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C
atalonia, October 2017: two million 
people voted to secede from Spain 
and create el proper Estat d’Europa, 
a new European state. Scotland, 

September 2014: 1.6 million voted to restore 
Scottish sovereignty, last seen in 1707… What is 
going on? Was European integration not meant 
to erase borders and make independence 
irrelevant?  In fact, integration has indirectly 
sown the seeds for the rising demand for 
independence in several European countries. 

To understand this apparent paradox, we 
need to appreciate how European integration 
influences the politics of devolution and 
independence in its member states.  

The Europe-states-regions nexus   
The connections between the European 
Union, its member states and their regions 
are numerous and complex. The Union is a 
creation of its member states and is collectively 
governed by them. At the same time, some 
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have seen European integration as a process 
ultimately destined to supersede the traditional 
European state system and create some form 
of federation in which regions might take their 
place alongside, or instead of, the present states. 

A common way of looking at the connections 
between the three levels is to see them as 
part of a system of ‘multilevel governance’. 
Popularised by Gary Marks and Liesbet 
Hooghe in the 1990s, the notion of multilevel 
governance describes the emergence of a 
European system where the states are no 
longer the dominant players, power is dispersed 
among a wide range of governmental and 
non-governmental actors, and the boundary 
between the domestic and the international 
arenas has all but vanished. Multilevel 
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governance thus conveys an image of a largely 
uniform process of transformation across 
Europe. Yet, the member states of the EU vary 
greatly in the way they are territorially organised. 
Some, such as Germany, are federal states, in 
which regional governments have primary law-
making powers and extensive administrative 
responsibilities. Some, such as Spain but also 
the UK, are not formally federal but operate 
as de facto federations, and have equally 
powerful regional governments. Others, such 
as France or Denmark, are unitary countries, 
where regional governments exist but have no 
primary law-making powers and a generally 
much weaker status than their counterparts 
in the federal or quasi-federal states. In still 
others, such as in mainland Portugal or Sweden, 
there is no regional tier of government at all. 
Beyond the variety of territorial administrations, 
a key difference between European states is 
that some contain ‘stateless nations’, such as 
Catalonia, Flanders, and Scotland, i.e. regionally-
based communities that consider themselves 
to be a distinct nation. This diversity in the way 
regions are governed and regional populations 
identify themselves across Europe means that 
the EU affects regional and local governments 
differently in different countries. To understand 
the EU’s influence, we thus need to be sensitive 
to these differences. 

Two dynamics of state restructuring
The diversity in the way European states are 
territorially organised is to a significant extent 
a product of processes of ‘state restructuring’ 
under way since the 1960s. These have typically 
seen unitary states introduce a tier of regional 
government, whose powers, though, vary 
significantly across countries. Moreover, in 
some cases, such as France, the new regional 
governments have been added to one or more 
pre-existing tiers of local government whereas 
in others, such as Denmark, they have replaced 
the traditional upper tier of local government. 
These processes of state restructuring cluster 
into two clearly distinct types. The first type, 
which I label ‘bottom up’, is driven by a demand 
for self-government coming from one or 
more regions. This is usually articulated by a 
regional-nationalist party – meaning a party 
representing a stateless nation, such as the SNP 
in Scotland, the ERC (Esquerra Republicana de 
Catalunya) in Catalonia, and the N-VA (Nieuw-
Vlaamse Alliantie) in Flanders – challenging 
statewide parties, to which the latter, under 

certain conditions, react by enacting a reform of 
the structures of the state. Regional-nationalist 
parties are unlikely ever to be in a position to 
implement state restructuring directly and rely 
on their challenge to the statewide parties to 
push the latter towards adopting devolution 
policies. 

The challenge presented by a regional-
nationalist party is typically a dual one. On 
the one hand, there is the electoral challenge 
brought to a statewide party that relies 
significantly on support from the region in 
which the regional-nationalist party operates 
to win office at the state level. On the other 
hand, there is a territorial integrity challenge, 
either explicitly posed by a secessionist 
position or tacitly implied by a nationalist 
claim for self-determination. These bottom 
up dynamics produce deep restructuring of 
the constitutional order of the state, from a 
unitary to federal or quasi-federal ones, as in 
Belgium, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom. 
The second type is characterised by a ‘top 
down’ decision by central state actors in the 
absence of a demand for autonomy coming 
from the regions themselves. The driver 
of state restructuring in these cases is not 
‘holding together’ the state but improving 
the effectiveness and the efficiency of its 
territorial administration. In these cases, party 
competition and cooperation is restricted to 
statewide parties and restructuring typically 
takes a weak form, whereby the new regional 
governments are endowed with limited powers 
only and the constitutional order of the state 
is left unaltered. Denmark and France are 
examples of this top down dynamic. Both types 
of state restructuring processes have unfolded 
at the same time as European integration has 
shifted more and more powers to the EU level. 
Hence, integration is likely to have influenced 
restructuring. But how? 

Incentives and constraints 
To appreciate how European integration 
influences state restructuring, it is useful to 
think in terms of incentives and constraints. 
Does ‘Europe’ make it necessary for states to 
re-organise themselves or at least facilitate 
the process or, conversely, does it undermine 
the rationale for change or places hurdles? 
The incentives and constraints generated 
by integration naturally differ. In top down 
processes, integration does not offer powerful 
incentives to parties to enact state restructuring, 

nor does it place notable constraints on them in 
doing so. As a result, in these cases the process 
of transformation takes place entirely within a 
domestic dimension and ‘Europe’ does not play 
a significant role. 

In the case of bottom up restructuring the 
European dimension looms large, notably 
in relation to regional-nationalist parties. 
Integration offers powerful incentives, but 
also constraints, to such parties, particularly 
as regards the pursuit of independence. Two 
incentives are most prominent. The first is 
that integration makes smaller states more 
economically viable and so it reduces the 
economic costs of independence. The second 
is that smaller states are over-represented in 
the EU institutions and enjoy formal equality 
with the larger ones in key decision-making 
situations. When the European Council decides 
by unanimity, as it does most of the time, Malta, 
population 0.4 million, is on an equal footing, 
at least formally, with Germany, population 82 
million. This is a far cry from the power politics 
that prevailed in Europe for centuries, under 
which the big powers were regularly running 
roughshod over the smaller states. Only 
member states have a seat at the top decision-
making tables in the EU; regions, regardless 
of their size or constitutional status, have to 
content themselves with representation in 
the Committee of the Regions, which has an 
advisory role only. The more is decided at the 
EU level, the greater the incentive to access 
decision-making at that level. This makes 
statehood very attractive to stateless nations 
compared to ‘regionhood’. 

If integration offers powerful incentives 
to regional-nationalist parties to pursue 
independence, it also creates non-negligible 
constraints, two of which are particularly 
significant. The first is that integration embodies 
an ethos of uniting peoples, which can be 
construed as militating against a policy of 
dividing existing states to create new, possibly 
ethnically-defined, ones. From this perspective, 
the ethos of integration exposes calls for 
independence to the accusation that they 
are ‘anti-European’ and ‘against the tide of 
history’. The second constraint is posed by the 
uncertainty surrounding the legal framework 
governing the creation of new states within the 
EU. There is a clear possibility that new states 
born out of secession would find themselves 
outside the EU and would have to apply for 
membership, and thus be subject to a potential 
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veto on the part of the rump state as well as 
other member states. This possibility seems 
to rule out EU membership for states created 
by unilateral secession from existing member 
states, rather than by negotiated settlement. 
What are constraints for the regional-nationalist 
parties are, of course, opportunities for their 
opponents, the statewide parties. To understand 
how ‘Europe’ affects state restructuring we thus 
need to understand what use parties make 
of the incentives and constraints European 
integration generates.  

Party strategies
Parties can be expected to act strategically in 
relation to the connection between ‘Europe’ and 
state restructuring. In other words, parties will 
exploit those aspects that help them pursue 
their goals and downplay or ignore those that 
do not. Given that maximising autonomy for 
their stateless nation is the raison d’être for 
regional-nationalist parties whereas it is only 
one issue among many for their statewide 
competitors, it is likely that the former will be 
more pro-active than the latter in exploiting 
the European dimension to their advantage. 
As already noted, we should also expect the 
degree to which parties link ‘Europe’ and state 
restructuring to differ between cases of bottom 
up and top down dynamic. By and large, this is 
what has happened across Europe over the last 
six decades. 

In France and Denmark, the two most 
prominent cases of top down restructuring, 
parties have not exploited ‘Europe’ in their 
strategies for or against regionalisation. In 
Belgium, Italy, Spain, and the UK, by contrast, 
regional-nationalist parties have typically 
adopted strategies of ‘independence in 
Europe’, implying secession from the existing 
state but continued membership of the 
EU as an additional member state. At key 
elections and referendums, this appeal to the 
European dimension has played a central 
role in their campaigns. The statewide parties 
have generally exploited ‘Europe’ much less 
in their efforts to undermine the appeal of 
independence. Public opinion evidence 
suggests regional-nationalists’ playing of 
the European card has paid off, particularly 
in Scotland and Catalonia. In both cases, 
secessionist parties have come to dominate 
politics in the region, and independence, once 
only supported by marginal groups, is now the 
preferred option of almost half the population. 

Moreover, the regional-nationalist parties have 
succeeded in persuading their electorate that 
a newly independent Scottish or Catalan state 
would be able to remain within the EU. If these 
parties have been remarkably successful in 
many respects, they have nonetheless failed to 
reach the ultimate goal: independence. 

As we saw in Scotland in 2014 and in 
Catalonia this year, obstacles to independence 
remain daunting and majority support 
remains elusive. European integration has 
reduced the economic and political costs of 
independence but has not eliminated them. 
Even so, the regional-nationalist challenge – 
with ‘independence in Europe’ at its heart – has 
been powerful enough to induce the statewide 
parties to enact wide-ranging reforms of the 
state. Belgium has transformed itself from 
a unitary into a fully federal state. Italy and, 
especially, Spain have become quasi-federal 
states, in which regional governments play an 
important policy-making role. The UK has gone 
through several rounds of devolution of powers, 
notably to Scotland, which have turned it into 
a highly asymmetrical, de facto partially federal, 
system.     

Prospects 
Where do we go from here? The forces that have 
increased support for regional-nationalist parties 
and raised the demand for independence 
have not gone away. Yet, the road towards 
‘independence in Europe’ remains fraught with 
difficulties. The ‘dialectic’ between incentives 
and constraints is thus set to continue and 
to produce further change in the way states 
that include stateless nations are governed. 
This seems to be most likely in Spain, where a 
significant constitutional reform in response to 
Catalonia’s secession threat is on the cards. In 

Scotland, Brexit has thrown a sharp light on the 
nexus between ‘Europe’ and independence. On 
the one hand, the prospect of being dragged 
out of the EU against its will has renewed calls 
for independence. On the other hand, an 
independent and EU-member Scotland would 
face severe challenges in managing relations 
with an out-of-the-EU rump UK, which would 
remain its largest market and most important 
partner in so many ways. Thus, Scotland’s 
independence faces both renewed urgency in 
the eyes of many and even more formidable 
political and economic obstacles than in 2014.  

More broadly, integration has played an 
important role in the politics of devolution and 
independence in Europe, but a very different 
one in different countries, particularly between 
those that have undergone bottom up, as 
opposed to top down, state restructuring. 
Instead of a uniform system of multilevel 
governance, we have witnessed the emergence 
of a patchwork of contrasting patterns. Far from 
making independence irrelevant, integration 
has actually indirectly fed the demand for it. The 
paradox is clear: a process driven by an ethos of 
ever closer union actually generates dynamics 
that, under certain conditions, lead to political 
fragmentation. 
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