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Abstract 

這篇論文研究歐盟兩個國家裏面的民族主義運動：蘇格蘭在英國與法蘭德斯在比

利時。這篇論文最重要的目標是研究這兩個政治運動的論述。更仔細來説，我們

想知道這兩個運動是否使用道德性的論點來説服選民。再加上此論文研究政治論

述與結構之間的關係。理論方面本文使用 David Miller 的 On Nationality。 

 

Table of Contents 

Table of Contents………………………………………………………………….2 

(1) Chapter One: General Introduction…………………………….………………....4 

(2) Chapter Two: Theory and Methodology………………………………………….6 

I. Literature Review………………………………………...……………6 

A. The Literature on Scotland and Flanders………………………...9 

II. Definitions……………………………………………………..……..11 

III. Theory: David Miller and Béland & Lecours………………….….....15 

IV. Methodology…………………………………………………………22 

A. Discourse and Content Analysis………………………………..23 

B. References to Structural Conditions………………………….…25 

C. Assessing the Relevance of Representations of the Nation as an 

Ethical Community……………………………………………..26 

(3) Chapter Three: Scotland……………………………………………...…………..28 

I. Introduction……………………………………………………..……28 

A. Political Background……………………………………………28 

B. Linguistic and Cultural Situation……………………………….30 

C. Social Policy Development…………………….……………….32 

II. Analysis of Discourse………………………………………………...35 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

3 
 

A. SNP Discourse 1997-1999: The 1997 Referendum and General 

Election, and the First Scottish Parliamentary Election of 1999..36 

B. SNP Discourse 2001-2011: Hiatus from Ethical Social Policy 

Discourse and the Double Scottish General Election Victory….43 

C. SNP Discourse 2012-2013: Return to the 1990s Discourse for The 

Independence Referendum……………………………….……..50 

D. Summary..……………………………………………………....56 

 

(4) Chapter Four: Flanders……………….………………………………………......60 

I. Introduction…………………………………………………………..60 

A. Political Background……………………………………………60 

B. Linguistic and Cultural Situation………………….……………65 

C. Social Policy Development………………………….………….65 

II. Analysis of Discourse…………………………………………...……67 

A. Discourse Pre-2003: The Evolution of the Flemish Nationalist 

Political Agenda towards Social Policy…………………...……68 

B. N-VA Discourse from 2003-2007: Early Days and Electoral 

Alliance…………………………………………………………71 

C. N-VA Discourse from 2009-2014: Going at it Alone and Electoral 

Success……………………………………………………...…..81 

D. Summary..………………………………….…………….……..87 

(5) Chapter Five: Conclusion…………………………………………….……..……91 

Bibliography……………………………………………………………….……..97 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

4 
 

1. Chapter One: General Introduction 

Nationalism is alive and well. Even in today’s globalised world. Indeed, even in the 

prime example of liberalism’s promise: the European Union. Regional nationalist 

movements are closer than ever to splitting up countries such as the United Kingdom, 

Spain, Italy, and Belgium. These movements persist and in some cases even grow 

more salient, despite the fact that authors such as Ernest Gellner have famously 

predicted the disappearance of nationalism after the Second World War. So how and 

why do some nationalism movements persist towards the end of the twentieth and 

beginning of the twenty-first century? Have consociationalism, federalism and 

minority rights not assuaged the fundamental nationalist demands for representation, 

the continuation of the national culture and recognition of the national language? In 

our two case studies, Scotland and Flanders, this sure seems to be the case. After all, 

they are both located in consolidated liberal democracies with extensive devolution of 

powers, central representation and cultural rights. So why is it that these movements 

persist and continue to grow despite the fact that the nationalists’ traditional concerns 

have been assuaged? How can further our understanding of the fact that a large 

proportion of the electorate in these regions seems to respond to nationalist attempts 

at mobilisation? The thesis will aim to answer these questions by looking into an 

aspect of national identity which seems to be overlooked in many of the field’s most 

influential theories: the idea of the nation as an ethical community. By looking at 

what nationalists claim about those aspects of national life with the most ethical 

character, social policy, the thesis will endeavour to ascertain whether the nationalists 

in our case studies are engaging in the representation of the nation as an ethical 

community. Based on the political salience and electoral support given to these 

nationalist actors we may then draw some meaningful conclusions with regard to the 

relevance of such representations. 
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The structure of the thesis will be as straightforward and lucid as possible. After 

engaging in a literature review to preface the research, we will briefly indicate where 

the current body of literature drops the ball on the cases we have selected; and 

introduce the theoretical framework and methodology. Thereafter, we will engage in 

two detailed case studies which will each consist of two major sections: an 

introduction of the political, cultural and social policy background of the case, and the 

analysis of nationalist discourse. Finally, we will conclude with a brief comparison of 

the cases and implications for nationalism studies. 
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2. Chapter Two: Theory and Methodology 

2.I Literature Review 

The cases of nationalism under scrutiny in this thesis, Scotland in the United 

Kingdom and Flanders in Belgium, were not selected to feature in this study by 

chance. They were chosen due to their shared relevance in challenging the traditional 

canon of literature on nationalism. From a reading of this literature, it becomes 

obvious that the great classical authors on the subject have not managed to 

satisfactorily explain the rise and persistence of nationalism in the cases at hand. 

 

There are several great scholars in the field of nationalism. One of these is the Marxist 

historian Eric. J. Hobsbawm. In his two most influential works, The Invention of 

Tradition (1983) and Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality 

(1990), he emphasises the role of political transformations. Hobsbawm views nations 

and nationalism as products of social engineering. The traditions on which the image 

of the nation is built are elements which use history as a legitimator of action and 

cement of group cohesion.
1
 Indeed, these invented traditions are responses to new 

situations which are based on references to old situations which are instilled in 

citizens through primary education, public ceremonies, and mass production of public 

monuments.
2
 It is, according to Hobsbawm, through these means that nationalism 

becomes a substitute for social cohesion through a national church, some royal family. 

It has the potential to become what he dubs ‘a new secular religion’.
3
 

 

                                                           
1
 Umut Ozkirimli, The Theories of Nationalism, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 94. 

2
 Ibid, 95. 

3
 Ibid, 95. 
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Another great scholar of nationalism, Ernest Gellner, formulated his major theory in 

1983. His description of nationalism can be captured in two major definitions. First, 

Gellner described nationalism to be a political principle which holds that the national 

and political units should be congruent.
4
 This is a definition which the thesis will 

hold as corresponding with the study in question. His second, more detailed, 

definition goes “nationalism is, essentially, the general imposition of a high culture on 

society, where previously low cultures had taken up the lives of the majority, and in 

some cases the totality, of the population … It is the establishment of an anonymous, 

impersonal society, with mutually substitutable atomised individuals, held together 

above all by a shared culture of this kind.”
5
 This is a stage that the cases in question 

have long surpassed, however, the general description of the situation is not too far off. 

The problems arise in his 1996 revision and prediction towards the future. The fifth 

and last stage of nationalism as described by Gellner is the post-industrial stage since 

1945 where we are supposed to find a high level of satiation of the nationalist 

principle, accompanied by general affluence and cultural convergence, leads to a 

diminution of the virulence of nationalism.
6
 This stage seems to have come and gone 

since the end of the Second World War. In the past decades if anything we find a 

renewed spread, salience and support for nationalism, particularly sub-state 

nationalism.  

Scholars like Anthony D. Smith combine primordial beginnings with modern 

functionalism in ethnosymbolism, which argues that myths and symbols that arose in 

                                                           
4
 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univ. Press, 2006), 1. 

5
 Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, 57. 

6
 Ibid, 112. 
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antiquity are used today as ways of sustaining the nation.
7
 According to Smith the 

“third wave of demotic ethnic nationalisms” since the 1950s is specific to the 

political-cultural conditions of the well-established industrial states to which they 

belong. They are considered by Smith as ‘autonomist’ rather than ‘separatist’, and he 

claims they emphasise cultural, social and economic autonomy within the political 

framework of the state they are part of.  

Another famous modernist is Benedict Anderson, who, in his book Imagined 

Communities (Anderson, 1982), stresses the importance of the printing press in the 

mass dissemination of discourse which constructs of national identities and rousing 

people to serve their nations. Anderson is one of the few scholars on nationalism who, 

despite indicating the nation is imagined, does not give a negative judgment on 

nationalism. To summarise Anderson’s argument on the rise of nationalism, one has 

to keep in mind three important elements: a change in the conceptions of time, the 

decline of religious communities and dynastic realms, and the emergence of 

print-capitalism which allows for people to imagine a national connection despite 

never having met.
8
 

 

Michael Hechter, in his turn bases his approach on the ‘internal colonialism’ thesis. 

He argues that an exploitative and unequal relationship develops between periphery 

and core in such a way that the internal colony produces wealth for the benefit of 

areas closer to the core-state.
9
 The internal colonies are differentiated by particular 

                                                           
7
 Daniele Conversi, "Mapping the Field: Theories of Nationalism and the Ethnosymbolic 

Approach,"Nationalism and Ethnosymbolism: History, Culture and Ethnicity in the Formation of 

Nations, ed. Athena S. Leoussi, Steven Grosby (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 21. 

8
 Umut Ozkirimli, The Theories of Nationalism, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 110 

9
 Michael Hechter, Containing Nationalism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 71. 
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cultural variables such as religion, language or ethnicity which exclude them from the 

superior positions. He goes on to argue that there is usually a cultural division of 

labour whereby the peripheries have low-status occupations and the core gets the 

high-status ones. Nationalism develops as a reaction to this concentration of power 

and resources at the centre. Hechter identifies three major conditions for group 

solidarity (which leads to nationalism) to occur. First, there needs to be sufficient 

economic disparity between individuals so that these individuals may view this 

inequality as unjust and a form of oppression. Second, as individuals have to 

recognise this oppression collectively, there is a need for sufficient communication 

within the oppressed group. And third, there needs to be sufficient cultural 

distinctiveness between periphery and core. In each case the maxim ‘the more 

inequality, communication, or cultural difference; the more likely nationalist 

mobilisation against the core’ applies.
10

 

 

2.I.A The Literature on Flanders and Scotland 

All of these approaches, however influential, share one drawback: they fail to account 

for the persistence of sub-state nationalist movements where these have already 

assuaged linguistic, cultural, territorial and institutional concerns.  

 

Indeed, as can be seen from his work, Gellner has little to say about sub-state 

nationalism, let alone modern sub-state nationalism. With regard to Scotland he 

merely mentions that the rise of nationalism there is contingent and instrumental, set 

                                                           
10

 Ozkirimli, Theories, 81. 
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off by the discovery of oil in the sea surrounding the Scots. Flanders and Catalonia are 

not at all mentioned and Quebec warrants but a passing mention.
11

 

Smith, as mentioned in the literature review, views modern cases of sub-state 

nationalism as autonomist, not separatist, however the movements represented by the 

parties we discuss in the thesis, both the Scottish National Party and New Flemish 

Alliance have independence as their ultimate goal. Additionally, their discourse lacks 

the “cultural, literary, linguistic and historical”
12

 elements stressed by Smith. 

Hechter’s theory does not completely explain our cases either, Flanders as it is the 

wealthier region, has higher GDP per capita and more highly educated workers than 

the rest of Belgium
13

 and can economically be considered the ‘core’. Scotland for its 

part is culturally and linguistically very similar to the rest of the UK.
14

 And it has 

many arguments that are based on Scotland’s oil wealth, rather than its relative 

poverty, as its relative GDP per capita has reached a level comparable to that of the 

rest of the UK.
15

 

Anderson, does make mention of the Scottish case, but is more interested in the 

failure of nationalism to take off in the nineteenth century than in their success in the 

late twentieth and twenty-first.
16

 

                                                           
11

 David McCrone, The Sociology of Nationalism, (London: Routledge, 1998), 126. 

12
 McCrone, The Sociology, 126. 

13
 Eurostat, "General and Regional Statistics: Gross Domestic Product (GDP) at Current Market Prices 

by NUTS 2 Regions." Last modified March 03, 2014. Accessed June 5, 2014. 

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=nama_r_e2gdp&lang=en. 

14
 Michael Keating, Nations Against the State The New Politics of Nationalism in Quebec, Catalonia 

and Scotland, (New York: Palgrave, 1996), 165. 

15
 Eurostat, “General and Regional Statistics” 

16
 McCrone, The Sociology, 125. 
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Lieven de Winter, on the other hand, has examined the effect proportional 

representation may have on the electoral success of nationalist parties, finding that it 

seems more likely to dampen nationalist support.
17

 However, our two cases studies 

have enjoyed proportional representation for several decades, yet nationalist 

mobilisation in the form of electoral support seems to be on the rise. 

 

Indeed, the cases selected have all reached post-industrial levels of development, have 

all been given some form of representation and self-government, and are set in states 

with different levels of cultural and linguistic diversity, and relative economic wealth 

and development. The questions this thesis will ask are: What can help account for the 

continued successful nationalist mobilisation? And what is the role of representations 

of the nation as an ethical community? This is what the thesis will aim to find out, and 

an analysis of nationalist discourse in the cases of Scotland and Flanders has the 

potential to provide us with an answer. 

2.II Definition of the Terms 

Nation or State? 

Before we can embark upon the theoretical part of the journey, we first need to take a 

closer look at the confusion between ‘nation’ and ‘state’. In everyday speech ‘nation’ 

is often used as a synonym for state: for example, when someone refers to ‘newly 

developing nations’, they are more likely referring to states.  

 

This usage is not exactly helpful when attempting to make useful statements about 

nationalism as it is discussed here, since one of the main issues we are dealing with 

                                                           
17

 Lieven de Winter, chap. 2 in Regionalist parties in Western Europe, ed. Lieven de Winter Huri 

Tursan (London: Routledge, 1998). 
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here is precisely the relationship between nations and states, and in particular the 

question of how a nation may strive to have its own state. When this question is posed, 

‘nation’ must refer to a community of people with “an aspiration to be politically self‐

determining, and ‘state’ must refer to the set of political institutions that they may 

aspire to possess for themselves.”
18

  

 

For example when we follow Weber’s statement that a state is a body that 

successfully claims a monopoly of legitimate force in a particular territory, we count 

states by checking how many such bodies there are.
19

 Some of these states will be 

multinational, in the sense that they claim a monopoly of legitimate force over several 

different nations. These are the cases that will be the focus of this thesis. The United 

Kingdom is such a state; rather unusually, it is often referred to by public and 

politicians alike as ‘the family of nations’. (This family includes England, Wales, 

Scotland, and Northern Ireland.) Rather less common are cases where one nation is 

divided between two states. This was the case for the Germans before the 

reunification of 1990, and is still the case for the Koreans today. A third case occurs 

where people of a single nationality are scattered as minorities in a number of 

states—the position today of the Kurds in modern Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and Syria. None 

of this would make sense if we did not understand ‘nation’ and ‘state’ in such a way 

as to make it an empirical question whether those who compose a nation are all united 

politically within a single state. 

 

The confusion of nation and state is a common enough mistake encouraged by 

ordinary usage. The confusion of nationality and ethnicity, on the other hand, is more 

                                                           
18

 David Miller, On Nationality, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 19. 

19
 Max Weber, Politik als Beruf, (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1992), 4. 
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understandable, because here we are dealing with phenomena that are essentially of 

the same general type. Both nations and ethnic groups are bodies of people bound 

together by common cultural characteristics. However, there is a clear distinction 

made in contemporary literature. Put simply the ethnic group is defined more often 

than not by common descent, whereas the nation – as employed here – will be 

understood in a much less obviously visible way. A full and detailed definition of the 

nation will be provided below. 

 

Following from our careful distinction between nation and state, and nation and ethnic 

group, similar caution has to be applied when considering nationalism. Again, in 

everyday speech people tend to view nationalism exclusively in relation to states, 

much like patriotism such as in the common misconception that nationalism or 

patriotism in the United States is matter purely related to the Weberian state and its 

institutions. In yet other instances the confusion between nation and ethnicity is the 

cause of confusion, for example in the case of the Serbian nationalism of figures like 

Slobodan Milošević, who in fact define the ‘nation’ ethnically. Anthony Smith has 

dubbed this ‘ethnic nationalism’
20

.  

 

In the study at hand, however, neither of these usages quite defines what we are after. 

After all, seen as the cases we will be discussing below are ‘nations’ as explained 

above (and as will be defined more clearly a little later), we need to understand 

nationalism as a phenomenon relating to nations as such. Patriotism on the other hand, 

will be taken to mean a feeling of affection or commitment to the state one is a 

member of.  

                                                           
20

Shu Yun Ma, "Ethnonationalism, Ethnic Nationalism, and Mini‐nationalism: A Comparison of 

Connor, Smith and Snyder," Ethnic and Racial Studies, 13, no. 4 (1990): 527-541. 
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A third term that tends to cause confusion both in scholarly literature and common 

speech is ‘separatism’. Separatism refers more clearly to the intended goal of the 

movement described as such: complete separation from the state and thus the 

foundation of a new state. In this thesis we will use the word separatism as a possible 

characteristic of nationalist movements. Nationalist movements are by no means 

necessarily separatist, they could just as well be less radical in their demands. 

Generally, there are two terms used for these less radical denominations: autonomism 

and regionalism. These two concepts are very similar and appear to be used 

interchangeably in most of the literature.  

 

Social and National Citizenship 

 

In this thesis we will take national citizenship to mean culturally, civically or 

territorially defined ‘belonging’ to a nation. Put differently, national citizenship 

pertains to cultural elements such as language, national symbols, traditions, or arts 

and crafts. But it also pertains to purely civic elements such as a constitution, a flag or 

civil society. Finally, national citizenship also entails territorial belonging which 

simply refers to the ‘homeland’ with all its particular geographic or natural 

characteristics. 

 

Social citizenship, on the other hand, will be defined as it was coined by T.H. 

Marshall: “the whole range from the right to a modicum of economic welfare and 

security to the right to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a 

civilised being according to the standards prevailing in society”
21

. More concretely, 

                                                           
21

 Thomas H. Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class (London: Pluto Press, 1950), 14. 
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this means the set of socio-economic rights and obligations held by members of the 

community, which pertain to instruments such as taxation, social benefits, social 

services. In the scope of the thesis social benefits and services will include 

income-maintenance programmes (such as pensions, disability, child and 

unemployment benefits), health care, public housing, and social care. 

 

2.III Theory 

 

The goal of this thesis is to shed light on as to why and how sub-state nationalist 

movements and tensions in Europe seem to persist despite the fact that the concerns 

generally described by the literature as being nationalists’ most fundamental concerns 

have already been assuaged. The search for an answer to this question leads us 

beyond most of the existing explanations. As is clear from a glance at the literature 

review, scholars of all manner of persuasions have formulated different theories on 

what nationalism is and how it works. However, when we engage in an evaluation of 

each theory's applicability and explanatory merits in the selected cases, it becomes 

obvious that a fresh approach is needed. 

 

In today’s Europe there are some regions that characterise themselves as being 

culturally or linguistically different from the state they are a part of. Based on these 

cultural differences, a proportion of the population and politicians in this region 

would claim they are more than a mere ‘region’; they are a ‘nation’. Examples hereof 

are places such as Brittany, Flanders, Scotland, Bavaria, Wales, Catalonia, the Basque 

Country, and so on. 
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Among these ‘nations’ we find different degrees of cultural distinctiveness. And, 

according to most of the traditional literature, those nations that are most ‘different’ or 

have the strongest cultural identity, are most likely to be nationalist and demand some 

form of political autonomy.
22

 Additionally, nationalist mobilisation is generally 

explained to occur in reaction to threats to national identity as such. However, when 

we take a closer look at some of the nationalisms found in Europe today, we find 

some cases, in which there is little linguistic diversity or cultural difference in the 

narrow sense of the word; while in other cases the rights of linguistic and cultural 

identity are already constitutionally guaranteed. However, the sub-state nationalist 

tension within these states has not faded away. Indeed, in some cases tensions have 

increased and nationalist movements have gained strength and increased electoral 

support. So the question is: why do these nationalist struggles for autonomy persist, 

despite the fact that traditional nationalist concerns have been assuaged? 

 

This study will argue that some sub-state nationalist struggles persist because many 

nations’ national identities and representations of national identity do not merely 

include the traditionally described linguistic, cultural and territorial elements; but in 

some cases are also perceived to include ethical elements. These ethical elements 

describe distinctiveness in an ethical dimension. That is to say that they represent the 

nation as an ethical community as explained by David Miller in his book On 

Nationality. 

 

Miller argues that nations can be ethical communities in the sense that aside from 

deriving distinctiveness from common cultural practices (such as language), shared 

                                                           
22

 Umut Ozkirimli, The Theories of Nationalism, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 81. 
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belief and mutual commitment, being extended in history, being active in character, 

and occupying a particular territory; nations may also mark themselves off from other 

communities through sharing particular interpretations of what we owe our fellow 

nationals. Miller describes the nation as an ethical community in which members 

“recognise duties to meet the basic needs and protect the basic interests of other 

members”
23

. Indeed, in Miller’s view, each nation has a distinct public culture which 

determines “a set of ideas about the character of the community which also helps to 

fix responsibilities.”
24

 For Miller this implies that in acknowledging a national 

identity, one is also acknowledging that one owes special obligations to fellow 

members of the nation which one does not owe to other human beings.
25

 This either 

because they are simply not part of the nation or because they have a different idea of 

what obligations are owed. This means that different nations can have different ideas 

about the kinds of obligations owed to fellow members. 

 

Interpretations of the obligations owed to co-nationals can be fulfilled in any number 

of ways. In modern industrialised countries, obligations are most commonly fulfilled 

by means of different social policies. After all, social policy entails the actions that 

affect the well-being of members of a society through shaping the distribution of and 

access to goods and resources in that society.
26

 Ideas on social policy are said to be 

contained in interpretations of social citizenship. Social citizenship, defined as it was 

coined by T.H. Marshall, means: “the whole range from the right to a modicum of 

economic welfare and security to the right to share to the full in the social heritage 

                                                           
23

 David Miller, On Nationality, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 83.  

24
 Miller, On Nationality, 68. 

25
 Ibid, 49. 

26
 Christine Cheyne, Mike O'Brien, and Michael Belgrave,Social Policy in Aotearoa New Zealand: A 

Critical Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 3. 
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and to live the life of a civilised being according to the standards prevailing in 

society”
27

. More concretely, this means the set of socio-economic rights and 

obligations held by members of the community, which pertain to socio-economic 

instruments such as taxation, redistributive programmes such as unemployment 

benefits and family allowances, all manner of social services, pensions, education, 

health care, criminal justice and public transport. In short, the aspects of policy 

primarily concerned with human wellbeing and welfare. 

 

Interpretations of obligations owed determine conceptualisations of social citizenship, 

which in turn inform social policy preferences. More concretely, they help shape 

(among other things) different nations’ ideas on social policy and the limits of the 

welfare state. For example, public opinion in different nations may have a distinct 

idea of when a jobless person should receive unemployment benefits; or to which 

extent a richer co-national’s income should be taxed. To mention two extreme 

examples, US public opinion seems to prefer limited government interference in the 

social economy and emphasises individual freedom and private initiative; whereas in 

a country such as Sweden public opinion favours strong government regulation and 

involvement in society and the economy as a way of ensuring equality. 

 

By connecting traditional elements of nationality such as territory, history, culture, or 

language to understandings of social citizenship, nationalists are injecting an ethical 

element (what obligations one should fulfil) into the definition of nationality. They 

are representing the nation as an ethical community. 
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This nationalist injection of an ethical element into nationality is something seen less 

in national politics of fairly homogenous, unitary states. Instead, we can expect to see 

more ethical representations of the nation in multi-national states. Particularly, when 

two or more interpretations of social citizenship clash within one multi-national state, 

at least one of the groups in question is likely to feel they are being cut a ‘bad deal’. 

Indeed, they might even feel they need increased political autonomy in order to satisfy 

their conception of social citizenship; or in Gellner’s words to obtain congruence 

between the national and political unit.
28

 It is at this point that the connection 

between ideas of social citizenship and nationality and the expression thereof become 

particularly relevant. 

After all, if interpretations of obligations owed to co-nationals in the shape of a 

specific conceptualisation of social citizenship can be said to be part of national 

identity, and this element of national identity is compromised (or perceived as such), 

sub-state nationalist politicians may be able to mobilise support on this basis, even if 

all the other elements of national identity have already been legally or institutionally 

safeguarded. 

 

This last element is one that can be found in the work by Béland and Lecours in their 

2008 book Nationalism and Social Policy: The Politics of Territorial Solidarity. In 

their study the authors examine several central claims about the nexus between 

nationalism and social policy by looking at three case studies: Quebec, Scotland and 

Flanders. Several of their claims are useful for the thesis’ research objectives. We will 

use these claims as a means of testing the nationalist discourse and employ them as a 

barometer to indicate the presence or absence of arguments relating to 
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conceptualisations of social citizenship; and thus the representation of the nation as an 

ethical community. 

 

First, the thesis will gauge if social policy at any point becomes a major component of 

the effort of nationalist movements to build and consolidate national identity, and an 

important target for nationalist mobilisation.
29

 Although the relevance of social 

policy is less evident in nationalist politics than traditional markers of national 

identity such as culture and language, the thesis’ theoretical understanding is that it 

may be substantial. The thesis will establish if, like culture and language, 

conceptualisations of social citizenship are used and viewed as markers of 

distinctiveness and exclusiveness. 

 

Second, as Béland and Lecours note “the focus of nationalist movements on social 

policy is not simply the product of economic self-interest, yet references to the 

fairness of financial transfers between territorial entities become effective 

mobilisation strategies.”
30

 Although, some nationalist discourse may refer to actual 

structural differences, the differences in economic interest are not necessarily the 

main driving force behind nationalist politics. Unlike what some traditional 

materialist and Marxist theories on nationalism seem to suggest.
31

 In order to test this, 

the thesis will look for references to fairness and justice in nationalist discourse. After 

all, references to such concepts would be indicative of an ethical characterisation 

rather than one of economic interest. 
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 d and Lecours, Nationalism and Social Policy, 23. 
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A third and final statement lies close to the words used by Miller: “It is intrinsic to the 

nature of contemporary (sub-state) nationalism that it puts forward claims about the 

existence of a national unit of solidarity where co-nationals have a special obligation 

to each other’s welfare, a situation viewed as being best fulfilled by having control 

over social policy.”
32

 This essentially boils down to the representation of the nation 

as an ethical community. In order to verify the presence of such claims, the thesis will 

investigate if nationalism and social policies are framed in function of solidarity 

within the national community. The goal for nationalists would be, then, to transform 

this specific sense and definition of obligation or solidarity into institutional duties, 

rights, and redistribution.
33

 Put differently, the goal is to attain congruency between 

the national community of obligation and the formal social policy schemes that put 

this solidarity into practice. 

 

To reiterate, based on the theoretical understandings above, the thesis suggests that 

the presence of these three claims in the nationalist discourse to be analysed indicates 

that the nationalists in question are in fact attempting to depict the nation as an ethical 

community. This, together with their substantial electoral support, would seem to 

signify that some nations do view their national identity as incorporating an ethical 

element. And, moreover, this would seem to suggest that even if the traditional 

markers of national identity have already been safeguarded, the fact that the ethical 

aspect of national identity is compromised merits and allows for nationalist 

mobilisation. 
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2.IV Methodology 

As stated earlier, the thesis’ main goal is to explore to why and how some sub-state 

nationalist movements and tensions in Europe seem to persist despite the fact that the 

concerns generally described by the literature as being nationalists’ most fundamental 

concerns have already been assuaged. The thesis’ theoretical understanding suggests 

that some nationalist movements continue to persist (or even grow) because there is 

an element to their national identity which they perceive as compromised by the state. 

More specifically, an ethical element which is concerned with the kinds of obligations 

deemed to be due by the nation as a community (formulated by elites and electorally 

affirmed by voters). In practice this would mean that there is a perceived discrepancy 

between the obligations pursued in the existing social policy system and the 

obligations deemed relevant by the ‘nation’. 

In order to establish the discursive ‘presence’ of an ethical community – covering at 

least the nationalist politicians in question and their supporters – we will analyse 

nationalist discourse to see if it contains three particular nationalist claims relating to 

social policy, informed by conceptualisations of social citizenship. Where present, the 

representation of the ethical community will be considered to have some relevance as 

soon as they are subscribed to – implicitly or otherwise – by a substantial proportion 

of the electorate. This because the nationalists’ demands continue to be salient despite 

the fact that their traditional concerns of language and cultural rights have already 

been assuaged. It could therefore be said that the nationalists succeed in mobilising a 

significant proportion of the electorate, among other things, with their depiction of the 

ethical community as being compromised. All this will be done by means of content 

analysis of election manifestos of nationalist political parties. Additionally, the thesis 

will consider structural elements relating to social policy issues. 
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The study will consider data and events between 1997 and 2014. The year 1997 is a 

good base year due to the inclusion of many institutional – mostly decentralisation – 

that took place since then in the regions under scrutiny. 

 

2.IV.A Discourse and Content Analysis 

The discursive section of the study will in each case examine the major political 

parties and civil society organisations. The political parties will include the Scottish 

National Party (SNP) and the New Flemish Alliance (N-VA, Nieuw-Vlaamse 

Alliantie). Additionally, as the SNP was and remains active in the Yes Scotland 

campaign, we will consider their white paper on independence with regard to the 

upcoming referendum. 

The phenomenon of nationalism is too complex to be taken at face value in a classical, 

purely positivist quantitative content analysis approach. Language does not only have 

the ability to reflect social reality, it can also play a part in constructing it (Berger and 

Luckmann, 1966). This holds particularly true in the case of the nation and 

nationalism (Sinardet and Morsink, 2014). Therefore, this thesis will opt for 

qualitative content analysis. Qualitative content analysis does more than merely count 

words or extract objective content from texts. It allows us to examine meanings, 

themes and patterns that may be manifest or latent in political discourse with constant 

reference to the social, political and economic context in which the discourse was 

produced. As such we can keep track of the mutually constitutive to and fro of agency 

and structure – discourse and social reality. A qualitative approach will enable us to 

understand social reality in a subjective but scientific manner (Wildemuth and Zhang, 

2009). Additionally, this method is more suitable for capturing the fundamentally 

ethical notions of obligation, justice, and fairness found in two of our three claims. 
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More specifically, the thesis will be using Philipp Mayring’s method of qualitative 

content analysis (Mayring, 2000; 2010). The advantage of Mayring’s approach is that 

it retains the advantages of quantitative content analysis such as pre-set rules of 

analysis, employing a clear model of communication, having categories (derived from 

our three theoretical claims) at the centre of the analysis, and the possibility to check 

for reliability and validity. However, essentially qualitative steps are added to deal 

with quantitative content analysis’ disconnection from context and weakness in 

justifying or explaining categories (Krippendorf, 1980). In particular the dual use of 

inductive and deductive category development will be a qualitative method which has 

great potential to contribute to the study’s uniqueness of understanding. Firstly, main 

categories and their definitions are formulated based on the theoretical background 

and the research question. Then, the materials fitting these categories are analysed, 

and where necessary the categories and/ or their definitions are revised and adapted. 

As the thesis will be employing qualitative analysis of the discourse, the units of 

analysis are themes. As mentioned these themes will initially be selected deductively 

based on indications found in literature on nationalist movements and their discourse 

(Béland and Lecours 2008; Miller 1995; Leith 2000). Special attention will be paid to 

discursive elements referring to our three main claims. Each claim spawns several 

themes which ascertain the presence of its essential message, but also at least one 

theme which would contradict the claim. 

1. Social policy may become a major component of the effort of nationalist 

movements to build and consolidate national identity, and an important target for 

nationalist mobilisation:
34

 reference to social policy, redistributive programmes, 
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public health care, education, criminal justice, social services, and issues of 

proportional representation in the central government. 

2. “The focus of nationalist movements on social policy is not simply the product of 

economic self-interest, yet references to the fairness of financial transfers between 

territorial entities become effective mobilisation strategies”:
35

 the fairness of 

financial transfers between territorial entities, and relative economic prosperity of 

the region. 

3. “It is intrinsic to the nature of contemporary (sub-state) nationalism that it puts 

forward claims about the existence of a national unit of solidarity where 

co-nationals have a special obligation to each other’s welfare, a situation viewed 

as being best fulfilled by having control over social policy”:
36

 definitions of 

solidarity, region specific socio-economic ideology, social policy preferences, 

socio-economic values specific to the region, and regional economic interest in 

autonomy. 

2.IV.B References to Structural Conditions 

Seen as we are also interested in the social, political and economic context in which 

the discourse was produced, we will, where relevant, be analysing certain structural 

characteristics of the regions in question. Particularly important in this regard are 

elements such as government expenditure on social welfare (income-maintenance 

programmes and health and social services) on the one hand; and the structure of the 

economy (number of businesses to population ratio, proportion of government 

employees) on the other hand. But also certain realities of the political context may be 

                                                           
35
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36
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quoted to clarify the dominance or recurrence of certain themes in nationalist 

discourse. 

2.IV.C Assessing the Relevance of Representations of the Nation as an Ethical 

Community 

As we would like to draw inferences with regard to the role of the representation of 

the nation as an ethical community (through the articulation of conceptualisations of 

social citizenship and thus obligations owed), we also need ways of assessing the 

relevance of these representations. This will be done by observing the popular and 

political salience given to such discourse, more concretely by looking at the electoral 

support for the parties who produce the ethical discourse. Generally speaking this will 

mean taking stock of the election results of these parties in the different elections 

covered by the periods under scrutiny. 

It is important to understand that the thesis does not focus on public opinion. 

Although we pay attention to public opinion in the form of election results, our 

discussion about alleged ‘national values’ is centred on the discourse of nationalist 

actors, which is not necessarily consistent with detailed public opinion data. What 

matters most in this study is what nationalists say about national values and whether 

or not the public responds to them. This thesis is primarily about nationalism and 

nationalist mobilisation. Although it is clear that, in some cases, public opinion and 

socio-economic data does not confirm nationalist claims about the distinctiveness of 

their community, what matters to us is that politicians make these claims to begin 

with; and if and how they manage to mobilise popular support for their nationalist 

objectives despite the fact that the traditional elements of national identity have 

already been safeguarded. 
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Equally important to note is that this thesis does not claim to provide a comprehensive 

explanation of why some nationalist movements are more successful than others. 

Instead, we attempt to inform the issues of nationalism and nationalist mobilisation 

from a perspective of less well-known nationalist concerns such as ethical elements of 

national identity relating to social citizenship and social policy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

28 
 

3. Chapter Three: Scotland 

3.I Introduction 

3.I.A Political Background 

Scotland is one of the clearest cases of a stateless nation. As one of the early 

European states it secured its own monarchical and parliamentary institutions in 

favour of annexation by the English crown. Scotland maintained its autonomy until 

1603 when the Scottish king James VI succeeded Queen Elizabeth I of England, thus 

uniting the crowns. Over a century later, in 1707, the two nations’ parliaments were 

also united creating a single state. Each side had its reasons to support the Union. The 

English were concerned with consolidating Scotland and prevent any possible 

Jacobite or French plots against England; whereas the Scots saw the Union as an 

economic opportunity. After all, the Union would secure free trade with England and 

a chance to expand together with the growing empire. Ever since 1707 Scottish 

nationalists have stressed that a great deal of bribery and intrigue needed to convince 

the Scots parliament to vote its own adjournment in the face of popular opposition to 

the move.  

The result was a rather unorthodox one. Great Britain is neither a unitary state nor a 

federation, but a so-called ‘union state’.
37

 Despite having a unitary parliament, many 

elements of Scottish civil society and administration were retained including Scots 

law (at least for private law), the local administration system, and the educational 

system. Scotland currently has fifty-nine seats in the House of Commons out of a total 

of 650. Since 1998, however, the Scots have had a Scottish Parliament of their own – 

often referred to as the Holyrood – which has extensive authority over policy areas 

such as education, agriculture, the environment, health, local government, and justice. 
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The Holyrood has 129 seats and the Scottish Government has 10 cabinet and 11 junior 

ministers. The Members of Scottish Parliament are elected through the additional 

member system. There are three major UK-wide political parties active in Scotland: 

the Scottish Conservatives, Scottish Liberal Democrat Party, and Scottish Labour. 

Additionally there are several parties that are only active in Scotland most importantly 

there are the Scottish National Party, the Scottish Greens, and the Scottish Socialist 

Party. 

Scotland’s heightened sense of national identity became political again starting from 

the second half of the nineteenth century. Two important factors are generally quoted 

to explain this. First, there is the expansion of the state’s role in the everyday 

economic and social issues; this posed the question of a Scottish administration.
38

 

Secondly, there is the Irish Home Rule movement which gained the support from 

Prime Minister William E. Gladstone in 1886, which put the Scottish issue on the 

map.
39

 Initially, the Scottish home rule movement was associated with the radical 

wing of the Liberal Party, the Highlands’ land reform movement, and the industrial 

labour movement. Rising tensions were at their highest point right after the First 

World War.
40

 As a consequence, the cross-party Scottish Home Rule Association 

from 1886 was revived in 1918. Despite parliamentary debates and votes, no progress 

was made, and in 1922 the issue, once again, disappeared from the public eye. This 

was partially due to Labour and the unions’ renewed focus on class-related issues, and 

the Liberal Party’s political decline.
41

 The home rule movement’s frustration with the 

traditional parties became clear when in 1934 the Scottish National Party (SNP) was 
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founded. Although the SNP’s share of the Scottish vote rose steadily from 1964 until 

1974, no significant results were achieved throughout their golden decade. It wasn’t 

until the SNP’s breakthrough election result in 1974 that Labour was forced to 

organise a referendum a few years later on the question of a Scottish assembly. The 

1979 referendum on devolution did not meet the required level of forty per cent 

support among the whole electorate – a requirement added at the last minute, but was 

nonetheless a turning point. As frustration among nationalists rose, the 1980s saw 

Thatcher and the Tories elected with minority support in Scotland. This contributed to 

the growth of territorial sympathies in Scotland and around the UK.
42

 Furthermore, 

Labour’s choice for Tony Blair as their new leader in 1994 is widely viewed as a 

move away from the Scottish image towards one more acceptable to southern English 

voters.  

Overall, the loss of empire eliminated a first element of shared identity, thus exposing 

the weakness of British national identity. The weakening of Protestantism in a secular 

age is considered the demise of a second element of Britishness.
43

 The vacuum was 

swiftly filled by an ever stronger sense of Scottish national identity. 

 

3.I.B Scottish Language and Culture 

Scotland harbours two indigenous languages Gaelic and Scots. Scottish Gaelic was 

isolated from Irish Gaelic in the fifteenth century and, although never reaching all of 

Scotland, is still widely spoken in the western Highlands. According to the 2011 

Census only 1.1 per cent of the population of Scotland can speak Gaelic.
44

 Officially, 
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the language is not recognised as a national language in the United Kingdom (unlike 

Welsh), but the Scottish Parliament passed the 2005 Gaelic Language Act, founding a 

Gaelic language development body. The so-called BòrdnaGàidhlig may require 

Scottish public bodies and cross border bodies implementing carrying out devolved 

functions, to provide their services in Gaelic. Scots, on the other hand, is a Germanic 

language linked to English and was the official language of courts and law before the 

Union. After losing much of its prestige to English in the eighteenth century never 

really developed to the point of reaching ausbau status, in other words, although Scots 

is sufficiently different from English to be considered a separate abstand language, it 

never achieved full usage in literary, scientific and technical functions.
45

 Despite 

being used in poetry and daily use by some, today Scottish people mostly identify 

only with their distinct pronunciation of the English language. In fact, according to 

Michael Keating, as the two ‘Scottish’ languages made way for English, “language 

thus ceased to be a marker of Scottish nationality …”
46

 

Despite language being a less important part of Scottish nationalism, Scotland does 

have a strong cultural identity.
47

 In pre-Union Scotland the Highlands had a Celtic 

and Gaelic tradition, and the Lowlands had its own variant of Anglo-Saxon culture. In 

the sixteenth century the Calvinist Reformation added elements not commonly found 

in the rest of Britain. Although Highland dress was banned for some time after the 

Union, it was revived and disseminated to the rest of Scotland by nineteenth century 

romanticism as tartanry and the iconic kilt. These sartorial elements are now found 

around Scotland and Scottish diaspora in military traditions, ceremonial occasions, 
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but also in everyday dress. Another element of the Scottish cultural revival of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century concerns the kailyard school of literature. 

Kailyard authors such as Ian MacLaren, wrote sentimental popular literature depicting 

a wholesome, small-town Scotland free of the problems brought on by 

industrialisation. The same period also saw less stereotypically Scottish cultural 

production by greats such as Robert Burns and Walter Scott, followed by their 

twentieth century colleagues George Douglas Brown and McDougall Hay. 

However, it wasn’t until the 1980s that a renaissance of indigenous culture coincided 

with the revival of nationalist sentiment. It was at this time that connections began to 

be made between culture and nationalism.
48

 Initially, theatre companies such as 7:84 

and Black Cat, novelists – most notably James Kelman; and rock bands such as 

Runrig and the Proclaimers, used their art to set social issues in a specifically Scottish 

context. Since then culture has entered the political arena. The world-famous 

Edinburgh Festival has come under pressure to be more Scottish by including more 

Scottish acts and providing Scottish side entertainment as such profiling itself as a 

Scottish festival combining Scottish and global culture. A similar discussion arose 

when Glasgow was elected European City of Culture in 1990. 

 

3.I.C General Development of Social Policy 

The first decade of the twentieth century saw the birth of the British welfare state 

under Prime Minister David Lloyd George (Liberal). In 1908 the first foundation was 

laid out with the passing of the non-contributory Old-Age Pensions Act which 

protected the elderly poor. Three years later, in 1911, the National Insurance Act 

created contributory social insurance schemes covering parts of the population of the 
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United Kingdom against sickness and unemployment.
49

 Throughout the interwar 

period Westminster generally seemed to favour a significant yet gradual expansion of 

social policy. For instance, the Widows, Orphans and Old Age Contributory Pensions 

Act of 1925 covered all workers, aside from those who were enrolled in possibly 

more generous occupational schemes. Although there were improvements in the areas 

of social housing and unemployment benefits, the schemes did not cover all UK 

citizens. Consequently, pre-World War II British social policy did lay the foundation 

for a comprehensive social security system, but did not yet constitute an identity 

building level of social protection.
50

 

It was, however, not until Sir William Beveridge published his 1942 report entitled 

‘Social Insurance and Allied Services’, that the idea of universal coverage was truly 

considered. In his wartime report Sir Beveridge advocated the construction of a 

unified social welfare state covering all UK citizens, thus protecting them against the 

five main social problems he identified to exist at that time: idleness, ignorance, 

disease, squalor, and want. Although the plans were not considered for 

implementation until after the war, the immense Labour victory in the general election 

of 1945 brought about a wave of social and economic reforms, giving shape to the 

modern British welfare state as we know it today. Most importantly, these reforms 

included far-reaching nationalisation – of gas, electricity, railways, aviation, road 

transport, steel and coal, and the Bank of England – and the creation of the three main 

components of the British welfare state: the 1946 National Insurance Act and National 

Health Service Act, and the 1948 National Assistance Act. These three major pieces 

of legislation made for a complete overhaul of social policy in the UK. The old 
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fragmented system was replaced by the centralised National Insurance system, run by 

a ministry and operated from small, local branches all over the country. Additionally, 

there was the National Health Service (NHS). This organ, financed mainly through 

general taxation, provided free medical and hospital care to British citizens. 

According to the constitutional logic of the union-state, Westminster had to pass 

separate legislation to create the NHS Scotland, administered by the Scottish Office. 

However, as the system was completely created and funded by the central London 

administration, the social citizenship in question consisted of social rights and 

obligations defined in a British context; and granted and enforced by the British state. 

Moreover, a range of other social measures such as public housing, cash benefits, and 

the old-age pension further contributed to the spread of a distinctly British social 

citizenship. 

Important to note here is the use of the word ‘national’ in each of the major social 

policy organs. The loss of the empire and the superpower status that came with it 

meant the loss of an important aspect of British national identity. The role of the 

British national social policy instruments has been, purposefully or otherwise, to 

provide political, symbolical and social meaning to British citizenship. Indeed, the 

new universalist welfare state created distinctly British institutions that impacted the 

everyday life of the Scottish populace.
51

 First, British social policy created a system 

in which Scots and the rest of the United Kingdom would share similar economic, 

political and social interests in the functioning of the national welfare state. In other 

words, the construction of British universalist social programmes caused the social 

fates of Scottish people and the people of the other nations became increasingly 

intertwined. Second, aside from the previously described process of identity-building, 
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the social policies of Labour after 1945 also facilitated the incorporation of the 

sizeable Scottish working class population into post-empire Great Britain.
52

 The 

new-born welfare state alleviated class-related grievances and narrowed the gap 

between somewhat poorer Scottish and slightly wealthier English populations, thus 

creating mutual social and economic interests in a British context. 

All in all British post-war social policy is a prime example of the nexus between 

nationalism and social policy as described by Béland and Lecours in their first of six 

claims on the subject: “In developed multinational countries, both the state and at 

least one sub-state government are likely to use social policy to foster and promote 

competing national solidarities and identities”.
53

 

 

3.II Discourse Analysis 

 

In this section of the case study we engage in a detailed analysis of party discourse as 

found in political and election manifestos. More specifically, the analysis will focus 

on instances of discourse where the political party or nationalist organisation in 

question – in this case, the Scottish National Party and the Yes, Scotland Campaign – 

establish a connection between social policy preferences or interpretations of 

obligations to co-nationals on the one hand, and national identity on the other hand. In 

other words, we are looking for discourse containing elements of our three main 

theoretical claims. As we go over the different documents the thesis will indicate key 

political, economic or other structural conditions and events possibly relevant to the 
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discourse. This section will cover discourse published in the period between 1997 and 

2013. 

 

3.II.A The 1997 Referendum and General Election, and the First Scottish 

Parliamentary Election of 1999 

 

On the eve of the 1997 UK General Election the issue of a referendum on the creation 

of legislative assemblies in Scotland and Wales was one of the major election themes 

together with NHS waiting lists, class size, and internal divisions in the Conservative 

Party. The Labour Party - then called New Labour – ran their campaign with Tony 

Blair as front man and fully supported referendums on the creation of legislative 

assemblies in Scotland and Wales. New Labour won the elections with a total of 419 

seats, fifty-six of which were won in Scotland. The Scottish National Party saw its 

popularity increase slightly receiving 22.1% of the popular vote, but not winning 

many constituencies.
54

  

The Scotland Forward campaign was the main organization (movement) supporting a 

double yes vote in the referendum promised by Labour. The campaign was endorsed 

by the Scottish National Party, but also by Scottish Labour, the Scottish Liberal 

Democrats and the Scottish Green Party. The 1997 election campaign was seen by 

many in Scotland as an opportunity to engage in early campaigning for the 

referendum. In the end, a resounding Yes-Yes vote (74.3% on the question of a 

Scottish assembly and 63.5% on the issue of tax-varying powers) created the Scottish 

Parliament. 
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The 1999 first Scottish parliamentary elections saw the Scottish National Party set its 

highest electoral score since 1974, becoming the second largest party with thirty-five 

of 129 seats or 27.5% of the vote, second only to Scottish Labour which managed to 

win fifty-six seats. This legislature gave the SNP the opportunity to come to the 

forefront of Scottish politics as the main opposition party and gain much needed 

experience in matters of governance. In the run-up to these 1999 maiden elections, the 

political playing field was very much open. 

 

Enterprise, Compassion, and Democracy 

 

From the Scottish National Party manifestos of this period we can clearly distil three 

main values the Scottish National Party seems to ascribe to the people of Scotland. 

The first two values – enterprise and compassion – are widely quoted in the 1997 

campaign; a third value – democracy - was added to the earlier two in the SNP’s 1999 

manifesto Scotland’s Party.
55

 Indeed, in the 1997 documentation, these values are 

implied to have been dominant in Scotland at a point sometime in the past,
56

 whereas 

in 1999 the complete trinity of enterprise, compassion and democracy are said to be 

Scotland’s “real priorities”
57

. 

From the analysis of the manifestos it seems that the trend away from references to 

the past and towards references to the present and the future continues throughout the 

1999 manifesto. In the 1997 manifesto we find an introduction referring to the 
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continuing historical distinctiveness of Scotland as a nation in the realms of “law, 

education, administration and in sport.”
58

 The 1999 manifesto, however, focuses, as 

the title suggests, more on the SNP as embodying Scottish “needs and hopes”
59

 and 

understanding Scotland’s specific “problems and possibilities”.
60

 All of this seems to 

point at claims that Scotland is somehow socially and economically different, and 

therefore requires a different kind of administration and social policy. 

 

When we take a closer look at the manifesto, we see how the Scottish National Party 

appropriates the value of compassion as an intrinsically Scottish value. Sometimes, 

the text even contrasts Scottish social compassion with “London”
61

, “Westminster”, 

“Tory” (Conservative)
62

, or even “New Labour”
63

 policies, which are represented as 

being incompatible with Scottish values and society. Of course, in the light of the 

recent socio-political history this is not at all strange. The memory of the recent 

Conservative government under Major, but especially the 1979-1990 Thatcher 

government, was still fresh in Scotland. Without ever gaining anything close to a 

majority of the vote in Scotland (between ten and twenty-two seats out of a total of 

seventy-one Scottish MPs), these two consecutive Tory governments had enacted 

policies of privatisation and retrenchment that were especially painful in Scotland, 

with its large public sector and unionised, over-manned industries, and above average 

unemployment.
64

 The Scottish Office, which was created to adapt Westminster 
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policies to the Scottish context, was unable to do more than merely slow down the 

implementation of Thatcherite policies concerning health care and public housing.
65

 

According to Béland and Lecours it was to some extent Thatcherism which “triggered 

a sense of social injustice and institutional vulnerability…”
66

 Thatcherism had the 

effect of laying bare the difference in socio-economic reality, needs, and preferences 

which existed between Scotland and England. An effect which, as this thesis will 

strive to point out continues to resound to this day. 

 

The most poignant example of appropriation of ‘social’ or even politically left core 

policy preferences we find on pages twelve and thirteen of the 1997 manifesto entitled 

Yes We Can. Win the Best for Scotland. In these pages the manifesto lists a number of 

policies under the header “Working in a Better Scotland”, including full employment, 

a reduction in business taxes, modernisation of transport and communications 

infrastructure, introduction of a minimum wage, and higher taxation for higher 

incomes accompanied by tax cuts for low and middle income earners
67

. Upon 

finishing this list, the manifesto states: 

 

“These proposals are in keeping with the basic Scottish belief in progressive taxation 

and the sharing of responsibility according to the ability to pay.”
68
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This excerpt represents a prime example of a link being made between social or even 

ethical considerations on the one hand, and being Scottish on the other hand. Indeed, 

as is clear from this quote, the SNP goes further than simply identifying what would 

be beneficial for Scotland and Scottish people in particular (as opposed to what’s 

good for the rest of the UK or England), it explicitly connects Scots and Scotland with 

both a particular socio-economic policy – a system of progressive taxation – and a 

basic belief about who owes who what; an ethical characteristic. More specifically, 

Scottish people believe that those co-nationals who earn more should contribute more, 

and those who earn less, should have to pay less. 

 

Another aspect of the value of ‘compassion’ that is ascribed to Scotland and the 

Scottish people, concerns the issue of poverty. The elimination of poverty through 

social policies ranging from increased child benefits
69

 and investments in public 

health
70

, to the abolishment of means testing for the elderly
71

 and the introduction of 

a cold climate allowance for purchasing domestic fuel
72

 is also repeated several times. 

This variety of social policies with the aim of eliminating poverty among young and 

old is prefaced with the line 

 

“Scotland in which poverty is eradicated and those in need are assisted to the 

maximum degree possible; the Scotland that all Scots want”
73
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in the 1997 manifesto. And in the 1999 manifesto these social policies are introduced 

by the sentence: 

 

“Traditionally Scots have believed in the values of compassion, community and the 

common weel.”
74

 

 

This time the SNP uses the idea of the will of ‘Scots’ to ascribe the elimination of 

poverty as an umbrella of social policies to Scotland, in the 1997 text. The elimination 

of poverty as a social policy goal is equated with the collective will of the Scottish 

people. An even clearer connection between social and national citizenship is 

established in the second citation, however. In this part of the text, the values of 

compassion and community are said to be things Scots have “traditionally” believed 

in. Again, national identity – represented by ‘tradition’ or ‘traditional beliefs’ – is 

connected to a distinct socio-economic outlook. Furthermore, the use of the phrase 

‘the common weel’ (also spelt weal) is tremendously relevant. The common weal is an 

old Scots phrase meaning both ‘wealth shared in common’ and ‘for the wellbeing of 

all’.
75

 The use of a phrase embodying a distinctively Scottish concept in an 

exclusively Scottish language to describe a set of social policies including public 

housing, and free health care and education, evidently illustrates an attempt to 

establish a link between ideas of social citizenship and national identity. 

 

Another way of ascribing social policy preferences to Scotland, Scottish people and 

‘Scottishness’ found in the data, is by listing social policies and characterising them as 
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being the most suitable for the social and ethical fibre of the nation. One such 

example is found on page twenty of the 1999 manifesto for the Scottish Parliamentary 

Elections. The text reads: 

 

“On to INDEPENDENCE……..only with independence can we give our old people 

the dignity they deserve, get rid of the indignity of means testing for residential care, 

introduce a cold climate allowance, establish decent pensions, end the New Labour 

attack on the disabled and those most in need and create a social security and 

pensions system that is fit for a rich, compassionate nation.”(Emphasis added)
76

 

 

Here the value of compassion is ascribed to Scotland in quite an unequivocal fashion. 

Through the straightforward usage of the adjective form “compassionate”, used 

directly in front of the word “nation”, thus describing Scotland as a “compassionate 

nation”
77

. As mentioned above, the list of social policies preceding the phrase 

“compassionate nation” is depicting a social security and pensions system “that is fit 

for”
78

 this “rich, compassionate nation.”
79

 Once again, the use of language seems to 

imply the suitability of a specific set of social policies as opposed to a different less 

appropriate one. 

 

Finally, there is one last discursive method employed to inject a social policy or 

ethical element into the definition of the nation. This final example concerns the use 

of the nation to describe a described social policy institution, for example: 
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“A Real Scottish National Health Service”
80

 

 

A National Health Service which is then described to be free at the point of use, 

depoliticised, independent of market influences, and would include dentistry.
81

 Here, 

the manifesto defines what a particularly Scottish National Health Service would look 

like, thus engaging in definition of what is or isn’t Scottish. Indeed, the notion that 

there is something like a ‘Scottish’ National Health Service which looks considerably 

different from other national health services implies a close connection between social 

or ethical values and national identity with implications for social policy preferences. 

 

So far, in the first period, we find clear signs of the first and third of our three 

theoretical claims. The use of references to social policy, redistributive programmes, 

and public health care; but also references to region specific socio-economic ideology, 

social policy preferences and socio-economic values specific to the region are 

indicative of the representation of the nation as an ethical community by stressing 

distinctiveness from a social citizenship perspective. 

 

3.II.B Hiatus from Ethical Social Policy Discourse (2001-2005) and the 2007 and 

2011 Scottish General Election Victories 

 

Gradually, as the 21
st
 century progresses, the concept of compassion as a Scottish 

value shaping social policy is replaced by the idea of a fairer Scotland. This 

transformation was completed after a brief intermezzo in the 2001 and 2005 UK 
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General Election and 2003 Scottish Parliament election manifestos which are almost 

exclusively about the Scottish National Party itself and the values and policies it 

subscribes to. 

 

A possible explanation for this hiatus in the ascription of social values and 

interpretations of obligations owed to fellow nationals could be the nature of the main 

electoral opponent: Scottish Labour. After all, at any point before the creation of the 

Scottish Parliament, the most important antagonist was the Westminster government 

which was to be depicted as insufficiently representative of Scotland by lacking 

commitment to the welfare state and solidarity in general. In other words, the 

government in London could easily be contrasted with ‘Scottish values’, especially in 

the event of a Tory or Liberal Democrat majority. 

 

However, the creation of the Holyrood in 1999 has had the Scottish National Party 

pitted against a different opponent, an opponent that is already left-of-centre. Over the 

past twenty odd years the Conservatives never were the number one party in Scotland. 

At least not in any period of time in which the SNP had already clearly positioned 

itself ideologically to the left – the 1970s.
82

 Furthermore, by the last two decades 

before the creation of the Scottish Parliament the Conservatives’ election results 

started plummeting even further,
83

 and it became clear that the SNP’s main opponent 

in a Scotland with a devolved assembly would be the Labour Party. Also in the 

general elections the party to be challenged was Labour. Consequently, there was 
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little to gain from stressing that they – the SNP – were the only true defenders of the 

Scottish more leftist view on social citizenship and the welfare state. As a result, 

campaigns and manifestos would have to focus on the SNP as a party and what the 

party would do, concretely, if it came into power. In the 2001, 2003 and 2005 

manifestos this is exactly what we see. 

 

The 2007 Scottish Parliament General Election was the third Scottish parliamentary 

election since the creation of the Holyrood in 1999. It was also the election that 

marked the breakthrough of the Scottish National Party in the newly devolved 

parliament. Up until the 2007 election the SNP had managed to maintain a stable 

support base with electoral results hovering at around 20%. The 2007 Scottish 

General Election, however, made for a drastic change in Scottish politics, upsetting 

the traditional balance found between the Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat 

parties found around the United Kingdom for most of the twentieth century. After a 

campaign focusing on issues such as healthcare, education, council tax reform, 

pensions, Trident, the Iraq War, and the Union and more powers for the Scottish 

Parliament, the overtook Scottish Labour to become the largest party with 32.9% of 

the vote and 47 of 129 seats. The Scottish nationalists formed a minority government 

with support from the Green Party on certain issues. 

 

In the 2007 Scottish Parliamentary Election manifesto, entitled It’s Time, we first find 

a cautious return to the ascription of values to Scotland as a nation, albeit in a 

somewhat more roundabout fashion: “We set ourselves a new commitment to deliver 

high levels of sustainable growth for Scotland, with three Scottish standards – 
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solidarity, cohesion and sustainability.”
84

(Emphasis added) The word solidarity 

seems to pick up the thread of compassion as found in the 1997 and 1999 manifestos 

focusing on social policy. Another rather implicit reference to a specific set of social 

policy preferences and thus definitions of obligations to co-nationals, can be found on 

the first page of the same, otherwise party-focused, manifesto: 

 

“I have no doubt Scotland can match the achievement of similar nations and secure a 

future built on shared prosperity, justice and peace.”
85

 

 

Reference to “similar nations”, in this excerpt combined with “shared prosperity”, can 

be found in many other SNP manifestos. Indeed, there are many references to specific 

countries. The most commonly mentioned “similar nations” include Norway
86

, 

Sweden
87

, Denmark
88

, Finland, Iceland, and Ireland. Judging by the countries selected 

as models for comparison, the most obviously shared characteristic between them 

would be a famously equal society built up by some of the world’s most extensive 

welfare states. The implied ‘similarity’ between Scotland and these ‘role-models’, 

then, seems to be the tendency towards a strong welfare state. 

 

The 2011 Scottish Parliament General Election is, if anything, even more important 

than the 2007 election. The election was held on the same day as the elections for the 

National Assembly for Wales and the Northern Ireland Assembly, as well as English 
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local elections and the UK-wide referendum on the alternative vote. The 2011 

election was also the first Scottish parliamentary election to have a widely watched 

television debate with all four main party leaders. The most ground-breaking about 

the 2011 elections, however, were the results: the Scottish National Party won 

sixty-nine out of 129 seats. This allowed for the SNP to go at it alone as the governing 

party with a majority of seats in the Holyrood. 

 

In the 2011 manifesto, the Scottish National Party truly returns to the articulation of 

ambitions from the perspective of the Scottish people or Scotland, and the description 

of needs specific to Scotland as a nation. Again, structural conditions in the form of 

the political reality in Westminster may have played a role in this shift in discursive 

emphasis. After all, in the 2010 United Kingdom General Election, the Labour Party 

had lost no less than ninety-one seats, making way for a hung parliament which ended 

in the form of a coalition between Conservatives and Liberal Democrats (the 

Conservatives contributing 306 seats and the Lib Dems fifty-seven seats). The return 

to a socio-economically more liberal and right-of-centre government highlighted the 

claimed differences between Scottish and English voters’ values as the Conservatives 

won no more than one seat and the Liberal Democrat Party won eleven seats out of a 

total of fifty-nine contested constituencies. The theme of poverty comes to the fore 

once again on page sixteen: 

 

“The SNP is committed to ending child poverty in Scotland. That is a big ambition, 

but one that a nation of Scotland’s wealth should be determined to achieve.”
89
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On that same page we find the definition of success for a nation like Scotland, which 

cannot be considered successful “until all of its citizens consider themselves to be 

equally valued members of society.”
90

 The social policy goal set out by the SNP 

manifesto as being Scotland’s ambition and condition to be called a successful nation 

is yet again complemented by a string of social policies to be enacted by the state and 

paid for with tax revenue, such as the provision of British Sign Language lessons, free 

eye tests, access to audiology services, and tackling fuel poverty.
91

 Thus the SNP 

expands its list of the obligations co-nationals have towards one another; while 

ascribing this interpretation of obligations to Scots and Scotland. 

The manifesto reinforces this view by stating that “We are determined that Scotland 

will constantly strive to be a more equal society.”
92

 The conviction here seems to be 

that Scotland is a nation with an essentially egalitarian view of society, a view best 

put into practice by ‘Scotland’s party’. 

 

In the 2012 leaflet entitled Choice: An Historic Opportunity for our Nation the 

Scottish National Party picks up where it left off in the late 1990s. It employs a 

similar type of discourse as found in the 1997 and 1999 manifestos. This return is 

marked by the reappearance of the terms “values” and “priorities”
93

; but also by the 

continued use of “fair” and “fairer”
94

; and by the introduction of the phrase “our 

own”
95

 followed by “voice”, “direction” and “future”. In this manifesto the SNP once 

again defines Scotland and people living in Scotland in terms of a distinct 

                                                           
90

 Ibid, 16. 

91
 Ibid, 16. 

92
 Ibid, 16. 

93
 SNP, “Choice”, 11. 

94
 Ibid 1, 11. 

95
 Ibid 8, 11 & 14. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

49 
 

interpretation of social citizenship and reproduces Lindsay Paterson’s claim that 

“[B]eing Scottish includes believing that the state can help individual citizens to 

flourish.”
96

 One of the most striking examples of this includes: 

 

“As an independent country it will be the people who live in Scotland who will be in 

charge. That’s why being independent will mean a fairer and more successful 

Scotland. We’ll be able to take the right decisions for our future, based on our shared 

values and priorities and using our wealth of resources and talent.”
97

 

 

The argument in this extract is that because Scots hold egalitarian and progressive 

social ideals, a government of Scots chosen by the Scottish public will make social 

policy reflecting this view on society. Moreover, the fact that these values are 

pervasive among the Scottish public is not merely implied but stated outright. 

Even with regard to international relations the SNP defines Scotland as being different 

and adhering to distinct values: 

 

“As an independent country, we can speak with our own voice, choose our own 

direction and contribute in our own distinct way.”
98

 

 

In this manifesto we also see a return to contrasting Westminster’s policy preferences 

(or English policy preferences) to Scottish policy preferences: 
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“Today, we have a Tory government in Westminster that most of us did not vote for, 

and yet that government is able to take decisions that cause real harm to families and 

communities in Scotland. With independence we will always get the government 

Scotland chooses – a government that will take forward policies designed to meet the 

needs of people in Scotland.”
99

 

 

In this second period, too, we see plenty of our pre-set themes return, most 

importantly region specific socio-economic ideology, social policy preferences, and 

socio-economic values specific to the region. Social policy is clearly a major theme, if 

not the major theme. Although, fairness is a clear issue in this period, it is not so in 

the way we have put forward in our theoretical statements. The idea of fairness is 

rarely or never applied to financial transfers, but rather brought to the fore as a value 

fundamental to Scottish society. The SNP claims the existence of a national unit of 

solidarity where co-nationals have a special obligation to each other’s welfare and 

most certainly campaigns for Scottish control over social policy – and thus 

congruence between the nation as an ethical community and the political unit. In this 

second period, the popular and political salience that is implicitly given to a 

nationalist actor with clear leanings towards the representation of the nation as an 

ethical community is most striking as close to half the population of Scotland gave the 

SNP their vote in the Scottish Elections. 

 

3.II.C Return to the 1990s Discourse: The Independence Referendum Bill and 

the Use of Ethical Social Policy Discourse 
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By 2013 the Scottish National Party’s electoral base of support could be considered as 

firmly consolidated. The event that, once again, transformed the parameters of the 

political debate was the passing of the Scottish Independence Referendum Bill on 14 

November 2013 by the Scottish Parliament. The bill’s purpose was “to make 

provision, in accordance with paragraph 5A of Part 1 of Schedule 5 to the Scotland 

Act 1998, for the holding of a referendum in Scotland on a question about the 

independence of Scotland.”
100

 It is no wonder then that one day later the Scottish 

Government – with a single party SNP majority – published an independence white 

paper entitled Scotland’s Future: Your Guide to an Independent Scotland. The 

organisations running the two sides of the referendum campaign were founded in the 

spring of 2012. On the ‘no’-side the Better Together campaign unites the three main 

pro-Union political parties: Scottish Labour, Scottish Conservatives, and the Scottish 

Liberal Democrats; and is led by Labour’s Blair McDougall and Alistair Darling. The 

Yes Scotland campaign, despite incorporating a large number of civil society actors, is 

somewhat dominated by the SNP and by extension the Scottish Government. The 

campaign also includes organisations such as Business for Scotland, Women for 

Independence and Labour for Independence. 

 

The aforementioned white paper, although officially published by the Scottish 

Government as their endorsement of a ‘yes’-vote, is also officially featured as the 

main manifesto of the Yes Scotland campaign.
101

 This is not surprising as one fourth 
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of the campaigns donations came from the ruling party in the Scottish government: 

the Scottish National Party.
102

 

 

As stated earlier, the passing of the official referendum bill has altered the parameters 

of the political debate in Scotland. The playing field looks much like it did in the late 

1990s, with the Scottish National Party competing with UK-wide parties on the issue 

of autonomy from Westminster. Once again, this situation allows for the debate to be 

focused on the differences between Scotland (and Scots) and the rest of the United 

Kingdom (most of all England); rather than focusing on which left-of-centre party 

inside Scotland is best placed to make Scottish policy. As linguistic, essentially 

cultural, and institutional distinctiveness are either negligible or have already been 

safeguarded; attention is once more drawn to distinct interpretations owed to fellow 

nationals and conceptions of social citizenship in general. 

 

This modification of discourse back to the original emphasis placed on social policy 

preferences becomes apparent when we take a closer look at Scotland’s Future: Your 

Guide to an Independent Scotland. In this white paper we find a whole range of levels 

and styles of value ascription from implicit to direct; and in contexts ranging from 

contemporary to historical. A first example of such a historical context is: 
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“Our national story has been shaped down the generations by values of compassion, 

equality, an unrivalled commitment to the empowerment of education, and a passion 

and curiosity for invention that has helped to shape the world around us.”
103

 

 

For the first time in almost fifteen years the idea of compassion is used to describe 

Scotland and the values Scots adhere to. ‘Compassion’ as a value shaping Scottish 

history is further associated with a commitment to education as an empowering force 

in society. The return of ‘compassion’ does not imply the exit of ‘equality’ or ‘fair’ as 

found in the election manifestos of 2007 and 2011: 

 

“We, the people who live here, have the greatest stake in making Scotland a success. 

With independence we can make Scotland the fairer and more successful country we 

all know it should be.”
104

 

 

At the same time this quote is a good example of the more implicit style sometimes 

used when ascribing characteristics to Scotland and Scots as a whole. Independence is 

represented as the instrument with which a fairer country can be built; the country 

“we all know it should be”, or the ‘country all Scots know Scotland should be’. In 

other words, Scots think fairness is important, they are implied to be ideologically 

egalitarian and progressive. Moving on to a slightly more direct style of ascription of 

social values, we look at a paragraph on page forty: 
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“If we transfer decision-making powers from Westminster to Scotland we are more 

likely to see policies that are in tune with the values of the people of Scotland, that 

close the gap between rich and poor, and provide greater opportunities for everyone in 

Scotland regardless of their background. We can build a fairer society.”
105

 

 

In this particular instance the argument is increasingly straightforward. ‘Policies’ are 

the main subject. These ‘policies’, if formulated by an independent Scottish 

government and thus informed by the Scottish people, are more likely to be “in tune 

with the values”
106

 of these same Scots. This is then suggested to entail policies that 

“close the gap between rich and poor, and provide greater opportunities for everyone 

in Scotland regardless of their background.”
107

 The SNP’s discourse continues to 

climb the ladder of directness, however, and on page nine of the introduction to the 

white paper we find the following sentence: 

 

“We have a proud history, progressive traditions, fine intellectual and artistic 

accomplishments, a strong identity and many friends across the world.”
108

 

 

In this particular instance, the claim corresponds more or less comprehensively with 

our theoretical assumptions. Namely that social values – ‘progressive traditions’ – are 

in some cases deemed part of national identity. In this case they are mentioned 

together with ‘a strong identity’. These progressive traditions are underlined and 

further elaborated in fields such as education: 
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“Free education for those able to benefit from it is a core part of Scotland’s 

educational tradition and the values that underpin our educational system.”
109

 

 

Free education is a clear example of progressive social policy. The white paper 

connects both free education and progressive social policy in general to Scottish 

tradition, and thus to Scottish national identity. Again, it is useful here to refer to 

certain structural conditions making up the political reality at the time. One of the 

early policies enacted by the new Conservative-Liberal Democrat government in 

Westminster was a hike in university tuition fees; a move heavily protested across the 

United Kingdom. The emphasis on free education does not only correspond with the 

progressive current in Scottish society, but also serves to stress the contrast between 

London and Edinburgh and the adjoined national distinctiveness. The connection 

between Scottish values and progressive social policy is something that is once again 

stressed later on in the text: 

“With independence, we will have the opportunity to: set out a vision for the type of 

economy and society that captures Scotland’s distinct values and build distinct 

economic, industrial and social policies which reflect these aims; use welfare and 

employment policies to tackle long-standing inequalities – both social and regional – 

that have persisted for decades; …”
110

 

Striking in this passage is the reference to the need or wish to pour distinct national 

economic and societal values into economic and social policies which can only be 

enacted by a political unit: an independent state. An element described in the theory 

chapter as one of the motivations for sub-state nationalist mobilisation. More 
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generally, this could even be linked to Ernest Gellner’s famous definition of 

nationalism: on the very first page of the same work as being “primarily a political 

principle, which holds that the political and the national unit should be congruent.”
111

 

As is usually the case with the discourse we have seen, the specific nature of these 

typically Scottish policy preferences is mentioned just after. In this case the policies 

are said to “tackle long-standing inequalities”. 

The white paper also goes further than some of the manifestos analysed earlier as they 

draw a connection between certain ideas concerning obligations to co-nationals on the 

one hand, and government and civil society on the other hand. For example in a quote 

from first Scottish First Minister Donald Dewar cited in the document at hand: 

 

“The record of successive Scottish administrations shows ‘the commitment to social 

justice which lies at the heart of political and civic life in Scotland’.”
112

 

 

This straightforward comment ascribing commitment to social justice as lying at the 

heart of political and civic life in Scotland brings us to the final quote of this case 

study. 

Once more, as seemed to be the case in the previous two periods, the nationalist 

discourse is engaged in marking off Scotland as a distinct nation with clear ethical 

social policy preferences and a community which agrees upon certain, rather 

extensive, obligations owed to co-nationals. Again, our first and third claims are 

clearly present in the discourse, indicating the attempt at representing Scotland as an 

ethical community. 
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3.III Summary 

There seem to be two major elements which contribute to the notion, most recently 

accentuated through the reaction to Thatcherism but referring to the older ‘Scottish 

myth’, that Scotland was and is a fundamentally more collectivist, egalitarian, and 

solidaristic society than England.
113

  

The first of these elements concerns the discourse used by Scotland’s major 

nationalist elites represented by the Scottish National Party and the collective of 

nationalist civil society actors supporting independence through the Yes Scotland 

campaign. As is clear from the analysis of this discourse, Scotland’s major nationalist 

party and nationalist elites regularly emphasise the link between Scotland, Scots and 

being Scottish on the one hand, and a solidaristic, egalitarian, generally left-of-centre 

idea of social citizenship on the other hand. At times this connection is implicit, other 

times it is explicit. Either way, one could say that the discourse as analysed treats 

social citizenship and the distinct ideas of obligations owed to co-nationals it derives 

from, as an integral part of national identity while drawing attention to the fact that 

this aspect of national identity is under threat. The solution offered to mitigate this 

threat is political independence. 

The second element contributing to the ‘Scottish myth’, but also indicating its 

potential relevance, concerns the popular electoral support lent to the actors espousing 

and producing the aforementioned ethical social policy discourse. Political parties in 

post-devolution Scotland represent a first-hand expression of the notion that Scotland 

generally leans to the left when it comes to the welfare state and is friendly to 

progressive politics. Partly due to the principle of proportionality applied to 

Scotland’s additional member electoral system, more parties are able to gain 
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significant representation in the Scottish Parliament than in Westminster. It is thanks 

to these changes that the Scottish Green Party and the Scottish Socialist Party 

managed to win around 5% of the seats in 2003. All in all, the Scottish political field 

is tilted greatly to the left; with the total score of all non-left parties put together never 

receiving more than 32% and most recently only 20% of the popular vote in the 

period between 1997 and 2013. The relevance of the ethical element of progressive 

social policy preferences can be illustrated when we look at the evolution of the 

left-right division in the Scottish Parliament since its very first elections in 1999. 

Counting the number of seats we find that in 1999 no fewer than 93 out of 129 seats 

were taken by parties to the left of the political spectrum; in 2003 two seats were lost 

with 91 out of 129; in 2007 a round 95 seats were won by the left; and finally, 

completing the rise of the left, in 2011 a whopping 108 out of 129 seats were 

occupied by the SNP, Scottish Labour and the Scottish Greens. In the same 2011 

elections the Scottish National Party alone won over half the seats in the Holyrood. 

All this seems to point to the existence of a political platform for the left-leaning 

social policies associated with the so-called ‘Scottish myth’. 

As we pointed out in the theory chapter of the thesis, the sub-state nationalist 

movement found mobilisation with the emergence of a perceived threat to its national 

identity. In this case, the early years showed little or no nationalist mobilisation due to 

the fact that Scotland’s relatively minor linguistic and cultural distinctiveness 

(compared to the rest of the United Kingdom) was not sufficiently compromised (see 

3.1.1 and 3.1.2). However, with the rise of Thatcherism Scottish nationalist parties 

and elites commenced nationalist mobilisation based on a discourse stressing the 

important role played by progressive, left-wing social policies in Scottish national 

identity and society. These parties and elites subsequently gained considerable 

electoral support and realised several nationalist objectives including the creation of a 
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Scottish parliament, the acquisition of tax-varying powers, the devolution of several 

policy areas, and the organisation of a referendum on independence to be held in 

September 2014. 

Following the same logic, there was a dip in such nationalist mobilisation based on 

social policy between 2001 and 2007 when the Scottish Government, run either by 

Labour or the SNP was consolidating or improving Scotland’s social welfare system 

and Westminster was run by Labour. When in 2010 the UK General Election was 

won by the Conservatives who formed a coalition with the Liberal Democrat Party, 

we see a slow but steady return of social policy arguments. After this, at the outset of 

the referendum campaign, we see a full-blown mobilisation campaign characterised 

by discourse once again emphasising “social policy preferences as a manifestation of 

national distinctiveness.”
114

 

Furthermore, the thesis’ discourse analysis seems to reinforce the theoretical 

assumptions we set out. Béland and Lecours capture this in terms reminding of Miller: 

“… since the Thatcher era, Scottish politics has featured claims about the existence of 

a national unit of solidarity where Scots have a special obligation to each other’s 

welfare.”
115

 In Scotland, it is clear that opposition to Thatcherism has helped create a 

sense of social and political solidarity, articulated through a discourse that justified 

greater political autonomy, which became a powerful mobilisation tool. As mentioned 

above, we find further support for our hypothesis in the popular electoral support for 

those political actors espousing the political realisation of these special obligations. 
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4. Chapter Four: Flanders 

4.I Introduction 

4.I.A Political Background 

The region covering what is today called Flanders, has historically consisted of three 

smaller units: the County of Flanders, the Dukedom of Brabant and the Dukedom of 

Limburg. The collection of these three regions was at different periods of modern 

history under consecutively Spanish, Austrian and French occupation, with 

intermezzos of making up a part of the larger Netherlands.  

 

The emergence of the Flemish Movement is best understood in the light of the 

formation of the Belgian state. Starting from 1795 Napoleon’s occupation of 

contemporary Belgium – he received what was then called the Southern Netherlands 

after a victory over Francis II of Habsburg - intensively disseminated and 

implemented the French political system and culture. Consequently, many of the 

elites in these parts studied in France. After Napoleon’s defeat, the Southern 

Netherlands (including Flanders) were forced by means of the Congress of Vienna to 

once again become part of the Kingdom of the United Netherlands under King 

Willem I, who promoted the use of Dutch in administration.  

 

Despite the fact that the majority of the population spoke Dutch, the elites were 

almost exclusively francophone, also the lion’s share was Catholic unlike the northern 

Netherlands who were typically Protestant. These elites, following the example of the 

Second French Revolution of 1830, successfully organised a Belgian Revolution. The 

newly instated Belgian National Congress chose constitutional monarchy as the 

preferred political system and chose Leopold of the House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha 

(a German dynasty) to be the first Belgian King. The Kingdom of Belgium was a fact; 
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French was chosen as the only official national language and was to be dominant in 

matters public ranging from education to justice and the state in general. After all, 

French was the language of modernity and the Enlightenment. It was expected to 

naturally rub out inferior languages.
116

 The unity of ‘nation’ and state was projected 

by the choice for the Jacobin state model with centralised unilingual institutions, 

despite the linguistic and cultural divisions that existed. 

 

The Flemish Movement for equal rights thus emerged in a unilingual francophone 

Belgian state where the elite in both Flanders and Wallonia (the Dutch-speaking and 

French-speaking regions of modern day Belgium) spoke French. Running throughout 

the major ideological division that divided Belgium between liberals, socialists and 

clericalists, the movement was concerned with achieving equal language and cultural 

rights for Flemings. Between 1830 and 1914 the movement was mostly led by writers 

and artists and did not have a wider political basis. In the first half of this period it 

was difficult for the nationalists to gain influence in parliament as tax suffrage 

excluded most of the poor Flemish population. Six years after the introduction of 

general multiple suffrage
117

, finally, in 1898 Dutch was recognised as a language 

formally equal to French.
118

 This was a first step towards socio-political 

emancipation of the Flemings. The Flemish nationalists in the traditional parties did 

not manage to push through territoriality which would imply determining the local 

administrative language based on the majority language used by the population. 
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However, due to the rejection of the principle of territoriality in the 1914 law on 

primary education and the failure to secure the creation of Flemish regiments in the 

army on the eve of the First World War, the Flemish Movement radicalised. During 

the German occupation a more radical faction within the Flemish Movement called 

the Activisten decided to collaborate with the Germans. Their only achievement was 

the administrative division of Flanders and Wallonia. Most of the Activisten were 

killed in 1918 by angry mobs, sentenced to death by the returning Belgian 

Government, or fled abroad. 

 

During the inter-bellum the Flemish nationalist Frontpartij (later re-named Vlaamsch 

Nationaal Verbond, VNV [Flemish National 

Union]) was electorally rather successful as 

Belgium introduced general suffrage (one man 

one vote) for male citizens. Consequently they 

achieved the application of territoriality in the 

use of Dutch for administrative matters in 

Flanders and in 1930 the University of Ghent became fully Dutch-speaking. 

 

Throughout the Second World War Nazi occupation of Belgium certain splinter 

groups such as Verdinaso and DeVlag did much to damage the image of the Flemish 

Movement through close connections and collaboration with the German occupier. 

Some elements in these groups supported the creation of a larger German empire of 

all Germanic peoples, some of a Pan-Dutch republic and others simply wanted 

Flemish independence. In the aftermath of the war again many of the collaborators 

were persecuted by the state and the people. 
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In the 1960s the Flemish Movement managed to shed some of its negative 

connotations thanks to the popularity of the Volksunie (VU, People’s Union), an 

explicitly democratic Flemish nationalist party. Under pressure from the Volksunie, in 

1962 traditional parties agreed upon the establishment of the modern-day Belgian 

language border between north and south. The 1968 escalation of the struggle of 

Flemish students to restore the exclusive use of Dutch at the Caltholic University of 

Leuven, eventually caused the 1970s’ political crisis that led to the division of 

Belgium into four linguistic territories (Dutch in Flanders, French in Wallonia, the 

bilingual Brussels capital region, and a German-speaking area in the east of Wallonia); 

and three cultural communities. It was also in the 1970s that the Christian democrat, 

liberal, socialist, green and communist political parties in Belgium split along 

linguistic lines. 

 

The constitutional federalisation of Belgium was effectuated in 1980. Belgian 

federalism contains two types of federal units: communities and regions. There are 

three communities (Dutch, French and German-speaking) which have legislative 

power over ‘personalised matters’ involving interaction between public servants and 

the public such as education, culture, sports, welfare and language. Additionally, there 

are three regions (Flanders, Wallonia, and Brussels) which deal with more territorial 

policy areas such as environment, transport, infrastructure, and economic 

development. Social policy (together with the other remaining policy areas) generally 

remains under federal jurisdiction. In the original plan, each community and each 

region had its own parliament and executive, however, the predecessor of the Flemish 

Parliament voted to merge community and regional powers into one Flemish 

government. In federal elections – as is the case in regional and European elections – 

voters can only vote for parties based on their side of the administrative and language 
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borders, this means there are no truly national politicians. This among other things 

causes political crises related to community issues to erupt frequently throughout the 

1980s and 1990s.
119

 Each region has its own politicians, public opinion, media; and 

public culture that flows from it. 

 

The political embodiment of Flemish nationalism since the 1970s has been rather 

complex as the mother-party Volksunie has produced several spin-off parties. The 

most infamous of these, Vlaams Blok ([Flemish Bloc] later renamed Vlaams Belang 

or Flemish Interest) was founded in 1978 after the more radical wing was unhappy 

with the VU leadership’s decision to participate in government. This far right 

explicitly separatist party’s success rose as the Volksunie regressed. From winning 

one seat out of a total 212 in the federal parliament in 1978, they won 18 out of 150 

seats in 2003, whereas VU went from holding 22 seats out of 212 in 1974 to holding 

no more than 5 out of 150 at their last election under that name in 1995. Since their 

great election victory in the Flemish Parliamentary elections of 2004 receiving 24% of 

the popular vote, the party has been losing elections ever since and now stands at 3 

out of 150 seats on the federal level and just under 6% of the vote in the Flemish 

Parliamentary elections of May 2014. 

 

Several progressive splinter parties participated in elections throughout the 1990s and 

early 2000s, but today none remain active. The biggest remaining political party 

whose roots lie in the Volksunie is the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (N-VA, New Flemish 

Alliance). The N-VA was founded in 2001 by the more traditionalist wing of the VU. 

This will be the party considered where nationalist discourse in Flanders is concerned. 
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4.I.B Flemish Language and Culture 

As has become clear from the detailed overview of Belgium’s political background, 

the linguistic and cultural divide between Flanders and Wallonia (and to some extent 

Brussels) is quite deep. 

Dutch, sometimes referred to as Flemish Dutch or Belgian Dutch, is a West-Germanic 

language developed under Frankish influences (as was German). It is the sole official 

language of Flanders today, and has been spoken in different variants and stages of 

development since the 6
th

 century.
120

 Its literary history is generally said to have 

begun in the 12
th

 century. The dominant language of science and the church remained 

Latin until the mid-eighteenth century; however Dutch was used in many 

administrative documents from the 13
th

 century.  Throughout the period of foreign 

domination by consecutively Spanish, Austrian and French overlords from 1585 and 

1815 the region’s elites and administration were subject to Frenchification. This 

continued until deep into the 20
th

 century. 

By the time we enter the late 20
th

 century, however, the status of Dutch was firmly 

enshrined in law as the only official language in Flanders, and one of the official 

languages of Brussels and Belgium. Although language may still serve as a marker of 

identity – it is hard not to when the other language involved is so different – the 

salience of the issue has decreased over time. 

 

4.I.C General Development of Social Policy in Belgium 

The law that allowed for the evolution of social policy as it exists in Belgium today 

was the 1851 law which created the possibility and conditions for the foundation 
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self-help associations (called mutualities) with legal personality.
121

 The regulations 

for these organisations were relaxed considerably and they were declared eligible for 

state subsidy in 1894. The mutualities, unions and pension funds tended to follow the 

ideological divides found in Belgium at the time, with the Catholic and socialist 

pillars each spawning their own organisations. The fragmented nature of the social 

welfare system was due to the predominantly Catholic politicians’ rejection of the 

statist social welfare system developed in Germany around the same time.
122

 

Preferable to the Catholics was a system of subsidised freedom.
123

 Although resisted 

by labour unions afraid to lose their power throughout the beginning of the twentieth 

century, by 1925 Belgian law contained compulsory old-age insurance schemes for 

manual workers, miners, and service workers.
124

 In 1930 there is a further expansion 

of social welfare when Parliament approved of universal family allowances for all 

employees. Although regional inequalities were not generally debated before the 

Second World War and the issue never became crucial, in the area of family 

allowances some Francophone voices did bring up ‘unfair’ transfers from south to 

north due to Flanders’ high fertility rate.
125

 

 

The modern post-war universal social policy system that we see today still largely 

reflects the original architecture of the first century of social legislation. The four 

main types of social insurance schemes – old-age insurance, family allowances, health 

insurance, and unemployment insurance – are for the most part still administered by 
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mututalities, and labour and business officials. This despite the fact that the state 

determines levels and conditions, raises the budget, and finances the different social 

provisions. Labour unions are responsible for distribution of unemployment benefits; 

mutualities are the middle-man between citizens and health care providers; and the 

various child benefit funding agencies allocate family allowances. As the state is just 

one of the actors involved in social welfare in Belgium, the term ‘welfare state’ is 

usually replaced by the phrase Social Security.
126

 

 

The fragmented nature of the social policy landscape in Belgium makes it slightly 

more difficult for the Belgian state to “use social policy to foster and promote 

competing national solidarities and identities”.
127

 

 

4.II Discourse and Social Policy 

 

In this section of the case study we engage in a detailed analysis of party discourse as 

found in political and election programmes. More specifically, the analysis will focus 

on instances of discourse where the political party in question – in this case, the New 

Flemish Alliance (N-VA, Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie) – establish a connection between 

social policy preferences or interpretations of obligations to co-nationals on the one 

hand, and national identity or distinctiveness on the other hand. In other words, we are 

interested in discourse which attempts to establish a link between social and national 

citizenship. As we go over the different documents the thesis will indicate key 

political, economic or other structural conditions and events possibly relevant to the 
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discourse. This section will cover discourse published in the period between 2003 and 

2014. This is the whole period of political activity of the N-VA, the discursive data 

only includes national and regional election manifestos as there is little place for 

nationalist discourse in local council elections and European elections. 

For the analysis we have divided the chapter into two periods (2003-2007 and 

2009-2014) within which we will look at the discourse theme per theme. 

 

4.II.A The Evolution of the Flemish Nationalist Political Agenda towards Social 

Policy 

 

Where the Flemish nationalist demands used to focus straightforwardly on linguistic 

and cultural aspects of national identity for mobilisation, in the 1980s the nationalist 

political agenda began to include an increasing number of references to social and 

economic policy. There are three factors which could help explain this shift. First, 

over the decades preceding and following the 1970s transformation of Belgium to a 

more pluralist state, the economic balance shifted in favour of Flanders. This caused 

Flemish parties, organisations and academics to start paying attention to elements 

such as financial redistribution and structural differences of the two economies. 

Second, the process of federalisation and the succeeding state reforms have drawn 

increased attention to the issue of which level of government should be in charge of 

which policy areas. And third, the traditional Flemish nationalist objective of 

linguistic and cultural recognition, protection and equality had been largely 

achieved.
128
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The Flemish case certainly seems to fit the description of our object of study, namely 

a nationalist movement which seems to persist despite the fact that concerns over 

essential elements of national identity have already been assuaged. Following our 

theoretical hypothesis the persistence (and in some cases political or societal growth) 

of this movement could be partially understood through the fact that some nationalist 

movements will view or represent national identity as incorporating an ethical 

component. More specifically according to the theory this would entail distinct 

interpretations of obligations owed to others and certain ideas on social citizenship. 

These are things that can possibly be found in the way nationalists describe or frame 

national identity or distinctiveness and the need for increased autonomy. In this case 

we would expect to see political discourse framing the nationalist goal in terms of 

social policy preferences. 

 

The first indicators pointing to a connection between Flemish nationalism and social 

policy came with a series of studies of Flemish organisations and academics, 

calculating the financial flows in the Belgian social insurance system and the state at 

large. These types of research are interesting because they are mostly useful from a 

political point of view and not so much from a scientific one. Therefore they seem 

aimed at questioning the legitimacy of the social insurance system, or at least how it is 

financed. One of the early studies on inter-regional financial transfers was authored 

by Michel Dethée in 1984, and came to the conclusion that per capita Social Security 

expenditures in Wallonia were 19 per cent higher than they were in Flanders.
129

 A 

similar study published by the Centrum voor Sociaal Beleid (Centre for Social Policy) 
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in 1989-1990 found an even higher discrepancy at close to 30 per cent.
130

 On the 

Francophone side of the debate there were obviously fewer such papers published as 

they potentially had much to lose from precise numbers being published repeatedly.
131

 

Nonetheless the Walloon government commissioned a report of their own in 1988, 

which produced similar figures but with a different explanation. The Walloon study 

suggested that the discrepancies could be explained by structural differences in the 

relative number of disabled people, pensioners, and widows living in Wallonia and 

Flanders.
132

 Over the years, studies such as these have informed the debate on the 

federalisation or split of the social insurance system in Belgium. And as we will see 

similar arguments are made in political discourse of nationalist parties such as N-VA. 

 

From their first participation in the 2003 Federal Elections until their 2014 triple 

election victory on the regional, federal and European levels, the N-VA has sustained 

the focus on socio-economic arguments by incorporating them into their nationalist 

project. Generally, we see three major recurring themes throughout the N-VA’s 

discourse. First, the N-VA draws attention to a contradiction in political vision and 

policy preferences where social policy, public health, justice and immigration. Second, 

N-VA repeatedly stresses important differences in structural conditions where the 

economy is concerned, these distinct conditions are then said to require their own 

specific approach on the regional level. The third and last theme is that of the 

inter-regional financial transfers from Flanders to Wallonia (and to a lesser extent to 
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Brussels). Where transfers are concerned the argument seems to be that the current 

transfers do not conform to the definition of solidarity. N-VA repeatedly puts forward 

a specific interpretation of what solidarity is and what it should look like 

institutionally. Seen as these three major elements return throughout the political 

discourse under scrutiny in each period we will deal with nationalist discourse theme 

per theme.
133

 

 

 2003 2004  2007 2009 2010 2014 2014 

 Federal Flanders Federal Flanders Federal Federal Flemish 

N-VA 3.06% 26.09%
134

 29.6%
135

 13.1% 28.2% 32.5% 31.88% 

Table 1: N-VA Election Results as Percentage of the Dutch-language Constituency 

 

4.II.B N-VA Discourse 2003-2007: Early Days and Electoral Alliance 

 

In this sub-chapter we look at the N-VA’s discourse and arguments for increased 

autonomy from their first 2003 elections as a relatively new and small party to their 

separate political programmes published in the electoral alliance with the Christian 

Democrat CD&V between 2004 and 2007. As mentioned above, we will engage in a 

theme-based analysis of the discourse. This will allow us to draw conclusions with 

regard to both continuity and evolution as far as the N-VA’s nationalist social policy 

discourse is concerned. 

                                                           
133
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Diverging Visions and Social Policy Preferences 

 

In this section we will list and analyse instances of nationalist discourse focusing on 

the Flemish distinctiveness in vision or outlook where a variety of social policies are 

concerned. This theme relates closest to the first and third theoretical statements made 

in the theory section. In the run-up to their very first elections the fledgling N-VA 

wrote an election programme entitled 18 Reasons for 6 Million Flemings. In this 

document the party is keen to be perceived as different from other parties (particularly 

the traditional parties and the more extreme Vlaams Blok); after all, at this point the 

N-VA is a small, new party which only just rose from the ashes of the Volksunie. The 

document sets the tone for the manifestos to follow: 

 

“Both [Regions] each live in their own socio-economic reality; they have their own 

opinion formation and their own parties and media which are the expression thereof ... 

There has long been a separation of minds, one simply does not dare to extend this 

into a factual separation.” [Original emphasis]
136

 

 

To a certain extent the N-VA follows the logic of public cultures as ideas on the 

character of the community which may help fix responsibilities, which are here taken 

to mean social and political responsibilities. This is visible here in the “separation of 

minds”. The phrase on distinct opinion formation and manifestations thereof seems to 

correspond with Miller’s remark on the origins of public culture: “[T]his public 

culture is to some extent a product of political debate, and depends for its 
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dissemination upon mass media ... It will therefore have an ideological coloration.”
137

 

The N-VA has also described this divergence in opinions and preferences with regard 

to a number of particular policy areas, such as public health care: 

 

“… Furthermore, Flemings and Walloons have totally different visions with regard to 

welfare and public health care.”
138

 

 

In the same manifesto they also claim the same problem exists in the field of mobility 

(public transport): 

 

“On the federal level there is no thorough mobility policy due to the great difference 

in mentality between Flanders and Wallonia.”
139

 

 

The contradiction between Flemish and Walloon ideas is also described to impede 

good governance in the field of justice in the 2007 electoral programme entitled For a 

Stronger Flanders: 

 

“The core problem remains that there is not enough investment in the justice system 

and that Flemings and Francophones have different opinions on fundamental 

issues.”
140
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These arguments all support to different extents the so-called ‘subsidiarity’ argument, 

that is, the argument that social policy in Flanders should necessarily reflect the 

preferences of Flemings, which means that it should be made by the Flemish 

government.
141

 Although the argument in most of the N-VA’s discourse is a federal 

one (meaning they want the federalisation of social policy), the argument also follows 

the nationalist logic which dictates that the need for autonomy in the social policy 

area hinges on a fundamental difference between two communities, a national 

difference.
142

 Overall, it seems the argument boils down to the position that it has 

become impossible for Flemings and Francophones to make good policy together. We 

find this summarised in a paragraph from the 2007 manifesto: 

 

“... [E]very time the Flemings want to push down the pedal, the Walloons hit the 

brakes. Because Wallonia has different needs, because Walloon politicians look at 

things differently, because Wallonia wants to retain the transfers and the royal family 

at all cost.”
143

 

 

The proposed solution to the Belgian paradox is a gradual increase of autonomy and 

independence in the long run. At times we find ascription of specific socio-economic 

preferences, too: 

 

“In a Flanders which is filled with entrepreneurial spirit, the self-employed deserve 

better than the meagre social protection and fiscal stature they enjoy today.”
144
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Flanders is said to be entrepreneurial and social policy is described as being badly 

adapted to the way Flanders works. The ascription of entrepreneurial spirit does 

correspond somewhat with reality as in 2007 there was one registered business in 

Flanders for every 14 Flemings and one registered business in Wallonia for every 17 

Walloons. 

This first theme is clearly related to our first and third theoretical statements made in 

the theory section of the thesis. Different fields of social policy are mentioned; and 

plenty of references to region specific socio-economic ideology, social policy 

preferences, and socio-economic values specific to the region can be found which 

indicated the N-VA is attempting to represent Flanders as an ethical community with 

specific obligations towards co-nationals. 

 

Different Structural Socio-Economic Conditions as an Argument for Autonomy 

 

This section will deal with structural arguments used by the N-VA in their electoral 

publications. Structural arguments are understood as being arguments which draw 

attention to the specificity of social, economic or infrastructural situation, to illustrate 

that policies should be tailored to the needs and characteristics of each region, not 

dictated by the federal government. This means there will be references to 

unemployment rates, the nature of unemployment, resources, geographic location, 

and/ or the make-up of the economy. A first example is a rather general expression of 

this argument and can be found in their 2003 programme for the federal elections: 
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“The Flemish and Walloon economies are so fundamentally different from one 

another that they both need their own policies.”
145

 

 

To give an idea of how N-VA characterises the nature of the Flemish economy they 

add: 

 

“With Flemish economic policy the N-VA wants, among other things, to maximally 

stimulate the Flemish entrepreneurship and especially starting and growing 

enterprises.”
146

 

 

Further down in the document, N-VA gives a specific example of in what way 

Flanders and Wallonia are structurally different: 

 

“Whilst Wallonia is still struggling with structural unemployment which mostly 

affects low-skilled labour, in Flanders young people and the highly educated are 

affected by cyclical unemployment. Thus, problems in Flanders differ clearly from 

those in Wallonia. And different problems simply demand different solutions.”
147

 

 

Also in 2007 the N-VA depicts Flanders and Wallonia as having very different labour 

markets: 
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“Also in employment and unemployment there are very large differences between the 

regions. Whereas unemployment in Flanders has recently decreased to fewer than 7%, 

Wallonia and Brussels’ unemployment rates continue to fluctuate around 20%.”
148

 

 

A final example of the indication of structural differences concerns the functioning of 

public health care: 

 

“Flanders neatly limits the number of doctors, Francophone Belgium does not. 

Flanders organises an entrance exam, Francophone Belgium does not. The number of 

doctors allowed to graduate is determined according to the needs of Francophone 

Belgium while Flemish physiotherapy graduates do not find work.”
149

 

 

After explaining how the Flemish prefer general practitioners providing front line care 

first and then deferral, while the Francophones prefer seeing specialists at hospitals 

immediately, the conclusion frames the public health care debate in national terms: 

 

“In Belgium there is a clear ‘care-border’. A ‘care-border’ which coincides with a 

cultural border: the language border.”
150

 

 

This final argument brings us to the heart of the issue. The N-VA clearly attempts to 

substantiate a congruency between the cultural or linguistic unit and certain social 

policy preferences – or a ‘social policy unit’. Classical national membership is argued 

to imply a certain social policy membership. It is clear from the analysis of the 
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N-VA’s discourse in this section that they describe the congruence of the community 

which agrees upon certain obligations owed and the national unit in traditional terms 

of language and culture to be the same. This strengthens their argument for 

congruence of the nation as an ethical community and the political unit. 

 

Specific Interpretations of Obligations: The (Un)Fairness of Transfers and 

Solidarity 

 

This last section will consider discourse on the subject of inter-regional financial 

transfers, their (un)fairness, and definitions of solidarity. As far as theory is concerned, 

this section will look for evidence of the idea that some nations are essentially ethical 

communities of obligation as members’ recognition of each other’s national identity 

entails recognition of “duties to meet the basic needs and protect the basic interests of 

other members.”
151

 Miller also suggests that these special obligations are recognised 

as owed to fellow members of the nation, but not to other human beings.
152

 These are 

ideas we would expect to see expressed in discourse concerning … 

 

A first example is found again in the 2003 manifesto: 

 

“Real solidarity with Wallonia instead of transferring billions … Every year Flemings 

pay around 10 billion euros for Wallonia. This boils down to 5.000 euros per year for 

every average Flemish family with one child. But the average Walloon is not served 
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by all this money … The stream of money to Wallonia is not solidarity, but injustice. 

And that has to end.”
153

 

 

By use of figures the N-VA sketches the situation, defining the transfers to be an 

injustice, not solidarity. Twelve pages later, we find the N-VA’s definition of 

solidarity which it thinks Flemings subscribe to: 

 

“Solidarity means giving money voluntarily and knowing what this money will be 

used for. Not the unnoticed and unsolicited taking money from your wallet.”
154

 

 

In the 2004 manifesto the discourse is much the same, however a positive element is 

added to the definition: 

 

“We are willing to display solidarity towards Wallonia. However, solidarity means 

you give money voluntarily, you know what it will be used for and the recipient 

actually benefits from it.”
155

 

 

In the 2007 manifesto the N-VA gives a more institutional view of how this solidarity 

should work: 

 

“Maximum autonomy in determining spending linked to fiscal responsibility for 

Flanders and Wallonia will make for a transparent and just mechanism of solidarity in 
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which both regions get the largest possible chances for development and can use their 

own means to make policy based on their own insights.”
156

 

 

The N-VA’s discourse on social policy and financial transfers within the current 

social policy system clearly argues that Francophone Belgians are outsiders and are 

not so much part of the ethical community. As Béland and Lecours state: “In most 

societies, redistribution is easier to legitimise when it is viewed as occurring within 

the national community, or in other words, between people who feel a special 

unifying bond, despite never having met.” The N-VA seems to imply that the social 

insurance system in Belgium is problematic because it is viewed by many to be 

incongruent with existing linguistic and national boundaries. From this point of view, 

federalising that system is logical because it would bring redistribution and solidarity 

within the parameters of the Flemish nation.
157

 Put differently, the N-VA claims in its 

manifestos that Flanders does not owe the Francophone Belgians any of the special 

obligations as explained by Miller, because they do not belong to the same nation. 

This is particularly interesting as the N-VA does agree to some form of solidarity not 

only with Wallonia, but with the European Union at large. 

 

Furthermore we find plenty of references to our second theoretical statement with 

regard to the the fairness of financial transfers between territorial entities, which 

implies that the focus here is being put on the fairness element and not mere economic 

benefit. This stands despite the fact that structural differences were indicated in the 

previous theme. 
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4.II.C N-VA Discourse 2009-2014: Going at it Alone and Electoral Success 

 

In this sub-chapter the thesis will be analysing the N-VA’s social policy discourse 

from their return to politics as a single political party in 2009 until their biggest 

election victory on all political levels in 2014 (cfr. Table 1). Here, too, we will be 

using a theme-based approach covering the same themes as those covered in the 

2003-2007 period. 

 

Diverging Visions and Social Policy Preferences 

 

For the N-VA the 2009 Flemish Parliamentary Election meant their solo return to the 

electoral stage. The party’s election manifesto of that year started out immediately 

with pointing out what the N-VA felt was the core problem of government: 

 

“Furthermore, Belgium has landed itself in a governance swamp where Francophones 

and Flemings are unable to agree on anything.”
158

 

 

The fact that Flemings and their politicians, on the other hand, have the same 

priorities and preferences is mentioned repeatedly: 

 

“Flanders shares one and the same economic vision of the future.”
159
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This is followed by a short description of this vision as including general measures 

such as the stimulation of a high quality manufacturing industry and a sustainable 

knowledge economy. In 2010 the N-VA manifesto for the federal election is even 

more explicit on the contradiction of Flemish and Francophone policy preferences: 

 

“On the national level, we conclude that Belgium has become the sum of two 

different democracies which increasingly grow apart. We conclude that in Belgium 

we are unable to agree on almost anything. Our opinions differ too often and too 

fundamentally with regard to socio-economic policy, justice, asylum and migration, 

traffic safety, and finance and the budget.”
160

 

 

The list of policy areas is extensive to say the least. Not only social policy is 

mentioned, but also other large policy domains such as justice and finance. Interesting 

is the inclusion of a smaller domain such as traffic, but then again it is an issue which 

affects almost all citizens. In the 2010 manifesto we also find the reiteration of the 

‘language border’ is a ‘care-border’ argument
161

 as found in the 2007 document.
162

 

Another element of social policy where the N-VA ascribe fundamentally different 

opinions to Flemish and Francophones is social dialogue: 

 

“Moreover, the opinions concerning themes partial to social dialogue differ 

fundamentally from region to region.”
163
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The 2014 election manifesto entitled Change for Progress there are at least six 

occasions on which the N-VA refers to the difference in policy preferences. Indeed, 

on page two of the manifesto the N-VA, when describing what will be necessary to 

improve the country’s economy and finances, it claims there is not only a difference 

but a contradiction: 

 

“Courageous choices have not been made for 25 years, among other things because 

Flemings and Francophones have opposite opinions.”
164

 

 

Again, ideas clash, according to N-VA in almost all policy areas: 

 

“The contradiction of ideas, insights and preferences runs through pretty much all 

policy areas.”
165

 

 

The use of stronger language is not surprising as the 2014 elections were of 

paramount importance. Governments and representatives would be elected across the 

institutional board on the regional, federal and European levels, with the next election 

no less than five years away. Additionally, 2014 was the election year in which the 

N-VA published their very first comprehensive blueprint for the transformation from 

federalism to confederalism. A change from doing everything together and deciding 

on what should go to the regional level, to doing everything separately and deciding 

what should be done on the confederal level. With this goal in mind, the N-VA had to 

argue clearly that more than just social policy should be become federalised. 
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Different Structural Socio-Economic Conditions as an Argument for Autonomy 

 

The most relevant changes in structural conditions between 2007 and 2009 are of 

course the 2008 financial crisis and the ensuing Eurozone sovereign debt crisis. The 

Eurozone crisis certainly had its effect on the Belgian economy and thus the Flemish 

economy. Flanders saw its economy shrink by 3.9% in 2009 which caused the 

average growth from 2008 to 2014 to be predicted at no more than 1%.
166

 

Additionally, as in all of Europe the worst hit sectors were industry, construction, 

trade, transport and communications, the crisis hit Flanders somewhat worse than 

Brussels and Wallonia as these sectors make up a larger proportion of the Flemish 

economy.
167

 Unemployment in Flanders did rise from 3.7% in 2008 to 4.7 in 2013; 

however, unemployment rose in equal terms in Wallonia (from 9.8% to 10.9%) and 

rose more sharply in Brussels (from 15.6% to 18.3%).
168

 Despite changes in some 

areas and none in others, the N-VA’s discourse concerning structural differences 

seems to have remained in place: 

 

“In order to implement an active employment policy it is necessary to transfer the 

entire labour market department and make the regions fully accountable. Problems in 

Flanders and Wallonia are not parallel and deserve a specific approach.”
169

 

                                                           
166

 Sociaal-Economische Raad van Vlaanderen, "Impact van de Financiële en Economische Crisis op 

Vlaanderen en België: Analyse Huidige Situatie Impact van de Crisis Analyse van de Herstelplannen.", 

5 Last modified September 25, 2009. Accessed June 6, 2014. http://www.serv.be/uitgaven/1558.pdf. 

167
 Ibid, 6. 

168
 Wouter Vanderbiesen, "Heropleving Vlaamse Arbeidsmarkt Blijft (Voorlopig) Uit," Over-Werk, no. 

4 (2013): 13, http://www.steunpuntwse.be/system/files/overwerk_2013_4_01.pdf (accessed June 6, 

2014), 14. 

169
 N-VA, "2009", 13. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

86 
 

 

Sometimes, as when arguing for a Flemish voice in the European Union, structural 

economic differences are quoted together with differences in opinion to argue in 

favour of change: 

 

“Flanders has a centuries-old tradition of international trade and entrepreneurship, 

with which we built a strong reputation … Often enough Flanders and Francophone 

Belgium have divergent interests and/or opinions on certain European dossiers. 

Consequently, the Belgian representative or minister has to abstain or not participate 

in the debate.” 

 

Some examples are given such as discussions on GMOs, immigration, and the 

directive on services in the internal market. In the 2010 manifesto the N-VA addresses 

several structural differences, one of the more interesting being the management of 

the national railway system: 

 

“Flanders, in the meanwhile, has organised the rail network in function of demand, in 

Wallonia unprofitable train stations and lines continue to exist. This has to stop.”
170

 

 

This reference seems to imply that although Flanders is making sacrifices to improve 

the financial health of the country and the national railway system; the fact that 

Wallonia refuses to do so make the whole operation less effective or even useless. It 

seems to point at an element of unfairness again when discussing budget cuts to the 

governments as institutions: 
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“Politicians have to set a good example and clean up their own backyard. In Flanders 

this is happening as there are fewer government positions. On the federal level they 

do the opposite.”
171

 

 

Specific Interpretations of Obligations: The (Un)Fairness of Transfers and 

Solidarity 

 

In the 2009 election manifesto the N-VA does not seem to mention the inter-regional 

transfers, possibly because the elections at hand were Flemish Parliamentary 

Elections, a level of government with not much of a say in the matter. In the 2010 

Federal Elections manifesto they do return to this topic albeit only once and in a 

rather positive way: 

“The existing transfer mechanisms need to be reformed so as to allow Wallonia to 

catch up economically. Therefore the transfers, which have an adverse effect on 

employment and economic growth, should stop; and we should initiate solidarity 

which gives Wallonia confidence. We could both benefit from this.”
172

 

The tone here is clearly milder than before. After all in these elections the N-VA 

knew they had a chance at winning and in order to form a federal government one 

does need partners on the other side of the language border. In 2014 the polls were, if 

possible, even more in favour of the N-VA.
173

 Also, the N-VA had its big confederal 
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plan, which requires a supermajority (two-thirds) in the federal parliament. For this 

reason, although the N-VA did emphasise the great difference that exist between the 

two regions, they were careful not to alienate all of Francophone Belgium. In fact, the 

only Francophone party they did clearly describe as being their opponent was the PS 

Socialist Party. At this point the N-VA was hoping to seduce the MR (Reformist 

Movement, the Francophone liberals) with their economically similarly liberal 

programme so as to form a government without the Socialists. Consequently, phrases 

such as ‘streams of money’ as found in the earlier manifestos, were omitted altogether 

and the language used in the paragraphs on financial transfers (not until page 

seventy-two) was rather peaceable: 

 

“Another issue is the way in which solidarity is organised in Belgium today, the 

transfers from Flanders to Wallonia and Brussels. The total sum has now reached 8 

billion euros – a sum which can no longer be considered reasonable, particularly 

considering the perverse effects this so-called solidarity has. The transfers do not 

encourage better governance or responsabilisation, but confirm the dependence of 

Wallonia and Brussels.”
174

 

 

We can see here that there is no use of strong words such as ‘injustice’ or unfairness. 

This does not mean there are no references to the idea of fairness and solidarity. 

 

4.III Summary 

In this chapter we have seen how Flemish nationalism’s major political player, the 

N-VA, emphasises the connection between Flemish national identity and social policy. 
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Although in many ways less explicit than the Scottish National Party, the N-VA 

clearly does draw social policy into describing how Flanders is distinct from Wallonia 

or Francophone Belgium. That being said, it is important to note that the Flemish case 

differs from the Scottish case in at least two ways. 

 

First, from our analysis it seems that the relationship between structural factors and 

nationalist discourse is somewhat more intimate. That is to say, socio-economic 

disparities in Belgium are in favour of Flanders. This is seen most obviously in the 

N-VA’s discourse on inter-regional financial transfers. The N-VA has the advantage 

of not only having to appeal to the argument that Flanders’ national logic of solidarity 

does not include Francophones, or is inherently different from the logic espoused by 

Wallonia or the federal government. The N-VA can also count on people choosing the 

option they perceive as being best for their economic benefit. Consequently, it comes 

as no surprise that the 1980s, the moment at which Flanders firmly established itself 

as the more prosperous region, was the starting point of the social policy discourse of 

the nationalists.
175

 

 

Second, it is clear from the discourse analysis above that the main cleavage in Belgian 

politics (unlike in the United Kingdom) is inter-regional, not between a region and the 

federal government. The federal government isn’t much of a mediator. This is most 

probably because Flanders, as the most populous region, has a majority representation 

in the federal parliament (although it is important to note here that there are veto 

mechanisms for the Francophones), and therefore the federal government does not 
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usually seem to have a permanent political colour somehow different from the region 

in question. 

Also interesting to note here is that the ideological position of the Scottish and 

Flemish nationalists is quite different indeed. This seems to indicate that nationalist 

struggles involving social policy do not necessarily strive for more or less investment 

in social policy. Flemish claims concerning social policy, unlike the Scottish ones, 

seems to be aimed against increased redistribution. They are neo-liberal or 

economically liberal in nature. Whether the liberal predisposition came first or the 

discourse became liberal because Flanders is the richer of the regions, is uncertain and 

goes beyond the scope of inquiry. 

All in all, despite the differences with the Scottish case, Flemish nationalism as 

represented by the N-VA largely supports our theoretical assumptions concerning the 

role of social citizenship interpretations in defining national identity and emphasising 

distinctiveness for the purpose of nationalist mobilisation. Also, as mentioned earlier, 

the Flemish movement’s major concerns such as language and cultural rights had 

been sufficiently assuaged by federal language laws, before nationalism’s growth 

spurt of the 1990s and the early twenty-first century. Indeed, Flemings’ linguistic and 

cultural rights and confidence have never been at a higher point, yet still the major 

nationalist political parties continue to grow electorally. The findings listed in this 

chapter seem to support the assumption that the successful connection between 

national identity and social citizenship, whether existent purely in representations and 

perceptions or in real historical traditions and preferences, may coincide with the 

persisting salience of nationalist issues. At the very least, the chapter’s findings seem 

to point at the relevance of Miller’s theory of nations as ethical communities which 

emphasise the importance of distinct obligations owed to fellow nationals’ basic 

needs and interests. Certainly, the fact that two nations’ interpretations of obligations 
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owed can be different is stressed throughout the N-VA’s electorally popular 

discourse. 
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5. Chapter Five: Conclusion 

The goal of the thesis as mentioned at the outset was to contribute to our 

understanding of why and how certain nationalist movements persist in modern-day 

Europe despite the fact that fundamental nationalist concerns have already been 

assuaged. For this the thesis has employed discourse analysis based on the assumption 

that there must be an aspect of the region’s national identity that is still perceived as 

being compromised. Based on David Miller’s theory of the nation as an ethical 

community we have chosen the aspect of national life most associated with ethical 

understandings – social policy – as a point of reference for ethical representations of 

the nations in question. We have gauged the presence of ethical representations in this 

form by manner of three statements on nationalism and social policy as found in 

Béland and Lecours’ Nationalism and Social Policy: 

1. Social policy may become a major component of the effort of nationalist 

movements to build and consolidate national identity, and an important target for 

nationalist mobilisation
176

: reference to social policy, redistributive programmes, 

public health care, education, criminal justice, social services, and issues of 

proportional representation in the central government. 

2. “The focus of nationalist movements on social policy is not simply the product of 

economic self-interest, yet references to the fairness of financial transfers between 

territorial entities become effective mobilisation strategies”
177

: the fairness of 

financial transfers between territorial entities, and relative economic prosperity of 

the region. 
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3. “It is intrinsic to the nature of contemporary (sub-state) nationalism that it puts 

forward claims about the existence of a national unit of solidarity where 

co-nationals have a special obligation to each other’s welfare, a situation viewed 

as being best fulfilled by having control over social policy”
178

: definitions of 

solidarity, region specific socio-economic ideology, social policy preferences, 

socio-economic values specific to the region, and regional economic interest in 

autonomy. 

The thesis has taken the occurrence of the themes formulated behind the statements to 

indicate the espousal of these statements. This, in turn, has been taken to point at 

nationalists’ attempts at representing the nation as an ethical community, in which 

certain interpretations of obligations to fellow members are said to be prevalent in the 

form of a certain conception of social citizenship. 

At the end of our research we can draw a number of conclusions with regard to the 

persistence of nationalist movements in modern-day Europe and the possible role 

played therein by ethical representations of the nation. 

Firstly, we have found overwhelming evidence in support of the first of our 

theoretical statements. Social policy may become a major component of nationalist 

movements in their campaign for national autonomy or independence. The frequent 

references to social policies ranging from the more obvious redistributive measures 

such as unemployment benefits and pensions, to less obviously ethical areas such as 

public health care and education; bear witness to the focus some nationalist political 

parties draw on social policy when engaging in nationalist discourse. Political colour, 

in this regard, seems to be irrelevant. After all, the Scottish nationalists use a clearly 

left-of-centre discourse implying autonomy is a requirement for a fair and egalitarian 
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society; whereas the Flemish nationalists are arguing from the opposite side of the 

political spectrum claiming that autonomy will facilitate stricter and slimmer social 

policy as desired by the Flemish electorate. 

Secondly, it could be said that regardless of whether or not autonomy is perceived as 

being economically beneficial to the region in question, references to the fairness or 

unfairness of financial transfers and existing social policy schemes are widely present 

in most of the nationalist discourse analysed. Although the topic of inter-regional 

transfers was less present in the Scottish case, references to financial transfers in the 

Flemish case were mostly concerned with justice and fairness. More specifically, the 

discourse seemed to imply that solidarity was not served in the current system, 

because the wrong definition of solidarity that the federal government or 

Francophones subscribed to. Instead, new definitions of solidarity were offered. 

Thirdly and perhaps most importantly, we find a large number of unambiguous 

references to the existence of a national unit of solidarity where co-nationals have a 

special obligation to each other’s welfare. These specific obligations are used in the 

nationalist discourse as markers of national identity and thus distinctiveness. In the 

Scottish case we find that nationalists attempt to mobilise the electorate by affirming 

and reifying the idea that Scotland is a traditionally egalitarian and socially 

progressive nation in which far-reaching solidarity between members is a central 

element of being Scottish and Scottish society. This left-of-centre characterisation of 

social citizenship is then contrasted with the allegedly right-of-centre interpretations 

of obligations towards co-nationals prevalent in England. 

The same type of discourse is clearly present in the Flemish case albeit in a different 

political colour. The Flemish nationalist discourse analysed seems to imply that 

Flemings are entrepreneurial, independent citizens which are invested in each other’s 

wellbeing as long as all members play by the social rules of the game. The emphasis 
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in frugality, moderation, efficiency and hard work are quite different from the values 

stressed by the Scottish National Party, but they are of the same general type: they are 

ethical guidelines concerned with what social policy and the welfare state should look 

like. Should it be more extensive and interventionist such as in the case of Scotland, 

or strong but strongly conditional and focused on efficiency like in Flanders? 

All in all, the clear presence of our themes and thus the use of the three arguments 

captured by the theoretical statements seem to indicate that nationalists in Scotland 

and Flanders are to some extent attempting to represent the nation as an ethical 

community.  

Meaningful deductions with regard to the relevance of these representations, however 

difficult to assess, can be informed by looking at the general salience accorded to the 

nationalist parties in question. For this, we referred to their election results. In the 

Scottish case we found that, although there are surely many factors at play, the 

Scottish National Party has enjoyed a growing amount of electoral support; by 2011 

they even attained an absolute majority in the Scottish Parliament. 

For the Flemish case we found that the New Flemish Alliance (N-VA), too, has seen a 

more or less consistent increase of its public following as measured by election results. 

Most recently, in May 2014 they received no less than 32% of the Flemish vote. 

Although this thesis cannot be said to account for the nature of the election results in 

these two cases, it is reasonable to conclude that the nationalist parties’ 

representations of the nation as an ethical community through the articulation of 

specific ideas on social citizenship, find some degree of resonance with the electorate. 

After all, the two parties in question clearly espouse the increased autonomy and 

eventual independence of the regions in which they are active, without having the 

possibility of making much mention of those traditional nationalist demands 
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concerning representation, and the legal safeguarding of national culture and 

language. 

 

Implications 

One of the important elements the thesis’ findings draw attention to, concerns the 

distinction between ethnic and civic nationalism. In most of the literature sub-state 

nationalism is characterised as being more ethnic, whereas state nationalism tends to 

be viewed as more civic.
179

 This study’s findings, however, seem to indicate that 

there are sub-state nationalist movements out there that are essentially civic in nature. 

After all, the thesis has demonstrated that in the cases at hand national identity and 

membership to the nation are defined for the most part by virtue of inclusion in the 

social solidarity community
180

, not on cultural or linguistic characteristics; let alone 

ethnic descent. 

As far as the classic debate between primordialism and modernism goes, the findings 

of this study seem to point in the modernist direction as structural political and 

socio-economic realities together with possible existing perceptions seem to 

contribute to nationalist discourse and its relevance. Very little of the discourse 

examined in the thesis seems to make reference to the natural and historic conception 

of the nation. On the contrary, the emphasis seems to be on a common project 

stretching into the future and how more autonomy for the region – understood as a 

nation in the form of territory and public – can contribute to the successfulness of this 

national project with regard to the values claimed to be dominant among the public 

and elite alike. 
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