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urope is currently marked by social and economic tur-
bulence, and recent developments have highlighted 
the fact that, fundamentally, the EU is composed of a 
number of sovereign member states that — when the 

chips are down — always tend to have their own best interests at 
heart.

However, there is also another aspect to the current political 
instability in Europe. Many of the Union’s member states have 
one or more territories with inhabitants of a different ethnic, 
cultural, or linguistic background than the majority of the state’s 
population. Several of these “regional deviants” are demanding 
increased political autonomy, in some cases even formal inde-
pendence. This tends to generate a politically very sensitive con-
flict between two fundamental principles of international law — 
the right to self-determination of the peoples and the sovereign 
states’ right to territorial integrity and cohesion. 

TERRITORIAL GRASS-ROOTS movements questioning established 
state power structures and demanding greater self-determina-
tion currently exist in several EU states. Regional parties and 
organizations with increased autonomy or secession from their 
metropolitan states as their overall objectives are active in more 
than a third of the member states of the EU.1 Most of these ter-
ritorial movements have a positive view on the EU. The Union is 
considered an overarching political structure where the possibil-
ity to exercise influence is more substantial than at the member 
state level. An analysis of the tension between the member states 
and the growing regional demands for increased self-determina-
tion must therefore be regarded as an essential element of any 
qualified forecast of Europe’s political future. Below — based on 
an extensive reading of relevant theoretical literature and recent 
European developments — an effort is made to contribute to the 
scholarly discussions of the future of European politics, with a 
special focus on how the member states handle their regional 
deviants. 

The essay starts with an in-depth analysis of the political and 

constitutional cornerstones on which the power of the modern 
state rests. The focus is on how these pillars of the European 
states affect their ability to manage culturally and linguistically 
deviant regions and territories. Various attempts to deal with the 
underlying conflict between the states’ demands for territorial 
control and their deviant regions’ desires for increased room for 
maneuver is analyzed. European examples of more or less suc-
cessful solutions through the introduction of different forms and 
degrees of regional home-rule are highlighted and discussed. 
The essay concludes with a discussion of the EU’s current 
position in the politically mined area between the seemingly 
incompatible demands of state territorial integrity and regional 
self-determination.

The territorial foundation of state power
The 19th-century French historian and philosopher Ernest Renan 
defined the “nation” as a territorially based collective endeavor 
— according to him, a popular movement encompassing the 
past, the present, and the future. Despite the hollow idealistic 
tendencies in Renan’s “collective desire”, he is not far from the 
more objective conclusion that the building of nations, and con-
sequently also the building of states, above all can be defined as 
a project fundamentally governed by politics.2

The most important quality — the fundamental social sub-
stance, if you will — of this particularly extensive political project 
is the ambition to bring people, enterprises, and public 
institutions together in a geographically limited area 
in order to create a well-integrated community. 
Strictly speaking, successful state building requires 
the functional social, economic, and political integra-
tion of a politically defined territory. In 
other words, there is a strong connection 
between state building, public power, and 
territorial integration.

Ever since the birth of the 
modern state in the middle 
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of the 19th century3, history has shown that successful territorial 
integration politics — and, thus, the effective exercise of state 
power — is founded on the following three closely connected 
cornerstones:

 Territorial sovereignty
 A dominant standard of communication
 A geographically defined market/economy

The first of these three cornerstones of the modern state is 
basically unlimited political power over a territory with clearly 
marked borders on the map. This could be called the territorial 
sovereignty condition of state building. It is essential to note that 
the sovereignty condition applies to the coexistence of politics 
and territory that is of critical importance for maintaining state 
power. All forms of state sovereignty 
known today require a combination of 
political power and geographically de-
limited territories. Consequently, one of 
the most fundamental building blocks of 
the modern state is its exercise of politi-
cal power in a territory controlled by the 
state itself.4

However, this does not mean that 
the central government “decides ev-
erything” within its territory. General 
territorial control by the state can very well coexist with parlia-
mentary democracy and significant elements of delegated (de-
centralized) state power. The exercise of power by the modern 
state might work just as well — sometimes even better — when 
the responsibility for politics (not least at the operative level) is 
shared by several public actors and is allocated to different geo-
graphical and administrative levels.

An essential external, trans-state, side to territorial control as 
a condition for sovereignty is that the state in question is officially 
recognized by the international community, basically all the oth-
er sovereign states in the world. Because they all rest on the same 
fundamental principle of territorial control, this is a mutual con-
firmation of the legitimacy of an international system based on 
politically independent territorial states.5 It is important to realize 
that the primary issue is the political power over the territory, not 
the formal recognition.6 The basic requirement for international 
recognition is that the state fully controls its territory.7

THE SECOND CORNERSTONE of successful state building is the 
standardization of general means of communication within the 
state’s territory, in practice a common spoken and written lan-
guage.

This is the fundamental communication condition of the mod-
ern state. The traditional model is the unitary state with a well-
integrated territory and a population whose internal communi-
cation is dominated by a language that the majority of its citizens 
understand and can easily use in their everyday lives and work.8

This concerns not only the language as such, as a communi-
cation technique among others. Language standardization also 
results in a common “cultural code”9 with commonly accepted 

social behavior patterns and ways to communicate, which are 
required for a well-integrated modern society. By extension, this 
generates the common identity that, regardless of its quite vague 
historical background, functions as the overall ideology central 
to the political legitimacy and survival of the modern state.10

The history of this political model, which in its most consis-
tent form can be characterized by the device “one territory, one 
people and one language”,11 is full of conflicts.12 The national bor-
ders we take for granted today are generally the result of political 
developments where groups of people with various ethnic back-
grounds and languages — often through wars and by force — have 
been separated into different states or merged into territorial 
entities where one language gradually has replaced the others as 
the common means of communication. The prevailing language 

is either the one spoken by the majority 
or is the language dominant among the 
power elite of the state in question.13

THE EXCEPTIONS to the main rule that 
the dominance of one language gradu-
ally grows over time are mainly the 
cases where the state is dominated by 
a number of equally strong languages, 
generally with a wider international 
status and usage. The typical European 

exception proving the rule of language standardization14 within a 
state territory is the Swiss Federation with German, French, and 
Italian as dominant languages. Another exception is Belgium, 
where the two dominant languages of French and Dutch domi-
nate in their respective regions and, simultaneously, are (com-
peting) parallel languages at the federal level.15

The third cornerstone in the development of the modern 
state can be characterized as the domestic market condition. 
State policies and national economic legislation have resulted in 
geographically delimited markets for labor, goods, and services, 
which in practice promotes internal economic integration rather 
than trans-national interaction. One of the main tasks of the 
state borders is thus to create and delimit an integrated arena 
for entrepreneurship, production, and business. Accordingly, 
the state borders have significant economic and social protective 
effects,16 which is true also for states closely related with regard 
to culture, language, and economy, for example, the Nordic and 
Baltic countries.17

The interpretation of this is not that international interaction 
and integration is impossible. On the contrary, over the last de-
cades several of the common measures taken by various states 
have aimed at reducing the barriers to economic integration 
created by national borders. The most ambitious international 
integration project of modern times is probably the foundation 
of the EU. The policies of the EU have mainly involved trans-state 
treaties and agreements to bridge some of the economic barriers 
created by state borders.18 However, not least the developments 
of recent years have highlighted the substantial difficulties and 
political barriers to a more extensive dismantling of the borders 
of the EU member states.19

“THESE THREE 
CORNERSTONES 
OF STATE POWER 
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These three cornerstones of state power are intimately, or 
even inseparably, interwoven. In practice, the fundamental politi-
cal legitimacy of the modern state depends on a well-functioning 
interaction between them. Without the territorially anchored 
state power, neither the standardization of a dominant means of 
communication (language, the most important cultural forms of 
expression) nor the establishment of an adequately united social 
and economic interaction is possible. Moreover, the common 
standard of communication is a requirement for the division of 
labor and an integrated internal labor market, which, in turn, 
requires a language that is understood and used in all parts of 
the state territory.20

Minority legislation  
as assimilation strategy
Successful state building thus requires the ability to, in a politi-
cally defined territory, create and maintain the linguistically, so-
cially, and culturally standardized means of communication on 
which the economy and labor market 
depend. In practice, the territorially 
and linguistically homogenous state 
is taken for granted as a fundamental 
norm and central building block in 
the political organization of modern 
society.

However, the reality “on the 
ground” does not always correspond 
with the ideal model. As a rule, the 
history of current states is — to varying 
degrees — rather turbulent with signifi-
cant elements of military violence and 
great-power politics. The finally established state borders therefore 
rarely coincide with the ethnic and/or linguistic geography.

In many cases where an ethnic group has landed within the 
borders of a state dominated by a population of another ethnic, 
cultural, or linguistic background, integration has been suc-
cessful despite initial conflicts and difficulties. In cases where 
the minority was relatively small and did not dominate in any 
specific part of the state territory, or was composed by groups of 
immigrants that had recently moved into the territory, the social 
integration and transition to the majority language have gener-
ally run relatively smoothly.

IN MORE COMPLICATED CASES, the integration policy has been 
supplemented by some form of public (national, not territorial) 
minority protection by allowing elementary education in the 
minority language and usage of the minority’s own language in 
contacts with public authorities.

However, simultaneously — and this is crucial — the minor-
ity in question is subject to all the other territorial integration 
instruments of the modern state. In practice, minority protection 
therefore works as a buffer with the effect that the assimilation of 
the deviant minority culture — including the transition to the ma-
jority language — is more gradual and socially and politically less 
challenging. In this way, the minority protection functions more 

as a smooth integration strategy than as a serious attempt to stop 
the development towards a dominant language communication 
standard within the state territory.21

When state integration policy fails
In some cases this type of minority integration has not been pos-
sible, or at least has been very difficult to put into practice in a 
successful way. Three typical cases can be identified.

The first case is where a number of ethnic groups with dif-
ferent languages or historical backgrounds have been brought 
together in the same state territory. If there is a sufficient num-
ber of these groups and they are of relatively equal weight (with 
regard to language and/or policy impact) as well as concentrated 
in different parts of the state territory, it will be difficult to put 
one of these languages ahead of the others in the way required 
for successful state-led linguistic integration. A typical example 
is when the former European colonial powers drew artificial 
borders in the Middle East with ethnic, religious, and language 

conflicts as a consequence. Another 
example is the Balkans, where, in the 
1990s, the complicated ethnic and 
linguistic composition of the Yugoslav 
state territory instigated military vio-
lence ethnic cleansing.

The second case concerns ethnic 
groups with their own historical ter-
ritory and language in a state domi-
nated by another language. These 
peoples and ethnic groups are often 
called stateless nations. Familiar 
examples are the Basque Country, 

Kurdistan, and the Faroe Islands.22 This category also includes 
peoples and nations that, for various reasons, have lost a previ-
ously established political independence. European examples 
are Catalonia, Scotland, and Wales. In these cases, the history of 
the ethnic group in combination with its deviant culture and/or 
language has made the usual state integration instruments dif-
ficult to apply.

THE THIRD CASE involves the border territories where war and 
international treaties have separated the population from the 
states and language areas to which they historically belonged. 
This often generates similar social and linguistic tensions in rela-
tion to the majority people as in the case of the stateless nations. 
Typical examples in Europe are the Åland Islands (on the wrong 
side of the border between Sweden and Finland), South Tyrol 
(on the wrong side of the border between Austria and Italy), and 
the Hungarian minority in Transylvania (on the wrong side of 
the border between Hungary and Romania).23

It must be noted that the three cases mentioned above fre-
quently overlap. The situation of the Middle East and the Kurds 
in Turkey are illustrative examples of this. The ambitions of 
the separatist movements that tend to emerge in these kinds 
of politically contested milieus change depending on which of 
the above-discussed case/cases dominates. Thus, regarding the 

“THE FINALLY 
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BORDERS THEREFORE
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stateless nations (e.g. Catalonia, Scotland, and the Faroe Islands/
Greenland) the separatism is mainly expressed as secessionism 
and the ambition to establish a new state. In the cases where the 
background is an “incorrect” drawing of the state borders (e.g. 
the Åland Islands and South Tyrol), political ambitions gener-
ally tend to have an element of irredentism, a desire to move the 
state border in order to allow the minority people in question to 
reunite with the state to which they feel they belong with regard 
to ethnicity and/or language. 

It is not possible to rate these two types of separatism on 
the traditional right-left scale of politics in an unambiguous 
way. In practice, the rating must be made separately in each 
case depending on the social composition and political tradi-
tions of the territory in question as well as the overall political 
context.24

Two conflict-management models: 
Federation and regional autonomy
The various attempts to politically manage the three main types 
of nonconformity between the cultural/language identity of 
an ethnic group and the territorial state to which it belongs are 
generally based on one of the following two state-building strate-
gies:

  A territorially decentralized distribution of public power in 
accordance with federal principles
  An introduction of regional autonomy (self-government) for 
the ethnic groups deviating from the majority population

The federal structures in the first of these two strategies include 
the whole state territory. Generally, all the regions of the fed-
eration have the same type and degree of political autonomy.25 
Nevertheless, the extent of the autonomy varies considerably 
between different federal states. In some cases, the federation 
is a rather vague political union/association where the member 
states of the federation are relatively free to determine the con-
ditions for their membership, including a possible withdrawal 
from the union.26 However, in most cases it is about state for-
mations with a strong federal level and, consequently, a more 
limited delegation of legislative power to the underlying regional 
level. European examples are the federal states of Austria and 
Germany.

The federal strategy for the management of the territorial 
cohesion policy is, in practice, often the only possible alternative 
in cases where the territory accommodates several different, 
relatively equally-sized language groups with a strong territorial 
connection — i.e. the first of the above-discussed cases of dis-
conformity between language/ethnicity and political territory. 
Therefore, federal solutions were common in the building of 
new multi-ethnic states that took place in connection with the 
dissolution of the empires of the European colonial powers after 
World War II (1945—ca 1970), in Asia (e.g. India), and in Africa 
(e.g. Nigeria).

In these newly formed multi-ethnic federations, 
the language of the former colonial power 
usually becomes the common communi-

cation standard — generally complemented with one or some of 
the many local languages. Furthermore, there is often a constitu-
tionally secured regulation of the distribution of the federal pow-
er positions between the largest and most influential language 
groups. Consequently, the Indian as well as the Nigerian main of-
ficial language is English with some of the larger local languages 
as a supplementary communication standard.27

IT MUST, HOWEVER, be noted that federal state-building strategies 
have also been successful without colonial interference and/
or where conflicts between various language groups have been 
completely absent or have only played a marginal political role. 
Generally, this applies to vast territories that are successively 
occupied by colonists from other parts of the world (e.g. the 
USA, Australia, and Brazil) or to federal states established by the 
voluntary unification of a number of independent regions/states 
with the same language, e.g. Germany and Austria.28

If the federal state thus requires a dual political structure 
encompassing all of the state territory, the state-building strat-
egies resulting in some form of political self-rule for limited 
parts of the territory are characterized by what might be called 
territorial exceptionalism.29 This particular solution is useful 
when, within a state’s territory, there is a relatively homogenous 
language majority as well as one or more historically and territo-
rially well-anchored minorities with deviant languages, ethnici-
ties, and cultures.30

The establishment of home-rule for a limited part of a state 
territory can be considered an attempt at political management 
of the second (stateless nations) and the third (wrong side of the 
border) of the above-discussed cases of nonconformity between 
language/ethnicity and political territory. Generally, the result 
is a unitary state (one country with one dominant language) but 
with one or more regional exceptions entrusted with varying de-
grees of political autonomy and an official language deviant from 
the one used in the rest of the state territory.

It is important to keep in mind that the ambition of these two 
main types (federation, regional autonomy) of political man-
agement of nonconformity between state borders 
and language/cultural identity is not an attempt for 
territorial integration in accordance with the more 
general nation-state model. In practice, the state has 
been forced to accept that 
it is not possible to ac-
complish the type 
of linguistic 
unifor-
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mity a fully developed unitary state requires. Instead, 
a constitutionally established method is used for the 

management of — but not the elimination of — the non-
conformity between the language/ethnic minorities 
and the state territory to which they belong. How-
ever, the political minefield between territory and 
language identity remains,31 which, in some circum-
stances, might flare up in open conflicts of the kinds 
occurring in, for example, Catalonia/Spain today.

Autonomy development between  
regionalism and separatism
The federal states in the EU are relatively untouched by the 
mismatches between language/culture and state territory that 
is present in some of the other European states.32 Therefore, in 
this context, the (non-federal) EU states where linguistically and/
or culturally deviant regional minorities have been managed by 
the introduction of territorial exceptionalism, that is, by adopting 
some form of regional autonomy, are far more interesting.

The sustainability of regional autonomy as a constitutional 
solution to politically unwieldy divergences between language, 
culture, history, and state territory depends on three central 
background factors, namely:

  The extent and depth of the autonomy
  The weight of the population and the economy of the au-
tonomous region
  The origin and geopolitical context of the autonomy 

These three background factors are important to keep in mind 
when observing the European autonomies in a long-term per-
spective. In fact, the combination of these factors decides where 
in the political minefield between regionalism (decentralization, 
subsidiarity) and separatism (secessionism/irredentism) the 
political dynamics of the autonomous region have their main 
driving forces.33 Hence, there is reason to examine how these 
three factors influence the political stability of the regional au-
tonomies and their metropolitan states — which, by extension, 
also affects political developments at the EU level.

Room for maneuver
Experience shows that a regional autonomy granted insufficient 
legal room for maneuver34 tends to generate gradually increasing 
discontent and tension in the relations between the autonomy 
and the metropolitan state. Examples of this are South Tyrol/
Italy and Catalonia/Spain, as well as the Åland Islands/Finland. 

The autonomy Italy offered South Tyrol after the end of 
World War II was so incomplete that it generated substantial dis-
content among the German-speaking population of the region. 
This resulted in bomb attacks in the 1950s and 1960s on Italian 
institutions and authorities. After international mediation, Italy 
was finally forced in 1972 to offer South Tyrol an extended auton-

omy that initiated more positive political developments. Since 
2015, a political process has been underway intending to further 
strengthen the autonomy, which is no longer considered to cor-
respond to current demands and requirements. In other words, 
the positive development of the political room for maneuver has 
resulted in a more solid and non-confrontational relationship be-
tween the autonomy and the Italian state than during previous 
periods with more limited autonomy.35

Today, a more current and internationally noted example 
is Catalonia, which, since the turn of the millennium, has with 
growing political intensity demanded the reformation of its 
autonomy, which was established after the fall of the Franco dic-
tatorship. The discontent in Catalonia concerns several restric-
tive elements in the regulations of the competence areas of the 
autonomy, including the lack of legislative power regarding the 
taxation of the region’s residents and enterprises.36However, the 
language issue is also an element of the conflict involving an on-
going tug-of-war between Spanish and Catalan as the dominant 
language in the region.37 In the fall of 2017, the refusal of the Span-
ish state to accept a political and legal upgrade of the Catalan au-
tonomy resulted in a semi-official declaration of independence 
and a political and constitutional conflict with repercussions also 
at the EU level.38

THE ÅLAND ISLANDS is a similar case, although considerably less 
observed internationally. The autonomy of the islands was 
established by Finland in the beginning of the 1920s in order to 
prevent the reunion with Sweden that was desired by the popu-
lation.39 Due to the strong focus on the Swedish language of the 
population, the introduced self-government can be regarded as 
a form of territorial language protection rather than a fully devel-
oped political autonomy.40 This has generated recurrent tension 
and conflicts between the Finnish state and the autonomy. In 
recent years, the discontent in the Åland Islands, not the least 
due to the autonomy’s limited say on the region’s economy and 
taxation (cf. Catalonia), has been intensified by Finnish legisla-
tion initiatives with a tendency to further reduce the economic-
political space of the autonomy. The climate has not improved 
by the essentially restrictive Finnish treatment of a proposal for 
a substantial modernization and development of the autonomy 
initiated (2012—2013) by the Åland Islands.41

Typical of the more extensive European autonomies is their 
significant legislative competence and wide room for maneuver 
regarding important internal policy areas such as social legisla-
tion, labor law, labor market regulation, economic regulation, 
taxation, etc. The political responsibility and decision-making 
power of the metropolitan host-state mainly includes human 
and social rights, currency, military defense, and similar ques-
tions — that is, policy areas that tend to be regulated in some 
form of overarching trans-national context (EU, NAFTA, the Eu-
ropean Central Bank, NATO, etc.).

Examples of these types of more qualified autonomies are 
Greenland and the Faroe Islands. Both of the two Danish au-
tonomies in the Northern Atlantic have extensive home-rule, 
including the acceptance of the Danish state to — if a majority of 
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the population so wishes — freely choose to withdraw from the 
Danish Kingdom and establish their own sovereign states. They 
receive substantial economic support from Denmark and, simul-
taneously, control essentially all legislation on public finances, 
taxation, and enterprises — including the right to conclude inter-
national treaties in these policy areas. The two autonomies are 
members of several UN bodies and international organizations, 
above all concerning maritime law, fisheries, and shipping. 
Moreover, despite the Danish EU membership, they are not 
members of the EU.42 Characteristic of the two Danish autono-
mies is thus their control over the public decision-making system 
and the administrative machinery that play decisive roles for 
language development in a politically defined territory. Hence, 
the threat against the regional languages (Faroese and Greenlan-
dic) as dominant means of communication is non-existent. The 
result is a more relaxed and conflict-free political relationship 
between the autonomies and their host-state.

IN ADDITION, A MORE extensive and well-developed autonomy 
generates a positive social and political dynamic that tends to be 
weaker in the cases where the regional 
autonomy is more limited and focused 
on language protection. Instead, in 
these cases the politics tend to be “in-
troverted” and limited to the policy 
area where the essence of the autono-
my lies — hence, in the relationship be-
tween the culture and language of the 
majority population and the deviant 
culture and language of the region.43 
Generally, politics in autonomies with 
more extensive political room for maneuver is more mature, 
although with underlying secessionist dynamics that in some cir-
cumstances might stimulate separatist movements.

Weight of population and economy
Another central background factor is the size of the autonomous 
region in terms of its population, economy, and territory. Expe-
rience shows that the “size factor” is essential for the political 
development of a regional autonomy. Typical examples of the 
effects of size and political weight are the Åland Islands and the 
Faroe Islands in contrast to Scotland and Catalonia.

The two Nordic autonomies, both with populations of fewer 
than 50,000 persons, can hardly be considered substantial or 
vital parts of the populations of their respective metropolitan 
states (Finland, Denmark). And although the Faroe Islands and 
the Åland Islands are well-developed economies with high per 
capita production values, they play only marginal roles in the 
Finnish and Danish macro-economies. Additionally, their geo-
graphical characteristics as insular island communities contrib-
ute to their minor political weight.

An extensive regional autonomy, or even the establishment of 
a micro-state, can hardly be considered to pose a serious threat 
to the survival of Denmark or Finland as sovereign and, in all 
other respects, territorially well-integrated states. Consequently, 

small scale tends to create increased political space for regional 
home-rule. The size of the region in relation to the metropolitan 
state is thus of substantial — in some cases decisive — importance 
as to what policy limitations the state in question imposes on 
the development of the autonomy. This general conclusion, 
however, is not valid in all specific cases, which is apparent 
from the differences between the extensions and depths of the 
autonomies of the Åland Islands and the Faroe Islands described 
above. In this context, the third important background factor 
(the origin and geopolitical context) is an essential component. 
In this respect, the Åland Islands are in a considerably more 
unfavorable position than the Faroe Islands, to which we will 
return below.

ONE OF THE THINGS shared by the two small Nordic autonomies 
is, however, a substantial hesitation about their possibilities, 
considering their “smallness”, to secede from their current 
metropolitan states. This is a common quality — although with 
great variations with regard to the political consequences — of 
many of the smaller autonomies. Consequently, the rather 

limited support for secessionist move-
ments in many of these autonomies 
can be explained by the modest sizes 
of their populations and economies.44 
Although the “smallness” is favor-
able to the host-state’s acceptance of 
a relatively extensive autonomy, the 
small scale tends to reduce the politi-
cal space for regional independence 
movements.45

The political conditions of the Euro-
pean autonomies with more sizable populations and economies 
are substantially different from the type of small-scale island au-
tonomies that the Åland Islands and the Faroe Islands represent. 
Adequate examples are, as already mentioned, Scotland and 
Catalonia. With population sizes corresponding to a small Euro-
pean state (about 5.3 and 7.5 million inhabitants, respectively) 
and with a substantial part of the state territory (the UK and 
Spain, respectively), their political weights can hardly be con-
sidered marginal. This is true also for their economic positions, 
not the least regarding Catalonia whose economy accounts for 
twenty percent of the Spanish economy.

Because of the importance and weight of Catalonia and Scot-
land in their respective states, their constitutional status and 
political room for maneuver cannot be considered marginal 
questions for the Spanish and British states. Consequently, all 
attempts at more extensive changes in the room for maneuver 
of these two autonomies become critically important policy is-
sues at the state level. Therefore, autonomies with substantial 
weight in their respective host-states are usually met with heavy 
resistance against any development towards political autonomy 
that is considered too extensive. The greater the economic 
importance and political weight of the region, the greater the 
resistance will be — of which the infected relationship between 
Catalonia and the Spanish state is a good example. 
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At the same time, it is apparent that a large population and 
a considerable economic capacity generally have the opposite 
impact in the autonomy in question. Here, the size factor tends 
to generate public pressure for more extensive home-rule. A 
size comparable to one of the smaller European states dramati-
cally raises the appetite for greater political space for maneuver, 
which — if the political conditions are right — can result in grow-
ing demands for full independence.

Therefore, the long-term development — and the political sus-
tainability — of regional autonomies with substantial populations 
and economic weight such as the Basque Country, Catalonia, 
Scotland, and Flanders strongly depend on a harmonious rela-
tionship between the metropolitan state and the autonomy. The 
key is how the state handles the situation. If it does not possess 
the flexibility and political maturity required for handling the 
intricate balance between regionalism and separatism, it risks 
escalating political and constitutional crises as well as growing 
demands for independence.

Origin and geopolitical context
The third important background factor is the historical origin 
of the autonomous territory and its role in the overall economic 
and geopolitical priorities of its host-state. Here, the historical 
background of the metropolitan state itself generally plays a 
significant part. In older, well-established states, and especially 
those used to (often as a consequence of decolonization) the 
management of territories with deviant constitutional status and 
various degrees of home-rule, relatively free political reins are 
generally offered.46 In these cases, the autonomy is often based 
on a voluntary decentralization of state power. The most typical 
European example of this approach is probably the United King-
dom (Scotland), but Denmark can also be considered as having 
the same kind of more liberal and permissive view of its two 
north Atlantic autonomies (the Faroe Islands and Greenland).

In relatively newly formed states, or states with a conflict-
ridden history, the political attitude towards the autonomous 
region is, as a rule, more restrictive. The relationship between 
the metropolitan state (majority language) and the autonomy 
(deviant language/ethnicity) tends to be more negative. In a 
European context, Spain (Catalonia and the Basque Country) 
and Finland (the Åland Islands) — states otherwise completely 
different regarding history and political culture — can be seen as 
examples of this kind of more restrictive state policy in relation 
to their autonomous territories. 

THE HISTORY OF modern Spain began in the 
mid-1970s when the dictatorship of Franco 
was dismantled. The strained relation-
ship between the Spanish state and 
the Catalan autonomy originates from 
the political assaults and state-sanctioned 
violence that have characterized the 
management of the linguistically and 
culturally deviant Catalan part of the 
Spanish state territory, not only 

in the Franco-era, but also significantly further back in time.47 

Neither does the background history of the Finnish state in all 
respects favor a non-confrontational development of the Åland 
autonomy. Finland is a young sovereign state with a past history 
as an integrated part of two dominating neighboring states, Swe-
den and Russia. The origin of the Åland autonomy as a result of 
the desire of the population to reunite with Sweden, and their 
unwillingness to be a part of the Finnish republic established in 
1917/1918, still has a negative impact on the relationship between 
the Åland Islands and Finland.48

In the case of Åland, the situation is further complicated due 
to the fact that the archipelago, as a result of an international 
treaty (1856), is a demilitarized zone where all military facilities 
and other permanent military activities are banned.49 Paradoxi-
cally, the limited military sovereignty of Finland concerning the 
Åland part of its territory has not contributed to an extension of 
the room for maneuver of the autonomy, especially not in the 
policy areas affecting the foreign policy prerogatives of the Finn-
ish state.

In other words, an autonomous region should not be con-
sidered a problem by its host state or, even worse, pose some 
sort of threat to its security policy and/or military interests 
due to its geographical position or geopolitical role. If this 
is the case, the relationship between the autonomy and the 
state runs the risk of continuous disputes and political ten-
sion. Generally, this is true regardless of the size and weight 
of the autonomous territory.

In cases where the autonomous territory cannot be consid-
ered a national liability, but rather an economic or geopolitical 
asset, the situation is different. This applies to several of the Brit-
ish autonomies, for example, Gibraltar, the Isle of Man, and the 
Channel Islands. In some respects, their role in the international 
economy is favorable to influential British financial interests, 
which is likely to have contributed to their non-confrontational 
relationship with London.50 To some extent, a similar “national 
advantage” applies to the two Danish autonomies, whose posi-
tions in the Northern Atlantic add to the weight of Denmark in 
NATO.51 In these types of autonomous territories, the policy of 
the metropolitan state in relation to its autonomy often tends 
to be relatively allowing, attempting to secure the international 
legal position of the autonomy rather than undermining and lim-
iting its room for maneuver.

Challenged state nationalism
The examples of territorial exceptionalism discussed 

above illustrate the various requirements of a 
political autonomy with regard to historical, 

demographic, economic, and geopolitical 
background. However, they all have one 

thing in common, namely the underly-
ing tension between two fundamen-

tal European and international 
principles of law: the right to 
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the right to establish their own states) vs. the right to territorial 
integrity of the states.52

In the ideal model world on which the European national 
state ideology is essentially still based, the people (demos) and 
the state territory coincide, and thus this tension is not a prob-
lem. In the cases where the state territory also includes regions 
with deviant language and identity of its population (i.e. in prac-
tice several demos), a conflict between the principle of the right 
to self-determination and the principle of the state territorial 
integrity might arise. The introduction of regional autonomy can 
be seen as an attempt to handle this conflict.

However, the underlying tension between the two inter-
nationally accepted principles of law remains. Therefore, 
separatist demands based on the principle of the right to self-
determination can never be ruled out, which is confirmed by 
the political development of some of 
the European autonomies in recent 
years. All other things being equal, se-
cessionist movements with significant 
public legitimacy are most likely to ap-
pear in cases where the metropolitan 
state shows a lack of respect for the 
territorial identity of the minority and 
thus is unable to handle the conflict 
between the two overarching prin-
ciples of international law by means 
of political dialogue, flexibility, and 
mutual understanding.

Today, several of the European states are struggling with 
the consequences of their inadequate ability to manage the de-
mands for increased political self-determination of their regional 
minorities. This especially applies to centrally governed states 
where the connection between state, nation (national language), 
and territory constitutes the very foundation of all state policies. 
In reality, the European states are usually characterized by a 
nation state focus so fundamental that the 19th-century national-
ism on which this “state fixation” is based disappears into an 
ideologically misty background. The right of the state to territorial 
cohesion is so taken for granted that the underlying nationalism 
is disregarded. It is not exposed until it is challenged by ethnic 
groups unwilling to yield to the required cultural standardiza-
tion and territorial integration — which is becoming increasingly 
common in Europe today.

THE MEMBER PARTIES of the European Free Alliance (EFA), which 
functions as an umbrella organization for the regional move-
ments in Europe aiming for increased political autonomy or 
independence, has thus grown from eight at the time of its estab-
lishment in the beginning of the 1980s to as many as thirty-eight 
members today (2017).53 Furthermore, active independence 
movements have grown stronger in several places around Eu-
rope. The most influential and internationally best known are 
probably Scotland, Catalonia, and Flanders. There are indepen-
dence movements with divergent ambitions and political weight 
also in the Basque Country, Wales, the Faroe Islands, Greenland, 

the Åland Islands, Galicia, Lombardy, and Veneto to mention 
some of the European examples.

The latest sign of the gradually growing strength of the de-
mands for regional self-determination is the result of the recent 
regional elections in Corsica in December 2017. An alliance of 
parties with the overriding objective of a more developed auton-
omy (including a formal recognition of Corsican as an official lan-
guage) received as much as fifty-six percent of the votes and thus 
for the first time an absolute majority in the regional assembly.54

IN FACT, THE NATION-STATE ideology has been so dominating that 
the growing demands around Europe for extended regional self-
determination have come as a complete surprise. The fact that 
the emerging regional movements have not corresponded to 
mainstream perceptions of provincialism, right-wing extremism, 

and anti-internationalism has made 
it even more difficult for established 
politicians and scholars to understand 
recent European developments. De-
mands for extended regional room 
for maneuver, in some cases even full 
formal independence, tend to come 
from political movements and parties 
to the left or in the middle of the politi-
cal spectrum. Nor has the understand-
ing been facilitated by the fact that the 
actors behind the quest for increased 

political autonomy or full independence generally are in favor of 
open international borders and an extended European coopera-
tion — while the political resistance against increased regional 
autonomy often stems from strongly nationalistic and populist 
right-wing circles critical of the EU and “globalization”.55

A union made by territorial states
Today, the EU is, at least potentially, the most suited actor to 
handle the conflict between the right to self-determination and 
the right to state territorial integrity and cohesion. By formally 
recognizing its regional deviants and granting them a more 
significant role in the decision-making bodies (the Council of 
Ministers, the European Parliament), most of the movements 
aiming for extended regional autonomy would probably not de-
velop towards secessionism. In the EU regions where support for 
secessionism is strong enough to be seen as a legitimate demand 
for independence in accordance with established international 
law and right to self-determination, a well-functioning European 
trans-state political level would probably also be able to offer a 
constitutional framework for a smooth establishment of new 
member states.

However, there are no signs that the EU is prepared to shoul-
der this essential role for the future of Europe. The development 
at the Union level has rather gone in the opposite direction. The 
“blindness” to the regional level in the institutions of the former 
European Economic Community, which was criticized as early 
as the 1960s and 1970s,56 still exists in the EU today.

The expectations that the introduction of the principle of sub-
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sidiarity and the establishment of the European Committee of the 
Regions in the beginning of the 1990s57 would initiate a process 
giving the regions, and not the least those with some form of po-

litical autonomy, a stronger voice in the decision-making 
bodies of the Union have not been fulfilled. In prac-
tice, the principle of subsidiarity is an abstract prin-

ciple that, if it is regarded at all, mostly tends to be used 
as an argument for a stronger member state level at 

the cost of the Union level. The European Commit-
tee of the Regions is, as a result of its composition 

(non-autonomous regions and local/municipal 
authorities dominate) and its limited role in the 
Union’s decision-making bodies, a disappoint-
ment to those who have argued for a develop-

ment of the EU towards a union of the regions and the peoples 
rather than an association of sovereign states.58

The disappointment is most visible in the territories and 
regions where the majority population has a different language 
and/or ethnic identity than “its” member state. But this also 
applies to federal and autonomous regions with few language 
deviations that have seen their political room for maneuver 
diminish when legislative areas have been moved from their 
authority to the Union level even as they have not been allowed 
to take part in the decision-making processes of the EU. Because 
only the member states are full members of the decision-making 
bodies of the EU (e.g. the Council of Ministers) and other institu-
tions of more weight (e.g. the European Court of Human Rights), 
paradoxically, the development of the EU has resulted in a stron-
ger member state level at the cost of federal and autonomous 
regions.59

THE DOMINANCE OF the member states at the Union level is accen-
tuated when the policy relates to the linchpins of their power, 
i.e. the cornerstones of the European state-building in the 19th 
and 20th century discussed earlier in this text. Thus, the already 
strong position of the member states at the Union level is, un-
surprisingly, significantly strengthened where their territorial 
integrity and internal cohesion are concerned.60 The conflict 
between the Catalan autonomy and the Spanish state that, in 
recent years, has escalated and become ever more infectious, il-
lustrates this fact. While the representatives of the Union sharply 
condemn the member states of Poland and Hungary for neither 
fulfilling the demands for freedom and human rights in their 
legislation nor separating between policy and law in the way 
required by the EU treaties, they accept the same type of restric-
tions on human rights imposed by the Spanish state.61

Spain being a political actor of significantly more weight 
in the Union than Poland and Hungary is, of course, of some 
importance here. But the more fundamental difference is that 
the Polish and Hungarian measures do not apply to the issue of 
state territorial integrity, which is a very sensitive question for 
all member states and is an issue that the Catalan independence 
movement openly challenges. From the harsh perspective of state 
survival, the need to secure the principle of territorial sovereignty 
is more important than the principle of democracy and human 

rights. Therefore, none of the member states are prepared to 
seriously challenge the Spanish position on Catalonia, which is 
reflected in the official position and policy of the Union.

Europe – Quo Vadis?
As demonstrated above, there is a significant discrepancy be-
tween the political potential of the EU and its actual position and 
role in the future development of Europe. In practice, the mem-
ber states have maintained their power monopoly in the most 
essential policy areas. Particularly in the most recent years, the 
member states have shown that they do not hesitate to disregard 
well-motivated EU policies and EU legislation as soon as these are 
considered to conflict with their own interests, which has been 
characteristic of the management of non-European refugees and 
the European cooperation in defense and security policy.

Paradoxically, as a result of the weak position of the Union 
concerning major political and social challenges that can be 
handled successfully only at the European level, the EU policy is 
currently characterized by short-sighted regulation of, from the 
point of view of the member states, less sensitive policy areas — 
in practice, various types of everyday life issues that are not well-
suited for European regulation. 

The consequence is a Union characterized by repeated failures 
concerning the really important international and European policy 
challenges, while the citizens consider it a faceless Brussels-admin-
istration unnecessarily interfering in their local affairs.62

Europe is facing substantial challenges that can be met only 
by the strengthening of European decision-making in combina-
tion with reduced regulation and extended room for maneuver 
at the regional and local levels. The numerous EU-positive re-
gional autonomies and stateless peoples demanding political 
recognition and increased self-determination are important 
co-actors in such a development of the Union. In relation to their 
demands for extended autonomy, a more open and inclusive 
Europe would be likely to eliminate much of the democratic defi-
cit that according to many assessors currently characterizes the 
EU.63 Unfortunately, it is apparent that the member states of the 
EU are far from the political maturity necessary to give the Union 
the decision-making capacity required to successfully meet the 
significant territorial, social, and economic challenges faced by 
Europe today. ≈
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