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EUROPE IN THE PROCÉS: EUROPEAN (DIS-)INTEGRATION  AND CATALAN 
SECESSIONISM  

 

 

Europe remains an essentially contested project, in relation to its boundaries, its 
institutions and its functional scope. In a context characterized by  the detachment of key 
functions from the state, by legal pluralism and by complex, overlapping transnational 
regimes, this article sheds light on the possibilities for plurinational accommodation in 
the evolving European order. Focussing on a major challenge to territorial integrity and 
the state, secessionist mobilisation, it explores how this plays about with the national and 
supranational order. Specifically, it explores how the discourses and frames around 
European institutions and (dis-)integration are built and evolved in the Catalan 
secessionist movement. In spite of strong variation of discourses across secessionist 
milieus, pessimistic narratives about the EU predominate, with a progressive 
estrangement between secessionists and European institutions— having in turn important 
implications for the prospects of a compromise solution.  
 

 

1. Introduction 

The Great Recession that has hit Europe since 2008 can be seen as a critical juncture, 

triggering not only socioeconomic but also political transformations (della Porta 2018; see this 

volume). Under heavy pressure from lending institutions such as the European Commission, the 

European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund, many national governments 

implemented austerity policies. In order to address the consequences of recession and the political 

status quo, popular unrest and mass protest campaigns were staged in the areas hardest hit by the 

financial crisis, especially in the European peripheries (della Porta et al. 2016). National political 

opportunities, the timing and the depth of the crisis, as well as pre-existing networks and resources 

for mobilisation shaped the protest potentials of mobilisation campaigns, such as the 15/M indignados 

in Spain (Portos and Masullo 2017). In turn, mass mobilisations impacted upon electoral alignments 

and party systems in various ways, affecting the local, regional, national and supranational levels. 

Importantly, social movements actors were able to seize and act upon windows of opportunity offered 

by institutions of direct democracy, especially by way of referendums that were sponsored or 

infiltrated ‘from below’ (della Porta et al. 2017a; della Porta 2018). Nationalism became a particular 

focus of discussion, with the referendums on Scottish independence as well as the hundreds of 

municipal consultations and the 2014 pseudo-referendum for Catalonian secession. Both showed that 

late neoliberalism had challenged citizens’ loyalty to representative institutions, but also that 

dissatisfaction triggered political activism rather than apathy. While nationalist upheavals and the re-



2 
 

intensification of territorial cleavages underpinned these voting performances and mobilisations 

around them, the referendum devices in turn contributed to fostering mass engagement and 

transforming the framing and rights of secession. 

As Michael Keating (2001a) argued some years ago, a number of unfolding threats seemed to 

be forcing states (at least nation-states) to institutional change. These threats challenged (nation-

)states from above (e.g., though transnational integration), from below (e.g., through regional and 

subnational affirmation), and laterally (e.g., through advancement of the market, globalization and 

the neoliberal agenda). In this chapter, I focus on one of these challenges to territorial integrity and 

the state, secessionist movements, and how this plays about within the national and supranational 

order. European integration presents both an opportunity and a challenge for regionalism and 

plurinational accommodation. In a context of welfare state expansion, meso-level governments 

developed across Europe over the last decades of the 20th century in order to plan investments and/or 

to contribute to handle national diversity. Yet, Europe remains an “essentially contested project”, in 

relation to its boundaries, its institutions and its functional scope (Bañkowski and Christodoulidis 

1998; Keating 2013). In fact, many conceive transnational regimes as inter-governmental endeavours; 

built on the principles of state sovereignty, the European Union would be— and arguably operates— 

as an inter-state alliance along a number of dimensions. The Great Recession, and ensuing unpopular 

austerity policies and EU-imposed conditionalities might have undermined potential for subnational 

devolution and autonomy. Moreover, they might have pushed public opinion away from supporting 

inter-regional transfers and re-distribution, leading to sustained inter-territorial conflict, status 

anxiety, and generalised discontent in Catalonia and beyond (della Porta and Portos 2019; della Porta 

et al. 2019a). 

 In a context characterized by the state’s detachment of key functions, by legal pluralism and 

by complex, overlapping transnational regimes, this article seeks to shed light on the possibilities for 

plurinational accommodation in the evolving European order. Addressing a major challenge to 

territorial integrity and the state, I explore how secessionist mobilisation challenges the national and 

supranational orders. For a start one should consider that secession, understood as the “voluntary 

breakaway of a polity from a territory of which it had previously been a part”, is a very rare 

phenomenon (Bauböck 2019: 227).  By taking a relational approach to secessionism, I consider that 

secession refers to the political upgrading of a self-governing territory within a multilevel 

constellation of polities (Bauböck 2019; Keating 2001a). Specifically, focussing on a most salient 

case such as the Catalan independence movement, I shed light on how secessionists’ discourses and 

frames around European institutions and (dis-)integration emerge and evolve. In spite of strong 
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variation in terms of secessionist milieus, I find that pessimistic narratives about the EU predominate, 

with a progressive estrangement of secessionists from European institutions that in turn has important 

implications for the prospects of a compromise solution.  

At the empirical level, this article relies on qualitative materials coming from twelve semi-

structured interviews conducted with Catalan pro-independence activists and key informants in two 

different rounds of fieldwork, late 2014 and three years later— this choice is consistent with the 

longitudinal approach developed throughout (see della Porta et al. 2017a; della Porta et al. 2019a, 

2019b). A snowballing strategy was used to recruit interviewees, balancing the sample by 

organizational membership (always in favour of self-determination and/or independence), past record 

of activism, gender and cohorts, as described in the Appendix (see della Porta 2014; della Porta et al. 

2019a, 2019b). Excerpts from the interviews will be used to illustrate and support the main arguments 

developed throughout. 

In the next section, I introduce the state of the art in relation to the literature on secessionism 

and European (dis-)integration. After that, a contextual background of the recent secessionist 

upheaval in Catalonia is laid out. I then survey how narratives around Europe were deployed— and 

developed— by the Catalan secessionist milieus. The concluding section explores the challenges that 

nationalist and secessionist upheavals present for Europe’s future. 

 

2. European integration and sub-state nationalisms  

According to Kenichi Ohmae (1995), nation states have to some extent forfeited their role as 

critical participants in the global economy by losing their ability to control exchange rates, protecting 

their currencies and having a limited ability to generate real economic activity. However, the 

challenges to nation states are manifold and far more reaching, as they go well beyond the realm of 

international economics. In fact, two processes unfolding in parallel have led to a new order 

throughout European countries. 

On the one hand, Europe has followed a process of integration. Originally thought of as a 

means of avoiding a future war between France and Germany, the current form of European 

integration started as the Schuman Plan to pool coal and steel production, which led to drafting the 

Treaty of Paris and the formation of the European Coal and Steel Community in 1952. This agreement 

expanded in 1957 with European Economic Community (and successive reforms, including the 
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Single European Act of 1986), which aimed at guaranteeing free movement of capital, goods and 

people in a single market. The Maastricht Treaty of 1992 established a monetary union, and confirmed 

the move towards political union (Ichijo 2004: 12-3). Importantly, this process of integration implied 

a redefinition and shift of territorial borders and functional boundaries that altered the nature of the 

nation states’ domestic political structures (Bartolini 2005). Moreover, the EU polity consists of a 

multi-layered system of governance and governments (Piattoni 2010; Bauböck 2014; Keating 2013; 

Tatham 2016). Decision-making processes often involve the simultaneous mobilization of public 

authorities at different jurisdictional levels as well as that of non-governmental organizations and 

social movements (Piattoni 2010). As multiple levels of government form a nested hierarchy where 

successive levels encompass exponentially increasing populations, Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks 

(2009) conclude that the structure of government from the local to the global level exhibits some 

design properties, some commonalities that appear robust across a wide variety of contexts. 

Specifically, the EU consists not only of the supranational institutions of the European Commission, 

the Council, the European Parliament, and the Court of Justice of the European Union, but also of the 

national, regional and local parliaments, councils and governments of the Member States (Bauböck 

2014, 2019). This way, the process of European integration is embedded in a series of shared 

principles and backgrounds as well as new roles and relationships across the constellation that makes 

up the multi-level contemporary European political order (Keating 2013, 2017). 

On the other hand, the process of European integration has increasingly intersected with the 

regionalization of politics (Keating et al. 2015; Tatham 2018). Both processes have unfolded in 

parallel, changing— and challenging— the national state in important ways (Keating et al. 2015). 

Regionalisation has a firm foothold across many European states (AER Observatory on 

Regionalisation 2017). In fact, the relationship between states and sub-state entities has been 

historically complex— “Cooperative regionalism has been accompanied by (although not altogether 

displaced by) competitive regionalism, increasing territorial tensions. States have often managed 

these by underwriting regional governments, bearing the cost of fiscal equalization on the national 

tax base, and allocating to the regions a share of the fruits of economic growth. Such burden sharing 

has eased reform of fiscal systems… making it look less like a zero-sum game, even though it is 

taxpayers in the wealthy regions who are picking up the bill” (Keating 2013: 191-2; see also Holesch 

2016). In the specific case of Spain, autonomous communities were allowed to accumulate debts 

through the 1980s and 1990s, obtaining further state support thanks to Basque and Catalan 

nationalists’ key position in state-wide politics (Keating 2013: 192).  
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  An important stream of literature has addressed the role and place for stateless nations in the 

European commonwealth as well as the opportunities and strategies for projecting nationality and 

self-government in the European framework (Keating 2001a, 2001b, 2013; Ichijo 2004). Research 

has shed light on how sub-state authorities and entities (such as the German Länder, the Spanish 

autonomous communities, or the French regions) mobilise at the European level and strive to 

influence EU affairs through various channels, both formal and  informal. They do so through the 

internal restructuring of their administrations, by carrying out lobbying activities directly in Brussels, 

but also by institutionalizing and sometimes constitutionalizing their authority over their Member 

State's EU position (Tatham 2018). When it comes to EU patterns of interest representation, sub-state 

activity tends to interact with that of its own member state, which may include cooperation, non-

interaction and— albeit to a less frequent extent— conflict (Tatham 2016).  

As subnational entities progressively acquired greater protagonism in the political, social, 

economic and cultural arenas, the aspiration of a Europe of the Regions peaked in the early 1990s 

(Borrás-Alomar et al. 1994). The interplay of the two key processes of regionalisation and 

Europeanisation might have opened up opportunities for recognising national minorities and 

advancing federalist visions across Europe, and this in turn favoured increasing funding and 

autonomy for sub-state institutions. According to Michael Keating, 

 “Stateless nations can work with their states, they can play the Europe of the Regions 
game, or they can lobby on their own. They can ally on some issues with the German 
Länder, as in the emerging alliance of regions with legislative powers. They can make 
common cause with small states, as in the Europe of the Cultures concept. They can argue 
for special recognition within their own states, or join with other regions in pressing for 
regional joint representation in the Council of Ministers. While Europe remains so fluid, 
without a clear end point in sight, it makes obvious sense to keep all options open. As 
Europe develops, these opportunities are likely to expand, and regions and stateless 
nations will gain influence in new policy fields…” (2001b: 157). 

However, as quickly as the whole idea of the Europe of the Regions grew, it also eroded. In 

the first place, while support for outright independence increased dramatically in Catalonia and other 

regions over the last few years, popular backing for third way options eroded  as a result of widespread 

disenchantment with Europe as a whole and the meagre gains for the regions in the Lisbon Treaty 

(Elias 2008). Second, Member States were reluctant to favour a third level of decision making; rather 

than a supranational endeavour, Europe itself seemed set on an intergovernmental path (Keating 

2013). Third, differences in material and institutional interests among sub-state units made common 

cause difficult, thus along with some transnational networks on specific issues, mechanisms for 

regional influence in Europe fell back into distinct national patterns (Keating 2013: 193). Fourth, the 
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ambiguity and the vagueness of the Europe of the Regions concept might have also contributed to its 

weakening.1  

The fading of the Europe of the Regions idea together with the economic recession have 

pushed political movements onto territories that “combine a strong sense of identity with economic 

strength beyond the politics of autonomy towards national separatism” (Keating 2013: 193). 

Specifically, austerity policies and conditionalities attached to the provision of benefits such 

as loans, debt relief or bilateral aid often imposed by international financial institutions have had an 

asymmetrical impact across European regions (ESPON 2014; Crescenzi et al. 2016; Ballester et al. 

2019). However, legal obstacles towards the secession of an EU member state are manifold, and 

mechanisms for automatic and simultaneous independence and EU accession are lacking. Although 

consensual secession might not be incompatible with the European Treaties, some experts have 

argued that unilateral secession turns out to be incompatible with at least three key EU principles, 

including the respect for territorial integrity of member states, the breach of the rule of law and the 

principle of sincere cooperation (Closa 2016).  

Yet, as Anwen Elias (2008) shows, independence for Catalan (and also Welsh and Flemish) 

nationalists is often advocated through attenuated forms of sovereignty. This is in part explained by 

strategic reasons (i.e. the public appeal of moderate options) but also by substantive ones (i.e. the 

need of unravelling complex welfare states sustaining independent statehood in the increasingly inter-

dependent contexts of advanced democracies). Tied into historic narratives of shared sovereignty and 

multiple spheres of action, Catalan nationalist parties have, to varying degrees and in various ways, 

long championed moves towards post-sovereignty stances. As Michael Keating notes, 

“By 2012 Scottish independence was taken seriously enough for a formal procedure to 
be put in place, including a referendum. Mainstream Catalanists, who had historically 
sought a position in a looser Iberian and European order, now moved to demand 
independence, support for which doubled after 2010. The break-up of Belgium was 
debated…. Yet an examination of these demands reveals something far from 
independence in the classic sense. Europe remains a central point of reference; indeed 
opponents of independence use the threat of expulsion from the European Union as an 

                                                             
1 As Borrás-Alomar et al. (1994: 1) point out, “the term `Europe of the Regions' has almost become a 
commonplace in recent years. It has been promiscuously used to describe all types of activities which have 
some sort of relationship with subnational entities, and not always with purely altruistic purposes. It has been 
brandished by national and regional movements and parties in their quest for a greater share of power or as a 
theoretical argument on which to base their demands for independence. Within the European Community, it 
is seen as a tool of the Commission in its confrontation with the Council of Ministers over the enlargement of 
its authority. It has finally been waved by some national governments in order to support their pleas for more 
European funding for their territories”. 
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argument. Nobody proposes a separate currency, but rather monetary union, which as 
European experience has shown, implies a large dose of political union. The demand, 
rather, is for a reconfiguration of political space so that the territory becomes the primary 
point of reference, negotiating its position within wider structures at diverse scales; and 
for the devolution of key competences over the welfare compromise… The relation 
among territory, function, and institutions is still in flux” (2013: 193). 

These developments invite us to question two common and widespread assumptions about 

nationalism. Confirming prior research by Atsuko Ichijo focussing on the Scottish case (2004), 

appeals and narratives around Europe during the campaigns for mobilisation in the shadow of the 

Catalan procés for independence show that: 1) neither nationalism is exclusively about independence 

nor is it about securing sovereignty of the nation, 2) nor is European integration necessarily 

considered to be a form of supranationalism that would undermine nation-states and nationhood. In 

the next section I will introduce my case study; after that, I will analyse  the frames about Europe and 

the EU which have developed during the Catalan mobilisations for independence.  

 

3. Mobilisation around the Catalan procés in context 

In June 2010, the Spanish Constitutional Court nullified several provisions  of a new Catalan 

Statute of Autonomy with reference to the Catalan status and language as well as economic and 

political competencies (for a summary, see Ferreres Comella 2014; Burg 2015). Popular outrage at 

this decision triggered a major boost in support for independence, which had been rather marginal 

and marginalised (Dowling 2014), as were the openly secessionist parties before 2010-12 (Basta 

2017: 9). Support for an independent Catalan state slowly increased from 13.6 per cent in June 2005 

to 19.4 per cent in February 2010, then jumping to 48.5 per cent by November 2013 (della Porta et 

al. 2019a). Marking a striking turn in the history of the Catalan nationalist movement, many Catalans 

have abandoned their moderate position towards the promotion of the nation’s linguistic and cultural 

identity and advocacy for further autonomy. Instead, they embraced outright independence, 

challenging Spain’s constitutional arrangement in place since 1978. The level of Catalan popular 

unrest and its resilience have resulted to a large extent from a combination of three root contextual 

causes, as three intertwined (socioeconomic, political, and territorial) crises feed back onto each other 

and spiral (della Porta et al. 2017a: 39-68).  

The failed reform of the Catalan Statute of Autonomy, met with institutional closure 

(especially from the central government in Madrid after the PP’s win in 2011), and the parallel pro-

independence turn of the nationalist centre-right coalition Convergència i Unió (Union and 
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Convergence,  CiU), led to a political crisis that polarized positions in a context of recession. For 

many Catalans, this escalation discarded the federal option as an alternative territorial framework, 

and fuelled the perception that the traditional institutional (top-down) strategy of pacts between 

political elites to negotiate further devolution with the Spanish government under the 1978 

constitutional framework was exhausted. As one founder of the Plataforma pel Dret a Decidir 

(Platform for the Right to Decide, which was founded in December 2005 to promote self-

determination) stated,  

“the crisis of the Statute has come to convince people that national affirmation and 
vindication of our historical, political, and economic rights are not private terrains of 
politicians. We, as civil society, had to take a step forward, and become protagonist of 
this story” (in della Porta et al. 2017a: 60-61). 

On top of the Spanish Constitutional Court suspending parts of the 2006 Statute of Autonomy 

of Catalonia after it had already been approved, and the lack of response to demands for greater 

autonomy (without coming up with alternative, compromise solutions), also key to understanding the 

growth of secessionism in Catalonia is the fiscal deficit with the central administration in a context 

of recession, deprivation and welfare retrenchment (Guibernau 2013). 

There was a wave of pro-independence mobilisation in Catalonia throughout the 2009-2015 

period. Importantly, pressure from the streets through mass mobilisations was present—especially in 

the form of street protests during the 2012-2015 diadas (National Day of Catalonia) launched by civil 

society organisations such as Òmnium Cultural and Assemblea Nacional Catalana/National Catalan 

Assembly (ANC; see della Porta et al. 2017a, 2017b). On September 11th, 2012, roughly 20 per cent 

of the Catalan population gathered to voice their collective desire for secession in the largest (at the 

time) pro-independence demonstration in democratic Spain. Exactly two years later, under the slogan 

‘Now is the time, united for the new country’, about two million protesters lined up in the streets of 

Barcelona in alternate colourful rows resonant of the senyera (Catalan flag). Wearing the 

commemorative red and yellow T-shirts to form a huge ‘V’ for ‘vote’, they demanded a fully binding 

referendum on independence. Apart from these grand-scale events, the civil contribution to pro-

independence activism has also included international publicity campaigns,  local grassroots 

initiatives, and dissemination activities (Crameri 2015: 104-5). In addition, about 2.3 million people 

symbolically cast their votes in a massive unofficial voting performance led by extra-institutional 

actors (with the collaboration of the Generalitat) on 9th November 2014, which was preceded by more 

than 500 non-binding municipal consultations on independence in 2009-2011 (Muñoz and Guinjoan 

2013; Álvarez Pereira et al., 2018). 
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Since the 2015 regional election, the governing pro-independence coalition in Catalonia has 

been rooted in its promise to organise a binding referendum on independence and its commitment to 

a unilateral declaration of independence if it obtained more than 50% in favour. Together with more 

established actors such as political parties (namely, the social-democratic Esquerra Republicana de 

Catalunya/Republican Left of Catalonia, the centre-liberal Partit Demòcrata Català/Catalan 

Democratic Party, the  radical left-wing Candidatura d’Unitat Popular/ Popular Unity Candidacy) 

and institutional networks (e.g. the Associació de Municipis per la Independència/Association of 

Municipalities for Independence), it was first the Plataform pel Dret de Decidir, and then 

organisations such as Òmnium Cultural, ANC, cultural and civic platforms (e.g. Súmate, Ciemen), 

hundreds of neighbourhood grassroots assemblies and other autonomous collectives and individuals 

who kept the referendum campaign running. Despite warnings from the central Government and 

rulings of the Constitutional Court, on 1st October 2017, 2.2 million people ran the gauntlet of state 

violence to cast their votes in the unrecognized referendum. According to della Porta et al. (2017b), 

“Events in the weeks preceding the [1st October 2018] referendum, however, 
triggered renewed grassroots mobilisation. On September 20th, Spanish Guardia 
Civil officers raided several offices of the Catalan regional government, arrested 14 senior 
officials, and confiscated 9.6 million referendum ballot papers as part of an operation to 
prevent the referendum from taking place. Spanish authorities also threatened judicial 
measures against the organisers of the referendum, blocked websites, froze regional 
financial assets, limited credit and imposed central supervision over payments for non-
essential services by the Generalitat and other public institutions… thousands flocked 
onto the streets of Barcelona blocking major roads in the city chanting the slogans “no 
tinc por” (‘I am not afraid’) and “fora les forces de la ocupació” (‘occupation forces out’). 
In the wake of the hard-line actions taken by the Spanish authorities which prevented the 
Catalan government from logistically preparing for the vote, the organisational burden 
was taken up by ordinary citizens… through local ‘Comitès de Defensa del 
Referèndum’ (Referendum Defence Committees) [which will then become ‘Comitès de 
Defensa de la República’ (Republic Defence Committees)]. 

These events were major turning points during a cycle of contention evolving around the 

procés towards independence launched by institutional and civil society actors, which has been taking 

place in Catalonia over the last few years and persists today. On 10th October 2017, the members of 

Catalonia's pro-independence parliamentary majority signed a document establishing Catalonia as an 

independent republic. With the support of the social democratic Partido Socialista Obrero 

Español/Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party and liberal Ciudadanos/Citizens, the then PM Mariano 

Rajoy of Spain dismissed President Puigdemont and his cabinet, and called for a fresh election on 

21st December 2017. While secessionists retained a slim majority in the Catalan Parliament, the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mariano_Rajoy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mariano_Rajoy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carles_Puigdemont
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Spanish courts thwarted attempts to inaugurate candidates in prison, and pro-independence journalist 

Quim Torra was unexpectedly elected as President of Catalonia.  

The Catalan nation-building project has historically relied on promoting the vernacular 

language and culture; for instance, several initiatives have developed to emphasise Catalonia’s 

medieval trading past, as embedded in Spanish, European, and Mediterranean networks (Berrio et al. 

1990). Similar to Scottish elites however, the Catalan cultural avant-garde and main political actors 

have traditionally been pro-European for cultural and historical reasons but also on economic and 

political grounds (Ichijo 2004: x; Guibernau 2004). In Spain in general, and also in Catalonia, many 

citizens have traditionally displayed group-nested identities, thereby regional and national identities 

have been compatible with a European identity (Díez Medrano and Gutiérrez 2001). In the words of 

Luis Moreno, “Catalan nationalism itself has made strong statements about the desirability of 

encouraging further Europeanization, a process which ought to make congruent territorial subsidiarity 

and home rule with European framework legislation and continental institutions” (2015: 2). When it 

comes to political strategies and actions, Catalonia is a major promoter of the Europe of the Regions 

movement, also as an active member in other European  institutions such as the Assembly of 

European Regions and the Committee of the Regions, bargaining and lobbying for recognition of 

regional particularities and powers. Catalonia has developed an intense para-diplomatic activity, 

based on civil society and institutions of the autonomous government. A good example is the public–

private partnership Patronat Català Pro Europa, which has assured Catalan representation in 

Brussels since 1982, thus preceding Spain's accession to the European Community. In 2007 it was 

re-founded under the Patronat Catalunya-Món, leading to the Consell de Diplomàcia Pública de 

Catalunya in 2012 (DIPLOCAT). Together with the Generalitat’s Secretaria d’Afers Exteriors i de 

la Unió Europea, these two institutions were in charge of coordinating Catalonia’s external affairs 

and EU-related actions.2 The external activities and foreign relations of Catalan institutions have 

increasingly become a matter of dispute and controversy with state authorities.3  

 

4. Europe and the EU in the procés: amidst deception and hopelessness 

                                                             
2 See https://www.femcat.cat/es/projects/diplocat/. According to the 1978 Spanish Constitution, the central 
State holds exclusive competence over a number of matters, including international relations, customs and 
tariffs, foreign trade and the monetary system (ch. 3, art. 149). 
3 For instance, see https://elpais.com/ccaa/2018/08/23/catalunya/1535044407_408333.html; 
https://www.abc.es/espana/catalunya/abci-costosas-embajadas-catalanas-201710240220_noticia.html; 
https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20171027/432393836583/gobierno-cierre-embajadas-catalunya.html. 

https://www.femcat.cat/es/projects/diplocat/
https://elpais.com/ccaa/2018/08/23/catalunya/1535044407_408333.html
https://www.abc.es/espana/catalunya/abci-costosas-embajadas-catalanas-201710240220_noticia.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20171027/432393836583/gobierno-cierre-embajadas-catalunya.html
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The relationships with the European Union, other European countries, and the status of an 

eventual independent Catalonia have been a major point of friction during the procés. In 2012, when 

then President of the European Commission J. M. Durao Barroso declared “if Catalonia stays outside 

Spain, it stays outside Europe”,4 many expected the movement would vanish into thin air. However, 

it broadened and grew even stronger and more committed towards independence, with rapidly 

evolving positions towards Europe.  

On the one hand, pro-independence milieus appealed to European institutions in general, and 

the European Union in particular. As the leading umbrella platform Assemblea Nacional Catalana 

states in its Declaration of the National Conference for the Independent State/Declaració de la 

Conferència Nacional per l’Estat Propi, listing among the organisation’s main goals, 

“Once the Catalan state is established and the Constitution is approved following 
a referendum, Catalonia’s continuity within the European Union will be negotiated as a 
new member state… ANC will work for the internationalization of the independence 
procés of Catalonia and will particularly foster the relationships with the rest of the 
European Union” (https://assemblea.cat/index.php/documents/?lang=en). 

Indeed, dissemination and lobbying activities in the international arena are crucial not only 

for public institutions, but also for civil society organisations. For instance, the ANC is concerned 

about developing its international outreach. It actively seeks to advance pro-independence narratives 

in the public sphere on a number of issues, including juridical stability, taxation and social security. 

In doing so, media, social networks, and hotspots for public opinion are priority means to spread the 

organisational influence in foreign affairs along the economic, political and social domains. As the 

ANC stated in its 2016-2017 route map, “narratives in the face of the European and international 

public opinion are essential, that is why International Assemblies should play an important role inside 

the ANC actions” (https://assemblea.cat/index.php/documents/?lang=en). This effort to launch 

international campaigns to advance pro-independence discourses is mirrored by  other civil society 

organizations and semi-institutional endeavours, such as Òmnium Cultural (OC) and the Associació 

de Municipis per la Independència/Association of Municipalities for Independence (AMI), which 

brings together more than 700 town councils across Catalonia in order to promote independence; 

building a network for international promotion of the procés within the EU framework is amongst its 

key aspirations (https://www.municipisindependencia.cat/que-es-ami/objectius/). OC is a long-

established cultural association that, together with the ANC, has staged the most mass performances 

                                                             
4 See https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20121117/54354580753/durao-barroso-si-catalunya-saliese-de-
espana-estaria-fuera-ue.html. 

https://assemblea.cat/index.php/documents/?lang=en
https://assemblea.cat/index.php/documents/?lang=en
https://www.municipisindependencia.cat/que-es-ami/objectius/
https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20121117/54354580753/durao-barroso-si-catalunya-saliese-de-espana-estaria-fuera-ue.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/politica/20121117/54354580753/durao-barroso-si-catalunya-saliese-de-espana-estaria-fuera-ue.html
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and collective actions over the last few years. This major non-profit entity developed a number of 

initiatives aimed at internationalising the procés of independence, such as the 2015 Catalan Weekend, 

“On the National Day of Catalonia on 11 September 2015, we explained to the 
world how the Catalans are building a new country, right at the start of a decisive election 
campaign (the referenda of 27 September). Catalan Weekend was from 10 to 12 
September, when people were invited to Catalonia from all over the world to learn about 
the Catalan independence process by experiencing the National Day of Catalonia on 11 
September, the maximum expression of the social, peaceful and democratic 
demonstrations led by civil society in support of independence”.5 

There is an increasing overlap between democratic narratives and claims targeting European 

institutions. Not by chance, OC portrays itself as “a pillar of the promotion of Catalonia’s language 

and culture, as well as a key defender of civil and human rights, with an increasing involvement at 

both a European and worldwide level”.6 Most interviewed pro-independence activists argue that 

policies oriented towards territorial accommodation do not work because there is a democratic deficit 

in Spain. They often understand Spanish state structures as not properly and fully democratic, thus 

they will never let Catalans decide about independence. The Spanish state would rather use its power 

against Catalonia through domination, as the reform of the Statute of Autonomy illustrates. Often, 

they trace historical parallels, emphasising the continuities of Spain nowadays with the Francoist 

regime when it comes to institutional design and political practices and culture—some activists even 

speaking of  an ‘unfulfilled transition to democracy’. In this effort to associate the Spanish state with 

the dictatorial past, activists often resort to specific experiences and events during the transition in 

order to present the procés for independence as a fight for democracy. For instance, the 2017 

occupation of the headquarters of the University of Barcelona organised by the newly founded 

Universitats per la República/Universities for the Republic platform is known as the 2017 

‘Caputxinada’, borrowing from the mobilisation against Francoism in the capuchin Sarrià monastery 

in Barcelona back in the 1960s (INT.CAT.6). As the following excerpts from interviews with a 

member of the Consell Assessor per a la Transició Nacional, a journalist, and a left-wing activist (all 

of them militant in various secessionist milieus) indicates, 

 “Democracy is giving voice and power to the people… if we have been fighting 
for having a democratic republic [it] is because we have seen a state that has not listened 
to the Catalan people’s demands. We have stated several times that we want to vote, we 
want to decide if we want an independent Catalonia… we have seen a democratic 
transition in Spain after Francoism. In Spain a democratic transition took place but those 
now in office are the same who back in time used to support Franco. This completely 

                                                             
5 https://www.omnium.cat/en/campaigns/catalan-weekend/. 
6 https://www.omnium.cat/en/omnium/. 

https://www.omnium.cat/en/campaigns/catalan-weekend/
https://www.omnium.cat/en/omnium/
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[delegitimises] democracy… [An eventual Catalan democratic republic] will build upon 
a higher level of legitimacy. It will come from a movement that came out of the peoples. 
If the government of the Generalitat has launched the referendum, and the Parliament 
voted for proclaiming the Republic, it is because the people’s movement […has] brought 
them here. Two million people don’t go to the streets without a goal… they go because 
their government does not represent their views and does not listen to them” 
(INT.CAT.9). 

Differently from the narrow and limited understanding of democracy associated with the 

Spanish polity and state, a Catalan republic should eventually emerge with a higher level of 

legitimacy, given a long-lasting mass engagement in the struggles for independence. While 

questioning the democratic pedigree of the Spanish state, the Catalan movement that garnered mass 

support seeks a consultation over territorial self-determination, often framed as a positive right (i.e. 

right to decide). According to della Porta et al. (2017a), one of the key innovations in the pro-

independence wave of contention in Catalonia has been the emergence and construction of 

democratic-emancipatory discourses, which represented a nationalist political orientation based on 

rights and social justice, and linked to a deepening of democracy (democratic regeneration, popular 

empowerment, dignity, and so on). This builds on a long-term tradition of democratic credentials of 

the Catalan political culture and elites, as the ANC states, 

“Ever since the restoration of democracy in Spain and the devolution of limited 
self-rule to Catalonia, the main Catalan political parties have always been supportive of 
efforts to consolidate democracy and to socially and economically modernize the Spanish 
State. Their involvement in Spain’s governance was evident with their support for 
different minority governments in Madrid, especially when faced with big challenges like 
the accession to the EU or the adoption of the Euro” 
(https://assemblea.cat/index.php/organisation/what-is-anc/?lang=en). 

Notwithstanding the clear pro-European imprint of the Catalan cultural and political elites 

(Ichijo 2004; Keating 2001b), the situation of Catalonia vis à vis Europe was initially a major point 

of misunderstanding among activists.  

Given the unfeasibility of gaining sovereignty under the current framework, some activists 

advocate for building an eventual Catalan republic outside the EU, claiming it could potentially bring 

positive side effects in terms of gaining back control over different policy domains. However, even 

the more radical-libertarian independentists nuance their discourse. First, most interviewees tend to 

acknowledge the majority of the social and political [pro-independence] forces will be in favour of  

remaining in the EU. Second, on a more pragmatic note, they tend to emphasize some advantages of 

European integration and recognise that reaching agreements with EU bodies will be necessary and 

https://assemblea.cat/index.php/organisation/what-is-anc/?lang=en
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convenient on various grounds, such as freedom of movement. Third, confronted with an increasingly 

globalized economic system, most interviewees agree an independent and autarchic polity cannot be 

built, thus trade agreements with the EU (or EU members) will be in order. Fourth, several 

interviewees question the very concept of what ‘sovereignty’ and ‘independence’ entail in a context 

of multilateral interdependence, as they often consider neither viable nor desirable a Catalan republic 

completely outside the EU. Fifth, while the debate over Europe might have been displaced from the 

agenda as the procés unfolded, the will of the Catalan people to remain a first-order international 

actor inside the European polity resonates across most interviewed activists. The following two 

excerpts from interviews with a radical left-wing pro-independence activist, on the one hand, and a 

founder of the Plataforma pel Dret a Decidir, on the other hand, reflect the tensions regarding the 

role of Europe and European institutions in the face of a prospective independent Catalonia. 

 “Staying in the EU may give some advantages. But in order to become a member 
of the EU, you have to give up sovereignty with regards to economic policy and 
international affairs. In these matters you have to follow the guidelines that come from 
above. All the economic system, debt repayment… come from the EU. The problem is 
that the EU is not ruled by the European citizens but by the big banks. The politics we do 
is that of the big banks. From  my point of view, this cannot be reformed… that’s why an 
eventual Catalan republic is to be built outside the EU boundaries… the EU cannot be 
reformed from the inside... We cannot be naive though. We need to negotiate with them. 
In order to get access to EU markets, you need an agreement. Catalonia should meet some 
standards, but it will be a multi-lateral process of negotiation… there are some positive 
sides of Europe and the EU integration… one of the very few popular measures, for 
instance, is the Schengen agreement for free movement of peoples… that’s very good, 
it’s progress.. you can become part of Schengen without being part of the EU, as some 
countries did” (INT.CAT.2). 

 “When we were at the verge of the independence scenario, I mean between 1st 
and 27th October, once independence is proclaimed and made effective the independence, 
gaining access to EFTA is very viable. So you end up having a free trade agreement with 
Europe and you are part of the Schengen area. How much will change on your day to day 
being part of the EU itself or not? I think it is debatable… outside Europe there is no 
imaginable future. One thing is outside the euro or the fiscal policy, but not free trade… 
at a certain point, gaining back the possibility to manage your monetary and fiscal policy 
when you are an emerging state might even be very interesting. To me, it is not bad, it is 
not a drama stop belonging to the EU. Anyways, outside the EU, provided you reach 
agreements with relevant institutions and bodies, is not 100% outside the EU…. It is not 
that we have to leave, it is a matter of feasibility and balance of power. Don’t think it 
would be the main issue for me” (INT.CAT.7). 

A closer look at the interviews with key actors reveals that critical stances towards the EU 

proliferated both on the management of the Catalan conflict itself and the broader crisis of EU 



15 
 

legitimacy and democratic representation. For the activists, the Union seems prone to avoiding 

territorial conflicts within the union and any snowballing effects. As a member of CUP and AMI puts 

it, “if Germany or France take a position [for Catalan right to secession], they are going to have a 

problem inside their own countries, because they are also oppressors of minority nations, like Spain” 

(INT.CAT.5). Moreover, EU actors will hardly support the Catalan movement if this involves 

opposing the Spanish government and Constitution. The EU is often described as a “club of states”, 

Spain forming part of it; and “states within a club tend to defend each other” (INT.CAT.1; 

INT.CAT.9).  

Activists also emphasize the lack of commitment of the EU towards self-determination in 

general. Especially, they highlight the hypocritical discourse this entails in terms of the freedom to 

decide (also) over the territorial polity citizens want to live in. Also, they tend to stress the need to 

build a grassroots emancipatory movement and foster mass mobilisation in order to gain 

independence. In the words of a feminist pro-independence activist and scholar, 

“Regarding the EU, we’ll expect zero recognition in the short term. It’s enough 
just looking at recent experiences in the Baltic countries or the Balkans. But at a given 
moment, that position comes to nothing though… the discourse of the EU over self-
determination is similar to that of the left-wing parties in Spain, which is very 
hypocritical. Self-determination is good as long as it does not touch you. ‘¡Viva la 
autodeterminación de los pueblos!’ [‘Long live the struggle of peoples for self-
determination!’] works fine for Palestine, the Sahara and other countries. Here the 
following idea is widespread: if Catalonia is now, Flanders could be next, and then Italy, 
France… but it is not independent the one who wants to, but who can. Either you have a 
very wide popular movement behind with mass mobilizations or this does not produce 
results. Look, in Flanders they are stuck. There is not a strong grassroots movements, it 
is more a preference of the elites. There are very few cases with strong popular demand 
for independence: Catalonia, Scotland and the Basque Country maybe, and it is just about 
it. In other nations within the EU there are groups who claim for independence and who 
articulate it politically… but it is a minority. Look at Galicia, for instance. Unless a 
popular grassroots movement grows and is able to challenge institutions, there’s nothing 
you can do. In Catalonia, the movement has displaced some parties’ preferences” 
(INT.CAT.1). 

Although the expectations towards Europe were never really high, there is widespread 

disappointment and a lack of hope after the lack of critical reaction to state repression around the 1-

0 events, but also prior and subsequent episodes. In the words of a radical left independentist, “beyond 

the abominable incarcerations of the Jordis or the counsellors,7 and even the 1-0, examples such as 

                                                             
7 Together with 16 other indicted former leaders of Catalonia (among which some former regional ministers), 
Jordi Cuixart and Jordi Sánchez, former presidents of the civil society organisations Òmnium Cultural and 
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mass identifications of street protesters, blocked websites… there we suffered from very serious 

human right violations” (INT.CAT.3).8 The widely regarded lack of EU involvement given the 

escalation of repression on the side of Spanish authorities has spurred disillusion among several 

movement strands. Expectations regarding Europe’s mediating role in the procés were minimal and 

levels of scepticism were high. In fact, the only route grassroots activists envision for the EU to take 

sides and intervene is to put pressure via disruption, striking and boycotting, under the pressures of 

financial consequences amidst an eventual economic collapse, 

“I always thought the EU will  ask for a negotiating table between Spain and 
Catalonia provided the Spanish economy got affected. But we did not get there. If 
independence gets proclaimed, and we go for an insurrectional route, if people stay in the 
streets mobilized and stay there for one week, the things will change. Because the EU 
cannot afford the bailout of Spanish banks … from that side, we have bargaining power. 
This was not so much about whether the EU will take the initiative  to intervene but about 
under which conditions will the EU be forced to act as a referee in order to avoid a 
collapse” (INT.CAT.2). 

 

5. Concluding remarks 

According to Luis Moreno (2006: 12), “the supra-state framework provided by the European 

Union has reinforced sub-state identities. Decentralisation has become a major embedding factor in 

contemporary political life in Europe. The quest of stateless nations and sub-state regions to run their 

own affairs and to develop their potentialities outside the dirigiste control of central state institutions 

is an observable phenomenon in the ‘Old Continent’”. As the emerging transnational order helps to 

defuse the issue of national sovereignty and increase the political layers of decision-making, most 

stateless nationalist parties tend to favour the new European order despite this often implying 

switching strategies between playing the statist and the regionalist games, claiming formal or 

effective independence in Europe at some points but joining the Europe of the Regions movement at 

others (Keating 2001b: 99-100). However, as the dramatic secessionist upheaval in Catalonia during 

the last decade illustrates, recent dynamics have altered the territorial landscape across Europe.  

In this article I shed light on the role of narratives around European institutions and (dis-

)integration vis à vis the Catalan secessionist upheaval. There is a need to reconcile different sites of 

                                                             
ANC, have been held in pre-trial detention since 16th October 2017 under provisional charges of sedition and 
rebellion, carrying sentences of up to 10 and 30 years in jail (della Porta et al. 2019a).  
8 For further information, see https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/28/world/europe/catalonia-oriol-junqueras-
jail.html; see also della Porta et al. (2017b). 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/28/world/europe/catalonia-oriol-junqueras-jail.htmle
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/28/world/europe/catalonia-oriol-junqueras-jail.htmle
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sovereignty and articulate discourses over secession below and above the state. The strong variation 

in terms of secessionist milieus notwithstanding, pessimistic narratives about the EU predominate. 

Although the role of, and interactions with, European actors are framed amidst changing political 

circumstances, I find a progressive estrangement between pro-independence actors and European 

institutions, especially following the escalation of repression and the lack of response on the side of 

EU bodies.  

In a recent piece of research, Jones et al. (2016) show how the governance architecture of Europe’s 

Economic and Monetary Union was both a cause of the euro crisis and a characteristic pattern of the 

policy responses to the recession. Using the recent experience in the eurozone, they develop a “failing 

forward” argument to explain the dynamics of European integration. States with different preferences 

are forced to settle on lowest common denominator solutions due to inter-government bargaining. 

Incompleteness of the governance architecture of the EMU unleashes crisis, which is again tackled 

through lowest common denominator solutions, leading to deeper integration (Jones et al. 2016). I 

argue this is also a major problem for multi-level governance if needing to reach compromise, as 

conflicting interests on the side of different governmental layers lead to suboptimal arrangements. 

When it comes to the relationship between territorial disputes and the EU, European integration seems 

to fall short as well. Although the strategy of considering sub-state claims as nation(al state) matters, 

and thus not actively leading the search for compromise, may go in favour of integration in the short 

run, it engenders political risks as it undermines popular support for European integration. It fosters 

the perception of a constant EU crisis, which is in need of— and unable to come up with— 

intermediate alternatives, also in terms of territorial accommodation. Any attempts to reinforce multi-

level governance and federalism at the EU level will need to give (also sub-state) nations a central 

place.9 

 

6. List of interviewees  
 

- Int.CAT.1: T. (39). Feministes per la Independència, Sindicatura Electoral Catalana, UPF. 

Barcelona, 18 December 2017. 

- Int.CAT.2: R. (21). Local CDR, left-wing pro-independence activist. Barcelona, 15 December 

2017. 

                                                             
9 See Máiz (2012). 
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- Int.CAT.3: M. (34). Pro-independence activist, CUP, CDRs’ territorial committee. 3 January 

2018 (via skype). 

- Int.CAT.4: T. (36). Pro-independence activist, scholar, ANC. Girona, 17 December 2017. 

- Int.CAT.5: F. (42). Pro-independence activist, CUP (Endavant), Associació di Municipis per 

la Independència. 4 January 2018 (via skype). 

- Int.CAT.6: M. (19). Universitats per la República, student assemblies UPF, JERC. Barcelona, 

14/12/2017. Barcelona, 16 December 2017. 

- Int.CAT.7: J. (44). Plataforma pel Dret a Decidir/Platform for the Right to Decide (PDD) 

founder, 2 December 2014.  

- Int.CAT.8: J. (28). Catalunya Sí Que es Pot (previously ICV- EUiA), 25 November 2014. 

- Int.CAT.9: F. (63). University professor, expert on Catalan nationalism, member of the 

Consell Assessor per a la Transició Nacional (CATN), 18 November 2014.  

- Int.CAT.10: R. (42). Left-wing activist for the Yes campaign, member of Ciemen, 14 

November 2014.  

- Int.CAT.11: R. (36). Journalist, El Crític, 17 November 2014.  

- Int.CAT.12: A. (25) member of Òmnium Cultural, 19 November 2014. 
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