strategies, ERC 
has implicitly portrayed the inhabitants of poorer Spanish regions who vote for them 
as at least passively accepting these practices. 
 
These four parties (ERC, the LN, the VB and the N-VA) have also claimed to 
represent the local constituency of SMEs, which would be living proof of the validity 
of the cultural-determinist argument they make. According to Jêrome Jamin (2011, p. 
27) this focus on the ‘producing people’ re-proposes, in a European context, the 
‘producerist narrative’ used by populist parties in the United States, which suggests 
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‘the existence of a noble and hardworking middle class that is constantly in conflict 
with malicious parasites which are lazy and guilty, and found at both the top and 
bottom of the social order’. Such narratives have the undeniable advantage of 
explaining complex processes such as uneven development, lack of regional 
convergence, the persistence of the transfers and patterns of political divergence 
between regions with simple, compelling explanations. They also appeal to a wide 
section of the population—the working people—against enemies from above and 
below and can be justified with reference to widely shared values of merit, 
entrepreneurship, skilfulness and responsibility. Jamin further argues that such 
rhetoric is typical of right-wing parties. This might be true with regard to its complete 
form, where the producing people are squeezed from above and below, yet, as we 
have seen in the case of ERC, a left-wing version carefully limiting its attacks to 
unaccountable state bureaucrats and to those political elites that nourish dependence 
in other Spanish regions for their clientelist advantages (the enemies from above) is 
also possible. Yet, Jamin’s formulation is mainly based on an adaptation of the 
rhetoric developed by American populist parties in the late 19th and early 20th century, 
at a time when the welfare state was not yet a reality. On the contrary, the welfare 
state features prominently in the propaganda of the parties analysed here and is a key 
factor to understanding the formation of their arguments of economic victimisation—
as I will argue more fully in the next chapter. Therefore, elaborating on Abts and 
Kochuyt (2013, 2014), I propose to link this producerist narrative to the wider 
literature on welfare state formation and criteria of deservingness, and to label their 
conditional conception of solidarity as ‘welfare producerism’. 
 
The moral economy of welfare  
 
As argued by Mau (2003), the welfare state relies not only on rational self-interest 
assumptions whereby individuals seek forms of insurance against risk, but it also 
entails a ‘moral economy’ based on an entrenched consensus that people should pool 
resources to rebalance market inequalities that are deemed to be intolerable. However, 
redistribution is accepted conditionally and is based on ideas of reciprocity, trust and 
fairness. We can therefore think of the welfare state as a trust game in which people 
engage only if they do not perceive the recipients as abusing the system and in which 
they might disengage if they think that the system has negative collateral effects. 
More specifically, we can identify two social contracts undergirding welfare 
arrangements: a contract of mutual support between citizens, that is, between 
contributors and recipients (Mau 2003, p. 123); and a contract between citizens and 
the state, since the former formally delegate the organisation and delivery of welfare 
services to the latter, whose legitimacy has increasingly come to rely on its efficiency 
in carrying out this duty (Bommes 2012, p. 39). A widespread perception that these 
two contracts are being violated can lead to what Mau (2003, p. 123) has called the 
pathologies of mistrusting the recipients and that of mistrusting the system.2  
 
With regard to the former, studies on welfare deservingness have identified five 
criteria widely used by Western European publics to identify the community of 
legitimate recipients of social support. Such criteria are: control, identity, need, 
attitude and reciprocity (Van Oorschot 2000, 2006). Control refers to the fact that 
people evaluate the reason why persons find themselves in need. The higher the 
perceived responsibility of the recipients for their own neediness, the lower their 
deservingness. Identity is linked to the ‘bounded’ nature of welfare, whereby people 
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belonging to the ‘relevant community’—usually identified with the nation—are seen 
as more deserving than outsiders. Need simply implies that people who are perceived 
as being more in need are deemed more deserving. Attitude is connected to the idea 
that although recipients cannot materially pay back for the help they receive, they 
should at least compensate symbolically, for instance, by showing gratitude and 
making a good effort to ‘redress’ their condition. Reciprocity means that, although a 
minimum of vertical solidarity is guaranteed, people who have contributed more 
should also somehow receive more (Van Oorschot 2000, 2006). 
  
On the basis of these five criteria, we can identify two conditional conceptions of 
solidarity: welfare chauvinism, as a conditional conception of solidarity primarily 
based on ‘identity’; and welfare producerism, which is prevalently based on the 
criteria of ‘control’, ‘reciprocity’ and ‘attitude’ (Abts and Kochuyt, 2013, 2014). The 
two of them are not mutually exclusive and actors often draw on both, although to a 
different extent, when constructing their own understanding of the community of 
legitimate welfare recipients. It is however useful to distinguish them because the 
criterion of identity functions in a fundamentally different way as compared with the 
others and this because: it often—although not always—hinges on ascribed qualities 
(origin and/or ethnicity) rather than on behaviour; it is logically prior to the others 
since it relates to the definition of the community of social sharing to which the other 
criteria apply (see Deutsch 1975, p. 142, Opotow 1990, pp. 1–4). This is all the more 
relevant in my case studies, since dual identities are an important reality in the regions 
analysed. Hence, the argument of economic victimisation made by the parties studied 
here has relied considerably more on welfare producerism than welfare chauvinism. 
Although identity still lurks in the background, since the sub-state national 
community is clearly identified as the relevant ‘collectivity of redistribution’, the 
rejection of solidarity with the rest of the parent state is rarely justified solely on the 
basis of such criterion. On the contrary, welfare recipients are seen as undeserving 
because: they are not enough willing to work, hence they are responsible for (i.e. in 
control of) their neediness—or in some softer versions the parties they vote for are 
responsible for that, although the fact that they vote for such parties suggests a kind of 
indirect responsibility; they often deliberately abuse the system or, at least, they do 
not make a sufficient effort to get out of their situation of need (attitude); they get 
more than what they would be entitled to on the basis of their contributions, while 
those who have contributed more do not get their fair share (reciprocity). This 
producerism however is also strongly ‘culturalised’ in the sense that, by representing 
the relevant nation as made up of hard-working, entrepreneurial people the case-study 
parties have proposed a clear association between the imagined ‘community of 
welfare producers’ and the entire nation, which is therefore portrayed as legitimately 
more deserving. 
 
Their critique however has not only been limited to the contract between citizens, but 
has also concerned the pathology of ‘mistrusting the system’. The main accusation 
has been that the parent state, and the traditional political elites with it, has 
inefficiently managed public resources, leading to wastages, corruption, clientelism, 
fraud, rising taxes, deficit and debt. In this aspect of their propaganda we can also see 
some populist tendencies,3 although present in different degrees in each case. Here is 
also where the argument of economic victimisation links to that of political 
marginalisation, since the state is described as mainly dominated by elites who do not 
belong to the national community and therefore pursue other interests.  
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The SNP is, once again, a deviant case. Especially in recent years, the party has 
shared with the other cases a representation of the Scottish people as a talented, 
ingenious and hard-working lot—building on the much longer tradition of the ‘lad o’ 
pairts’ and on Scotland’s contribution to the industrial revolution—yet, the party has 
had a hard-time referring to any SME constituencies because of its weakness in the 
region. On the contrary, it has consistently preached the need to reverse Scotland’s 
low rates of business start-ups as compared to England and to steer the economy from 
one mainly based on big industry, first endogenous and later of multinational nature, 
to one with a higher number of SMEs. Another reason why the cultural-determinist 
argument has been less prominent in the rhetoric of the SNP is because ‘Scotland’s 
wealth surplus’ has mainly to do with natural, rather than socio-cultural factors.  
 
What is certainly common to all parties, however, and which arguably is the main 
strength of the nationalism of the rich, is that the transfers and, in the case of Scotland 
oil revenues, have been used as a ‘trump card’ to project the appealing and credible 
image of a more prosperous society combining competitiveness and welfare 
protection in a context of high international competition due to processes of 
globalisation and European integration. In this connection, it is interesting to note that 
even the right-wing parties in the sample do not advocate radical welfare cuts to their 
own community. Some of them—the VB and the LN at some point in their history—
have even presented themselves as the true defenders of the working-class and have 
effectively expanded their electoral grip within this constituency. Hence, along the 
lines of what has been suggested by Keating (1996, p. xii), the nationalism of the rich 
can be seen as a rhetorical tool ‘for reconciling economic competitiveness and social 
solidarity in the face of the international market’, although the parties analysed here 
have clearly indicated different ways, some more exclusive than others, to reach this 
goal. 
 
The nationalism of the rich also contains an important element of liberal 
communitarianism pointed out by Walzer (1990, p. 16), i.e. ‘the dream of a perfect 
free-riderlessness’, that echoes David Miller’s (1995) argument according to which a 
strong national identity is a pre-requisite for efficient solidarity. In other words, what 
these parties have suggested is that, to work, solidarity needs commitment and 
consensus on the basic norms and values shared by the society in which it is 
discharged, otherwise it leads to inefficiencies, free-riding, higher costs and lower 
quality. Since the economic success of the nations represented in this sample is 
portrayed as descending from the shared norms and values of their members, it 
follows—implicitly or explicitly—that where economic development has not 
materialised to the same extent other norms prevail. Hence, welfare and redistribution 
will be inefficient there. In this framework, changing the boundaries of the political 
community is the only possible solution because cultural change is deemed to be very 
difficult to bring about and, in any case, the rest of the population of the parent state is 
deemed not to have any willingness to effect it. In the cases of the VB and the LN, 
similar arguments are also directed at foreigners, while they are not in the other cases.  
 
The above considerations might be less obvious concerning the SNP. The SNP’s 
nationalism of the rich does not reflect the idea of Scotland being robbed by lazy 
parasites in England and/or corrupted bureaucrats—although it is worth stressing 
again that Salmond did accuse the South East of being made up of ‘subsidy junkies’ 
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living off state spending—but rather the image of Scotland as a different society, with 
a stronger social-democratic ethos, which should be free to use its ‘extra-ordinary’ 
human and natural resources to achieve its goals. Yet, one example of the anti-free-
riding ethos mentioned above is provided by the arguments formulated in the 1970s 
about the use of oil revenues by the bankrupted British state, pawning away 
Scotland’s wealth to cover its balance of trade deficit. It can be seen again in the 
recent decision of the SNP-led Scottish Government to charge pupils from the rest of 
the UK studying at Scottish universities tuition fees.4  
 
The advanced periphery 
 
The economic victimisation denounced by the case-study parties is directly linked to a 
perception of political marginalisation. Such an idea is more vague than the economic 
argument seen in the previous section, but it can be summed up as a subtler, and more 
subjective, form of victimisation than deliberate oppression or discrimination. In their 
analysis of secession in the 20th century, Pavkovic and Radan (2007, pp. 47–50) have 
identified three types of grievances that appear in the propaganda of separatist 
movements: the unequal distribution of resources (economic and/or of status), harm, 
and alien rule, with the last one being the most important and common element. 
While grievances about resources do not require deliberate action on the part of the 
state or other groups within the country, but can simply stem from neglect, harm is 
always deliberate. Contrary to Pavkovic and Radan’s description, when looking at the 
propaganda of the parties analysed here, we find plenty of arguments about the 
unequal distribution of resources, but few overt statements about harm and alien rule, 
which would, at least in part, confirm their peculiar character when compared to 
‘more traditional’ separatist movements. 
 
This assertion of course requires a number of qualifications, as the degree of its 
validity varies from one case to the other and, also, within each case over time. First, 
we can distinguish between parties such as the SNP, the N-VA and, in part, ERC that 
have tended to shift from a message centred around blaming central institutions 
towards one aimed at showing the positive prospects of independence and reassuring 
the population about the maintenance of good neighbourly relationships with the rest 
of the parent state after separation. Thus, the SNP has gone from using colonial 
metaphors in the late 1960s and early 1970s, to accusing the British government of 
‘mismanagement’ and ‘undelivered results’, rather than deliberate harm. The very 
same expression of democratic deficit, arising during the Thatcher years, points to a 
problem with British democracy, not its absence. Similarly, the N-VA has certainly 
been tough with the Walloon Socialist Party and sometimes—especially through 
personal declarations of some of its members rather than through official 
propaganda—delivered almost insulting statements with regard to the Francophones, 
but more consistently it has referred to the flaws of the Belgian consociational 
democracy as the main reason to ‘divorce’ the two halves of the country. ERC shows 
a more problematic outlook, especially in light of the constitutional crisis begun in 
2010, which has rallied all nationalist parties behind the idea that self-determination is 
fundamentally about democracy and that the Spanish state’s opposition to an 
independence referendum displays its authoritarian character. Yet, between the mid-
1990s and the late 2000s, especially under Carod-Rovira’s leadership, the party tried 
to spread a positive message based on the socio-economic advantages of 
independence and to soften opposition to the parent state.  
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The VB and LN are rather different in this respect, as they have generally showed a 
much stronger confrontational posture. Both parties have made reference to colonial 
metaphors in their early years and, in the case of the VB, accusations of francophone 
‘arrogance’ have been recently voiced. Yet, in a fashion similar to the N-VA, since 
the second half of the 1990s, the party has more frequently underlined the flaws of 
Belgium’s consociational democracy and the ensuing ‘minoritisation’ of the Flemish 
majority. Similarly, the League progressively abandoned claims concerning the 
eradication of local cultures and—like the VB—in the 1990s emphasised the 
corruption scandals that hit the country portraying itself as the only clean parties and 
the representative of the working people against the ‘corrupted political mafia’.5  
 
More generally, all the case-study parties have confronted two main constraints with 
regard to the articulation of their grievances. The first has to do with the threat of 
violence and ‘Balkanisation’ that is often associated with nationalism and 
separatism—and that was arguably more salient in the first half of the 1990s, when 
the dissolution of Yugoslavia recalled the dangers of civil war. As we will see in 
Chapter 9, even if independence would probably be advantageous in economic terms, 
the populations of the regions analysed have shown a reluctance to support it 
massively. In such a context, when willing to expand their appeal to a wider 
constituency than a small clique of committed voters, the parties have made an effort 
to reassure the population that separation would be a smooth event. Expressions like 
‘orderly split’, ‘evaporation of the state’, ‘consensual separation’, ‘divorce’, 
‘confederation’ have thus been widely used along with examples of peaceful 
dissolutions such as those of the United Kingdom of Sweden and Norway (1905) and 
of the Czechoslovak Federative Republic (1993). All this points to the tight rope that 
these parties have to walk if they want to successfully voice grievances without 
sounding too aggressive or threatening.  
 
The second constraint relates to the specific context where the parties have operated 
and, therefore, to the socio-economic and cultural material available to construct a 
credible narrative. Although in some cases there are historical experiences of harsh 
conflict and persecution—Franco’s dictatorship probably being the clearest 
example—in their most recent history these parties have lived in quite stable and 
successful democratic regimes. Most of them have been plagued by corruption 
scandals and have displayed flaws in the functioning of their democratic institutions, 
but one could hardly conclude that they would not qualify as democratic regimes. 
Furthermore, all of them have also moved to a more decentralised architecture 
allowing for substantial forms of recognition of diversity and institutional autonomy. 
Therefore, in the longer term, exaggerated accusations of domination, oppression and 
authoritarianism could risk backfiring, all the more so because all these parties have 
accepted to bring about constitutional change from within those very same institutions, 
thus implicitly accepting their legitimacy. This is why I suggest using the label 
‘political marginalisation’ to refer to the varied set of grievances concerning the 
political relationship with the parent state voiced by these parties. In this way, I do not 
want to downplay the importance of such grievances. On the contrary, it is precisely 
by putting them in a wider context of separatist claims and grievances that one 
realises how much the standard to judge political legitimacy is always relative (Linz 
1973, p. 55).  
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That said, let us review in a more systematic fashion the core claims of political 
marginalisation made by each party. In a longer historical perspective, the SNP’s 
main argument has concerned the centralisation of power in the London area. 
According to this narrative, while the Union was, in principle, a partnership among 
equals, the strength of the South East side-lined Scotland. During the Thatcher years 
such a situation evolved into a fundamental questioning of the nature of the Kingdom. 
The Iron Lady did not do anything undemocratic, strictly speaking, but she treated 
Britain as a unitarian instead of a union state, thus jeopardising Scotland’s position as 
a constituent nation of the UK. Although the autonomous character of Scotland was 
later recognised, as has been, more recently, its right to self-determination, the 
narrative arising out of those years has had a lasting impact. ERC’s main political 
grievance has similarly, although much more critically than in the Scottish case, had 
to do with its recognition as a nation endowed with a right to self-determination. 
Albeit linked to corruption scandals and specific institutional issues, accusations 
against the Spanish government of being fundamentally undemocratic have revolved 
around the ‘mentalitat radial’ of the Spanish political elite and its refusal to recognise 
the differential status of Catalonia. The LN on the contrary has not so much 
complained about the recognition of Padania as a nation, for the simple reason that 
this was far from being an uncontroversial concept in the North in the first place. 
What the League has rather consistently focused upon has been the 
underrepresentation of some northern constituencies—portrayed as representative of 
the entire North—within the purportedly southern-dominated state institutions and 
parties. During the 2000s, however, as the party was for most of the decade in power 
with Berlusconi’s FI and PdL, it became harder to hold such an argument. This in part 
explains why the Lega gave more emphasis to immigration issues and strengthened its 
Eurosceptic position, while simultaneously demanding more powers for the northern 
regions and accusing its allies to hamper the devolutionist agenda. Finally, the VB 
and the N-VA probably are the most interesting cases of rhetoric of political 
marginalisation because they claim to speak on behalf of a demographic and political 
majority that is, however, purportedly made powerless by the constitutional 
guarantees granted to the francophone minority, which would constantly abuse them. 
 
Therefore, what is clearly at stake in the discourse of these parties is the type of 
democracy, rather than democracy itself. Clear issues of recognition have been 
prominent only in the case of ERC—and even there, since the mid-1990s, they had 
begun to peter out until the recent crisis brought them back to the core of the party’s 
discourse—and, to a much lower extent, of the VB. Yet, a general sense of neglect, 
the idea of being different and having diverging interests from the rest of the country 
have been sufficient to provide a breeding ground for these parties to formulate their 
arguments and obtain substantial support. 
 
What is important to underline is that the claims of economic victimisation and 
political marginalisation must always be considered in conjunction: on the one hand, 
economic victimisation directly stems from the nation’s political marginalisation; on 
the other, the nation’s political marginalisation is more salient because of its 
exceptional economic power and unrealised potential, which would warrant not only 
equal but even special representation within the parent state. In other words, it is the 
perceived mismatch between the economic capabilities and the political power of the 
relevant nation that fuels the arguments of the nationalism of the rich. Such a 
mismatch coincides with a more general sense of ‘relative deprivation’ as defined by 
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Ted Gurr (quoted in Tajfel 1978, p. 68), that is, as a discrepancy between an actor’s 
‘value expectations’ and its ‘value capabilities’ where ‘value expectations are the 
goods and conditions of life to which people believe they are rightfully entitled’ and 
‘value capabilities are the goods and conditions they think they are capable of getting 
and keeping’ (my emphasis). As Gurr further suggests the emphasis ‘is on the 
perception of deprivation; people may be subjectively deprived with reference to their 
expectations even though an objective observer may not judge them to be in want’. 
 

                                                
1 While this is often couched as a democratic argument—i.e. ‘the people should decide about the use of 
their own resources’—it in fact stems from the nationalist argument that a nation constitutes a distinct 
political community endowed with a right to self-determination and should thus always be free to 
decide how its money is spent. 
2 Here, I am using Mau’s two pathologies but re-interpreting them in combination with considerations 
from Bommes (2012, p. 39). When talking about the two pathologies, Mau refers to the belief that 
solidarity does not go to the truly needy (mistrusting the recipient) and that solidarity might have 
collateral long-term effects, such as sapping the poor’s willingness to work (mistrusting the system). I 
rather propose here an actor-centred approach, whereby the two pathologies refer each to a contract 
between actors (citizens-citizens vs. citizens-state), since this is more suitable to identify the relevant 
Others singled out by each party, especially considering Jamin’s distinction between enemies from 
above and below.  
3 I refer to Mudde’s (2004, p. 543) minimum definition of populism as being based on the antagonistic 
opposition between ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’. Although, in practice, populism and 
nationalism often overlap, analytically one can distinguish between the vertical imbalance, which is 
internal to the nation, typical of populism, and the horizontal one between the nation and external 
others typical of nationalism. That is why, although it is certainly relevant especially to explain the 
electoral success of some of my case-study parties, in this work populism is not used as a major 
framework of analysis.  
4 Although certainly required by the inefficiencies of its funding system, this policy was to remain in 
place even after independence. 
5 ERC used a similar rhetoric in Catalonia in the first half of the 1990s. 



Chapter 6 – Tables  
 
Table 6.1 – Party discourses compared 

 

Arguments and sub-arguments ERC LN N-VA SNP VB 

Economic victimisation      
Fiscal transfers  C C C S C 
Nation economically better off if independent C C C C C 
Need for tailored economic policy C C C C C 
Cultural-determinist explanation of economic 
success C C C S C 

Political marginalisation      
Lack of recognition C S S S C/I 
Cultural oppression C T S T C 
Critique of consociationalism N/R C C N/R C 
Critique of majoritarianism S N/R N/R C N/R 
Mismatch between economic and political power C C C C C 

 
C = core argument;  
T = temporary argument;  
S = secondary argument;  
I = inconsistent, either argumentatively or across time;  
N/R = not relevant. 
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7. Redistribution, Uneven Territorial Development and Identity 
 
Although both domestic and international factors have contributed to the rise of the 
nationalism of the rich, the case studies reviewed in the previous chapters suggest that 
the former have played a primary role. In this chapter, I take a comparative look at the 
main findings concerning such factors and broaden my analysis to include centre-
periphery relations in other European countries. The subsequent chapter will, then, 
focus on external processes such as globalisation and European integration.  
 
Fiscal imbalances compared 
 
The nationalism of the rich implies the existence of some form of economic drain on 
the part of central institutions, although this can also be potential and contested rather 
than actual and proven, as the case of Scotland shows. Relevant questions therefore 
are: whether there are similarities and differences in the extent and nature of fiscal 
transfers between the regions analysed; what has been the connection, in practice, 
between the origin of the transfers and the origin of the discourse about them; and 
whether other European regions have experienced similar fiscal imbalances, whether 
they have seen the rise of similar movements, and, if not, why. 
 
With regard to Catalonia, Flanders and Northern Italy, the several studies reviewed in 
the previous chapters have shown great variance concerning the availability and 
quality of data, the methods used for the calculations and, as a consequence, the 
results obtained. This preliminary observation emphasises the fact that the contested 
nature of the transfers—notably regarding the methods for their estimation and the 
reasons why they arose and persist—has allowed the parties to selectively use data 
that best suits their arguments. Furthermore, although distortions have been pointed 
out, most studies emphasise the generally high correlation of regional fiscal deficits 
and GDP per capita, suggesting that they are mostly driven by automatic forms of 
interpersonal redistribution rather than by discretionary spending. In other words, 
these studies would suggest that redistribution is mostly ‘colour-blind’, while the 
case-study parties are not. 
 
At the same time, the existence and relative stability over time of sizable transfers is 
undeniable (see Table 7.1 for a summary). Flanders’ contribution has hovered around 
4% of regional GDP throughout the 1990s and early 2000s—and was arguably the 
same in the 1980s (Van Rompuy and Bilsen 1988, Van Rompuy 2010). When 
allowing for the effect of Spain’s budget deficit, the Catalan contribution has 
remained around 5-6% of the region’s GDP between 1991 and 2005 (Uriel and 
Barberan 2007, p. 303). Although Maggi and Piperno’s study (1998) did show a 
considerable increase in the fiscal deficit of the main Northern Italian contributor 
regions between 1989 and 1995, which might contribute to explaining the LN’s 
breakthrough in those years, unfortunately, no longitudinal study of fiscal transfers is 
available. The analysis of the relation between primary and disposable income from 
1995 to 2011 carried out in Chapter 4, however, can help obtain a rough idea of the 
fiscal deficit’s evolution. This shows a quite stable picture, albeit with a slight 
deterioration in the case of Lombardy. All this has two implications. On the one hand, 
it cannot be argued that variability in the success of the parties in recent years is 
linked to any clear worsening of the regions’ fiscal balances with the central 
administration. On the other, the persistence of the transfers is a powerful rhetorical 



 121 

weapon, since it can be used to underpin the claim that solidarity has not reduced the 
economic imbalances between different areas of the country and that the fiscal 
autonomy devolved to the regions is not sufficient. Although this argument betrays a 
conception of solidarity as a means to boost endogenous growth, rather than as a 
normative obligation to provide a degree of equalisation between richer and poorer 
areas even in the face of persisting imbalances, it has not for this reason been less 
effective. 
 

[Table 7.1 around here] 
 
Unfortunately, most of the data just discussed does not account for the formative 
years of the nationalism of the rich in the 1970s and 1980s. During those years 
Flanders and, to a lower extent, Northern Italy substantially improved their relative 
economic position vis-à-vis the rest of the country, setting the ground for the 
formation of the transfers. Flanders overtook Wallonia in the mid-1960s with 
corresponding effects on the size and direction of interregional flows. While up to 
1963—according to some up to 1968 (Meunier et al. 2007)—Flanders was a recipient 
region (Dottermans 1997), from the early 1970s it became a net contributor and the 
fiscal deficit grew in the second half of that decade out of the widening gulf in 
revenues between the North and the South. The situation is slightly more complicated 
with regard to Northern Italy, as the North has been richer than the South since 
national unification. Yet, Moioli (1990) and Diamanti (1994) emphasised how the 
constituencies of highest support for the northern regionalist leagues coincided with 
non-metropolitan areas of late industrialisation in Veneto, Lombardy and Piedmont of 
the type described by Arnaldo Bagnasco in his study on the Third Italy. The region of 
Veneto is emblematic in this respect. Between 1951 and 1981, it saw its per capita 
value-added going from 81% to 109% of the national average, recording the strongest 
improvement among all northern regions and the fourth strongest in the entire country. 
A symmetric evolution of the region’s contribution to interregional redistribution is 
suggested by a longitudinal comparison of the data on fiscal transfers: while, in the 
mid-1970s, Veneto’s fiscal deficit was equal to about -2% of its primary income 
(Forte 1977, p. 110), all recent studies estimate the region’s contribution at between -
6.4 and -11.1% of its GDP.  
 
The Catalan case does not show a similar reversal of the economic conditions of the 
region or of some areas within it. Catalonia has consistently been one of the most 
prosperous Spanish regions since at least 1860 and, if anything, between the 1970s 
and 1990s, it saw its hegemonic position threatened by the Community of Madrid and 
the Balearic Islands. Accordingly, Catalan nationalism in the early part of the 20th 
century already developed some of the economic arguments that later flowed into the 
nationalism of the rich in the late 1980s. Prominent among them was the idea that 
Catalonia was being held back by a more backward Castile after having recovered 
from the centuries of stagnation that had followed its decline in the 15th century, 
which provided a template for later elaborations on the subject (Llobera 2004, p. 66). 
Also, studies about the transfers were already carried out during the dictatorship and 
even more so in the first years of the transition. Hence, while one can easily 
understand why claims of economic victimisation were not vented openly until the 
death of Franco, when comparing the almost immediate coincidence of the early signs 
of the rhetoric of the nationalism of the rich in Flanders with the publication of the 
first academic studies on the transfers and the readiness of nationalist and separatist 
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parties to use them, it is surprising that the same process took about a decade to occur 
in full form in the Spanish region. Two reasons can account for that. First, the trauma 
of the dictatorship forced a climate of consensus over the political elite that was aware 
of the need to ensure a smooth transition to a democratic state. The fiscal issue was 
thus overshadowed by the need to ensure the establishment of autonomous institutions 
and the protection of the Catalan language and culture. Second, at the time of the 
transition the weight of the Spanish state in the economy was meagre as compared to 
the European average. Yet, between 1970 and 1990, public spending increased from 
20.1% to 42.7% of the country’s GDP, with a parallel hike in taxes, deficit and debt 
that considerably increased the saliency of the transfers (Comin and Diaz 2005, p. 
877). 
 
The case studies however suggest that, by themselves, the fiscal transfers cannot 
explain the formation of the nationalism of the rich, since other regions within some 
of the countries analysed have experienced similar imbalances without seeing any 
such rhetoric of fiscal victimisation arising. Explanations for in-country variation 
have been provided in the relevant chapters. What is more interesting here is to have a 
look at patterns of interregional redistribution in Europe as a whole. This topic was 
examined for the first time by an EEC Commission established in 1974 with the 
purpose of drawing lessons for European integration. The same exercise was then 
repeated in 1998. Table 7.2 reports the fiscal deficits of specific contributor regions. 
The northern Italian regions stand out for their very high contributions. If one takes 
the 1993 data, only Madrid, and to a lower extent the Balearic Islands and Stockholm 
displayed similar imbalances. This might account for the peculiar nature of the Italian 
case, whereby the nationalism of the rich arose in a context in which there was no pre-
existent national identity. Furthermore, when capital regions are taken out of the 
sample, only some German areas, notably Baden-Württemberg and Hessen are left 
along with the Italian and Spanish ones in which the nationalism of the rich arose—
apart from the already mentioned exceptions of Emilia-Romagna and the Balearic 
Islands. Yet, neither Hessen nor Baden-Württemberg have experienced the rise of any 
regionalist and/or nationalist party of relevance, although some authors have referred 
to the latter as an example of active regionalism, of the bourgeois kind theorised by 
Harvie (1994), at the level of the institution of the Land. The absence, or low 
relevance, of the rhetoric of the nationalism of the rich here is probably due to the low 
cultural and ethnic differentiation from the rest of Germany (Harvie 1994, pp. 63–67, 
Keating 1998, p. 105). 
 

[Table 7.2 around here] 

 
In this connection, Bavaria is a more interesting case because it did show high 
regionalist activity, mainly based on a strong sense of cultural differentiation, and 
because it went through a process of economic ascent similar to that experienced by 
Flanders and some Northern Italian provinces, becoming, during the 1970s and 1980s, 
a net contributor to the federal purse. The Christlich Soziale Union in Bayern 
(Christian Social Union, CSU), the local independent Christian-Democratic Party that 
has continuously ruled the region since the Second World War apart from a short 
break in 1954–57, played a role similar to that of CiU in Catalonia, both by being a 
moderate regionalist party acting as a responsible partner in the German federation 
and defending the interests of Bavaria without demanding full independence 
(Hepburn 2008). The party has neither fundamentally put into question the federal 
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system, nor lost substantial ground to separatist parties. Some peculiarities of the 
German federation probably account for this outcome. As Derek Urwin (2004[1982], 
p. 240) argued before reunification, the Federal Republic ‘is a country without a 
centre’—a condition that has lingered on after 1990—and its institutional structure 
has so far struck a good balance between centrifugal and centripetal forces, leaving 
great autonomy to the Länder and providing them with a high level of participation 
into the policy-making process through the federal senate (the Bundesrat), which 
reduces room for claims of political marginalisation (Keating 1998, p. 114). From a 
fiscal perspective, an aspect of the post-war German institutional architecture must be 
stressed. The federal role in financing interregional redistribution has been lower than 
in most centralised countries and a substantial part of the levelling of differences in 
regional tax capacity is obtained through horizontal payments among Länder, 
whereby the richer ones compensate the poorer bringing their per capita fiscal 
capacity to, at least, 95% of the national average. In the 1990s, this system came 
under attack for its in-built disincentives for the poorer states to increase their tax base. 
Yet, when compared to fiscal arrangements in the countries analysed here, it seems to 
provide two advantages: it entails a much more transparent form of redistribution—or 
at least of part of it—among the federal units; it foresees a guarantee whereby a 
contributor state can never see its fiscal capacity fall below the national average 
because of its contribution, thus ruling out, or at least limiting, overcompensation 
effects (see Commission of the European Communities 1977, Biehl 1994, Seitz 2000). 
 
The case studies also show that in the 1970s and 1980s the saliency of the transfers 
increased in coincidence with situations of public policy failure, especially, the rise of 
public spending and taxes and the accumulation of budget deficits and debt in the 
parent states. This was by no means an isolated phenomenon. Public spending growth 
was a common trend across industrialised societies in the post-Second World War 
period due, first, to the general expansion of state intervention in the economy and 
welfare programmes, and, since 1973, to the general process of stagflation triggered 
by the oil crisis. Yet, when looking at comparative figures on the growth of public 
spending as a percentage of GDP, in the period 1960–80 Belgium ranked second 
among Western countries, while Spain and Italy recorded the quickest and second-
quickest growth respectively in the 1980–90 period (my calculations based on Tanzi 
and Schuknecht 2000, p. 6–7). Since the late 1970s, in Belgium and Italy this process 
was accompanied by spiralling debt/GDP ratios, with the two countries topping the 
league of advanced economies—first and third respectively—by 1990 (my 
calculations on Alesina and Perotti 1995, p. 2). While Spain’s debt remained low by 
Western standards, its increase was the largest among advanced countries between 
1975 and 1990, going from 7.3% to 42.5% of GDP (my calculations on IMF-FAD 
2012). Accordingly, tax revenues as a percentage of GDP also displayed higher than 
average rates, although with more variation: Belgium’s tax revenue was the second 
fastest growing between 1960 and 1980, whereas Spain held first place in the 1980s. 
Italy remained at the high end of the ranking—in fifth position—during the entire 
1960–90 period and then shot up to first place between 1990 and 1996, when most 
other countries were successfully reducing their fiscal pressure (my calculations on 
Tanzi and Schuknecht 2000, p. 52). 
 
This data about fiscal trends roughly correlate with the different timing of appearance 
and development of the nationalism of the rich in the different regions. As Belgium’s 
fiscal position deteriorated earlier as compared to Italy and, especially Spain, this, 
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along with the growing imbalances resulting from Flanders’ emergence as the 
strongest region in the country from the mid-1960s on, led to the formation of the 
nationalism of the rich already in the late 1970s. Although it was not the main reason 
for its electoral success, the persisting fiscal crisis of the country up to the mid-1990s 
contributed to delegitimising traditional parties to the advantage of the VB. Italy 
showed a very similar profile in those years, although its better fiscal position at the 
beginning of the period—the debt/GDP ratio was only 35.4% in 1965 compared to 
Belgium’s 67.5%—and its slower growth in public spending in the 1960s and 1970s, 
probably also due to more rudimentary welfare provisions, delayed the full 
development of the leagues’ formulation of the nationalism of the rich into the second 
half of the 1980s. Finally, Spain is a more problematic case, as its fiscal evolution 
should be seen as a ‘normalisation’ with regard to the Western average after a 
condition of extremely low intervention of the state in the economy during the 
dictatorship, rather than as a ‘deterioration’. Yet, the process was undeniably radical 
and, as pointed out by Comin and Diaz (2005, pp. 893–894), ‘due to its delay, the 
universal system of Social Security has been built in Spain when conditions were very 
unfavourable’.  
 
Hence, although reflecting wider trends, the evolution of the fiscal position of 
Belgium, Italy and Spain’s governments relatively to other Western economies in the 
1960–90 period does show more radical than average figures that, coupled with 
uneven regional development, weakened the legitimacy of central governments and 
opened up a window of opportunity for the successful development of the arguments 
of economic victimisation formulated by the parties analysed here. This does not 
mean that the fiscal vagaries of these countries were a sufficient condition. As already 
mentioned, fiscal strain was a general condition among advanced economies during 
the 1970–90 period, and other countries faced imbalances of similar magnitude, both 
in relative and absolute terms. Thus, these economic factors must be evaluated 
alongside identity, political and institutional variables. Yet, a comparison with 
Germany, which does show some similarities in terms of domestic cultural 
heterogeneity and uneven economic development, seems to confirm their importance. 
Although Germany’s debt increased by 151.3% of its GDP in the 1965–90 period—
Italy’s did so by 183.8%—it remained much lower in absolute terms (43.6%) (my 
calculations on Alesina and Perotti 1995, p. 2). During roughly the same time, public 
spending grew by 39.2% or about 20% less than the Western countries’ average, 
while the rate of growth of tax revenue was the second lowest after the US. Finally, 
its fiscal deficit during the 1973–89 years remained well below the OECD average 
(my calculations on Green 1993). In other words, Germany’s fiscal performance 
clearly offered less ground for radical contestation and for the crystallisation of 
redistributive imbalances around regional/national lines than in Belgium, Italy and 
Spain.  
 
To these considerations regarding the fiscal performance of the countries analysed, 
one should also add an efficacy problem. ERC, the LN, the N-VA and the VB have 
indeed suggested that the transfers have not helped but rather prevented economic 
convergence, by furthering dependence for electoral purposes rather than endogenous 
growth. In this respect, economic analyses suggest that such convergence has not 
been realised (in Flanders) (Van Rompuy 2010, p. 123) or did occur for some decades, 
but slowed down considerably or even stopped at some point (in the 1970s in Italy 
and in the 1980s in Spain) (Garcia-Milà and McGuire 2001, Ambrosiano et al. 2010, 
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Padovano 2007). Whether this was due to fiscal transfers or not, it is not clear. 
Despite theoretical studies arguing that redistribution might hamper growth, the 
empirical evidence is mixed (Mulquin and Senger 2011, p. 21). Such mixed evidence 
however has not prevented the party from using such an argument and exploiting 
scandals concerning corruption and the discovery of widespread clientelistic networks 
in the poorer areas of the parent state as proof of their claims. 
 
In many respects Scotland’s recent history might be seen as the exact opposite of the 
situation depicted above. On the one hand, the United Kingdom was one of the most 
successful countries in reducing debt and containing public spending and tax revenue 
growth. On the other, the region’s fiscal position within the British system of income 
redistribution has been ambiguous. Also, in 1960–90, Scotland went through a painful 
process of structural change from an economy over-reliant on heavy industry to a 
service-based one with a higher than average public sector, which entailed a stronger 
defence of welfare than in the South East of England. In a provocative way, one could 
think of Scotland as a Wallonia endowed with the possibility of a constitutional 
alternative made attractive by the financial trump card of oil revenues. Yet, the 
situation is in fact more complex. The first wave of support for the SNP—which 
materialised before oil was discovered—had much more to do with public policy 
failure. Although regional policy had diverted a disproportionate amount of resources 
to Scotland, the central government’s ‘stop-go’ strategy badly hurt business formation 
in an economy more reliant than most of Britain on state spending. In this respect, the 
foundering of the Wilson government’s promise to put an end to recurrent 
deflationary measures and the ensuing devaluation of the pound represented the 
proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. Furthermore, although it is true that, 
between the late 1950s and the early 1960s, Scotland’s economy was 
underperforming compared to the rest of the UK, thanks to the effects of regional 
policy and declining growth in England, by 1965, and for the next decade, Scotland 
began closing the gap with the British average. Then, oil added a completely new 
dimension to the cause of Scottish self-determination, while the 1973 crisis further 
contributed to the idea that the region would be better off as an independent state, 
since the crisis simultaneously aggravated the UK’s balance of payment hole—the 
UK being a net oil importer back then—and multiplied by four the prospective 
revenues coming from the ‘black gold’. The ‘social-democratic utopia’ depicted by 
The Economist in 1976 became indeed an attractive scenario. Also, although it did not 
experience spiralling debt, in those years the UK economy did show the highest 
inflation and lowest GDP growth rates of all the G-6 countries (see Maier 2010, p. 28). 
It also recorded the third worst budget deficit in the OECD between 1973 and 1976, 
behind only Italy and Belgium (Green 1993, p. 30). The 1976 loan from the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) seemed the most evident sign of the inexorable 
decline of Great Britain. 
 
Hence, despite remaining a deviant case, the rise of the nationalism of the rich in 
Scotland did share two similarities with the other cases, notably: a reversal of 
economic conditions with regard to the rest of the country, although suddenly brought 
about by the discovery of natural resources rather than by processes of endogenous 
growth; and a context of prolonged government mismanagement and public policy 
failure, especially in putting an end to balance of payment deficits in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s. 
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The welfare state and the end of the Glorious Thirties 
 
In Chapter 1, I have argued that, apart from some embryonic appearances in the 
rhetoric of Catalan and Basque nationalism at the beginning of the 20th century, the 
nationalism of the rich represents a recent phenomenon in the history of nationalism. 
However, I did not answer the question why this is so. There is no single factor 
accounting for the formation of the nationalism of the rich, but rather a complex mix 
of processes and events. Nevertheless, in a longer historical perspective, the post-
Second World War years did mark a fundamental change in the normative, economic 
and social structure of Western European societies. This novelty lies in the rise of two 
linked phenomena: the establishment of comprehensive welfare systems based on an 
idea of national solidarity and providing unprecedented levels of insurance and 
redistribution; and the increasing acceptance of state intervention into the economy as 
a consequence of the rise of Keynesian economics to the status of dominant economic 
orthodoxy. 
 
The welfare state was not invented ex nihilo in the years following the end of the 
conflict. Yet, the change obtained in the 25 years between 1945 and 1970 was radical 
both in quantitative and qualitative terms. The index of social insurance elaborated by 
Flora and Jens (1981, p. 54) clearly shows that this period, and especially the decade 
1950–60, recorded a major and general expansion never encountered before. Contrary 
to the interwar years, wherein considerable divergence among countries was 
evidenced, the post-1945 period stands out for the remarkable display of convergence 
between them. European countries progressively moved away from the selectivity and 
differentiation that had characterised the various piecemeal legislations enacted since 
the last two decades of the 19th century towards a system based increasingly on a 
principle of universalism and equality. The transition was not smooth, but, at least up 
to the mid-1970s, the tendency was towards expansion (Fraser 1986, pp. 207–239, 
Hassenteufel 1996, Ferrera 2005, pp. 104–105). Furthermore, the welfare states 
established after 1945 differed from the previous ‘experimentations’ because, 
however audacious these latter had been, they were always defended as ‘dispensations’ 
from the ‘orthodox’ law of healthy economics that prescribed a limited role for the 
state. In the post-War period this scepticism progressively gave way to a reality in 
which ‘that the national government should and could act was taken for granted’ 
(Heclo 1981, p. 390). 
 
Such interventionism was not limited to social policy but extended to the realm of 
macroeconomic management for the fulfilment of full employment. These two 
elements made up the pillars of the post-War socio-economic order. The triumph of 
Keynesian economics was in large part responsible for this change. The great 
innovation of Keynesianism lay in showing that, in time of crisis, the state could run 
budget deficits to stimulate demand, instead of contributing to deflation by balancing 
its budget as standard theories suggested. It thus provided a stabilisation of the 
economic cycle that promised steady growth. It also offered a series of tools that were 
supposed to enable governments to run an economy at full-employment and 
redistribute wealth to unprecedented levels.  The ‘Keynesian revolution’ broke out in 
the 1950s, although its diffusion was uneven both chronologically and with regard to 
its concrete applications (Bispham and Boltho 1982, pp. 289–292). It was based on 
the social consensus reached across Western Europe, and forcefully promoted by US 
administrations, around the ‘politics of productivity’, that is, the transformation of 
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political and class conflict into a commitment to growth and efficiency (Maier 1977). 
As a result, political legitimacy has come to hinge fundamentally on governments’ 
performance in managing the economy and ensuring growth (Postan 1967, p. 25). 
Although the capacity of politics to govern the economic cycle has been put into 
question since the end of the 1970s, the primacy acquired by economics in setting the 
ground on which to evaluate the action of elected executives has not disappeared (see 
Poggi 1990, p. 140). 
 
The new responsibility of the state in ensuring growth and redistribution is a 
fundamental premise of the nationalism of the rich that goes a long way to explaining 
its virtual absence in previous decades. This new role created expectations that 
probably went beyond the actual capabilities of policy-makers (Mau 2003, pp. 8–11) 
and, in the presence of uneven development and cultural segmentation, it laid the 
ground for a crystallisation of fiscal protest around national lines. Yet, the nationalism 
of the rich began to emerge more than 20 years after the establishment of the welfare 
state and the ‘Keynesian revolution’. This is because the 25-30 years following the 
end of the Second World War represented a period of enormous economic success. 
The Glorious Thirties displayed an unprecedented level of prosperity spreading across 
Western Europe. During this period, the welfare state was a fundamental and very 
successful nation-building tool, which aimed at keeping at bay both the risk of a slide 
back to fascist or radical socialist change and the disintegration of countries along 
social, national and ethnic lines (Esping-Andersen 2004, p. 27). Nevertheless, in 
many respects, those economic conditions were extraordinary and such exceptionality 
entailed that social policy expansion was virtually cost-less in political terms 
(Bispham and Boltho 1982, p. 298, Mishra 1984, p. 4). An example is given by the 
diversionary strategies that informed regional policy during the 1950s and 1960s. In a 
context in which Western countries were able to ensure full employment, regional 
policy was seen as a method to guarantee jobs in deprived areas, thus boosting state 
legitimacy where dissent was more likely to develop, while at the same time relieving 
congestion in fast-growing areas. It was a win-win situation (Keating 1998, pp. 47–
50) nourishing the ‘welfare consensus’ that prevailed over Western Europe for about 
three decades based on the ‘mutual stimulation of economic growth and peaceful 
class relations’ (Offe 1984, p. 194). In the 1970s, the growth machine stopped and 
welfare suddenly became a costly enterprise (Ferrera 2005, pp. 107–111; Rosanvallon, 
2015[1981], p. 55). Improvements in social coverage could no longer be paid out of 
revenues automatically increasing with growth, but rather through higher taxes. 
Inefficiencies within specific welfare systems became clearer than before (Heclo 1981, 
pp. 397–400). 
 
All this has led to a higher stress on the conditionality of welfare arrangements in line 
with the principles of fairness and reciprocity informing them (Hemerijck 2013, p. 30). 
Yet, at the same time, many studies on the crisis of the welfare state have shown that 
despite complaining about its costs, voters have consistently supported the 
maintenance of the welfare state and often opposed welfare cuts (Pierson 1996, Van 
Oorschot 2000, p. 34, Mau 2003, p. 15). As Western European countries entered the 
age of ‘permanent austerity’ (Pierson 2001a), they started facing a dilemma largely 
unknown in the immediate post-Second World War decades: that between social 
solidarity and economic efficiency.1 As argued by Ramesh Mishra in the early 1980s: 
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‘the Keynes-Beveridge package of welfare implied that state policies would 
sustain both economic well-being (full employment and economic growth) and 
social welfare. With the eclipse of Keynesianism, the social has been cut loose 
from the economic and the two seem to be drifting apart. Increasingly, social 
expenditure and social welfare more generally are seen as having adverse 
consequences on the economy’ (Mishra 1984, p. 19; see also Esping-Andersen 
1982, p. 49, Rosanvallon 2015[1981], p. 55). 

 
Whether the crisis of welfare is due to in-built contradictions of the welfare state or to 
other factors is beyond the scope of this book. What must be stressed here is that 
social rights are different from civil and political rights in that they rely on 
considerable amounts of material resources that must be extracted from society. In 
this context, ‘the matching of rights (entitlements) and duties (obligations to pay taxes 
and contributions) must be particularly accurate and stringent if fiscal bankruptcy is to 
be avoided’ (Ferrera 2005, p. 47) and especially so in an age of slow growth and high 
unemployment that contributes to framing distributional problems as zero-sum games 
(Thurow 1980, pp. 3–25).  
 
Since the mid-1970s, therefore, most advanced economies have confronted the thorny 
dilemma between the continuing popularity of—and even increased demand for—
welfare among their public opinions and the challenge of ensuring its fiscal 
sustainability in the long term. All this has led to different political and ideological 
reactions, generally characterised by a need to increase the conditionality of welfare 
arrangements. Conditionality, and even retrenchment, was eagerly embraced by the 
neo-liberal revolution that came to prominence with the governments of Margaret 
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan in the late 1970s and early 1980s. A left-wing version of 
a more conditional, although still inclusive, welfare state arose in the 1990s with the 
so-called social investment paradigm championed by the New Left, which 
emphasised empowerment and retraining over individual responsibility and moral 
hazard (Hemerijck 2013, pp. 36–39). The socio-tropic arguments of economic 
victimisation examined in the previous chapters can be seen as another alternative, 
although certainly a less sophisticated one, since the more or less explicit cultural-
determinist argument concerning the economic success of the relevant community has 
allowed my case-study parties to criticise redistribution within the parent state without 
rejecting the welfare state altogether. This nationalist interpretation of fiscal protest 
has allowed even left-wing parties like the ERC to adopt such an anti-statist stand. 
Furthermore, the representation of the nation as endowed with an exceptional hard-
work ethos and abundant excess financial resources embodied by the transfers has 
enabled the party to present independence as a way out of the dilemma between 
solidarity and efficiency. In a way, the transfers and the cultural determinist argument 
hold the promise of reproducing the exceptional conditions of the Glorious Thirties in 
an independent country. 
 
The role of national identity 
 
In the Introduction, I have presented the distinction between nationalism as a form of 
politics and nationalism as a form of consciousness. I have also suggested that these 
two interpretations of the concept are not in contradiction but feed each other: it is the 
psychological process whereby people recognise themselves as being part of a 
specific community of sovereign equals, different from members of other 
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communities, that provides a ‘way of seeing the world’ (Brubaker et al. 2004, p. 47) 
whereby individual choices and interests are mediated—although to different extents 
for different people and in different situations—through a specific set of values and 
interests that are deemed to be proper to the nation; this ‘way of seeing the world’ is 
exploited and constructed at the same time by specific actors, among whom political 
parties play a momentous role. Despite arguably maintaining some basic common 
features, national identities are protean realities, constantly reshaped by their holders 
as well as by external agents and events. All this makes it problematic to clearly 
establish national identity as a dependent or an independent variable. Most empirical 
studies of individual attitudes treat national identity as an explanatory factor and this 
because it is believed to be formed through processes of socialisation occurring early 
in the life-cycle and to remain quite stable (see Pinard and Hamilton 1986, Blais and 
Nadeau 1992, Howe 1998, Munoz and Tormos 2012). This is probably a correct 
assumption in individual analyses at specific points in time. It holds rather less when 
one deals with social groups in a longer historical perspective. Hence, one needs to 
carefully consider the ambivalent nature of national identity, especially in contexts of 
dual identity and in which two or more nation-building projects compete within the 
same social body. 
 
Four of my five case-study parties—ERC, the N-VA, the SNP and the VB—did not 
construct a national self-understanding from scratch, but rather built upon pre-existing 
ones endowed with a large and consolidated set of myths, histories and cultural 
elements. Three of them—ERC, the N-VA and the VB—also took advantage of 
linguistic differentiation. All provided a re-interpretation of part of this cultural 
baggage, and more specifically denied the possibility, in the long term, of a 
partnership with the other people(s) inhabiting the parent state. One of them—the 
LN—tried to craft a new national identity building upon an entrenched, but vague, 
sense of cultural distinctness between territories of the parent state. Processes of 
nation-formation are usually long and uneven, therefore it is probably too soon to 
definitively say whether a Northern Italian nation will ever stem from this process. 
For the time being, the results are ambivalent. 
 
Figure 7.1, 7.2 and 7.3 chart the evolution of subjective national identity in Catalonia, 
Flanders and Scotland. Stateless national identity (i.e. predominantly 
Catalan/Flemish/Scottish) is markedly stronger in Scotland than in Catalonia and 
Flanders. In the first, it has ranged between 53% and 69% of the local population, 
against 21%-47% in Catalonia and 27%-36% in Flanders during the period under 
study. As a consequence, dual and state national identity are stronger in these two and 
weaker in Scotland, although, state national identities seem to have been recently 
converging around similar levels in Catalonia and Scotland. On average, dual 
identities have prevailed in Catalonia and Flanders (42% and 44% respectively), 
while predominantly stateless national identity has prevailed in Scotland (61%). In 
Catalonia and Flanders there has been a strengthening of the predominantly Catalan 
and Flemish identities to the disadvantage of the predominantly Spanish one and the 
dual Belgian-Flemish one respectively. On the contrary, Scotland shows a clear 
weakening of the prevalently Scottish identity to the advantage of dual and 
predominantly British identity. Also, apart from the case of Catalonia, and there still 
very recently, there has not been any radicalisation around the extreme of uniquely 
stateless national identity. 
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[Figure 7.1, 7.2 and 7.3 about here] 
 

Apart from the case of Catalonia, the data reported above does not go as far back in 
time as would be necessary to have a clear picture of its relevance at the time of 
formation of the nationalism of the rich. The historical literature surveyed in the 
relevant chapters however suggests that such identities were already well-developed 
between the late 1960s and the early 1980s. Unfortunately, data on the evolution of 
the Northern Italian identity is fragmentary, but some studies reported by Biorcio 
(2010, pp. 40–41) would suggest that the League’s nation-building effort has been in 
part rewarded, since the number of northern Italians identifying with Northern Italy as 
their primary territorial identity has increased from 5.3% in 1996 to 22.7% in 2008. 
While this is remarkable, given the virtual inexistence of a Northern Italian identity 
until the early 1990s, it is not clear how consolidated such identity is and what its 
normative content is, especially in terms of self-government and self-determination 
claims. 
 
Regardless of their relative strength, the existence—or construction in the Northern 
Italian case—of such stateless identities have made state legitimacy more problematic. 
Although dual identities are not necessarily troublesome for state legitimacy, ‘where a 
people no longer identify with the political institutions governing them, the legitimacy 
of that system of government will be called into question’ (McEween and Moreno 
2005, p. 6). This is especially the case for the solidarity undergirding welfare 
arrangements as confirmed by electoral research on welfare deservingness which 
highlights how ‘identity’—most often coinciding with national identity—is the most 
important criterion used by European publics to identify the community of legitimate 
welfare recipients (Van Oorschot 2006, pp. 31–32). However, the opposite 
relationship can also obtain. Especially in their expansive phase, welfare states have 
been very successful nation-building instruments that managed to bridge differences 
between national and ethnic communities and effect internal bonding by means of 
external bounding (Ferrera 2005, pp. 1–11; Bommes 2012).  
 
The British welfare state in the 1950s and early 1960s did provide the population of 
Scotland with an unprecedented level of well-being and arguably replaced empire as 
the main rationale for the Union. Also, as argued by Finlay (2005), the British identity 
still had strong currency in Scotland in the 1970s, when the SNP’s first breakthrough 
occurred, mainly on account of the achievements of the post-war welfare state. This is 
probably less the case in Belgium because Belgian welfare was almost totally 
managed by societal segments—Catholic, socialist and liberal—dominating Belgian 
society at the time (Deschouwer 2012, pp. 204–213). Therefore, the role of the state 
as the provider of benefits and services was hidden behind intermediate groups. Yet, 
although Belgium has become a highly decentralised federation, social security has 
remained a federal competence and is often considered as one of the last remaining 
pillars of state legitimacy (Dandoy and Baudewyns 2005).  
 
The literature on Italian nation-building tends to stress the failure of such a process 
through the entire history of the country (Cammarano 2011, Graziano 2010, Lanaro 
1988). Yet, the economic boom of the post-war period and the distribution of 
prosperity afforded by the welfare institutions established between 1962 and 1978 laid 
the ground for an unprecedented homogenisation of Italian society, both culturally, 
through the creation of a wider public for standardised products, and socially, by 
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favouring the creation of a broad middle class (De Luna 1994, p. 42, Ferrera 1986, 
Lanaro 1988, p. 234). At the same time, the Italian welfare was potently influenced by 
‘familist’ practices to the disadvantage of universal protection that undermined the 
long-term stability of the system and consolidated North-South differences thus 
setting the ground, to some extent, for the later rise of the ‘Northern Question’ 
(Fargion 2005, Ferrera et al. 2012).  
 
Spain is a peculiar case in this respect because the creation of the welfare state was 
delayed until the end of the dictatorship and coincided with the decentralisation of the 
country (Gallego et al. 2005). Decentralisation, and with it its welfare dimension, was 
thought of as a nation-building tool (Moreno and Arriba 1999, Martinez-Herrera 2002, 
Guibernau 2006) that was largely successful, as in less than two decades 
normalisation led the country to close the gap with the EU average in terms of social 
protection spending, playing a major role in ensuring a smooth transition to 
democracy and strengthening rather than weakening state legitimacy (Ferrera 1993, p. 
28). The success of the democratic transition, the general stability of Spanish politics 
up to the mid-2000s and data on the reinforcement of dual identity until the late 1990s, 
would confirm this, although other dynamics, seen in Chapter 2, set in later. 
 
Thus, with the exception of Northern Italy, at the time of formation of the nationalism 
of the rich in the regions analysed there were distinct state and stateless national 
identities. However, a substantial part of the population declared itself as having dual 
identities and accommodating stances, based on ideas of partnership and of 
negotiating forms of autonomy short of independence, were prevalent and remained 
such long thereafter. Yet, these distinct self-understandings still offered a frame that 
could be used to interpret regional fiscal imbalances in national terms. They thus 
opened a space for contestation within the sub-state national community that has been 
exploited for mobilisation purposes by ‘ethnic entrepreneurs’. More generally, and in 
line with theoretical insights seen in the introduction and Chapter 6, one can conclude 
that in a context of dual or contested identity, issues of interpersonal redistribution 
can be framed as inter-territorial conflicts leading to calls for ‘social closure’, with 
regard to welfare arrangements, around the minority national community. If sub-state 
national cleavages coincide with economic imbalances such calls can be reinforced by 
cultural-determinist explanations of socio-economic development warranting the 
rejection of solidarity on widely accepted deservingness criteria of control, attitude 
and reciprocity embodying principles of meritocracy, trust and fairness.  
 
The political marginalisation of the advanced periphery 
 
Political marginalisation has assumed different forms in the five case-study parties 
and it is difficult to find a common pattern. Yet, we can see some symmetry between 
the arguments of ERC and the SNP, on the one hand, and those of the VB and N-VA, 
on the other, with the LN lying somewhere in between. This distinction mainly 
coincides with differences in the socio-political contexts in which these claims were 
developed. ERC’s and the SNP’s discourses represent pretty standard cases of 
minority nationalism in which the stateless community can trace its origins back to a 
history of independent statehood and conceives of itself as a constituent nation of a 
multinational state whose composition is made problematic by the presence of a 
titular nation enjoying a disproportional demographic and political weight—i.e. 
England in the UK and Castile in Spain. Yet, while Scotland has enjoyed a degree of 
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formal recognition within the UK since the foundation of the latter in 1707, this was 
not the case for most of Catalan history since the abolition of the Principality’s 
autonomy in 1714. On the contrary, the two 20th-century dictatorships, along with 
older histories of defeat and repression, provided a wide reservoir of grievances for 
nationalist parties. Accordingly, in Scotland in the 1960s and 1970s, political 
marginalisation was mostly defined in terms of ‘provincialisation’, whereby Scotland 
was deemed to receive less attention—especially in terms of economic needs—than 
what it deserved as an official constituent unit of the UK. ERC instead complained 
that Catalonia was not being given the recognition it deserved both in actual and 
formal terms, as the Constitution did not clearly define it as a nation. These different 
degrees of recognition also go a long way to explaining why Scotland’s population 
voted unconvincingly for political autonomy in 1979, while Catalonia’s 
overwhelmingly accepted it in 1978. While the former did not necessarily need it and 
its population was more afraid of a separatist ‘slippery slope’, the latter was offered 
an opportunity to satisfy a demand opposed for many decades. Later, the compromise 
struck by the Spanish Constitution worked reasonably well for about 25 years, 
whereas the 1980s exacerbated the cause of Scottish political marginalisation through 
Thatcher’s strictly unitarist interpretation of the British state. In both cases, it is 
important to note that political marginalisation has not been linked to the nation’s 
representation in state parliaments. It has therefore been a demand for a special status 
rather than for equal representation within the existing central institutions. 
 
The VB and the N-VA, by contrast, have operated in a very peculiar context, whereby 
a demographic and political majority has lamented the marginalisation caused by the 
constitutional guarantees granted to the francophone minority. Despite the virtual 
absence of a history of independent statehood, this argument could be potently fed by 
a history of linguistic discrimination within the Belgian state that led some observers 
to define the Flemings, certainly until the interwar years and arguably up to the 1960s, 
as a ‘sociological minority’ (Devos and Bouteca 2008, Van Velthoven 1989). This 
condition had progressively disappeared by the late 1970s, when the nationalism of 
the rich was formulated, but the ideological baggage inherited from the years of 
Flander’s socio-economic subordination could be adapted to the new circumstances 
(Boehme 2008a, p. 558), whereby Belgian francophones have been granted 
constitutional guarantees that in some instances frustrate the majoritarian ambitions of 
Flemish parties.  
 
The programme of the LN developed in a context that lies somewhere in between the 
Catalan and Scottish scenarios, on the one hand, and the Flemish one, on the other. 
The League has claimed the status of minority for the Padanian population (a point 
inherited from the previous regionalist leagues) and denounced the overrepresentation 
of southerners in the bureaucracy and the traditional political parties. Nevertheless, 
when taking into account an extended definition of Northern Italy, its population 
accounts for almost half of the population of the state, thus making its situation closer 
to that of the two Flemish parties. The Lega has indeed accompanied its demands for 
autonomy and independence with declarations that it would ‘restore’ northern control 
over the Italian state. In other words, both in Flanders and Northern Italy the 
imposition of a more assertive Flemish/Northern Italian policy within state 
institutions has been a more feasible alternative (for simple demographic reasons) 
than in Catalonia and Scotland, although only the LN consistently tried to implement 
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it through repeated participation in government at the central level (see Chapter 9 for 
more detail). 
 
In all cases—although in Catalonia and Northern Italy to a lower extent than in 
Scotland and Flanders—the claims of political marginalisation have been reinforced 
by subsuming left-right ideological positions within the centre-periphery cleavage 
through a representation of the relevant nation as sharing a specific ideological profile 
opposed to that of the rest of the country—i.e. right Flanders vs. left Wallonia, social-
democratic Scotland vs. conservative England. Nevertheless, while survey data does 
show some differences in socio-economic attitudes, these are often much smaller than 
what debates between centre and periphery in the countries analysed would suggest, 
and frequently coexist with similar or even bigger intraregional imbalances. The 
inclusion of ideological elements in the definition of relevant stateless national 
identities, especially with reference to events or historical periods that had a special 
influence on this process, has facilitated party attempts to make ideological and 
national differences coincide. Scottish identity, for instance, has largely been 
redefined during the Thatcher years, as an opposition to the relevant Other of 
Conservative England. This means that, in the collective imaginary, being Scottish 
and being left-wing are deemed to overlap to a large extent (Paterson 2002, Brown et 
al. 1999). Similarly, Catalan identity was heavily influenced by the dictatorship, to 
such an extent that being right-wing is still associated with memories of the Francoist 
regime, as proven by the Socialists’ domination of general elections (in Catalonia) 
throughout most of the democratic period and CiU’s careful positioning around the 
political centre—rather than the right (Dowling 2005, p. 111). On the contrary, in 
Flanders, the nationalist tradition has historically been associated with the right. 
Moderate Flemish nationalism has evolved more towards the centre, but, overall, 
Flanders is still politically more oriented towards the centre-right and this because of 
long-term processes of socialisation of the Flemish masses in which the Church 
played a prevalent role (Erk 2005b). In Northern Italy the association is less direct 
because the northern Italian identity has been less clearly defined and because right-
wing parties, such as Go Italy, have been widely voted for in the South. Yet, the 
values of thrift and entrepreneurialism, the hard-work ethic and the anti-statist ethos 
clearly attributed by the League to the North have generally been associated in the 
country with a right-wing tradition. This has gone along with a higher tendency of the 
three core northern regions of Lombardy, Piedmont and Veneto to vote for right-wing 
parties in the last 25 years (Feltrin 2008, Roux 2008). 
  
 
 

                                                
1 See also O’Connor (1973, p. 6). The question here is not so much whether such a dilemma is 
objectively true, but rather that, since the mid-1970s, it has been perceived as such by a broad spectrum 
of actors, both on the Left and on the Right, within advanced capitalist societies (Offe 1984, pp. 193–
202). 



Chapter 7 – Figures’ caption, sources and notes 
 
 
Figure 7.1 – Predominantly stateless national identity in Catalonia, Flanders and 
Scotland, 1979–2014 (percentage of regional population)

 
Sources: my elaboration on Argelaguet 2006, ICPS 1991–2016, Swyngedouw et al. 
2015, Moreno 2006, Bond and Rosie 2002, SSAS 2017d. 
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Figure 7.2 – Dual national identity in Catalonia, Flanders and Scotland, 1979–
2014 (percentage of regional population)

 
Sources: my elaboration on Argelaguet 2006, ICPS 1991–2016, Swyngedouw et al. 
2015, Moreno 2006, Bond and Rosie 2002, SSAS 2017d. 
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Figure 7.3 – Predominantly state national identity in Catalonia, Flanders and 
Scotland, 1979–2014 (percentage of regional population)

 
Sources: my elaboration on Argelaguet 2006, ICPS 1991–2016, Swyngedouw et al. 
2015, Moreno 2006, Bond and Rosie 2002, SSAS 2017d. 
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Chapter 7 – Tables 
 
Table 7.1 – Summary of fiscal deficits in Catalonia, Flanders and selected 
Northern Italian Regions, selected studies (percentage of regional GDP) 
 
Region Monetary Flow Benefit Flow 
Catalonia -7.5% (1985-2000) 

-8.6% (2001-09) 
-2.75% (1980-85) 
-5.2% (1991-2005) 
-6.2% (2001-09) 

Flanders  -4.6% (1975-85)1 

-4.2% (1990-2003)1 

Lombardy -6% (1997) -17.6% (1996-2002) 
-14.6% (2004-05) 

-11.6% (2005) 
Piedmont -4.5 (1997) -8.6% (1996-2002) 

-5.1% (2004-05) 
-1.8% (2005) 

Veneto -9.8% (1997) -11.1% (1996-2002) 
-7.6% (2004-05) 

-6.4% (2005) 
 

1 Mix of benefit and monetary flow methods. 
Sources: see case-study chapters. 
 
 
Table 7.2 – Inter-regional transfers in European countries, fiscal deficits of 
selected regions, 1960–75 and 1993 (percentage of regional GDP) 
 
Region McDougall Report 1977 

(data from different years) 
EU Study 1998 

(1993 data) 
BF MF BF MF 

Île-de-France (FR) -10%* -7.7%* -6% -3% 
Baden-Württemberg (GE)  -5.4% -5% -4% 
Bavaria (GE)   -4% -3% 
North Rhine-Westphalia 
(GE) 

 -5.1%   

Hessen (GE)  -3.4% -4% -4% 
Stockholm (SW)   -9% -6% 
East Midlands (UK) -7%    
South East (UK) -9%  -7% -5% 
Lombardy (IT)  -12% -14% -12% 
Piedmont (IT)  -8% -9% -8% 
Veneto (IT)   -8% -9% 
Madrid (SP)   -13% -9% 
Balearic Islands (SP)   -8% -7% 
Catalonia (SP)   -6% -5% 
 
BF = benefit flow; MF = monetary flow. 



* The report calculated the difference between expenditure and revenue from taxes 
and social welfare contributions in the Île-de-France, as a percentage of the region’s 
revenue from taxes and social welfare contributions. Then French taxes and social 
contributions averaged 38.5% of GDP. The balance has thus been recalculated in 
percentage of GDP by multiplying the above measures by 0.385.  
Source: Commission of the European Communities 1977, European Commission 
1998. 
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8. The Impact of Globalisation and European Integration  
 
In the case studies the international processes of globalisation and European 
integration have often figured in the background without having been treated 
properly. The aim of this chapter is precisely to take a step back from the domestic 
context and focus on such larger phenomena to try to gauge what contribution they 
have made to the dynamics studied in the previous chapters. 
 
The three-fold influence of globalisation 
 
Globalisation can be defined as ‘the intensification of world-wide social relations 
which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events 
occurring many miles away and vice versa’ (Giddens 1994, p. 64). Yet, a stricter 
formulation centred on the economic dimension is often preferred in social sciences—
arguably because it is easier to measure. Hence, economic globalisation can be 
formulated as ‘the international integration of markets, goods, services, labour and 
capital’ (Cameron et al. 2006, p. 1). In practical terms, this is often quantified as the 
sum of a country’s imports and exports on GDP, or trade openness. Globalisation 
among advanced economies is clear when looking at the evolution of the average ratio 
of imports and exports of goods on GDP of 19 OECD countries, which went from 
36.4% in 1970 to 61.2% in 2000. 
 
It is almost commonplace to assert that the process of economic globalisation has 
weakened the power of the nation-state. Some scholars, such as Ohmae (1995), have 
even proclaimed the end of the nation-state as a meaningful economic unit in today’s 
global economy, while Held (1988, p. 12) has argued that ‘any conception of 
sovereignty which interprets it as an illimitable and indivisible form of public power 
is undermined’. Others, following Mann (1999, p. 267), have however downplayed 
the significance of the nation-state’s loss of sovereignty by pointing out that its former 
power had largely been exaggerated. While an in-depth assessment of this debate is 
beyond the scope of this section, what is undeniable is that, since the 1970s, states, or 
at least advanced economies, have progressively opened their borders to foreign 
goods and services and have become more dependent on footloose global capital 
(Green 1993). The liberalisation of financial markets,1 in particular, has had an 
extraordinary impact on state legitimacy. On the one hand, international capital 
mobility represented a boon for Western governments, which could raise money to a 
level unprecedented before. On the other, as Yergin and Stanislaw have made clear, 
‘while the publics vote only every few years, the markets vote every minute’, hence 
governments ‘must increasingly heed the market’s vote—as harsh as it sometimes can 
be’ (Yergin and Stanislaw 1998, p. 371). 
 
As the last quarter of the 20th century has seen a rise of separatist movements and, at 
the same time, a clear expansion of economic globalisation, researchers have explored 
whether the two phenomena are correlated. The overall answer is that globalisation 
does not cause secession and, generally speaking, it even seems to quell it rather than 
fuel it. Analysing a wide sample of 116 countries, Zinn (2006, p. 271) claimed that 
open economies were less likely to develop political separatism than closed ones and 
concluded that ‘this finding challenges the popular view that globalization amplifies 
the intensity of subnational threats to state sovereignty and suggests that the 
increasing level of trade between countries is actually curbing parallel increases in the 
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number of active self-determination movements’. Although agreeing with Zinn that 
globalisation per se does not cause secession, some authors have however argued that, 
in specific conditions where separatist parties and conflict already exist, trade 
openness can in fact have an inflammatory effect. The correlation between the two 
phenomena would be stronger in cases of interregional income inequality. As 
Sambanis and Milanovic (2011, p. 225) have pointed out ‘self-determination is 
typically demanded when the economic benefits of membership in the predecessor 
state are low relative to the economic and political gains of independence’, although 
this is likely to happen as ‘an indirect result of globalization in countries with already 
active conflicts over self-determination’ (see also Sorens 2004). Hence, globalisation 
does not seem to be a primary cause of secessionism, but it does seem to be relevant 
for the nationalism of the rich, since its impact would be most powerful among rich 
regions of countries affected by substantial interregional inequality, characterised by 
ethno-cultural difference and with active separatist parties. 
 
The consequences of globalisation on the formation and development of the 
nationalism of the rich can be reduced to the following three elements: first, by 
intensifying international competition and providing more leverage to highly mobile 
capital as compared to less mobile labour, globalisation is deemed to have reduced the 
fiscal and monetary leverage of governments, as well as to have put under stress 
welfare expenses with negative consequences for national solidarity; second, trade 
liberalisation is said to have reduced the ‘optimal’ size of countries thus creating a 
more enabling environment for secession; third, coinciding with the transformation 
from Fordism to post-Fordism and contributing to increasing interregional disparity, 
globalisation—it is argued—has promoted the development of regional economies. 
 
The idea that globalisation is correlated with welfare rollback might only be the result 
of the fact that the sudden acknowledgment of ‘interdependence’ occurred during the 
watershed decade of the 1970s and was immediately followed by the rise of neo-
liberal ideology preaching budget austerity and monetary stability as the solution to 
the crisis of macroeconomic management that occurred in those years (Rhodes, 1995: 
6). In other words, globalisation, the crisis of the welfare state and the spread of 
neoliberal ideas might only be parallel trends. Nevertheless, the correlation seems to 
go deeper, although one should refrain from simple conclusions about the 
incompatibility of trade openness and generous welfare systems. Heightened capital 
mobility—both in the form of portfolio and foreign direct investments—along with 
the reduction of transport costs and the rise of industrial capacity in the Third World, 
seems to have exercised strong competitive pressures on state budgets. The tension 
between the logic of capital, seeking the most profitable locations, and that of 
spatially-bound labour, trying to attract capital, has favoured attempts to cut state 
spending and welfare provisions in order to make national economies more business-
friendly (Keating 1998, p. 73, Esping-Andersen 2004). In practice, these attempts 
have been made difficult by slowing growth rates, increasing unemployment, an aging 
population, and strong popular support for welfare arrangements, but a significant 
shift from progressively improving benefits and coverage to minimising the natural 
expansion of existing commitments seem to have occurred in many countries (Cerny 
1995, p. 612). Recent empirical studies have confirmed similar trends, but also 
nuanced their extent. For instance, Cameron and Kim (2006) have calculated that 
increased openness has led to small increases, rather than reductions, in state 
spending, with countries suffering from substantial balance of payment deficits 
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recording large increases in expenses. Furthermore, opinion surveys on trade 
liberalisation and social protection in advanced countries show that citizens seem to 
generally support globalisation as a general phenomenon, but are extremely wary 
about asymmetric consequences in terms of employment and real salaries, with low-
skilled individuals as the category showing the highest anxiety. This suggests that the 
‘labour-market policies of governments have substantial influence on how individuals 
view the costs and benefits of trade liberalization’ (Scheve and Slaughter 2006, p. 82) 
and that social protection and redistribution are still necessary prerequisites of support 
for globalisation in open economies. This would be confirmed by the strategies 
adopted by some European countries, especially in Northern Europe, which instead of 
wildly cutting the welfare state have tried to sustain substantial social protection with 
increases in labour productivity. Hence, although there is evidence that globalisation 
has had an impact on governments’ macroeconomic and financial latitude, it should 
not be considered uncritically as a reason for the ‘crisis of welfare’ that began in the 
1970s nor should we conclude that governments have been left with no leverage 
whatsoever (Garrett and Lange 1991). One also needs to question whether the path 
undertaken during the so-called Glorious Thirties would have been sustainable even 
in the absence of a transition to higher interdependence. Yergin and Stanislaw (1998, 
pp. 298–321), for instance, clearly attribute the welfare crisis to economic 
unsustainability, the end of the ‘socialist spell’ and the rise of neoliberalism, rather 
than to globalisation as such. Similarly, Pierson (2001b, pp. 98–99) emphatically 
downplays the role of globalisation when weighed against endogenous factors:  
 

‘the fundamental symptoms of declining governmental capacity and mounting 
budgetary stress would clearly be with us even in the absence of trends 
associated with globalization. This is not to suggest that increasing economic 
integration is unimportant, or to dismiss the linkages between international and 
domestic developments. Such links, however, are likely to be more modest, 
complex, and bi-directional than is commonly suggested. At the same time, we 
need to pay more attention than has recently been the case to profound social 
transformations that are essentially domestic in character. Societies are becoming 
more service-based, with a consequential decline in productivity growth. Social 
programmes have grown to maturity. Populations are getting older. Household 
structures are changing dramatically. These trends, loosely lumped under the 
label of post-industrialism, explain most of the strain facing the welfare states of 
affluent societies’. 

 
More importantly, a myth that should be debunked, and which is very relevant to our 
analysis, is that, in an age of ever greater interdependence, the role of governments is 
growing increasingly superfluous. In fact, he opposite seems to be true. As capital is 
more mobile and competition higher, the performance of state institutions in 
delivering public goods in the most efficient way has become more salient than ever 
(Keating 1998, p. 74). This also stems from the rising importance of technological 
development and human skills, which are highly reliant on public goods, such as 
education and R&D, in driving growth (Porter 1990, p. 19). Yet, in this connection, 
the role of the nation-state has certainly changed, since ‘the task is not to explain why 
a firm operating exclusively in the nation is internationally successful, but why the 
nation is a more or less desirable home base for competing in an industry’ (Porter 
1990, p. 69). 
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Another element that has put into question state legitimacy, especially in contexts of 
national heterogeneity, is that progressive market integration has reduced the large-
scale advantages of political unity. In a paper—that has also been quoted by most of 
the parties analysed—Alesina and Spolaore (1997, p. 1041) have argued that ‘the 
efficient and the stable number of countries are increasing in the amount of 
international economic integration’ or, in other words, ‘the benefits of large countries 
are less important if small countries can freely trade with each other’. In their model, 
the optimal size and number of nations are the result of a trade-off between the 
benefits of large-scale political jurisdictions and heterogeneity costs, in terms of 
citizens’ public policy preferences. The former are mainly represented by a lower per 
capita cost of public goods, larger markets, better insurance against risk and security, 
while the latter boil down to the assumption that a bigger population will have a wider 
range of public policy preferences, thus making it harder for the government to satisfy 
them. As globalisation and, in the European context, common market integration 
provide small states with ever easier access to wider consumer bodies, the benefits for 
stateless nations of remaining within their parent state would automatically shrink. 
While Alesina and Spolaore do not discuss them in depth, the security advantages 
provided by EU and NATO membership, along with the end of the Cold War, also 
seem to have contributed to present independence as a more advantageous goal than 
in previous decades (Meadwell 1999, p. 267).  
 
These arguments are especially interesting in light of the evolution of territorial states 
and the role of war analysed in Chapter 1, but also when looking at 19th century 
debates about ‘the correct size of nations’. Theorists such as Mazzini and Mill 
postulated that there was a minimum ‘threshold’ that states had to cross in order to 
call for self-determination (Hobsbawm 1990, pp. 14-47). Yet, in their paper, Alesina 
and Spolaore did not discuss the risk-sharing insurance element of the equation. 
Empirical studies conducted by Garrett and Rodden (2006) have questioned the 
conclusions reached by the two authors above, precisely on account of this function of 
larger political units. By analysing the degree of fiscal decentralisation of a wide 
sample of both developed and developing countries, they found that globalisation in 
the 1980s and 1990s correlated with increasing fiscal centralisation. The explanation 
lies in the instability brought about by trade liberalisation. As it is impossible to 
predict ex ante what sectors or regions will be hit by a shock, these will have an 
interest in sharing in a wider union providing better insurance, and such a dynamic 
would be exacerbated by the fact that increased competition promotes specialisation, 
thus making regions more vulnerable to exogenous factors. This is an argument that 
has featured highly in the debate over Scottish independence in the run-up to the 2014 
referendum, with the Better Together campaign claiming that Scotland would be hit 
harder by a new financial crisis or a fall in oil prices as an independent country than 
as a part of the United Kingdom. Such criticism is probably less relevant to the other 
regions under study, where the economic imbalance with the centre is wider and less 
reliant on natural resources than Scotland’s, but it is still an important caveat to be 
taken into account when assessing the impact of economic globalisation. 
 
The final influence of globalisation on the nationalism of the rich lies in the 
development of so-called ‘regional economies’. The 1970s were not only the decade 
in which the effects of ‘interdependence’ began being perceived, but also heralded the 
transition from Fordist to post-Fordist modes of industrial production. As the latter 
take huge advantage of the new opportunities offered by trade liberalisation and 
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technological innovations in transport and information but, at the same time, require a 
high degree of horizontal integration and proximity among related firms in a specific 
area, they have increased the salience of economic disparities within nation-states. 
The penetration of the global market into national economies has created new links 
between international regions going beyond national borders (Scott 2001, p. 34). 
Hence, at the beginning of the 1980s, the economics literature re-discovered regions 
as meaningful units of analysis and fundamental actors in the post-Fordist world. 
Studies on the industrial districts of the Third Italy, Toyota City and the Silicon 
Valley, emphasised the flexible and vertically disintegrated organisation of these 
growth centres, but, even more importantly, they focused on some fundamental 
immaterial assets holding together dispersed networks of firms and explaining their 
global success. The introduction of concepts such as ‘untraded interdependencies’ 
(Storper 1995), ‘institutional thickness’ (Amin and Thrift 1994), ‘embeddedness’ 
(Granovetter 1985) and, later, ‘social capital’ (Putnam 1993) signalled the return of 
culture, identity and social institutions within theoretical thinking about economic 
development. The new economic regionalism thus came to ‘see the market and 
systems of production as socially constructed rather than the product of perfect 
competition and in permanent equilibrium’ (Keating et al. 2003, p. 14), while cultural 
norms and values came to be deemed to mediate interests and incentives of economic 
actors. Suddenly, regional cultures, which had until then been ignored at best and 
despised at worst, became a potential decisive asset to compete in the world economy. 
Although most studies focused on industrial districts or metropolitan areas that rarely 
coincided with political, cultural or institutional regions, the concept could be easily 
seized for nation-building purposes and to formulate the existence of stateless national 
interests at odds with that of other communities within the parent state. It could also 
be used to support cultural-determinist explanations about uneven development.  
 
European integration: The opportunities of a new constitutional order 
 
One could argue that the acceleration of the process of integration in a common 
European framework experienced by European countries since the early 1980s has 
run counter to Alesina and Spolaore’s theoretical propositions about political 
disintegration going along with trade liberalisation. The authors, in fact, consider EU 
integration as only limited to its economic dimension. Although this is clearly an 
oversimplification required by theoretical parsimony, member states do remain the 
main gatekeeper of EU policy-making and the degree of economic integration 
certainly dwarfs the political dimension of the European project. Hence, along similar 
lines Sandro Sideri (1997) has suggested that the parallel processes of political 
fragmentation at sub-state level and integration at supra-state one are strategies to 
counteract the negative effects of globalisation. What is interesting in these insights is 
the idea that trade liberalisation has not spread evenly, but has rather tended to cluster 
around regional blocs running at different speeds. Institutional architectures and 
agreements such as the EU Treaties and the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) have gone very far along the way of internal trade liberalisation within 
regions, while, at the same time, negotiating more moderate openings to the outside 
world. In this perspective, European integration is a by-product of globalisation and, 
as such, has contributed both to the questioning and the reinforcement of state 
sovereignty. 
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This last point touches upon an old debate in the historiography of European 
integration, which focuses on whether states have remained in control (Milward 1992, 
Moravscik 1999) of the process or whether the process has gone much beyond what 
was originally meant (Haas 1958, Mitrany 1965). A compromise of a sort has been 
found around the middle-option proposed by Gary Marks and Liesbet Hooghe (2001) 
in the concept of multilevel governance. As Hooghe (1995, p. 176) clarified: ‘national 
arenas are not going to be rendered obsolete by transnational interest mobilisation’, 
but, at the same time, ‘state executives have lost their monopoly [and] decision-
making competences are shared among actors’. This points to a first way in which 
European integration has favoured the nationalism of the rich, and challenges to state 
power from below more generally: it has added a new layer of authority above the 
state that has, at least rhetorically, undermined its latitude and legitimacy. 
 
One dimension of European policy that has had a direct impact at the regional level 
has been the EU Regional Policy, which ‘aims to strengthen economic, social and 
territorial cohesion by reducing differences in the level of development among 
regions and Member States’ (Eurostat 2008, p. 7). Initiated in 1975 with the 
establishment of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), it then evolved 
into the EU Cohesion Policy in 1988, which set in place a system of wealth 
redistribution across the Continent that has accounted, on average, for about a third of 
the total EU budget. By involving regions in partnerships concerning the 
implementation—and in some cases even the conceptualisation—of cohesion 
projects, it has ‘empowered’ European regions informally involving them in the 
process of European integration and decision-making.2 The establishment of the 
Committee of the Regions, in 1993, further contributed to regional mobilisation by 
introducing a dedicated political arena for regional actors in Brussels.3 The most 
active and entrepreneurial among them have seized the occasion to establish missions 
in the European capital and carry out extensive lobbying activities. 
 
Regional policy has had a direct bearing on the regional contexts in which our case-
study parties have operated. In Belgium, federalisation was directly fed by the 
deepening of European integration and notably, the transition from EU Regional to 
Cohesion policy, as Flemish parties took advantage of it to speed up state reform (De 
Rync 1996). In Scotland, an existing tradition of partnership between local 
government and private actors accelerated the adaptation of the administrative 
structure of the region, notably the Scottish Office, to the instruments of the EU 
Cohesion Policy. After the establishment of the Scottish Parliament, a true multi-level 
governance was realised, with regional actors dealing directly with European officials 
in devising and implementing projects, although regional policy priorities have still 
needed the Treasury’s agreement because of the low fiscal responsibility of the 
Scottish Executive (Bache 2004). Catalonia has largely tried to increase its power and 
visibility through its presence in Brussels. According to Morata and Popartan (2008, 
pp. 91–92) ‘accession [to the EU] created the opportunity to affirm national identities 
in the European arena, eluding as much as possible the central government’ and ‘to 
develop a direct bilateral relationship with the EU institutions’. Italian regions have 
been late-comers in the process of mobilisation at the EU level, but the most active 
ones have quickly caught up. This trend has gone along with an important shift to 
regional devolution and, although the EU Cohesion policy has not been a primary 
cause of such change, it has certainly accelerated it. Until the reforms of the late 
1990s, Italian regions did not enjoy substantial autonomy to develop any significant 
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activity. Before 1996, they were even forbidden to establish official representations in 
Brussels (Grote 1996). Since 1996, however, things began to change and especially so 
after the 2001 constitutional reform that considerably improved their competences. 
Reactions have been very uneven though. While most southern regions have paid lip 
service to regional mobilisation at the community level, some northern and central 
regions—in particular, Lombardy, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna, Tuscany and the 
autonomous provinces of Trent and Bolzano—have been ahead of the others: first, 
establishing offices even before the ban was lifted; and, later, by specialising 
progressively more in lobbying and networking, rather than just carrying out the basic 
functions of information and logistical support (Fargion et al. 2006). 
 
All that produced two main outcomes: these regions came to have a ‘taste’ of what 
independence could be, in the form of an informal ‘regional foreign policy’; and 
nationalist parties started calling for more representation powers vis-à-vis the EU. The 
idea of a ‘Europe of the Regions’ was widely exploited by the parties analysed in the 
previous chapters as a way to push for constitutional change in the domestic context. 
Such aspect points to a deeper influence exercised by the process of European 
integration, one that goes beyond the direct influence of Cohesion Policy and the 
erosion of state power brought about by the creation of multilevel governance. This 
plays out along three different dimensions: first, a debate has been initiated about new 
forms of sovereignty questioning the notion of indivisible sovereignty and introducing 
concepts like ‘shared’ sovereignty and ‘constitutional pluralism’; second, the active 
promotion of subsidiarity has favoured devolution; third, new opportunity structures 
have opened up to minority nationalist parties in the form of the single market, the 
monetary union and the common security policy, which have presented independence 
as a less costly option than in previous decades (Elias 2009, pp. 1–6). Furthermore, 
the indeterminacy of the European project, especially in the decade between the late 
1980s and the late 1990s, seemed destined: 
 

‘to rectify the incongruence between the political and the national that had 
consigned Europe’s historic nationalities to the peripheries of sovereign states 
for far too long. For these reasons, it has been argued, minority nationalist parties 
have redefined their nation-building projects in such a way that the achievement 
of national self-determination has become inextricably linked to the future 
development of the European polity’ (Elias 2009, p. 6). 

 
This promise has remained a dead letter, though, and stateless nationalist parties have 
grown progressively disenchanted with the idea of a Europe of the Regions 
(Greenwood 2011, pp. 174–176). The EU has not given birth to new territorial 
hierarchies in which the regions can play as autonomous actors. Albeit weakened, 
state governments remain the gatekeepers of EU policy-making (Keating 2004, Elias 
2009, p. 145). This may have caused a radicalisation of separatist stances among the 
strongest regionalist and nationalist parties, since the issue of representation at the EU 
level has been left unaddressed, emphasising further the need to obtain statehood as a 
condition to have a say in EU policy-making. Even more importantly, the principle of 
state integrity has clearly prevailed over national self-determination in EU practice 
and in its set of normative principles. The debate over Scottish independence, in 
which the European Commission repeatedly asserted that the issue was a domestic 
matter falling outside of the Union’s jurisdiction, bore witness to the primacy of 
territorial integrity. The Commission also pointed out that any new member arising 
from an eventual process of separation should apply for membership like any other 
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candidate and even hinted that some members could veto the entry of a country arisen 
from a process of secession (Carrell 2012, Pickard and Dickie 2014). Hence, although 
the EU has certainly offered a new opportunity structure to stateless nationalist 
parties, domestic factors have remained preponderant compared to the impact of the 
process of European integration (Elias 2009, pp. 140–167). Furthermore, in the long 
run, the EU has also revealed itself to be able to constrain the struggle for self-
determination. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 See Ferguson (2010) for more detail on this. 
2 This has not been so much due to the amount of money transferred, but rather to the emphasis put on, 
and the opportunity structure offered for, regional mobilisation. Most authors agree that constitutional 
regions—often among the wealthiest ones—were those that mobilised most. In this respect, the 
principles of additionality, partnership and subsidiarity informing Cohesion Policy did play an 
important role in creating new avenues for regional mobilisation and empowerment (Bomberg and 
Peterson 1998, Hooghe and Marks 1996, Marks et al. 2002). 
3 Although the Committee’s lack of powers and poor performance have largely disappointed regional 
actors, it contributed to spurring their mobilisation in the 1990s (Borras-Alomar et al. 1994).  
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9. Beyond Discourse: Support for Independence, the Political 
Opportunity Structure and Party Strategies 
 
The arguments of economic victimisation and political marginalisation discussed in 
the previous chapters have constituted the core of the nationalism of the rich analysed 
in this study. The socio-economic factors that have favoured the formulation of this 
discourse however are not sufficient to explain the success (or not) of such parties. 
This will be briefly shown with reference to the two main dimensions along which we 
can measure separatist success: trends in support for independence and the electoral 
results of separatist parties.  
 
It has been recently claimed that separatism has been on the rise in Western Europe in 
the last two decades (Campanella 2014, Bardos 2013, Palacio 2012). A look at figures 
9.1 and 9.2 below suggests that this depends on how we define separatism.  If we 
consider separatism as support for independence as a constitutional option offered to 
citizens within a range of alternatives including recentralisation, the maintenance of 
the status quo and further devolution of powers, separatism in the last two decades has 
remained pretty stable except for a marked increase in Catalonia since 2008.1 If we 
stop the analysis in 2007, that is, before the beginning of the recent economic crisis, 
the stability mentioned above appears even stronger across the three regions studied. 
With an average value of 29% between 1991 and 2014, support for independence has 
been highest in Scotland, followed by Catalonia at 21%. Support for independence 
has instead been surprisingly low—8% on average—in Flanders. This should be 
weighed against the fact that the Flemings are a majority within Belgium. Thus, 
although there is the perception of a problem with francophone vetoes, the imposition 
of a more majoritarian style of politics at the federal level is an option available to 
Flemish political parties, but not to Scottish and Catalan ones. Finally, because of lack 
of data in consistent form over a sufficiently long time period, I have not included 
Northern Italy in the chart. Fragmentary information about support for independence 
there, however, would suggest that between 1996 and 2011, it has hovered around 18-
23% of the Northern Italian population, although it is not clear whether by 
independence people mean full separation or some kind of far-reaching devolution of 
powers (Diamanti 1996, D’Alimonte 2011). 
 

[Figure 9.1 about here] 
 

[Figure 9.2 about here] 
 
The perception of the evolution of separatism during about the same period is very 
different if we examine the electoral fortunes of the parties analysed in this study. 
Figure 9.2 suggests indeed a steady progression in Scotland, Catalonia and Flanders 
(when taking the VB and the N-VA together) along with stability in Northern Italy. 
The comparison between these two types of data indicates the need to clearly 
distinguish between support for independence and voting for separatist parties. 
Electoral studies confirm this conclusion. Public opinion researchers working on 
Flanders, have consistently shown that both the VB and the N-VA have won elections 
despite low support for independence (Swyngedouw 1992, Swyngedouw and Rink 
2008, Swyngedouw and Abts 2011, Swyngedouw et al. 2014, 2015, p. 15). Contrary 
to Flanders, in Catalonia and Scotland, the pool of pro-independence voters has 
tended to be larger than the electoral constituency of separatist parties and voters have 
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not automatically identified with them. Data from ICPS (1991–2016), which however 
should be taken carefully because the samples are small,2 suggest that, in the 1990s, 
65% of ERC’s voters supported independence, a figure that shrank to 57% in the 
following decade. At the same time, only 21% and 31% of total separatists 
sympathised with Esquerra in the 1990s and the 2010s respectively, while 33% and 
22% sided with CiU instead (my calculations on ICPS 1991–2016). Similarly, during 
the 1990s, in Scotland, ‘only’ between 50% and 75% of SNP sympathisers supported 
independence. In the same period, 48% of total independence supporters identified 
with the SNP and 42% with Labour (McCrone and Paterson 2002, pp. 66–67). Labour 
even attracted more pro-independence voters than the SNP in 2001–06, although 
overall 40% declared themselves closer to the SNP between 1999 and 2013 against 
28% who supported Labour (SSAS 2017e).3 Hence, people supporting independence 
do not necessarily sympathise with separatist parties, which, at the same time, are able 
to attract voters who support other constitutional options. Similarly, the electoral 
fortunes of such parties do not necessarily depend on changes in support for 
independence and increases in grassroots support for this constitutional option does 
not automatically translate into a favourable electoral outcome for separatist parties. 
We thus need to look at these two phenomena separately. 
 
Support for independence and the demand for regional autonomy 
 
As suggested by the literature on support for independence in Quebec (Pinard and 
Hamilton 1986, Blais and Nadeau 1992, Howe 1998), the strength of subjective 
national identity and the perception of the economic consequences of independence 
are the two most important factors explaining support for independence. This has 
been confirmed by empirical studies in Catalonia and Scotland, although with some 
nuances in the latter. In 2013, 94% of people who declared themselves as having an 
exclusively Catalan identity asserted that they would support independence in a 
hypothetical referendum (CEO 2005–14). Munoz and Tormos (2012) also found that, 
apart from national identity, the other variable that best correlated with support for 
independence was basing such support on instrumental economic considerations 
linked to Catalonia’s fiscal deficit with the central administration. More interestingly, 
similarly to Howe’s (1998) conclusion concerning support for sovereignty in Quebec, 
Munoz and Tormos were able to distinguish between two types of voters: those who 
would opt for independence in a hypothetical referendum even if the option of a 
Catalan state in a federal Spain were ‘available’ and those who preferred the federal 
alternative, if provided. While economic factors were quite irrelevant to the former, 
they were fundamental to the latter. In other words, there was a substantial body of 
‘conditional’ supporters—at least 34% of those supporting independence—for whom 
the belief in the equivalence between Catalan independence and better economic 
conditions was key in justifying their support for this constitutional option (see also 
Serrano 2013). This suggests that while grievances concerning the economic 
mistreatment of Catalonia were present much earlier than the recent rise of support for 
independence, the perception of the incentives associated with this constitutional 
option changed from 2008–09 onwards.  
 
In Scotland, the perceived economic consequences of independence have been the 
most important variable influencing the Yes vote in the 2014 referendum. Already in 
2012, 73% of those who believed that the economy would become ‘a lot better’ after 
independence intended to vote Yes, along with 45% of those who thought that it 
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would become ‘a little better’. In 2014, these percentages hit 88% and 81% 
respectively (Curtice 2013, 2014a). On the other hand, although important, national 
identity has been less decisive than in the Catalan case (see McCrone and Paterson 
2002, pp. 73-75). In summer 2014, ‘only’ about 60% of those identifying as ‘Scots 
not British’ said they would vote ‘Yes’—as compared with 94% in Catalonia as 
discussed above. Post-referendum results revealed that, by mid-September, the figure 
had increased to 88%. Yet, this 28% hike in the last weeks would still suggest that 
support for independence was not solely based on national identity. At least, it 
indicates that people made up their minds late in the process, which clashes with the 
idea of ‘unconditional’ support for independence (Curtice 2014a, 2014b).4 Although 
figures on the determinants of support for independence in Flanders are fragmentary 
(while they are non-existent in Northern Italy), Swyngedouw et al. (2014) found a 
strong correlation, in 2010, between support for independence and a critical attitude 
towards inter-territorial transfers, thus confirming, at least partially, the importance of 
economic considerations. 
 
Since, in the regions under study here, with the partial exception of Scotland, the 
economic prospects of independence may seem quite rosy, one might wonder why 
support for independence has been so low. Several explanations can account for this. 
First, dual identity has been prevalent in both Flanders and Catalonia. In Northern 
Italy, although there are signs of the appearance and reinforcement of a distinct 
Northern Italian identity, this is still far from being a consolidated reality. In Scotland, 
on the contrary, the predominantly-Scottish identity has been consistently stronger 
than the dual (Scottish-British) one, but as mentioned above, it has had a less decisive 
impact over support for independence. Second, although by virtue of a simple 
economic cost-benefit analysis independence seems to be an appealing scenario, 
independence also is a risky option: it may lead to disruptions of trade flows and of 
economic relations, as well as to capital flights and higher interest rates, with ensuing 
effects on growth and employment. Furthermore, secession might also threaten 
participation in the EU and forcing changes in the currency used, especially in the 
case of a unilateral secession (see Chapter 8). Furthermore, the very same economic 
primacy that, in theory, provides the inhabitants of these regions with a strong 
incentive to seek independence is also a powerful motivation for central governments 
of the parent state to oppose it. Hence, independence might be a less attractive option 
for relatively wealthy regions than it appears at first sight. 
 
It is little wonder that, in all regions studied here, demand for more devolution of 
powers short of independence has generally been the preferred constitutional option 
of the local population. In Scotland, between 1992 and 2014, 54% of the Scottish 
population on average supported devolution, as opposed to 29% in favour of 
independence and 12% of recentralisation. Moreover, between 1999 and 2009, 64% 
of residents on average have agreed that more powers should be devolved to the 
region (SSAS, 2017f). In Catalonia, between 1991 and 2014, an average 45% of the 
region’s residents have supported the status of autonomous community and 18% have 
argued that Catalonia should become a state in a federal Spain, against 21% calling 
for full independence. Also, between 2005 and 2013, 63.4% on average declared that 
the autonomy enjoyed by the community was not sufficient (my calculations on ICPS 
1991–2016 and CEO 2005–14). In Flanders, the situation has been more ambiguous, 
since the available statistics would suggest a demand for recentralisation up to the late 
1990s, followed by a trend in support for further autonomy to the regions and 
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communities up to 2010 (Beyens et al. 2015, Swingedouw et al. 2014). By then, there 
was a clear majority of 52% of the regional population calling for more devolution of 
powers and only a minority of 12% demanding the split of the country, although calls 
for more autonomy were much lower in 2014 (Swyngedouw et al. 2014, 2015). In 
Northern Italy data about support for autonomy has been surprisingly scarce. 
However, in 2001, 71% of inhabitants of the North thought that regions should 
administer all taxes and 86% wanted regions to be given more autonomy (ITANES 
2001). In 2011, 52.3% of northern residents were in favour of a further federalisation 
of the country (D’Alimonte 2011). 
 
Evidence from Catalonia would suggest that grassroots radicalisation would only 
occur in case of a major economic crisis. This conclusion is only partially true. 
Although it is reasonable to expect a higher salience of the inter-territorial transfers in 
the harsh conditions experienced by Catalonia since 2008–10, there is no 
straightforward reason why responsibility for the crisis should be attributed to the 
Spanish government rather than to the EU or the financial markets, or even to the 
Catalan executive led by CiU. The reason why the protest has crystallised around the 
demand for self-determination is complex, but has much to do with the 
contemporaneous constitutional crisis, which began in 2005–06 and intensified in 
2010. It also owes a lot to the framing activities of some civil society organisations 
that, borrowing heavily on ERC’s discourse, have channelled protest into a demand 
for self-determination and presented independence as an option that would offer the 
region a more prosperous future. The strictly legalistic reaction of the Spanish state 
further reinforced such demands (Subirat and Vilaregut Saez 2012).  
 
This is also shown by similar events in Northern Italy and Scotland. In the former, 
although unemployment has been contained, the region was badly hit by the crisis, 
arguably much more so than Scotland and Flanders. At the end of 2011, Italy was on 
the verge of financial collapse, the technical government led by former EU-
Commissioner Mario Monti imposed harsh austerity measures and by December 2013 
industrial production was only 76% of its 2007 level (OECD 2017b). Yet, this 
dramatic impact did not lead to a clear radicalisation around the North-South fracture. 
Although in 2011 the LN was on an upswing and seemed poised to launch another 
secessionist drive, the financial scandal that hit the party in 2012 plunged it into a 
year and a half of infighting from which it emerged only by fundamentally 
reformulating its propaganda. To save the party from virtual disappearance, the new 
leader, Matteo Salvini, decided to sacrifice, at least temporarily, the northern profile 
to expand in areas beyond the North by channelling popular discontent primarily 
against the EU and immigration rather than against the South. Yet, a mobilisation 
along centre-periphery lines was not an unlikely scenario back in 2011–12, all the 
more so since a 2010 opinion poll showed around 60% of the North’s population 
expressing a favourable opinion about the region’s independence (SWG 2010). 
Similarly, one would have expected a strong mobilisation for Scottish independence 
in the first half of the 1980s, when structural adjustment hit the region very hard and 
the Conservative government promoted harsh austerity measures that would later be 
remembered as distinctly ‘un-Scottish’. Such an expectation is further warranted by 
the fact that, meanwhile, oil production reached its peak. Yet, until the later part of the 
decade, popular discontent was channelled in different directions. Politically, it 
mostly favoured the Liberal-Democrats. But, it also gave way to an unprecedented 
Scottish cultural renaissance, which, according to some, captured the energies of 
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those who were disenchanted with the way in which mobilisation had ended in the 
1970s (Finlay 2005, pp. 377–378). The troubles the SNP was going through during 
that decade certainly account for this outcome, but the 1979 referendum had also 
shown that the Scottish population was undecided about self-government and feared 
that it could lead to secession (Dardanelli 2005, Marr 1992, p. 163). 
 
The electoral success of separatist parties: The political opportunity structure 
 
As seen above, separatist parties can experience significant breakthroughs at specific 
elections, without any substantial change in popular support for independence. This 
has been the case with the VB and the N-VA throughout their histories, and with the 
SNP in most of the post-devolution period. Similarly, we can have situations in which 
support for independence increases, while the electoral results of separatist parties 
stagnate or even plunge, as it happened to ERC from 2008–11. The specific political 
opportunity structure (POS) and the strategies deployed by separatist parties are 
useful tools to explain these outcomes.  
 
The best formulation of the concept of POS was developed by Kriesi (2005) in the 
context of the study of social movements, as it is primarily relevant for the analysis of 
political challengers. Although they are not identical to social movements—defined as 
‘collective actors who are excluded or marginalized in the political order’ and that 
organise ‘new groups’ or advance ‘new political claims that have previously been 
ignored or excluded’ (Jenkins 2005, p. 7)—, my case-study parties share some of the 
traits associated with social movements, especially when considering the radical 
challenge of self-determination they present to the status quo. At the same time, these 
parties have always pursued their goals within representative institutions. Therefore, I 
will suggest some modifications to Kriesi’s approach. Before discussing the POS in 
detail, it is important to stress that the aim of this section is not to provide a theory 
and empirical test of the reasons why separatist parties win elections, but rather to use 
existing theoretical and empirical insights to try to account for the electoral fortunes 
of my case-study parties.  
 
According to Kriesi (2005, p. 83), the political opportunity structure available to a 
specific challenger at any given time can be defined as encompassing three main 
properties of a political system: ‘its formal institutional structure, its informal 
procedures and prevailing strategies with regard to challengers, and the configuration 
of power relevant for the confrontation with the challengers’. The first dimension 
identified by Kriesi—the formal institutional structure—mainly refers to the ‘points 
of access’ available to challengers in a political system, of which the most important 
are the electoral system and the degree of state decentralisation.5 With regard to the 
former, proportional systems tend to provide easier access to political challengers 
because they increase the chances that minor parties get seats and therefore encourage 
voters to cast a ballot for them (Meguid 2008, p. 7). At the same time, parties 
enjoying territorially concentrated support, as some sub-state nationalist parties, can 
profit from plurality systems as well (Sartori 1986, p. 59). My sample of case studies 
is evenly divided between proportional systems characterised by high fragmentation 
(Belgium and Italy) and regimes with majoritarian tendencies (the UK and, to a lesser 
extent, Spain).  
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Despite having a proportional electoral law since the end of the 19th century, Belgium 
was a two-and-half party system until the 1960s, when linguistic territorialisation led 
to the division of national parties along linguistic lines and, hence, to higher 
fragmentation. Proportionality and fragmentation were two outstanding features of the 
Italian system as well (Delwit 2009, pp. 327–332, Boogards 2005). In both cases, 
proportionality allowed the parties to gain seats during their embryonic phases 
throughout the 1980s: the VB managed to hold seats in the low chamber when it 
polled below 2% of the Belgian vote, the Liga Veneta and Lega Lombarda—
predecessors of the LN—obtained representation in the Senate and the Chamber of 
Deputies despite obtaining less than 1%. But, proportionality arguably played an even 
more important role at the time of breakthrough (in 1991 for the VB, in 1992 for the 
LN), as these parties could immediately transform their newly acquired electoral 
power into blackmail or coalition potential (the difference between share of votes and 
share of seats was 1% and 0% respectively) (my calculations on Deschouwer 2012 
and Ministero dell’Interno 2017). The 5% threshold at the district level introduced in 
Belgium in 2003 did not substantially affect the electoral performance of the VB, 
while the new-born N-VA did risk remaining out of the Chamber of Representatives 
and eventually did not make it into the Senate because of it. This influenced its 
decision to seek an electoral pact with the Flemish Christian Democrats for the 2004 
regional and 2007 federal elections (Deschouwer 2012, pp. 120), but this institutional 
constraint to find allies did not penalise the N-VA in the long term (see below). In 
1993, Italy adopted a more majoritarian system entailing a 4% threshold to access the 
lower chamber, which promoted a bipolar electoral dynamic and urged the League to 
look for allies (except for the 1996 election). This need to compromise with other 
forces did penalise the LN, because it contrasted with its anti-establishment ethos. 
The Italian electoral law was reformed back to a more proportional formula in 2005, 
but the change did not have any substantial technical impact on the League’s fortunes 
(Passarelli and Tuorto 2012, chapter 1, Renwick et al. 2009). 
 
The difference with the extremely majority system in which the SNP has acted could 
not be starker. While the British first-past-the-post electoral system prized 
concentration, for most of its history, SNP’s support has tended to spread out. 
(Mitchell 2009, see also Curtice 2009). In 1970, for instance, at the time of its 
breakthrough in a general election, it obtained 11.4% of Scottish votes, but only 1 out 
of the 71 Scottish Westminster seats, or 1.4% (my calculations on Audickas et al. 
2016). Hence, until the establishment of the Scottish Parliament, the party suffered 
from ‘vote inefficiency’. Although it has a proportional electoral system, Spain has 
also been characterised by strong majoritarian tendencies. The system, however, falls 
short of pure bipartitism, as it has historically advantaged peripheral nationalist 
parties, which often offered their support to either PSOE or PP minority governments 
in exchange for advances in the process of devolution (Pallares and Keating 2003, 
Capo Giol 2008). Yet, the advantage enjoyed by Catalan parties has generally 
favoured CiU rather than ERC (see Field 2014). In effect, ERC remained a very 
marginal force in the Spanish Parliament until the mid-2000s, holding only one seat 
between 1977 and 2004—even none in 1986–93—and this not because of any major 
distortion in the electoral system, but rather because of CiU’s preponderance in the 
region. What enabled ERC to play a role in Catalan politics before its breakthrough 
was the presence all along of the Catalan Parliament, where the party has been 
continuously represented and with a considerably higher share of seats than in Madrid. 
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This last consideration leads us to the second aspect of the formal institutional 
structure, i.e. the degree of state decentralisation. More decentralised states tend to 
provide more access opportunities to challengers (Kriesi 2005, pp. 82–83). 
Furthermore, the presence of devolved institutions—notably legislative assemblies 
and autonomous executives—plays a momentous role because they provide a more 
congenial POS to sub-state nationalist parties than that available at the centre.  
 
Overall, regional devolved institutions have been a double-edged sword. On the one 
hand, they seem to have appeased conflict, provided better representation to 
minorities and gone along, at least for part of their recent history, with a strengthening 
of dual national identities (Guibernau 2006, De Winter 2007). On the other, 
nationalist parties have used them as platforms to promote nation-building policies 
(which might make residents more sensitive to centre-periphery issues, especially the 
youth through education), call for further devolution of powers and, in the case of 
separatist parties, further the independence agenda (see also Hepburn 2009a, p. 12). 
More fundamentally, devolution institutionalises ‘territorial issues as a permanent 
feature of the electoral competition between parties’ (Alonso 2012, p. 150). They 
have thus contributed to make sub-state nationalism ‘normal’, while at the same time 
keeping up, if not increasing, the salience of the centre-periphery cleavage. They have 
also constituted new political arenas that have shaped debates differently from those 
at the centre (McCrone 2012, p. 76) and allowed separatist parties to hold government 
positions at the regional level, hence showing that they can have an impact, while 
avoiding to have to compromise at the centre. 
 
The SNP is an illuminating case in this respect. The party has been transformed by the 
Scottish Parliament, mainly because, thanks to its more proportional nature and to the 
obvious limitation of electoral competition to Scotland, this has enabled the SNP to 
overcome vote inefficiency. As a consequence, the SNP went from enjoying no 
governing potential and very little blackmail potential (Mitchell 2009, p. 33), to 
having a real impact at Holyrood, either as an opposition or a governing party 
(Curtice 2009, pp. 63–65). On the other hand, although the establishment of the 
Scottish Parliament and executive have certainly reinforced the Scottish character of 
politics, nation-building has been more limited than in other minority regions 
(Keating 2010, p. 254–262), or at least more ‘unmindful’ (Leith 2010). Such banal 
nation-building does not seem to have played a key role in increasing support for 
independence or for the SNP, notably by influencing the new generation of Scots 
socialised during devolution. Although there was an age cleavage at the 2014 
independence referendum, the dividing line was between people younger and older 
than 55 (Curtice 2014c). Similarly, the SNP did receive more votes from young 
supporters than older ones in 2011, but this demographic variable did not differentiate 
it substantially from Labour (Johns et al. 2013, p. 169).  
 
The importance of the Catalan Parliament for ERC in terms of representation has 
already been pointed out above. In the long run, Esquerra and its separatist agenda 
might have also profited in a more subtle way from the establishment of devolved 
institutions. Some commentators have indeed explained the current radicalisation of 
support for independence—which since 2012 did benefit ERC electorally—with the 
nation-building policies carried out by successive Catalan governments, mainly in the 
realm of education, culture and the media. These are deemed to have not only 
strengthened the Catalan language and identity, but, according to some, they have 
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even promoted an oppositional definition of the Catalan self-understanding with 
regard to Spain (Tortella et al. 2016, pp. 310–425). Although discussing the validity 
of such an argument goes beyond the scope of this chapter, empirical studies show 
that younger cohorts of Catalan residents, who have been more exposed to education 
in Catalan, are substantially more likely to vote for Catalan nationalist parties than 
older ones who have not (Aspach-Bracons et al. 2007). 
 
The role of autonomous institutions is of less direct import in explaining the success 
of the VB, since the party rather profited from its anti-establishment position, its 
monopoly of the Flemish right (until the coming of the N-VA), and the cordon 
sanitaire raised around it by the other parties to play a ‘whip role’ (Mudde 2000, p. 
111). Also, the character of demographic and political majority of the Flemish 
population, accompanied by the highly proportional Belgian electoral system, reduced 
the importance of the Flemish Parliament in providing better representation to 
Flemish parties in general. This point is also relevant for the N-VA, which, however, 
certainly profited from the multi-level governance offered by the existence of regional 
institutions. Between 2004 and 2014, this allowed it to continuously rule in Flanders, 
while playing a disruptive role at the federal level (see Sinardet 2010, pp. 363–369). 
Nation-building policies have been carried out by regional executives (see Slembrouk 
and Blommaert 1995, Osterlynck 2009, pp. 90–91), but, contrary to the Catalan case, 
there is no criticism of (nationalist) educational policies, nor empirical evidence of a 
link between age and identification with Flanders (Billiet et al. 2006, p. 917) or age 
and voting the N-VA (Swyngedouw and Abts 2011). The VB used to be markedly 
over-represented among young voters, but less so in recent years, which seems to 
exclude a ‘permanent’ effect of devolved institutions (Abts et al. 2015). 
 
The role of devolution in the case of the LN is ambiguous. Unlike the other parties in 
the sample, the Lega could not profit from a unified institutional structure governing 
the entire North on which to focus its electoral efforts without having to compromise 
in Rome. It has thus much more often combined participation in government at the 
regional level with alliances at the centre with parties defending interests often at odds 
with those of its constituency.  
 
The second element of the POS listed by Kriesi is ‘the informal procedures and 
prevailing strategies with regard to challengers’. As the challengers analysed here are 
political parties formally participating in representative institutions, rather than social 
movements, there is little informality about the strategies that the other actors—
especially state parties—adopt to counter their challenges. In light of this 
consideration, it is more useful to analyse these strategies in conjunction with the 
wider configuration of power among relevant players in the political arena. The 
centre-periphery literature highlights two main tactics that state parties can adopt to 
deal with peripheral challengers: pro-periphery accommodation, and anti-periphery 
polarisation (Meguid 2008, pp. 22–40, Alonso 2012, pp. 24–40).  These generally 
refer to the adoption of, or opposition to, the devolution agenda by state parties, but it 
can also concern their willingness to collaborate in government with peripheral 
challengers. Pro-periphery accommodation is most likely to be used by a state party 
that feels directly threatened by the challenger because the state party enjoys a 
relatively higher support in that specific region. A rival state party that is less popular 
in the given region, by contrast, is likely to adopt an anti-periphery polarisation 
strategy to steal state-wide votes from its established rival. This game often takes a 
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left-right dimension because national identities frequently map over ideological 
affiliations (Alonso 2012, pp. 36–39).  
 
As the Scottish identity has tended to be more easily associated with left-wing 
political sympathies, Labour has generally felt more directly in competition with the 
SNP and therefore keener on Scottish devolution, while the Tories have generally 
opposed it (Paterson 2002, p. 33, Hutchinson 2001, pp. 131-148). Such 
accommodation however has not extended to collaboration in power in either 
Westminster or Holyrood. Although in Catalonia the subsuming of the left-right 
dimension within the centre-periphery cleavage has been less clear than in Scotland, 
right-wing positions have had a hard time getting rid of Francoism’s legacy. Hence, 
the Spanish Socialist Party (PSOE), notably through its Catalan ally (PSC), has more 
easily competed with nationalist parties there (notably CiU in the 1980s and 1990s, 
ERC from the 2000s) and more eagerly embraced devolution (although mainly of a 
symmetric nature), while the People’s Party has given more limited support to it 
(Dinas 2012, Guibernau 2004,pp. 95–118, 2013, pp. 381–382). Both parties have 
however been ready to collaborate in government with peripheral parties at the central 
level when needed (although mostly to the advantage of CiU). Flemish nationalism 
has a historical connection with the conservative Catholic movement—and in its most 
radical incarnations with the extreme right. For this reason, under the pressure of the 
Volksunie, the Flemish Christian Democratic Party (CD&V) led the devolution 
process in the 1970s and 1980s, while Flemish left parties (the Socialists and the 
Greens) were more lukewarm. Accommodation however did not extend as far as 
sharing in government with the VB. In this case, all Belgian parties agreed to rule out 
any agreement with it at any level. Yet, this decision was motivated with reference to 
the party’s extreme-right positions, rather than to its separatist agenda (Pauwels 2011). 
Indeed, such a ban did not touch the N-VA, since, in the second half of the 2000s, the 
CD&V ‘resurrected’ its accommodative strategy by forming an electoral coalition 
with De Wever’s party (Deschouwer 2013, pp. 340–341, Erk 2005b). The Italian case 
is peculiar because federalism has been embraced by most parties in the country—
although often only superficially. While the Northern League has a clear right-wing 
profile, and the right has been electorally preponderant in the key Northern regions of 
Lombardy, Piedmont and Veneto since the 1990s, the Italian left and right have 
shown similar levels of support to the issue of regional devolution, with the left even 
carrying out the most extensive constitutional reform in this sense (Fabbrini and 
Brunazzo 2008, p. 114).  
 
Accommodative strategies are often believed to be responsible for the ‘demise of 
peripheral parties’ on account of ‘their own success’ (Van Haute and Pilet 2006). As 
state parties adopt the devolution agenda—the argument goes—peripheral ones 
become increasingly irrelevant. This theory, contradicted by Figure 9.2, fails to take 
into account the existence of different types of peripheral parties (notably autonomist 
vs. separatist) and that peripheral parties can adapt to the accommodative and 
polarisation strategies of state parties. I will discuss such strategies in the next section. 
Before, however, we need to take a look at the configuration of powers among 
relevant actors in the political arena. Kriesi (2005, p. 89) defines it as ‘the distribution 
of power among the various parties’. Being more concerned than I am with the initial 
access of challengers to the political system, he mainly associates the configuration of 
power with the electoral system. By contrast, I will mainly refer to it as the influence 
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of the relative electoral power of the other actors in the political arena on the electoral 
chances of my case-study parties.  
 
While for most of the 1990s ERC mainly occupied a niche and could not challenge 
CiU’s dominant position in Catalan politics, in the first half of the 2000s the party 
profited from the ‘exhaustion’ of CiU’s domination and the retirement of its historical 
leader Jordi Pujol (Davis 2004). Similarly, in the 1990s and the first half of the 2000s 
the SNP suffered from the electoral dominance of Labour in Scotland—due both to 
socio-structural and electoral reasons—as much as it profited from its decline since 
2007 (Paterson 2006, p. 57, Hassan, 2011). The VB on the contrary could take 
advantage of an unexploited niche on the right-wing of the Flemish spectrum and, 
especially, of the virtual monopoly over the issue of immigration, until the rise of the 
N-VA, which provided a liberal-conservative alternative to the VB, more moderate 
along both the nationalist and ideological axes, but still radical enough to convince 
most of its voters that it could effectively defend the Flemish interest (Pauwels 2011, 
Swyngedouw and Abts 2011). Finally, the LN gained ground against traditional 
parties—especially the Christian Democracy—weakened by corruption scandals in 
the early 1990s, but later heavily competed with Berlusconi’s Go Italy for northern 
liberal-conservative votes and had to move farther to the right, without great electoral 
success though (Biorcio 1997, pp. 1–28, Cento Bull and Gilbert 2001, p. 112). The 
revivals experienced in 2008 and, more recently, in 2014–2016, have equally been 
influenced by the activities of the other actors of the Italian right. On the former 
occasion, the League collected the discontent of part of the constituencies of National 
Alliance and Go Italy after their merger into the People of Freedom (PdL) party. The 
latter instead has seen the LN partially filling the void left by the PdL’s collapse 
(Biorcio 2010, pp. 68–80, Diamanti 2015b). 
 
Parties’ strategies to separatist success: Gradualism, institutionalism, issue 
diversification and instrumentalism 
 
Peripheral parties, and my separatist case-study parties more specifically, are not the 
passive objects of the influence of the formal aspects of the POS or the strategies of 
their competitors. They tend to adapt and to develop their own tactics. Although vote-
maximisation is not always their only, or even main, goal, one can reasonably assume 
that such parties are generally driven by vote-maximisation aims, which in turn will 
contribute to giving them governing, coalition or blackmail potential (Sartori 2005, pp. 
291–292). Yet, given their separatist nature and the distribution of preferences 
concerning constitutional reform in the regional population—which tend to favour 
devolution over full independence—they are especially prone to the following 
dilemma:  
 

‘in order to build an electoral constituency, peripheral parties need to be the 
preferred choice among voters with intense pro-periphery preferences. To 
maximize their vote shares, however, peripheral parties need to be the preferred 
party also among moderate centre-periphery voters...The problem is that 
dominating the centrist space and the pro-periphery extreme simultaneously 
implies a trade-off’ (Alonso 2012, p. 221).  

 
Most of the parties studied here have adopted four strategies—to varying degrees and 
at different points in time—to overcome this dilemma: gradualism, institutionalisation, 
issue diversification and instrumentalism.  
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Gradualism refers to the definition of independence not as an event to be achieved 
‘abruptly’, but rather, or also, as a process to be reached in stages (Dalle Mulle 2016c, 
p. 2). This is important because it allows separatist parties to keep independence as 
their long-term goal, and therefore meet the requests of their most committed 
supporters, while, working, in the meantime, towards more easily achievable 
devolution goals and attracting a more moderate electorate. While the gradualist-
fundamentalist fracture within the SNP seriously compromised the party’s support for 
the 1979 referendum, by the late 1990s, the gradualist faction prevailed and, after the 
establishment of the Parliament, the party accepted ‘devo-max’ as an intermediate 
step to full independence (Lynch 2005, p.  524, Hepburn 2009b, p. 197). Similarly, 
the N-VA is committed to negotiating the transformation of Belgium into a 
confederation before obtaining its total ‘evaporation’ and establishing a Flemish 
Republic (Beyens et al. 2015, pp. 4–5), while the Northern League, despite keeping 
independence as its official long-term goal, has since the late 1990s put this option on 
the backburner and mostly focused on the achievement of more autonomy for the 
North (Biorcio 2010, pp. 34–49). ERC’s case is a little more complicated because the 
recent increase in grassroots support for independence in Catalonia and the stand-off 
between the regional and state governments have almost completely precluded the 
possibility of a federal compromise. Yet, with the coming to power of Carod-Rovira 
in 1996 and throughout the 2000s, ERC moved to a more moderate position defined 
as a ‘quiet and constructive sovereigntism’ leading to the proposal to reform Spain 
into a confederation with Catalonia as an associated state, although still as an 
intermediate step towards full independence (Culla 2013, pp. 545–558).6 
 
In most cases, gradualism has also entailed institutionalisation, i.e., the willingness to 
participate in government institutions, although almost exclusively at the regional 
level, to cater for the daily needs of the local population. Governing at the regional 
level, these parties have generally been able to show that they can have a direct 
impact on people’s lives without having to compromise with state parties at the centre 
(and electorally pay for such compromises). As mentioned above, devolution has 
offered a very congenial opportunity structure, since it has allowed: the SNP to 
govern continuously at Holyrood since 2007, while remaining firmly in the opposition 
in Westminster; ERC to take part in two governing coalitions between 2003 and 2010 
and contribute to initiating the momentous process of revision of Catalonia’s Statute 
of autonomy without formally supporting Zapatero’s governments in Madrid; and the 
N-VA to govern Flanders since 2004, while playing a disruptive role at the federal 
level up to 2014 (see Chapters 2, 3 and 5).7  
 
The VB constitutes the most notable exception to these two strategies. The party 
never really campaigned to be truly in office, but rather openly accepted the role of 
‘whip party’ and adopted a confrontational stand. It consistently portrayed itself as the 
true defender of Flemish independence and rejected confederalism. On the other hand, 
while being in government at the regional level, the LN also joined three government 
coalitions at the central level—in 1994, 2001–06 and 2008–11. The fragmentation of 
Northern Italy into a series of unconnected regions, which deprived the party of the 
unified platform that most other case-study parties could exploit to push forth their 
demand for more powers without compromising at the centre, probably accounts for 
this stronger tendency to participate in government at the centre.  
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This does not mean that participation in government, even if limited to the regional 
level, comes at no price. As pointed out by Elias and Tronconi (2011a, see also 
Hepburn 2009a, pp. 11–13), there is often a trade-off between policy and votes, 
because participation in government, or even simply legislative support to a 
governing majority, might impact badly on subsequent electoral performances. This 
was the case with ERC in 2008–10, when the party suffered a backlash of committed 
pro-independence militants and voters against its second coalition with the Greens 
and the Socialists (Culla 2013, pp. 648–717). Yet, restricting participation to the 
regional level offers the advantage of avoiding another danger, that of political 
impotency (i.e. to be seen as a party unable to achieve its goals because permanently 
in the opposition) which hit the VB in the late 2000s (Pauwels 2011), while at the 
same time limiting the potential damages of the policy-votes trade-off (see also Elias 
and Tronconi 2011b).  
  
The third strategy—issue diversification—is linked to institutionalisation since, to 
convince people that they can govern efficiently at the regional level, separatist 
parties need to project a clearer and more varied ideological profile (either along the 
traditional left-right dimension or by taking up new ‘unexploited’ issues). This also 
allows them to react to the accommodation strategies of established parties and 
compete with them along different dimensions (Alonso 2012, pp. 26–29). Thus, from 
the mid-1980s on, the VB substantially emphasised its anti-immigration profile, 
which according to many studies explains most of its later electoral success 
(Swyngedouw 1992, 2001). Similarly, with the passage of the leadership from Colom 
to Carod-Rovira in 1996, ERC considerably strengthened its left-wing credentials 
(Culla 2013, pp. 286–505). Although a social-democratic profile was already visible 
within the SNP from the end of the 1960s, the party openly assumed this profile only 
from the late 1980s (Mitchell 1988, Lynch 2002, p. 14). The N-VA was not 
necessarily born as a centre-right party, but it clearly became such when compared to 
its immediate predecessor (the VU) (Beyens 2015). Finally, when confronted with the 
challenge coming from other new centre-right parties and the failure of its 
independence agenda, the LN diversified its policy portfolio as well, focusing on 
immigration, security and globalisation issues much more than before (Albertazzi and 
McDonnel 2005, Zaslove 2011, pp. 193-205). 
 
The final strategy, instrumentalism, has probably had a more subtle impact. 
Instrumentalism consists in the fact that most of my case-study parties, although to 
different extents at different moments of their history, have made an instrumental 
rather than a principled argument about independence, that is, they have portrayed 
independence as a means to achieve better standards of living and better democracy 
for their electoral constituencies, rather than as an end in itself (see Dalle Mulle 
2016c). This is clearly the case with the SNP’s idea of the ‘economics of 
independence’ and ERC’s catalanisme del benestar (see Chapter 2 and 5). The N-VA 
(2001, p. 9) also openly defined its nationalism not as a ‘goal, but a means to get to 
more democracy and better governance’ (see Chapter 3). Although the LN is a 
slightly more ambiguous case in this respect, because the more ethnic definition of the 
Padanian nation has often been accompanied by a more principled rhetoric, the 
prevalence of a socio-economic understanding of the North mainly as a community of 
interests has gone hand-in-hand with demands for independence and/or more 
autonomy mainly on instrumental grounds (Diamanti 1994, pp. 56–60). The VB is an 
exception in this respect, as it has consistently evidenced a more principled rhetoric 
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than all other case-study parties, further underpinned by its role as a ‘whip’ 
uncompromising party. Yet, as seen in Chapter 3, its arguments for self-determination 
do incorporate many instrumental elements linked to the better governance and 
welfare from which an independent Flanders could benefit. 
 
Concluding remarks 
 
An attentive reader might now wonder whether the elements of the political game 
seen above weigh equally in explaining the electoral evolution of my case-study 
parties. The answer is no and I will try here to provide a tentative ranking by order of 
importance. I will also link the party politics analysis to some structural factors 
examined in the previous chapters. Before doing that, however, I should recall that on 
the demand-side the general trend is a substantial support for further devolution of 
powers short of independence. Also, radicalisation can occur and, at least in the long 
term, drive separatist parties’ success, as happened in Catalonia.8  
 
As seen above, there are five major elements that can account for separatist parties’ 
electoral outcomes: the electoral system, the presence of devolved institutions, the 
strategies of established parties against challengers, the configuration of power 
between relevant actors in the political arena and the strategies of the challengers 
themselves. The electoral system is certainly important, but, given the success of my 
case-study parties across the sample despite the presence of both very proportional 
(Belgium and Italy) and very majoritarian systems (the UK), it does not seem to play 
a decisive role and therefore is the least important factor. The strategies of established 
parties and the configuration of power in the electoral arena seem to come next in the 
ranking. These two elements are tightly linked since the strength of established parties 
relative to the challenger heavily influences their strategies towards it and, vice-versa, 
their strategies do impact the configuration of power. The first two positions in this 
tentative ranking of factors are occupied by the existence of devolved institutions, 
first, followed by the strategies of the case-study parties. Instead of ‘killing’ my case-
study parties, devolved legislative and executive institutions9 have provided them 
(and often other nationalist parties in the same region) with better representation and a 
more congenial platform from which they could carry out nation-building activities 
and call for further devolution of powers. However, the fact that separatist parties in 
other devolved regions in Europe have not profited from them to the same extent (for 
instance, in Corsica, Sardinia and Bavaria) bears witness to the fact that the 
opportunities offered by any political structure must be seized upon by specific actors. 
This is why the specific strategies of separatist parties occupy second place in our 
ranking.  
 
Given this conclusion, why do state parties grant devolution in the first place? Should 
we conclude with Alonso (2012, p. 41) that they do so only out of electoral 
calculations and that concerns over the integrity of the state do not play any role at 
all? I do not think so. Alonso argues that ‘politicians know this, [that devolution 
strengthens peripheral parties] if only because they have seen it happen before’. Yet, 
she does not provide any historical evidence to support this claim. This is a 
retrospective and mechanical argument. Can we really argue that in the late 1970s 
Belgian politicians had such clear evidence that regional institutions would reinforce 
peripheral parties? And what about their Spanish colleagues a decade earlier? The VU 
had hit its electoral peak in 1970 and was slowly declining, the Walloon Rally 
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collapsed much more quickly and the VB was still a marginal reality. One could 
certainly point to persistence of institutional reforms as a sign of the failure of 
devolution to stop the peripheral threat, but Belgium could also be considered a very 
peculiar case. The regionalisation adopted in Italy, for instance, did not seem to 
nourish any centrifugal dynamic at the time. Maybe British politicians could have 
looked more closely at the Spanish case and the continuing relevance of peripheral 
parties there in the 1990s. But it is also true that at that time separatist forces there 
were still a minority phenomenon and the State of the Autonomies was generally 
considered a major success of the democratic transition (Guibernau 2013, p. 375). In 
other words, although electoral concerns certainly played a role, there is no evidence 
that parties deliberately sacrificed state integrity for their own advantage. It seems 
more likely that they tried to kill two birds with one stone: beating their state rivals, 
while also assuaging unrest in the periphery. Also, Alonso seems to ignore the 
demand-side, where support for devolution has been substantial. There are good 
reasons to believe that outright rejection of such demands—as was the case in 
Scotland through 1979–97, and in Catalonia more recently—would only nourish 
radicalisation.  
 
Yet, at the same time, devolution triggers totally new dynamics that might advantage 
separatist parties. Whether this is the case seems also to depend on the level of 
regional income relative to the rest of the state. As seen in Chapter 8, several authors 
have concluded that separatist parties in relatively rich regions have been the most 
successful in recent years (Sambanis and Milanovic 2011, Sorens 2004). Separatist 
parties in relatively rich regions might be more successful simply because people are 
attracted by the economic incentives implicit in their arguments for self-determination. 
At the same time, it is as reasonable to believe that voters are likely be afraid to vote 
for separatist parties, since, as seen above, independence remains a risky option. Yet, 
at least in the cases of Scotland and Catalonia, there is some evidence of a momentous 
and often understated change: although support for independence has remained quite 
stable for most of the recent history of the regions analysed here, people appear more 
relaxed about an independence scenario. First, as shown in the case studies, 
independence is clearly not a taboo in political debates any longer. Second, there is 
also demand-side evidence of a less worried attitude. When comparing data from the 
1979 and the 1997 referendum in Scotland, one can see that, although devolution 
remained the preferred option of the Scottish population in both, independence 
overcame the status quo, thus becoming the second best alternative (Dardanelli 2005). 
As further argued by Johns et al. (2013, p. 163) in their analysis of the 2011 SNP 
electoral landslide, ‘what used to be thought of as a major deterrent to voting SNP—
fear of independence—is no longer a widespread concern’. In Catalonia, while in 
1991 67.4% of residents believed that separatism could cause ‘problems of 
coexistence’ between the inhabitants of the region, in 2014, only 18% thought that 
coexistence between locals would worsen as a result of independence (CEO 2005–14). 
The gradualist and instrumentalist strategies seen above might account for that, as 
well as the advances in the process of European integration, which arguably offer the 
reassuring prospect of a ‘protective’ constitutional umbrella to a hypothetical 
independent state—although the recent bid for independence in Catalonia and 
Scotland have strongly questioned this point. 
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1 The most recent data from the Scottish Social Attitude Survey (SSAS), not included here for issues of 
comparability with the Flemish series that stops in 2014, show a clear increase occurred after the 2014 
independence referendum (see ScotCen 2017). 
2 The chi-square test showed more than 20% of cells with an expected count lower than 5 in each year 
of the series. 
3 Unfortunately, we do not have enough data to make similar considerations with regard to Northern 
Italy. 
4 The most recent data however shows the ‘consolidation’ of this stronger link between national 
identity and support for independence after the 2014 referendum (see ScotCen 2017). 
5 Kriesi looks at the electoral system as an element determining the ‘configuration of power’ between 
established actors vis-à-vis the challenger. This is because he looks at protest movements that do not 
necessarily engage in direct political action within parliamentary institutions. Yet, my case-study 
parties were formed with the specific intent to pursue their agenda within such institutions. The 
electoral system is therefore directly relevant to their ‘access’ to the political system. 
6 This observation concerning the move to gradualism of such parties nuances Alonso’s (2012) 
prediction that peripheral parties will tend to radicalise their stand after devolution.  
7 The N-VA supported a federal coalition in 2008, but after a few months it made the government fall 
on account of a lack of progress on institutional reforms. Since 2014, however, the party has played a 
key role in a federal government coalition with no institutional reform on the agenda. The new strategy 
followed by the N-VA is not yet completely clear, but the party seems willing to make a more 
muscular use of the Flemish majority in the federal institutions to push through some of the desired 
socio-economic reforms.  
8 Recent data from the SSAS mentioend above suggest that this radicalisation scenario could be under 
way in Scotland as a consequence of the 2014 referendum, but unfortunately is too early to draw any 
final conclusion on that. 
9 The only partial exception is Northern Italy where, however, devolution did not bring about the 
creation of a single overarching northern region. 



Chapter 9 – Figures’ captions, sources and notes 
 
 
Figure 9.1 – Support for independence compared, Catalonia, Flanders and 
Scotland, multiple constitutional options question, 1991–2014 (percentage of 
regional population)*

 
* For Flanders I have used data concerning position ‘0’ along the 0-10 scale of the 
‘Flanders/Belgium should decide everything’ question until 2003 and regarding the 
independence option in the question on the constitutional future of the country 
between 2007 and 2014. 
Sources: my elaboration on ICPS 1991–2016, Swyngedouw and Rink 2008, 
Swyngedouw et al. 2015, McEwen 2002, p. 78, SSAS 2017c.  
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Figure 9.2 – Electoral results of case-study parties compared, regional and 
general elections, 1987–2015 (percentage of regional vote)

 
Sources: my elaboration on Audickas et al. 2016, Ministero dell’Interno 2017, Van 
Haute and Pilet 2006, Pauwels 2011, Beyens et al. 2015, Chamber of Representatives 
of Belgium 2003, 2014, Generalitat de Catalunya 2017, El Periodico 2015. 
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Conclusion 
 
In a seminal contribution to the studies of nationalism John Breuilly (1993, p. 113) 
pointed out that ‘no nationalist movement is based on pure sentiment. All nationalist 
movements build upon a variety of interests’. In many ways, the parties analysed in 
this study have gone much further and openly called for independence, or 
intermediate forms of self-government, prevalently on account of considerations of 
material interest.  
 
This does not mean that interests trump identity. As we have seen throughout this 
book, identity is key for the formulation of a common interest along specific national 
lines. Adapting a well-known quote by Max Weber (1946, p. 277) on the relation 
between ideas and interests, one could say that ‘not [identities], but material and ideal 
interests, directly govern men’s conduct. Yet very frequently the “world images” that 
have been created by [identities] have, like switchmen, determined the tracks along 
which action has been pushed by the dynamic of interest. “From what” and “for what” 
one wished to be redeemed and, let us not forget, “could be” redeemed, depended 
upon one’s image of the world’. At the same time, an identity that does not serve an 
interest is, in the long-term, doomed to lose legitimacy.  
 
The power of the nationalism of the rich lies precisely in this virtuous combination of 
interest and identity. As prophetically argued by Stein Rokkan and Derek Urwin in 
the early 1980s: 
 

‘while the question of regional economic policy, when it first arose between 
1930 and 1950, focused more on backward, more remote areas (the Italian 
Mezzogiorno was outstanding), these areas are not the home of the outstanding 
territorial problems of Western Europe. No matter what their cultural strength, 
economic weakness can easily provide the basis for arguments against the 
credibility and viability of self-sufficiency [...] The major territorial challenge 
may well come from economically superior or improving regions: these have an 
economic weight that more demonstratively can support independence and/or 
counterbalance the political resources of the centre (Rokkan and Urwin 1983, pp. 
134-135).  

 
The previous chapters of this book can be considered an in-depth inquiry into Rokkan 
and Urwin’s intuition: what is this territorial challenge precisely about? Is it 
something new? If yes, why? And what can explain its origins and evolution?  
 
First, by reducing the nationalism of the rich to the basic idea of an advanced 
periphery held back by a more backward core, I looked for historical precedents of 
this phenomenon. Guided by theoretical works suggesting that nationalism often 
originated in backward peripheries, I searched for exceptions to this rule. Likely 
candidates such as Italian, Czech and Hungarian nationalisms in the 19th and early 
20th century Hapsburg Empire, or Belgian nationalism between 1815 and 1830, or, 
again, the Walloon-Flemish debate about child-allowances a century later, did not 
stand up to scrutiny. What did represent instead a forerunner of the nationalism of the 
rich were the nationalist movements that arose in Catalonia and the Basque Country 
between the late 19th and the early 20th century. There, we have clear claims by 
peripheries which considered themselves more modern than the respective centres, 
and which believed themselves to be held back by the latter. However, these 
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manifestations of Catalan, and even more so Basque, nationalism cannot be 
considered more than forerunners because their arguments only marginally concerned 
fiscal exploitation and rather referred to the traditional need to ensure protection of 
the local industry from foreign competition through trade tariffs, clearly conveying a 
‘dependence’ on the wider market offered by the parent state that is nowhere to be 
found in—and is even in contradiction to—the discourse of the nationalism of the rich 
as defined here.  
 
Next, I moved to the detailed analysis of the nationalism of the rich formulated by my 
case-study parties. The central claims of this discourse are: an argument of economic 
victimisation, whereby the relevant nation is exploited through the parent state’s 
system of social redistribution; and one of political marginalisation, whereby the 
victimisation of the national community is carried out through more subtle means 
than open discrimination and oppression.  
 
The most important discursive strategy adopted by the case-study parties consists of a 
cultural-determinist argument, resembling a popularised version of Weber’s The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,1 whereby the economic success of the 
relevant nation would derive from its extraordinary work-ethic and 
entrepreneurialism. This legitimises the nation’s rejection to contributing to state 
solidarity, shielding it from accusations of selfishness. The notion of solidarity itself, 
as applied by the parent state, is called into question by the claim that the fiscal 
transfers generated by the system of social redistribution, and public spending more 
generally, have financed dependency and corruption, rather than true social support 
and endogenous growth. In this connection, the economic argument at the core of the 
nationalism of the rich has turned what in other contexts would be an inter-personal 
dispute over redistribution into an inter-territorial one.  
 
As suggested by Jamin (2012, p. 27), to some extent, this argument of economic 
victimisation reproduces the rhetoric of the ‘producing people’ used by North 
American populist parties in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, which centres 
around the idea of ‘the existence of a noble and hardworking middle class that is 
constantly in conflict with malicious parasites which are lazy and guilty, and found at 
both the top and bottom of the social order’. While the LN, N-VA and VB clearly fit 
this category, ERC represents a left-wing version of the same, focusing on the 
‘enemies from above’ represented by unaccountable state bureaucrats and political 
elites nourishing dependence in other Spanish regions. Yet, contrary to the rhetoric of 
the ‘producing people’ analysed by Jamin, the discourse examined here has grappled 
with one of the fundamental structural and normative novelties of the post-Second 
World War order in Western Europe: i.e., the welfare state and, more generally, the 
wider role of the state in the economy. Linking Jamin’s consideration on American 
producerism to the existing literature on principles of welfare deservingness, I have 
suggested that most of my case study parties have formulated a conditional 
understanding of solidarity prevalently based on the principles of control, attitude and 
reciprocity which, borrowing from Abts and Kochuyt (2013, 2014), I have called 
‘welfare producerism’. This basically implies that the poorer regions of the parent 
state are not legitimate recipients of the inter-territorial transfers coming from the 
relevant nation because: they are responsible for their own state of need (control); 
they do not make enough of an effort to overcome their needy situation (attitude); and 
they receive too much relative to their contributions, while the relevant nation 
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receives too little as compared to the efforts of its members (reciprocity). While 
‘identity’ (usually understood as national identity) generally is the most relevant 
criterion of deservingness used by European public opinions to discriminate between 
legitimate and illegitimate recipients of social support (Van Oorschot 2006), my case-
study parties have refrained from warranting their rejection of solidarity with the 
parent state solely on account of identity criteria. The existence of strong dual 
identities in the relative regions might well account for this situation.  
 
However, identity remains an important criterion, although often implicit: first, the 
(sub-state) national community clearly remains the primary community of legitimate 
solidarity; second, the combination of the cultural-determinist argument seen above 
and welfare producerism have given birth to a culturalised form of welfare 
producerism in which the ‘imagined community of welfare producers’ has 
discursively coincided with the ‘imagined community of the nation’. This culturalised 
version of welfare producerism offers a less divisive form of producerist rhetoric than 
a culturally-neutral one, since the self-understanding of the nation as a community of 
people endowed with an exceptional hard-working ethos and entrepreneurship 
conveys the image of a society naturally producing surplus resources that could be 
used to improve welfare without affecting the competitiveness of the national 
economy. Also, especially in the case of those parties that have openly stigmatised 
welfare recipients in other regions of the parent state and called for austerity measures 
to keep welfare and state spending under control, such culturalised welfare 
producerism allows for the portrayal of austerity and solidarity as compatible, since 
austerity will rebalance the distribution of benefits and burdens between the recipients 
(to be found outside the in-group) and the contributors (made up of the members of 
the in-group). 
 
As mentioned oftentimes, the SNP is a deviant case, since despite having represented 
Scotland as a nation of hard-working and talented people and having accused the 
South-East of England of being the true subsidy junkie of the UK, factors linked to 
the economic structure of the region, the importance of oil revenues and its 
ambiguous fiscal position within Great Britain have made it difficult to sustain any 
strong form of culturalised welfare producerism. What is common to all cases 
however is that the transfers—oil revenues in the case of the SNP—have acted as a 
trump card that has enabled the party to present a bright future in an independent 
country endowed with unlimited resources to finance welfare and boost growth. In 
this way, to different extents, most of these parties have made an instrumental case in 
favour of independence that has postulated external self-determination as a means to 
ensuring solidarity and efficiency in a context of high international competition, 
rather than as an end in itself.  
 
The arguments of economic victimisation have been accompanied by claims of 
political marginalisation that have assumed peculiar features in each case study. It is 
beyond the scope of this conclusion to review in detail the case of political 
marginalisation made by each party. What is fundamental, however, is to consider the 
two arguments in conjunction: the economic victimisation of the relevant nation is 
deemed to descend directly from its condition of political marginalisation; such 
political marginalisation is the element that justifies a call for constitutional change, 
since only through new institutions can this condition be reversed; and the nation’s 
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political marginalisation is even more obnoxious because of its economic primacy 
within the parent state, which should instead warrant some form of special treatment.  
 
But, what explains the formation of the nationalism of the rich in the regions analysed 
here in the last quarter of the 20th century? There is no easy answer to such a question 
and one has to look at a combination of several factors that, although generally 
present in most of the cases, do not appear precisely in the same way in each of them. 
Such a combination, however, can be broken down as follows: (1) the creation, from 
the end of the Second World War, of extensive forms of automatic redistribution to an 
unprecedented scale; (2) the beginning, from the mid-1970s, of an era of slow growth 
and even ‘permanent austerity’, exacerbated, in specific contexts, by situations of 
serious public policy failure and mismanagement of public funds; (3) the existence of 
national/cultural cleavages roughly squaring with uneven development and sharp 
income differentials among territorial areas of a given state.2  
 
In a wider historical perspective, one cannot but stress the role played by the 
establishment across Western Europe, mostly in the 30 years between 1945 and 1975, 
of extensive forms of social redistribution and state intervention in the economy 
underpinned by the dominance of Keynesian economic theories. The welfare state 
was based on the idea of national solidarity and, at the same time, was used as a 
powerful nation-building tool. The unprecedented level of prosperity that it delivered, 
along with the faith in the capacity of the state to drive growth and achieve full 
employment, put economic performance at the core of government legitimacy. What 
is often forgotten is that most welfare states were built during a period of 
extraordinary economic growth that made the establishment of such extensive forms 
of redistribution virtually costless from a political perspective. Yet, when the growth 
engine began to falter in the 1970s, the costs became increasingly visible, while at the 
same time welfare arrangements continued to enjoy considerable social support. Since 
then, Western European countries have thus faced issues of welfare state 
sustainability and different ideological and policy alternatives have been devised to 
find a solution, from the neoliberal call to rolling back the state, to the empowerment-
based approach to conditional solidarity embodied by the social investment paradigm 
(Hemerijck 2013, pp. 23–50). The nationalism of the rich can be considered a further, 
although less well-articulated, attempt to overcome the dilemma between solidarity 
and efficiency at the core of the crisis of welfare and consisting in the couching of 
fiscal protest in the form of the socio-tropic arguments of economic victimisation 
examined in the previous chapters. This nationalist interpretation has enabled the 
parties analysed to criticise redistribution within the parent state without rejecting the 
welfare state altogether.  
 
Finally, I have pointed out that, while economic victimisation and political 
marginalisation make up the ethos of the parties, they do not necessarily explain their 
electoral success. The POS available to each party at any given point in time and the 
strategies they used to adapt to such structure are often more powerful factors to 
explain specific electoral outcomes. In this connection, the establishment of devolved 
institutions deserves special attention. While being aimed at assuaging unrest and 
strengthening state legitimacy in the periphery, devolution has also offered a suitable 
platform to separatist (and other nationalist) parties from which they can implement 
nation-building policies, call for further transfers of powers and play a role in 
government without having to compromise with state-forces at the centre. More 
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fundamentally, devolved institutions have made the centre-periphery conflict a 
permanent feature of state politics and created distinct political arenas that frame 
debates differently from those at the centre. Most separatist parties have adapted to 
this new more congenial POS and used the strategies of gradualism, institutionalism, 
issue diversification and instrumentalism with the specific aim of satisfying the 
constituency of hard-core nationalists making up their members and most committed 
voters while, at the same time, expanding their support among the much wider 
moderate nationalist electorate.  
 
Although the electoral success of these parties does not necessarily coincide with 
substantial changes in support for independence, it does seem to point to an often 
understated change, that is, there is evidence suggesting that voters have recently 
taken a much more relaxed attitude to independence. This does not mean that 
independence has become the preferred constitutional option in the regions 
analysed—so far this has been the exception rather than the rule—but independence is 
no longer a scary scenario, but rather a subject of discussion and even a possible 
outcome in the near future. In other words, what these parties have achieved is an 
unprecedented ‘normalisation’ of separatism. The acceptance of democratic means to 
bring this goal about, the reassurance that it would be implemented through a smooth 
and orderly process and the use of instrumental arguments in favour of independence, 
as well as the existence of a larger institutional structure embodied by the EU that, at 
least at the level of discourse, can be thought of as reducing the costs of separation go 
a long way to explaining such a significant change. 
 
                                                
1 I am indebted to Michel Huysseune for this parallelism with Weber’s work. 
2 In Flanders, Northern Italy and Scotland, this last factor has been exacerbated by a recent reversal of 
economic conditions between the relevant nation and other areas of the parent state. 
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Annex 1 – Interviews 
 
Functions are intended as at the time when the interview took place. 
 
VB 
 
Gerolf Annemans, member of the Belgian Chamber of Representatives, 22-11-2012 
 
Frank Creyelman, member of the Flemish Parliament, 28-11-2012 
 
Filip Dewinter, member of the Flemish Parliament, 19-12-2012 
 
Bart Laeremans, member of the Belgian Senate, 03-12-2012 
 
Peter Logghe, member of the Belgian Chamber of Representatives, 12-11-2012 
 
ERC 
 
Josep-Lluis Carod Rovira, former party leader and vice-president of the Generalitat 
of Catalonia, 10-07-2013 
 
Cesc Iglésies, Vice-Secretary of General Political Action, 15-07-2013 
 
Jordi Solé, member of the Catalan Parliament, 09-07-2013 
 
Juan Manuel Tresserras, former minister of the Generalitat and Carod-Rovira’s 
advisor, 13-07-13 
 
Alba Verges, member of the Catalan Parliament, 09-07-2013 
 
LN 
 
Lorenzo Fontana, member of the European Parliament, 07-11-2012 
 
Oreste Rossi, member of the European Parliament, 15-11-2012 
 
Francesco Enrico Speroni, member of the European Parliament, 08-11-2012 
 
Gianvittore Vaccari, member of the Italian Senate, 03-03-2012 
 
N-VA  
 
Paul de Ridder, member of the Brussels Parliament, 16-01-2013 
 
Jan Jambon, member of the Chamber of Representatives, 18-12-2012 
 
Kris Van Dijck, member of the Flemish Parliament, 18-12-2012 
 
SNP 
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Linda Fabiani, member of the Scottish Parliament, 03-12-2013 
 
Bill Kidd, member of the Scottish Parliament, 03-12-2013 
 
Stewart Maxwell, member of the Scottish Parliament, 02-12-2013 
 
Gordon Wilson, former Party Chairman, 04-12-2013 
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