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 From the editors

The present issue of our journal is composed of pa-
pers presented at the conference on “Regions be-
tween national and local”, which was organized  on 
January 8–9, 2018, by the Research Committee 47 
(Global–Local Relations) of the International Political 
Science Association (IPSA) in co-operation with the 
Warsaw-based European School of Law and Admin-
istration, which housed the meeting in its Brussels 
branch.
First research committees have been established by 
the IPSA in early 1970s as groups of scholars inter-
ested in selected fields of political studies. There are 
now fifty-one such committees, of which Research 
Committee 47 is one of the youngest. Its history 
and intellectual profile are presented in this issue 
by Krzysztof Ostrowski – one of the founders of the 
committee and (since 2017) its  chairman. 
The Brussels conference focused on the role of re-
gions in two meanings of this term: as territorial units 
within nation-states and as groups of states within 
a broader political constellation, such as the Euro-
pean Union. Three of the authors (Liebhart, Wiatr 
and Velikaya) deal with the controversial issue of the 
conflict between the right to self-determination of 
ethnically distinct  regions and the principle of the in-
tegrity of nation-states. Four papers (Falcão, Gorbak, 
Ponomarenko, Putrenko) deal with regional policy in 
selected states and one (Kowalski) with the impact 
on authoritarian tendencies on the cohesion of the 
Central European region.
The conference was attended by the representatives 
of the European Committee of the Regions and  of 
the Mazovia province of Poland, whose presenta-
tions provided a valuable insight in the practical 
aspects of European regional policy. Wolfgang 
Petzold’s paper provides an interesting insight in the 
practical aspects of regional policy of the European 
Union and Roman Adamczyk presents the activities 
of the representation of the Mazovian province of 
Poland in Brussels. 
Publication of this issue (the second issue of our jour-
nal published entirely in English and French – official 
languages of the IPSA) testifies to the lasting interest 
of our school in international co-operation.
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From local politics and  
social ecology to analysis 
of local–global relations. 
Forty eight years  
of research and debates

Krzysztof Ostrowski

T he roots of present analysis of local 
– global relations in the framework 

of IPSA Research Committee 47 go back 
to late sixties – early seventies, golden years 
for empirical social and political studies. 
Three factors contributed to favorable con-
ditions for social science research at that 
time.

First, comparative approach pre-
vailed tendency of monographic 
case studies and gave encourage-
ment for research projects based 
on cross-country comparisons. 
The success of Civic Culture (1963), 
comparing relatively similar politi-
cal cultures (the United States, Ger-
many, Mexico, Italy, and the United 
Kingdom) prompted other schol-
ars to more ambitious projects. 
Robert Ingelhart started to build 

concept of World Values Survey, 
Stein Rokkan initiated ambitious 
study on formation of European 
nation-states, Terry Clark creat-
ed  a network of projects on local 
government and, last but not least, 
research team organized at the ini-
tiative of Philip Jacob completed in 
six years in India, Poland, the Unit-
ed States and Yugoslavia study of 
the influence of local leadership 
(Values and the Active Communi-
ty, 1971). The book by Adam Prze-
worski and Henry Teune (Logic of 
Comparative Social Inquiry, 1970), 
based on experience from this pro-
ject, was  a first successful attempt 
to formulate methodological prin-
ciples of comparative studies. At 
this time, James Coleman and 
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Robert Putnam (Ph.D. 1970) were 
close to comparative projects and 
the concept of social capital is cer-
tainly based on results of some of 
these studies. 

The second factor for fast progress in so-
cial science research were revolutionary im-
provements in organization of research and, 
first of all, data analysis. In many countries 
sociological studies were introduced in late 
fifties–early sixties. In  a few years relatively 
competent field workers and analysts were 
able to secure stable data collection and in 
some centers also data analysis. Fortunately 
fast improvements in computer technology 
were followed by more and more friendly 
software and changes in data entry. Such 
statistical packages as OSIRIS or SPSS 
useful for social research were available 
already in late sixties and replaced limit-
ed capacity software prepared by IBM for 
medical research. However, under iron cur-
tain rules, access to computers were politi-
cally regulated: West did not send hardware 
to the East and East controlled transfer of 
data of any kind and applied complicate 
verification of purpose and motives of such 
transfer. 

The third factor was an improved 
networking in academic contacts. 
Still without internet, exchange of 
letters and publications was  a pri-
mary method of communication. 
However, in the sixties, the aca-
demic institutions facilitating inter-
national cooperation had enough 
resources, influence and prestige 
to secure regular face to face con-
tacts starting at the top level of 
world congresses for thousands of 
participants down to small group 
meetings called for specific tasks. 

Sponsorship of prestigious struc-
tures, such as UNESCO and its 
various subsidiary bodies often 
resulted in financing or co-financ-
ing of academic cooperation, but 
even just recognition of  a project 
by international organization was 
sufficient to facilitate contacts. In 
this case, two organizations: Inter-
national Sociological Association 
(ISA) and International Political 
Science Association (IPSA) simul-
taneously, but in mutual consul-
tation, changed their principle of 
organization. Instead of facilitating 
contacts between national associa-
tions, they started to establish and 
support research committees as 
statutory bodies. Decision on cre-
ation or restructuring of such com-
mittee is taken by the association’s 
authorities elected by the national 
associations, but in both ISA and 
IPSA national associations have no 
way to control or influence research 
committee.

From social ecology and local politics 
to analysis of local–global relations. This is  
a short summary of almost 50 years history 
of research committees of ISA and IPSA 
which – adjusting to changes – maintain 
integrity of academic cooperation, promote 
new initiatives and search for new support-
ers. 

In 1971–1972 several scholars linked 
to Values in Politics project helped 
to form ISA Research Committee 
24 on Social Ecology and IPSA Re-
search Committee 5 on Compara-
tive Studies on Local Government 
and Politics. In the nineties some 
of those scholars initiated new 
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From local politics and social ecology to analysis of local-global relations...

research project Democracy and 
Local Governance and after com-
pletion of field work established 
ISA Working Group 01: Sociology 
of Local–Global Relations and IPSA 
Research Committee 47 on Local–
Global Relations.

In late sixties personal contacts, cooper-
ation, joint projects, joint conferences were 
already quite usual for scholars in the West, 
but still  a rare chance for scholars in the 
East. For the purpose of this paper,  I will 
refer to my personal experience, trying to 
explain how West–East networking oper-
ated in those times.  I was elected Secretary 
of Polish Political Science Association in 
1994 and met many famous political scien-
tists in Warsaw, at first IPSA Round Table 
in 1966. However, my first contact with 
IPSA abroad was in 1967, when  I attend-
ed IPSA Congress in Brussels. At this time  
I was already member of the Polish team in 
Values in Politics project (described above) 
and  I visited all participating countries: 
Yugoslavia, India and the United States 
mainly attending long-lasting round tables 
which included debates, workshops and 
also field trips. 

An important aspect of Values in Pol-
itics project was an emphasis that this is 
collaborative project, meaning equal rights 
of all participating partners at all stages of 
project, from preliminary discussions until 
preparation of final publication. The project 
was sponsored by International Social Sci-
ence Council and was regularly consulted 
by various experts from many countries. It 
was hard to adjust to differences caused 
by different cultures, languages, academic 
background and skills.  I was assigned to 
the group dedicated to cross-level analysis: 
individual, community, state and – back in 

mind – differences of the political system. 
But  I was also responsible for data analysis 
working on IBM computers in India and 
the United States and trying to cope in Po-
land with small British ICL and our Odra 
computers to match our analysis with those 
performed in the United States and India.

After Values in Politics project  I was 
invited to attend UNESCO Data 
Confrontation Seminar at Universi-
ty of Michigan in April 1969. There 
about thirty scholars coming from 
all over the world brought their 
own data sets with ultimate goal 
to discuss perspectives of global 
archives and global analysis.  I re-
ceived no permission to take from 
Poland any individual data, but  I al-
ready had community data file pre-
pared for Values in Politics project. 
Some of participants have data at 
four levels: individual, community, 
region and state.  I returned from 
this two weeks workshop with new 
ideas and new friends, some of 
them reaching soon high positions 
in academic structures (Mattei Do-
gan, Max Kaase, Klaus Liepelt, Stein 
Rokkan). Two powerful computers 
of the University of Michigan pro-
duced over two week’s lot of out-
put but we reached no conclusion 
how to proceed further. However, 
in the discussion  I grasped inter-
esting concepts hardly heard in 
sociological debates: space, time, 
spacial-temporal, social environ-
ment, social ecology.

In 1970  I met Mattei Dogan and Stein 
Rokkan at IPSA Congress in Munich and 
ISA Congress in Varna. In Munich Jerzy 
Wiatr launched an initiative to establish 
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Study Group on Comparative Studies on 
Local Government and Politics, which 
soon (in 1972) was recognized as IPSA 
Research Committee 5. Several of my col-
leagues from Values in Politics and myself 
joined the Study Group. Neither Dogan 
nor Rokkan were interested in problems 
of local government, but in concept of spa-
cial-temporal conditions of change and 
development as well as concept of social 
ecology introduced in 1920’s in Chicago in 
the context of urban development. 

At ISA Congress in Varna, full of cul-
tural shocks, after still long discussions we 
decided to apply for recognition of the Re-
search Committee on Social Ecology, with 
Mattei Dogan as Chair, Frank Sweetser 
as Secretary, Eric Allardt, Krzysztof Os-
trowski, Stein Rokkan, Ervin Scheuch as 
members of the Board. The Committee 
was recognized in 1971, and soon key col-
laborators of Values in Politics joined the 
Committee: Henry Teune, Zdravko Mlinar 
and Lester Milbrath.

In August 1970 Stein Rokkan organ-
ized in Bergen UNESCO European Sem-
inar for the Training in Data Processing in 
Social Science Research. Aggregative data 
from Norway, France and Poland were used 
for training and list of lecturers included 
James Coleman and Raymond Boudon. 
The success of this training encouraged 
application for UNESCO support for 
Norwegian–Polish Workshop on Ecolog-
ical Indicators of Social Change.

The Workshop was organized in 
August 1971 in Bergen and in April 
1972 in Warsaw in the form of  
a “data confrontation seminar” at 
which attempt were made to max-
imize the comparability of analysis 
procedures to bring similarities or 

differences in the observed geo-
graphical patterns of change. Polish 
team from Values in Politics took an 
active part in the Workshop.

At the 9th World Congress of the In-
ternational Political Science Association in 
Montreal in August 1973 IPSA Commit-
tee on Local Politics and ISA Committee 
on Social Ecology organized  a joint session 
“Impact of Local Politics on Community 
Development”. Stein Rokkan and myself 
presented  a paper on “Local Variations in 
Levels of Modernization: Centers vs. Pe-
ripheries in Norway in Poland”, based on 
the Workshop analysis. We were not yet 
ready to introduce global dimension into 
evaluation of differences of center and 
periphery in Norway and Poland, but we 
concluded: “In  a fuller analysis we clearly 
would have to link data at several levels of 
each national system: at the level of central 
budgetary allocations, at the level of local 
decisions of infrastructure investments as 
well as the level of individual household re-
actions to alternatives in the local context” 
Evaluating cross-level analysis empirical-
ly conducted forty five years this was not  
a bad statement. But life goes on…

Both Research Committees were 
established to meet some specif-
ic, hopefully well defined, research 
interest. Certainly not to keep 
group of friends together tied to 
specific structure. Both Commit-
tees reached 40–50 members from 
roughly 30 countries and compo-
sition of the Board changed at 
each ballot. At some point, both 
Committees changed their focus, 
not at the same time. Social Ecol-
ogy switched to Environment and 
Society. Henry Teune and Zdravko 
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Mlinar were elected to the Board 
till 1994. Local Politics is now more 
oriented toward comparing admin-
istrative systems rather than values 
and attitudes of leaders. Jerzy Wiatr 
chaired this Committee till 1979, 
later Frank Kjellberg till 1988 when 
he was elected Secretary General 
of IPSA.

Political transformations in the nineties 
trigger new wave of interest in local elites. 
Members and experts of the Values in Pol-
itics met in Warsaw in early 1990 to discuss 
new project based on experience of last 25 
years. Modified version of Values in Politics 
– Democracy and Local Governance – ex-
panded to 32 countries, 3 continents in 10 
years. Behind the new data were new col-
leagues responsible for data collection and 
analysis. When working meetings finished, 
the idea of new structures in international 
associations emerged.

At the time of growing interest in glo-
balization it was natural to look for inspiring 
new approach to avoid treating global–local 
relations as vertical, hierarchical. We should 
try to interpret the world as flat space, and 
local–global relations as horizontal. Let me 
quote  a paper “A Spatial Representation 
of Local–Global Relations” presented by 
late Professor Henry Teune and myself at 
17th World Congress of the International 
Political Science Association in Seoul, in 
August 1997:

“In the political science of coun-
tries, levels almost always refer to 
hierarchical of national territorial 
governance although in interna-
tional relations global usually im-
plies some international system 
and nation-states and regions 
within them. The logical empirical 

meaning of the concept of glob-
al–local, however, can be simple 
aggregates of entities at the same 
level.  A group of proximate locali-
ties that make up  a region without 
any structure of super-ordination is  
a familiar example. They are ‘near’ 
and may share other characteris-
tics, making them different from 
other group or aggregates of lo-
calities that are more ‘distant’.
Most examples of the spatial di-
mensions of the concept of ‘global’ 
and ‘local’ use territorial referents. 
‘Global’ and ‘local’, however, always 
requires specification of with regard 
to what, not simple one entity be-
ing inclusive of another. Hierar-
chies, networks, circuits are logical 
concepts that can refer to relations 
among ‘things’ that may or may 
not refer to physical space. Glob-
al and local, as  a spatial concept, 
is relational referring to direction 
and distance/proximity, but neces-
sarily also to inclusion. As it refers 
to physical space, it points to the 
world as  a whole and places within 
it, but not necessary in  a hierarchy 
of levels of inclusion. It does refer 
to more encompassing inclusions 
of things at the same level without 
specifying the nature of relation-
ships, other than as aggregates”.

This quote from the paper presented and 
discussed 19 years ago illustrate climate of 
early discussion on the local–global relations. 
In such circumstances both International 
Sociological Association and Internation-
al Political Science Association decided to 
establish and so far to maintain research 
structures devoted to local–global relations. 
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The sociological group is called 
ISA Working Group 01: Sociology 
of Local–Global Relations, polit-
ical scientists form IPSA Research 
Committee 47 Politics of Local–
Global Relations. Both structures 
work closely together, especial-
ly in preparation of their sessions 
at World Congresses. Both have 
roughly 50 members each, from 
roughly 30 countries. What we 
need most now is another round 

of golden years for social science 
research. 

At the forthcoming World Congress-
es (ISA in Montreal, June 2018 and IPSA 
Brisbane, July 2018) both groups will dis-
cuss future plans, including research pro-
jects. Participants in Brisbane Congress 
will be informed about conference in Brus-
sels reported in this publication. It is quite 
likely that Research Committee 47 will 
concentrate future actions on problems of 
regions.

 Summary
 The article provides background of the activities of IPSA Research Committee 47 on 

Local–Global Relations. This background incorporate interest in local politics, social 
ecology, change and development aspects and spatial-temporal approach. The au-
thor advocates horizontal rather than vertical approach in analysis of local–global 
relations.

 Key words: Local–global, social ecology, comparative research
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Regional autonomy and co-
-operation in the era of self- 
-determination 

Jerzy J. Wiatr

It was exactly one hundred years 
ago, on January 8, 1917, that 
president Thomas Woodrow Wil-
son delivered his presidential ad-
dress in which he declared that 
one of the principles of the future 
peaceful world should be the rec-
ognition of the right to national 
self-determination. It is true that 
Wilson restricted this principles to 
the nations, which had been ruled 
by the Habsburg or Ottoman 
empires, and had not opposed  
the continuing existence of colo-
nial rule over African and Asiatic 
peoples. Neither did he apply the 
principle of self-determination to 
Ireland – the European nation living 
under foreign (British) rule, which 
had to fight for her right to become 
an independent nation for couple 
of years and, when she finally won 
the struggle for independence (in 
1921), the peace arrangement left  

 
 
“a large part of the territory, North-
ern Ireland with a third of the pop-
ulation, within the United Kingdom” 
(Peillon 1992:15).

Difficult history of a noble principle 

Nonetheless, this was an important 
turning point in the way in which na-
tion-state has been seen in international 
relations. Prior to World War One, the 
dominant principle of international rela-
tions was the concept of state legitimacy 
– the cornerstone of world order in past 
centuries, strongly endorsed by the Vien-
na Congress of 1815. The idea of nation-
al self-determination had been voiced by 
advocates of the natural laws, who – like 
Emerich de Vattel (1714-1767) and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) – consid-
ered it a  logical consequence of the right 
to live in liberty. The right of nations to 
become sovereigns in the states of their 
own has been proclaimed by the American 
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Declaration of Independence (1776) and 
by the French Declaration of the Rights 
of Man and Citizen (1789), but after the 
Napoleonic wars the new international or-
der has been rebuilt on the old principle 
of legalism, which for a century remained 
the ideological justification for the rejection 
of the concept of national self-determina-
tion. The idea that nations have the right to 
determine their own future was cultivated 
by European revolutionaries like Giuseppe 
Mazzini (1805-1872) and accepted as one 
of the basic principles by the Socialist In-
ternational (in 1895), but it took more than 
a century for this principle to be considered 
one of the cornerstones of a new world or-
der.

In the immediate aftermath of the 
First World War, the principle of national 
self-determination was used by the victori-
ous powers to determine the future of some 
of the disputed territories on the borders of 
Germany and Austria. Local referendum 
was used to allow local population to make 
its choice between Germany and Belgium 
(referendum on Eupen-Malmedy in 1920), 
between Germany and Denmark (referen-
dum on Schlezwig in 1920), between Ger-
many and Poland (referenda on Allenstein, 
Marienwerder in 1920 and on Upper Sile-
sia in 1921) and between Austria and the 
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes 
(referendum on Klagenfurt region in 1920). 
In 1921, there has been also a referendum 
on the future of Sopron, decided in favor of 
Hungary against Austria. 

In his typology of referendums 
Jean Laponce classified them as 
belonging to the category of ref-
erendums on the transfer of sover-
eignty form one state to the other 
(Laponce 2010: 27-28). Even then, 

referendum was not always used 
to settle controversial issues. None 
of the territorial losses suffered by 
Hungary has been subject to ref-
erendum in spite of the fact that 
ethnic Hungarians constituted local 
majorities in some of the territories 
lost to Czechoslovakia, Romania 
and Yugoslavia. The Polish–Czech 
dispute over part of Silesia South 
of the Olza river has been decided 
in favor of Czechoslovakia without 
the use of referendum.

In many parts of the world nation-
al self-determination remained an empty 
slogan. The Soviet state – in contradiction 
with its own declaration of 1917 – violat-
ed the principle of self-determination by 
annexation of Georgia (1922) as well as by 
unsuccessful attempt to do the same to Po-
land (1920). Democratic states of Western 
Europe (Great Britain, France, Belgium, 
Netherlands, Italy, Portugal and Spain) 
continued to rule over the colonial peoples 
of Africa and Asia and the United States 
of America did the same in the Philippines. 
In the nineteen-thirties, aggressive war 
launched by Nazi Germany, Italy and Ja-
pan resulted in occupation of several states. 
The Soviet Union used the opportunities 
created by its temporary alliance with Nazi 
Germany (1939-41) to annex the Baltic 
republics (Estonia Lithuania and Latvia) 
and to incorporate parts of Poland, Finland 
and Romania.

It took thirty more years – and an-
other world war – for the Wilsonian 
principle of national self-determi-
nation to be included in an inter-
national document binding for the 
whole international community. 
During the Second World War the 
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principle of national self-determi-
nation was proclaimed by the allied 
powers – first in the Atlantic Char-
ter and then in the Charter of the 
United Nations and was consoli-
dated in the Universal Declaration 
on Human Rights adopted by the 
UN in 1948. In 1960, the General 
Assembly of the UN adopted the 
resolution in which it called for the 
termination of the colonial rule, 
explicitly applying the principle of 
national self-determination to the 
peoples living under the colonial 
rule. Since then, this principle is 
considered one of the cornerstones 
of the world order. While, during 
the cold war, national sovereignty 
of smaller nations has frequently 
been abused by super-powers, the 
principle of self-determination re-
mained one of the cornerstones of 
the new world order – at least in 
the world of ideas. 

After the end of the cold war, the dis-
integration of three socialist federations 
resulted in the emergence of several new 
states, many of which have never before 
been nation-states. While the dissolution 
of the Czechoslovak Federation (1993) 
took place peacefully, the collapse of Yu-
goslavia resulted in four ethnic wars and 
the international intervention under the 
umbrella of the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization. The dissolution of the USSR 
(1991) resulted in the emergence of fif-
teen new states and in the local conflicts 
between ethnic minorities and the new 
nation-states. The common denominator 
of these conflicts was the clash between 
national ambitions of small ethnic groups 
and the legally bounding principle, adopt-

ed by the UN, under which only so-called 
“union republics” (unlike autonomous re-
publics and smaller units) being constituent 
members of the federation had the right 
to statehood. This arrangement resulted in 
several local wars on the territory of for-
mer Soviet Union (in Georgia, Moldova, 
Azerbaijan and, recently, in Ukraine). In 
early 2014, the transfer of Crimea from 
Ukraine to the Russian Federation created 
a new “frozen conflict”, since – to quote the 
Slovenian political scientist Anton Bebler 
– “the political and legal stand-off between 
Ukraine and the Russian Federation will 
undoubtedly continue indefinitely having 
created a new and long ‘frozen conflict’ in 
Europe” (Bebler 2015a:207). In this case, 
Ukraine (supported by the majority of 
democratic states) claims her legal rights 
to the peninsula, while Russia justifies her 
policy as reflecting the will of the Crimean 
people, in great majority supporting the re-
unification with Russia. The Slovenian au-
thor points to some analogy between the 
separation of Kosovo from Serbia (in 1999, 
as result of the military action taken by the 
United States and its allies) and the separa-
tion of Crimea from Ukraine; in both cases 
the ethnic majority in the disputed regions 
supported the secession (respectively, from 
Serbia and from Ukraine) and in both cas-
es outside powers (respectively, the United 
States and the Russian Federation) played 
the crucial role not having obtained the le-
gal mandate from the UN Security Council 
(Bebler 2015b:33-34) 

The dissolution of the colonial em-
pires resulted in several conflicts – 
some of them taking the form of 
local wars – over disputed territo-
ries, where the “will of the people” 
was either ignored or difficult to 
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define in an impartial way. In 1967, 
Biafra rebelled against the central 
government of Nigeria and pro-
claimed independence – only to 
be crushed by force after a pro-
longed civil war, in which Nigeri-
an government received support 
from great powers. In 1971, East 
Pakistan rebelled against the cen-
tral government and – with the 
military support offered by India 
– successfully established itself 
as a new nation-state under the 
name of Bangladesh. In 2011 pro-
longed civil war in Sudan resulted 
in an agreement on the division 
of Sudan into two separate states. 
This, however, failed to produce 
a lasting peaceful arrangement. 
South Sudan is now on top of the 
list of “failed states” and is plagued 
by domestic strife between con-
flicting tribes and political factions. 
Secessionist movements emerged 
in several other post-colonial states 
(for example in Congo, Indonesia 
and Sri Lanka).

 Subnational regions and their 
right to self-determination

Contrary to views prevailing in the af-
termath of World War Two, Europe has 
not been immune from conflicts, the roots 
of which lie in the secessionist ambitions 
of ethnically distinct regions within na-
tion-states. In the late twentieth century 
and in the first two decades of the twen-
ty-first, there have been several heated dis-
putes over the right of subnational regions 
to secede from the nation-state. It is this 
type of controversy over self-determination 
which is the focus of this paper.

It was assumed in the last century that 
in the old democracies of Europe the “na-
tional question” has been solved forever. 
Democratic nation-states, with full guar-
antees of human rights and with protection 
of the collective rights of ethnic minorities, 
were supposed to be free from conflicts over 
national self-determination. Last decades 
have shown that this vision has not fully 
corresponded with reality. 

In the Eastern part of the continent, 
the Soviet hegemony delayed the 
process of national separatism for 
almost half of century. After the 
collapse of the communist regimes, 
tensions between ethnic minorities 
and the states within which they 
lived became an important part of 
the painful process of transition: in 
Romania (with the Hungarian mi-
nority demanding full respect of its 
rights in Transylvania), in Bulgaria 
(where the Turks in the South of 
the country protested against what 
they considered ethnic discrimina-
tion), in Estonia, Lithuania and Lat-
via (where Russian, and in the case 
of Lithuania also Polish, minorities 
felt discriminated against by the 
newly independent states) and in 
some of the former Yugoslav re-
publics with their complex ethnic 
structures. In Bosnia-and-Herze-
govina such tensions led to four 
years of bloody ethnic war and in 
Serbia the armed conflict in Alba-
nian-populated Kosovo resulted in 
the intervention of the NATO forc-
es and in the forced separation of 
Kosovo from Serbia.

Democratic Western Europe has not 
remained immune from problems of this 
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type. Contrary to the optimistic views 
dominant in the first half of the past cen-
tury, several “old democracies” in Europe 
has been confronted with the regional sep-
aratism, sometimes even employing the 
terrorist tactics. The most dramatic of such 
conflicts were the following: 
(1) Northern Ireland: established in 1921 

in six (out of nine) counties of Ulster; 
catholic minority rebelled in the 1960s 
provoking a prolonged armed conflict 
solved by the “Good Friday Agreement” 
of April 16, 1998, which provided for 
the proportional representation in the 
Ulster Assembly, the provincial govern-
ment based on power-sharing and for 
the establishment of the British-Irish 
Council to promote co-operation. The 
agreement has been approved in ref-
erendum on May 11, 1998 carried out in 
the Republic of Ireland and in North-
ern Ireland (with 94.4% in Ireland and 
71.1% votes “yes” respectively).

 (2) Scotland: establishment of the local 
parliament and government in 1998. 
After the electoral victories of the La-
bor Party (1999, 2003, 2004), power 
switched to the Scottish National Party 
in the election of 2007. In 2012 British 
Prime Minister David Cameron and 
the Scottish Prime Minister Alex Sal-
mond signed the Edinburgh agreement 
on referendum concerning the future of 
Scotland. In the referendum of October 
25. 2014 the majority of voters (55%) 
voted for the continuation of Scotland’s 
membership in the United Kingdom.

(3) South Tyrol: annexed in 1919 by Italy as 
a result of First World War; terrorist at-
tacks in early 1960s caused by demands 
for unification with Austria; in 1972 

the compromise solution based on the 
establishment of the autonomous prov-
ince with the three officially recognized 
languages (Italian, German and Ladin).

(4) Corsica: French island with strong eth-
nic identity; from 1975 through 2014 
plagued by terrorist attacks organized 
by the separatist Front of National Lib-
eration of Corsica; since 2014 separa-
tists continue their struggle by political 
means only. 

(5) Basque Land (Euskadi, Pais Vasco): 
the Northern region of Spain populat-
ed by the Basque people; demands for 
independence were voiced by the radical 
organization ETA, resulting in the wave 
of terrorist attacks in 1960s and 1970s; 
the agreement of October 25, 1979 es-
tablished the autonomous government 
(Euskal Autonomia Erkidegoa, Comu-
nidad Autonoma Vasca, in Spanish).

 (6) Catalonia (Catalunya, Cataluña, Catal-
onha), a Northern region of Spain with 
strong tendencies for national self-de-
termination; first attempt to establish 
a nation-state in 1914 (“Mancomunitat 
de Catalunya”) suppressed by the Span-
ish government in 1925. In 1931, after 
the fall of military dictatorship, the re-
publican government granted Catalonia 
autonomy. On October 6, 1934 the Cat-
alonian prime Minister Lluís Compa-
nys proclaimed the establishment of the 
Catalonian Republic; the move resulted 
in the forcible removal from office of 
Lluís Companys and the temporary 
abolishment of Catalonian autonomy. 
In the civil war (1936-39), Catalonia 
became the longest fighting fortress of 
the republicans and during the Franco’s 
dictatorship (1939-1975) was deprived 
of all elements of local autonomy. Span-
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ish democratization after the death of 
Francisco Franco gave Catalonia the 
status an autonomous province (1978), 
but strong movement for independence 
continued to fight for self-determina-
tion. The election of 2012 gave a weak 
majority to the pro-independence par-
ties. On January 23, 2013 the Cataloni-
an Assembly voted for the Declaration 
of Independence, resulting in the open 
confrontation with the Spanish govern-
ment in 2017. Referendum on the issue 
of future relations with Spain, declared 
illegal by the Spanish government, re-
sulted in the overwhelming vote for 
independence and was followed by the 
adoption of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence by the Catalonian Parliament 
on October 27, 2017. The Spanish gov-
ernment reacted by suspending of Cata-
lonian autonomy and taking legal action 
against the Catalonian government of 
Prime Minister Carles Puigdemont, 
including arrests of several Catalonian 
ministers. Soon, however, the Spanish 
government suffered a humiliating de-
feat when, in the new regional election 
on December 21, 2017, the pro-inde-
pendence parties won the majority of 
seats in the Catalonian regional assem-
bly. The future of the Catalonian crisis 
remains undecided. 
One general conclusion can be 
drawn from the experience of these 
conflicts. Confronted with the de-
mands for self-determination of the 
sub-national regions, the national 
governments have only two op-
tions: concessions or repressions. 
The first option, while available in 
authoritarian states like the Rus-
sian Federation (in her conflict with 

Chechnya), is not a viable strategy 
for a democratic state. Sooner or 
later the Spanish government will 
learn that oppression would not 
solve the Catalonian crisis and that 
some kind of a compromise will be-
come inevitable.

What kind of a compromise? How can 
a nation-state defend its integrity without 
massive repression and a kind of authori-
tarian rule over an unwilling regional mi-
nority?

The crucial theoretical question un-
derlining the controversies over national 
self-determination is the very concept of 
the nation. Que-est ce qu’une nation? – asked 
Ernest Renan (1823-1892) in his famous 
lecture at Sorbonne in 1882 (Renan 1996). 
His answer was that what constitutes a na-
tion is the political will to act as a commu-
nity, the everyday plebiscite. The political 
definition of a nation does not ignore the 
importance of cultural characteristics (such 
as a common language, common histori-
cal traditions and patterns of culture) but 
emphasizes the crucial role of the political 
will without which an ethnic group cannot 
be considered a separate nation. In many 
contemporary nation-states there are eth-
nic groups which, while distinctly different 
from the majority, are not separate nations 
because they do not wish to become polit-
ical communities.

When they do, their right to self-deter-
mination can be satisfied in various forms: 
regional autonomy, federalization of the 
state, or independence. It is important to 
realize that independent state is only one 
way of implementing the right to self-de-
termination and that in many cases nations 
decide to choose a different solution.
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The crucial issue, however, is their right 
to make the choice in a democratic way. 
There are two possible scenarios for the 
democratic expression of the collective will: 
through decisions made by democratically 
elected parliaments or through referendum.

Who has the right to decide? The 
Spanish constitution requires that 
the decision must be taken by the 
whole country, through the rul-
ing of the national parliament or 
through a referendum in which all 
citizens of Spain could vote. Such 
solution contrasts with the British 
one, in which the future of Scotland 
was decided by the Scottish ref-
erendum with other citizens of the 
United Kingdom having no power 
on this particular issue. It is quite 
obvious that the Spanish solution 
in practice means that the nation-
al minority, such as Catalonians, 
is deprived of its right to self-de-
termination, because its decision 
alone is not binding on the central 
government. While the Spanish le-
gal system can stop secession of 
a regional minority for a time be-
ing, it seems to be detrimental to 
the long-term preservation of the 
democratic system.

Secession is only one, the most radical, 
option. Alternative political solutions pro-
vide for the self-determination within the 
ethnically divided states. How can this be 
done? 

The most frequently given answer calls 
for the recognition of multiculturalism 
understood as the acceptance of plurality 
of cultural traditions within a nation state 
( John 1998). The European Union consid-
ers multiculturalism an important aspect of 

liberal democracy and one of the key con-
ditions for the protection of human rights. 
Multiculturalism includes guarantees for 
the cultivation of linguistic and cultural 
identities of minority groups within a na-
tion state and constitutes an alternative to 
the policy of assimilation. As such it is op-
posed by radical nationalists for whom the 
idealized nation-state should be based on 
unified cultural traits.

Multiculturalism cannot, howev-
er, solve the problem of political 
postulates raised by some of the 
sub-national regions. Demands for 
self-determination go beyond the 
right to cultivate regional cultures 
and aim at the political self-govern-
ment. In a weak version, they can 
be satisfied by the decentralization 
of the state, which transfers a con-
siderable part of political power to 
sub-national administrative units. 
Such solution, however, may not 
satisfy the more radical advocates 
of regional self-determination de-
manding greater role in the gov-
ernance on national level.

Here the democratic principle of the 
majority rule collides with the legitimate 
claims of the national minorities. How 
to reconcile their right to self-determi-
nation with the principle of preservation 
of the existing borders and with the pro-
tection of the integrity of the existing na-
tion-states?

The answer can be found in the theory 
of consensus (consocial) democracy for-
mulated by Arend Lijphart (Lijphart 1977, 
1984).
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 Consensus democracy in plural 
societies 

Forty years ago, the Dutch-American 
political scientist Arend Lijphart addressed 
the issue of the survival of democracy in – as 
he called them – “plural societies” (Lijphart 
1977). By plural societies Lijphart meant 
societies permanently divided along ethnic 
and/or religious lines. Such divisions result 
in the weakness of political identification 
with the nation state, unless the political 
system does away with the majoritarian 
concept of democracy.

The democratic idea of the rule of 
majority cannot, argued Lijphart, 
be automatically applied to per-
manently divided (“plural”) socie-
ties for a very simple reason. Being 
in minority because of one’s ethnic 
or religious identity is qualitatively 
different from being in minority be-
cause one’s political views are not 
shared by the majority of citizens. 
Political views change, ethnic or 
religious identities do not. If one 
happens to belong to a religious 
or ethnic minority and feels that 
the interests of this minority are ig-
nored by the majority, there is no 
moral reason for which she or he 
should bow to the will of the major-
ity. This makes the political conflict 
in plural societies fundamentally 
different from that which one finds 
in ethnically homogenous nation- 
states.

The solution suggested by Lijphart is 
based on the rejection of the principle of 
the majority rule, substituted for by the 
concept of democratic compromise (under 
the name of “consocional democracy”, in 

the later book substituted for by the term 
“consensus democracy”). Such constitu-
tional arrangement includes far-reaching 
devolution of power (from central gov-
ernment to the regions), proportional rep-
resentation in the parliamentary election, 
and the effective veto power for each of the 
ethnic or religious communities.

Prior to the publication of Lijphart’s 
books, “consensus democracy” ex-
perienced a dramatic failure in Cy-
prus, where it had been introduced 
(in reality, if not in name) under the 
London Treaty of 1960, which pro-
vided the internationally agreed 
upon framework for independ-
ence of the island, previously ruled 
(for last 82 years) by the United 
Kingdom. The London agreement 
had been preceded by the armed 
guerrilla campaign launched by the 
Greek Cypriots fighting against the 
British rule and demanding unifica-
tion with Greece. The constitution 
of Cyprus provided for the veto 
power for the (Turkish) vice-presi-
dent and other legal arrangement 
guaranteeing the rights of the Turk-
ish minority (at that time account-
ing for 18% of the population). This 
arrangement constituted a case 
of “corporate federalism” in Carl J. 
Friedrich’s terminology (Friedrich 
1968:124). As Arendt Lijphart ar-
gued, “because of the residential 
patterns of the Greek majority and 
the Turkish minority were at that 
time highly intermixed, a regular 
territorial federalism could not be 
instituted. Instead, the two ethnic 
segments were given a great deal 
of autonomy by means of sepa-
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rately elected communal cham-
bers with exclusive powers over 
religious, educational, cultural and 
personal status matters, and sepa-
rate municipal councils in the five 
largest towns of the island” (Lijphart 
1984: 184).

 In the following years, there have been 
several clashes between two ethnic commu-
nities culminating in 1974 in the coup d’etat 
of Greek-Cypriot nationalists aiming at the 
establishment of the unlimited rule of the 
Greek majority and, ultimately, at the uni-
fication with Greece (enosis). Turkey, acting 
as one of three powers guaranteeing the ob-
servance of the London Treaty intervened 
by sending her army to rescue the Turkish 
minority and to occupy northern part of 
Cyprus (approximately 40% of the island), 
where a secessionist state (Turkish Repub-
lic of Northern Cyprus) was established in 
1983. The failure of negotiations between 
both communities and the rejection (by 
the Greek community) of the UN-spon-
sored compromise In the referendum of 24 
April 2004, made the Cyprus case one the 
oldest “frozen conflict” in Europe (Bebler 
2015:19-41).

Following the publication of his first 
book, Lijphart continued his comparative 
study of democracies in monolithic and in 
plural societies which covered twenty-one 
cases (Lijphhart 1984), two of which (Bel-
gium and Switzerland) in his classification 
were consensus democracies. 

 Belgium: a model for regional 
self-determination?

Perhaps the best example of the 
successful application of the prin-
ciples of consensus democracy 

in an ethnically divided society is 
Belgium. “It is often said – writes 
Sir Richard D. Lewis – that Belgium 
is not a country, but a compro-
mise. Belgium was created in 1830 
when the Catholic provinces of the 
Low Countries that had achieved 
independence from Spain in the 
seventeenth century broke away 
from the Calvinist north. Basically 
Belgium is two nations – a Flem-
ish-speaking one in the north and 
a French-speaking one in the south. 
The two groups do not like each 
other, particularly since the bal-
ance of power is currently passing 
from the formerly mine-rich French 
speakers (Walloons) to the nou-
veaux riches and numerically su-
perior Flemish, who are developing 
the hinterland of Antwerp, Europe’s 
second largest port. To complicate 
matters further, the city of Brussels 
is a predominantly French-speak-
ing enclave in Flandres, and a Ger-
man-speaking minority lives along 
the German border” (Lewis 2006: 
251).

The first one hundred years of independ-
ent Belgium were marked by the French 
domination in all fields of life. French was 
the official language of the kingdom, in-
cluding the military and institutions of 
higher learning. Walloons constituted the 
majority of the political and cultural elites 
and the Flemish were reduced to the po-
sition of ethnically and economically dis-
criminated minority,

This has changed slowly under the im-
pact of three main factors.

First, during the German occupation 
(1940-1944) the Nazi authorities deliber-
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ately conducted the policy of favoring the 
Flemish North at the expense of the Wal-
loon South. Flemish became the language 
of instruction in the oldest Belgian uni-
versity (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) 
and was used in the local administration. 
Following the war, it became impossible to 
revert these changes.

Second, economic development of 
Flandres combined with the crisis of Wal-
loon economy, heavily dependent on coal 
industry, did away with the economic in-
equalities between two parts of Belgium.

Third, the higher birth rate in Flemish 
North changed the demographic structure 
of Belgium in favor of the Flemish (new) 
majority of approximately 60 percent.

Ethnic tensions led to “linguistic 
war” of 1968, part of which was the 
division of the Catholic University 
into two separate institutions (the 
Flemish one in Leuven and the 
French one in Louvain-la-Neuve) 
and in the series of six state re-
forms (1970-2011). Belgium became 
a federal state composed of three 
cultural communities (Flemish, 
French and German) and three re-
gions (Flanders, Wallonia and Brus-
sels) with most of the prerogatives 
of central government (other than 
foreign and defense policies) being 
transferred to the communities and 
regions. In 2011, the Senate ceased 
to be directly elected and became 
the assembly of the representatives 
of regional parliaments.

Ethnic nationalism has not died, but has 
been considerably weakened. Both in Flan-
ders and in Wallonia there are nationalistic 
parties calling for separation from Belgium, 
but they fail to attract mass support.

Strongly entrenched in the European 
Union and hosting the European capital, 
Belgium is a good example of the success 
of consensus democracy based on the re-
spect for the right of ethnic communities 
to self-determination. The Belgians of all 
ethnic backgrounds enjoy they independ-
ence in the pluralist federal state. For other 
plural societies Belgium can serve as the 
reminder that difficult problems can be 
solved in the spirit of compromise and 
co-operation.

One of the general conclusions which 
can be drawn from the Belgian experience 
is that it pays to take risks and to offer eth-
nic and/or religious communities within 
a nation- state an option of walking out or 
working together for a mutually acceptable 
compromise. This is even more true in case 
of countries where, unlike in Belgium, there 
is a substantial asymmetry in the potential 
of majority and minority, like – for instance 
– in the case of the conflict between Cata-
lonia and the Spanish government. In the 
short run, dominant majority can impose 
its will but in the long run this will not 
solve the problem of satisfying demands 
for self-determination. A democratic state 
– unlike an authoritarian one – encounters 
great difficulties when it tries to suppress 
desires for self-determination of a minor-
ity region by force. Therefore, in the long 
run it is safer to use the Belgian strategy of 
devolution of power than to insist on the 
unitarian character of the state.

European integration offers ethnic 
minorities a strong incentive to work for 
a compromise solution because it protects 
the integration of the member states but 
also because it creates legal and political 
framework within which member states 
must respect the rights of their citizens, 
including the collective rights of minori-
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ties. Self-governing regions, based on freely 
expressed will of their citizens, are the best 

guardians of the collective rights and free-
dom of citizens living in plural societies.
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 Summary:
 The principle of national self-determination, formulated by the US president T.W. Wil-

son, while crucial for relations between nation-states, leaves open the issue of the right 
of ethnic and/or religious minorities within a nation-state to decide on their future. 
At present, several democratic states face the growth of regional demands for self-de-
termination. The recent crisis in Catalonia is one of the sharpest illustration. While 
authoritarian regimes try to put down regional secessionism by force, democracies 
have to find a different solution. Multiculturalism, regional autonomy, federalism and 
secession are the alternative solutions. Arendt Lijphart’s theory of consensus democra-
cy provides the intellectual framework for reconciling the right of self-determination  
with the preservation of a common state in ethnically plural societies. The Belgian 
constitutional reforms of 1970-2011 have shown the success of such solution. 
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