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MAJORITARIANISM AND
SECESSION

An ambiguous but powerful relationship

Sean Mueller

Majoritarianism is an ideology centred on the organisation of political institutions and accom-
panying mechanisms of decision-making. The core ideas on which it rests are that governmental
power should be as unrestrained as liberal-democratically possible, and that collectively binding
decisions are taken by simple majority, which sometimes masks as a bare plurality (e.g. Sar-
tori 1987, 134)." Ironically, majoritarianism of some sort is so deeply ingrained within liberal
democracy that it has only rarely served as the exclusive object of theorising or — especially as of
late — of advocating. More frequent are instances in which one of its many opposites is debated
and indeed postulated, notably power-sharing or consensus democracy (e.g. Lijphart 2012),
federalism (e.g. Burgess 2012; Gagnon 2021; Requejo 2010) and deliberative democracy (e.g.
Gutmann & Thompson 2004)
The relationship of majoritarianism with secession is paradoxical. The former is for the latter
both a key motivation to leave and a main obstacle to actually leaving, at the same time. As I will
argue more fully in this chapter, the majoritarianism of existing nation-states such as Canada,
Spain, or the United Kingdom (UK) is one of the main reasons why cultural minority groups
Ith]I as the Québécois, Catalan or Scots want to secede. However, since fundamental changes
10 the nature of 2 political community need to be approved by (at least) a majority, and most
often even by a super-majority (Schwartzberg 2014), majoritarianism also amounts to an almost
insurmountable hurdle for such groups.
b Yet the relationship of majoritarianism with secession is even more complex, for the former
"‘ served the latter both as a point of departure and of arrival: in wanting to leave behind a
untry that systematically ignores, oppresses, and even abuses a large minority, the new state
4 .ll'r.‘.d of by secessionists should cater to the needs of the former minority (now the majority)
turn overrule and ignore . . . the new minority! And Just like already existing majoritari-
at the state level is an obstacle to leaving, so does the regionally projected majoritarianism
: '-l.h'l the creating of large enough support in society at both regional and state levels. Even
e n'ationalism, most prominently (and necessarily, given the virtual absence of an own lan-
n t.he strict sense) encountered in Scotland (e.g. Arrighi 2019, 284), is of no help, for it,
2 fCimaing trapped in the majoritarian inclusion-exclusion dichotomy.
2 PUYPOSC of this chapter, therefore, is twofold. At a theoretical level, the most important
*EHONS between majoritarianism and secession are spelled out for different dimensions in
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the next section. The operation of these mechanisms is then investigated in four secessionist
regions and the states of which they are (still) part: Catalonia and Spain, Flanders and Belgium,
Québec and Canada, and Scotland and the UK.

Defining democratic majoritarianism

A democracy is majoritarian to the extent that it maximises overall political power in the hands
of a single person. Two logics converge: that of translating the will of a simple electoral majority
as directly as possible into the composition of government (input), and that of maximising the
impact of said government on state action (output). Ideally, then, elections are by first-past-
the-post, where a plurality of votes suffices to win the only seat on offer in a constituency,
Once in power, none of the usual constraints in either the governmental (e.g. a directly elected
President next to the Prime Minister), partisan (coalitions), parliamentary (second chambers),
direct-democratic (referendums), judicial, or federal dimension obtains (e.g. Bernauer & Vatter
2019; Lijphart 2012).

The person coming closest to such a state of affairs is a Prime Minister who is also leader of
the parliamentary party with a majority of seats in the only chamber. In turn, majoritarianism
is the ideology advocating or defending such a political system and its behavioural outcome.
Underlying both the institutional architecture and its political defence are supposedly dem-
ocratic assumptions regarding interpersonal political equality ignoring, or even denying, the
relevance of cultural group identities (Kymlicka 1995; Abizadeh 2021). However, the people are
judged competent enough to elect its government, but not to express their political preferences
directly using referendums; finally, the national parliament is held to be sovereign, meaning nei-
ther the judiciary nor lower-level governments can operate independently from but only trough
it (Russell & Serban 2021, 10; Flinders et al. 2022).

Institutions. ..

The institutional dimension of majoritarianism combines six main properties. All maxim-
ise majority rule through the absence of constraints. To begin with, elecforal constraints are
removed by relying on plurality voting such as first-past-the-post or two-round systems,
where an absolute majority (50% + 1) is needed to gain a seat in parliament. While this typi=
cally transforms an electoral majority into a parliamentary majority, also an electoral plurality
or even a minority (if ideally distributed over electoral districts of uneven size, as is the case
in the US Senate: Ettinger 2019) might benefit from these rules. More generally, the permis=
siveness of an electoral system towards a multitude of parties can be assessed via the mean OF
median district magnitude (e.g. Neto & Cox 1997, 157): the smaller, the more majoritarian
the smallest being of course 1.

Parliamentary constraints arrive in the form of powerful second chamber
investiture rules. Each of these poses a limit to either the translation of a bare plurality m
lower or only house, or of a majority in only one of two houses, into governmental majpll_'i Y:
Explicit demands for majority support before a new government can begin its m-.mdate.lﬂs
Germany or Spain, are more demanding than “negative rules” according to which there hi!
be a majority against it lest it can assume office (Rasch et al. 2015, 17). In the latter case, EVE
a parliamentary plurality — the party with the most seats, but short of 50% + 1 — may COIE

s or demandi

form the government if the opposing parties are unable to coordinate, of
Within government, the electoral and/or parliamentary majority has full reign if'its Ci?ic |
the head of state, as in presidential systems, or if the latter is purely cerernonial. In parkdthisss
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and. semi-presidential systems with an only symbolic head of state, neither the 1 h

indirectly elected president nor even one that is directly elected (I,Duver er 19801)OnarC i

intra-executive check on the power of the prime minster. In both (seni‘—) residential

when the president is also the leader of the parliamentary majority, and parlixmentar;asyss)tlzielrsnz
)

'fu51on of executive and legislative powers occurs in the hands of the majority party — or, rather,
in the hands of the person(s) directing that party. ’ ’

will act as an

Direct-democratic instruments will lead to compromises, and thereby contain the majori ill
provided they bestow upon political minorities a meaningful veto and/or agenda set?f e Bo
(Vatt.er 2000, 174). Lacking those two components, the representative arena and arlr'lg rentary
elections are all that counts. In the best case from the point of view of majoritariai dljmentary
only the government or a parliamentary majority can call a referendum where a sim lee =i
is needed, thereby further cementing its grip on political power to the detriment ofP =
large minority (cf. Morriss 2002, 190-192). The same can be said of jndi:?a}f! review: i‘fle? s
well as open to opposition parties and (organised) individuals, it can constrain the a.lrliasnionf 5
and/or goYernment majority of the day (e.g. Hall & Ura 2015; Macedo 2010)p— the )
being that J'udges themselves will typically have been appointed by some form of represe C:‘fat
(super—?majority in the past. In other words: whether direct democracy and ‘udiP::ial . ol
constrain c;lr amplify and legitimise majority rule is an empirical question. Cleaily manyrz;zv
tﬁlgﬁgfioi ;}ﬁiz;t)t.er was the case regarding the Spanish Constitutional Court’s 2010 verdict

Finally, a democracy is all the more majoritarian the greater the amount of political
centralised at the state level, rather than being delegated to or retained at re iI())nal dp;)we;
levels (Hooghe et al. 2016; Ladner et al. 2019). This alludes to what Stepan (gi999) ljgs acl)lcil
“dem(')s—.enabling”, which here is reinterpreted as ‘electoral, parliamentary, and/or overn:n e
tal majority at state-level enabling’. For majoritarian decision-making to ex,ploit its ﬁ%ll otente' nl_
there can only be one majority: that calculated with the entire state and its singulaf natioifai

pohfncz# community as reference points. Not considered here are undemocratic settings defined
as, for instance, the absence of a real choice between at least two parties

... And ideas

\ring defined what majoritarian democracy looks like in terms of the institutional corset, we
Vizzzvi Z?ienzzrtfztelr unde?t;‘md its mgral and political justifications. In theory, these ca1; be
o tWor ess efxp 1;1t assumptions (of how society is) and goals (of how it should be),
B ponti,cal . 1131.are' obter;1 used and b.arely separable — indeed, the core notion of interper-
. - (?n t}llty is bot .an assumptlc‘)n. and a goal, allowing one to hide behind the other
o . arzss: tern}s, to Fbe emp%nc'al r.epr.oach that not all citizens are in fact equally
i \;})1 - acllpsltii in politics, maj orlbtarlamsm. can reply that democracy should enable
: o s t;) ohso (hence the minimal, elitist understanding of democracy); while
e ge tl ;t t er.e.should be more to‘democracy than mere aggregation of votes,
B Ply can be political actor—centred in saying that ultimately it is individuals, or
. groups they comipose, that make democracy work.
R uﬁon:ﬂilslga t‘iz v:,ief;ance' of the whole set or aliso‘ individual components of majoritarian
e (\)N society as co@posed of individuals with equal rights — nothing more,
o ;sfmo(;e ;o society than mt;rpersonal equality, for instance inter-group
licw, .- o i ;:tr.l E, e Nﬁ)}}llrely aggregative method of counting all votes equally but
fWeighing e mng” (Mill 2001 [1861) through the backdoor — for instance in the
€s by sub-state government and/or malapportionment (Rodden 2004), In
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turn, if there was less to majoritarianism than interpersonal equality, the ideology would cease
atic.
to l?;:hiifn::cirt is defended by most adherents, th.e core value both post'ulétiib?;iea}jsggéeld ;y
majoritarian democrats is that all n;embers of s;cwty tcot;r;trf;%:riliyds Iﬁ:w;] E) R e ,W a}:
i.e. before decisions are taken in elections, parliaments, s, ‘ :
tnizjoriry decisions are justified, but not actually thc.)se.taken by gluraht.:(si.i C'l;t}:lt lj,pt::.; ;if:ll;gy
purports to defend decisions taken by a popular majority, but enfs up vindi o rrg1 i thz
majority that may rest on a popular plurality. The secret hope o ma_]orxtafnai ot o
a parliamentary majority (in terms of scats) cc?rre'sponds to a Popu?ar majomz o arts
cast), but also that the difference between maJor'1ty and pluraht?r‘ dlsappe'flrs 1re - ptw C?,
system: In the UK, claim Rosenbluth and Shapiro (2018.,.12), .the part;les z; \ il Al ztiti ;
more or less — which forces them both to aim for thf.t political rmddie. T e1 elec (;it b pconson
between them is a regular discipline to consider the }nteFests ofan ¢ ae]itolrla m:i:ur eyd ;l rri’a‘ori e;
quence, if one gains the upper hand over the otber, .1t will z.lutomamc yl ave Al mJ thty'
At heart, then, majoritarianism is as monistic, hierarchical, and 'reso 1ilte as na i an t}elre
is only one majority (parliamentary and, ideally, also popglar), and its w1b f:i?::jza; . n(;ti Oe;
aggregations of preferences by virtue of numbers. All citizens are 136'111 el e ame g
and, as such, count equally. But while this ideology .maY.work we Hi Zlu trally s i : ;s
socicties with cyclical majorities along multiple,.prx.marlly fgn(?txorj: . 1v1si;)E; g hereih;
right), matters become more complicated in multmauonal.s.oc1etlefs. s is w; 7 =g ,the i
risk is that cultural minorities also become pernlianent Poh'gcal m.lr?orltlesl. A athe ‘numbers orel
likely if state nationalism allies with majoritarianism, which is temptmgl, as it as(Elster ool
its side, if — but only if — we count only individuals, and not ?lso cultura groupsdi ; em{)rac__
Members of the permanent minorities then face the choice 1F)etwe;n }iieman n;gsa?e e
ing non-majoritarian forms of democracy — such asfederahsm., i £ eh g.rouprl - enden};
concentrated, or consociationalism, if it is not — or leaving arlld bu11d1ngdt eir t?tw , o tﬁe e
state. Ironically, as the next section shows, if the latter path is advocated, it often u

jori i i its will without restrictions,
right of “the majority” to decide and impose its wi

Case studies

i i the fou
itarianisms at state and regional levels with secession. The c011t§xts selected are -l
suspects, i.e. those that have seen a significant push for secession or even an independe

ini i 1.
majoritarianism at the state level, the remaining two at the regional leve

State-level institutions

instituti and'i
How majoritarian are Belgium, Canada, Spain, .and the UK, as per \;hi mz;g;;l)o;ivid
ational definitions provided in the previous sections? Bern.au.er ;{nd . at] .ertions e
of the most encompassing and thorough summaries of m;.gon'tan:m 1n;t1tudimemior1 el
level — or what they call the four dimensions of “power diffusion”. A irst i N
the extent to which power is concentrated in the hands of a strong exect}lltlvljer eerdenitl
party commanding a parliamentary majority, wbile a second measures }vlvtetthe UK. Clde
is used in a pro- or counter-majoritarian fashlovn. It thus.emerges t ad ol nd V
Spain are majoritarian in both dimensions, Belgium only in the second.
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inori i 1 lace: the’
same majoritarian arguments that have led to the minority being powetless in the first p

1 y i d major'-
i raCthed and plann 1
Let us next 10()1( at fou] SpeCIﬁC cases to ObSerVe the lntetpla ()1 p ¢ : ‘

_secti k av
referendum: Catalonia, Flanders, Québec, and Scotland. The first two sub-sections look at

*
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(2019) third dimension assesses the governmental system. All four countrie
democracies where only the legislative is dire
of all the merely symbolic mon

s are parliamentary
ctly elected and no other executive fi gure — least ‘

arch — rivals the triple-role of the Prime Minister as head of
government, leader of the largest party, and, through that, also informal head of parliament.
Their fourth and final dimension relates to federalism, Figure 18.1 thus looks at the verti-
cal dimension of power concentration and traces the evolution of self-rule and shared rule of
the four selected regional units as provided by their state’s framework. Selfirule refers to the
amount of formal power over own, i.e. regional affairs (autonomy); shared rule assesses the
extent to which regional governments or their representatives are given a say in state~wide deci-
sion (co-decision; Hooghe et al. 2016). Again, Belgium — and more particularly the Flemish
region —stands out: not only in terms of the distance covered since 1970, but also in being alone
in having significantly more shared rule than selforule. In fact, while all four regions had about
the same amount of regional self-rule by 2018 (80% or, in the case of Québec 100% of what the

index assesses), the variation in shared rule is much greater: from 54% in Québec and Scotland
to 79% in Catalonia and 96% in Flanders.

All four countries also have asymmetric bic

ameral systems, with only indirectly elected and
appointed senators or, in the case of Spain, a mixture of sub-regional direct elections and indi-
rect elections by the parliaments of the Autonomous Communities (Lijphart 2012)

. However,
in none of the four countries is the second chamber the expi

ession of regional governments,
asin Germany, nor is it involved in the investiture of government, as in Italy, Their legitimacy

and, by implication, also their effectiveness to curb majority rule is limited, too (Mueller et al,
2021). Both the parliamentary system and the almost exclusively representative character of the
‘Belgian, British, Canadian, and Spanish political systems, with strong parliamentary party disci-
pline (Field 2016; Kam 2009), reinforce their de facto unicameral nature further,

Finally, both judicial review and constitutional rigidity are strongest in Canada and weakest
n the UK, with Belgium and Spain in the intermediate cate

gories on both these indicators
(Bernauer & Vatter 2019), However, constitutional rigidity and judicial review can also serve
i 24 J

o cement the existing (majoritarian) order by raising the obstacles to change it further (c.g.
Féschwnrtzbcrg 2014). For it is one thing to have a rigid constitution that already guarantees a
Wide range of regional authority, with a strong supreme court to police it, a
Wtite another matter altogether to want to move towards
m, as some in the UK, Spain, and Belgium desire.
Overall, then, the UK ends up as the most majoritarian political system: single party dom-
ice at the state level is the norm, centralisation is high. And there are only weak checks on
inet power in the form of direct democrac
jority requirements for constitutional chang

s in Canada; but
a more decentralised or even confederal

Y, a second chamber, judicial review, or super-
e. Only the UK parliament is sovereign, which
€0 means the party that controls a majority of seats in the House of Commons. At the
petend of the scale — but not so very far either — we find Belgium (for proportional power
SI0n and regional authority) and Canada (for judicial review, constitutional rigidity, and
nal authority), Spain and Catalonia have more developed regional authority than the UK
= .-Ol:land, and judicial review and constitutional rigidity are also less majority-friendly at
' "‘ lﬁht but state-level direct democracy and proportional power-sharing are equally lacking,
mCil.}.ly' the unfettered power of UK governments has also made them the most flexible
g 1M to regionalist demands. If the party in power has promised devolution before the

n.s., 't can deliver, such as Labour in 1997, If another party in power consents to hold-
;‘_’fﬂCfn‘lLuIl on independence, it too can deliver (the Conservatives in 2014). By con-
h;l;il: Ijudisin[ review — a counter-majoritarian feature, in priticiple — has stood in the
ding Catalan autonomy, in 2010 (Mueller 2019), Similarly, the high obstacles for
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constitutional reform in Canada have led to the failure of the 1987 Meech Lake Accord that had
incorporated all of Québec’s five demands for further self- and shared rule (Hueglin 2021, 2241).
So while majoritarianism is generally oblivious to the preferences of minorities (
for mere numerical ones, and depending on context, for cultural groups),
become their ally. Moreover, institutional structures are only
interpretation, as discussed next.

by definition,
it can on occasion
worth their societal acceptance and

self-rule
shared rule

dimension

Society and political parties

2020

Beneath every institutional superstructure lie widely shared views and norms regarding the
character of society. Particularly relevant in all our cases here is the extent to which society is
considered to consist of just one nation as opposed to two or more. A first indicator of this arrives
in the form of constitutional self-definitions. Thus, despite — or perhaps because of — the absence
of a single codified basic law in the UK, the national status of Scotland (and Wales) is largely
undisputed (cf. e.g. House of Commons 2015, 15). The Belgian constitution acknowledges that
“Belgium is a federal State composed of Communities and Regions” (Art. 1), but at the same
time insists that “All powers emanate from the Nation.” (Art. 33). Even more ambivalent is the
Spanish constitution: sovereignty belongs to “The Spanish Nation” and “Castilian is the official
Spanish language” (preamble and Art. 3.1), but “nationalities” are equally recognised and “th
other Spanish languages” can have co-official status at the regional level (Art.s and 3.2).

Nothing on “nation”, neither in the singular nor in the plural, is contained in the Constitu-
tion of Canada. But that does not mean the question is resolved — far from it: the issue has been
the object of fierce debates over many decades (e.g. Hueglin 2021, 291-299). Only in 2006
did the Canadian parliament approve a statement (with 266 to 16 votes) that “this House recog-
nize that the Québécois form a nation within a united Canada”, However, then Prime Minister
Harper immediately qualified its significance by stating that he was “using the word nation in a
cultural-sociological rather than in a legal sense” (CBC 2006).

The nationality question has also become the object of political and legal struggles in Spain
(e.g. Brown & Cetra 2020). Most significantly, the Spanish Constitutional Court ruled in 2010
that the words “nation” and “national reality” contained in the revised Catalan Autonomy Stat-
ute had no legal effect. This provided one of the sparks that ignited the secessionist fire, How-
ever, rather than being itself an independent cause for the growing political grievances of Catalan
nationalists, the ruling is merely symptomatic of the fundamentally monistic understanding of
the Spanish nation embraced by a large majority of Spaniards (cf. Mueller 2019)

This brings us to consider a second indicator for the mono- or plurinational character of a
society: the party system. Requejo (2010, 277) has argued that for minority “nations” to qualify
assuch, they need to have both a distinct party system and at least one secess
1t While it is perfectly feasible for a regional party system to be distinct in
“fentation and/or any other dimension, the regular presence of at least one r

:f_[_!arty should suffice to indicate plurinationalism (Mazzoleni & Mueller 2016)
Asessed here have seen suc

':_':hl-ls. 1n 1991 was founded

2000

Flanders
Scotland
1980

(&

1960

meaning that 1 corresponds to the maximum value possible.
(21).

Year -

2020

2000

Catalonia
Québec
1980

ionist party within
polarisation, frag-
egional-nationalist
. All four countries
h parties emerge and persist both in national and regional elections.

_ the Bloc Québécois (BQ), joining the ranks of similarly independentist
Pirties such o5 Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC) and the Scottish National Party (SNP),
_'th founded in the 1930s. In Flanders, the Nieww- Viaamse Alliantie (N-VA, founded in 2001)
A __beCOme the biggest party not only regionally but also state-wide, although it shares the
Nation:lis, Space with Viaams Belang (VB, until 2004 Viaams Blok).

k. To Understand the salience of secessionism in society, Figure 18.2 plots the vote shares of these
BAIES over (he bast federal or general elections in two ways: first, the votes gained by them as a

18.1 Self and shared rule in selected regions. 1950-2018
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] all valid votes
ercentage of all valid votes cast in their own region, and second, as a percentageﬁzf Lo
‘ 1 i rtl
f:)ast state-wide. Focusing on the regional dimension first, the two most /success hpaf ey
bee . I i ing 62% across the five Flemis
hich together scored a staggering .
have been the N-VA and VB, w ast L Sk
rovinces in 2007, Apart from this, however, the secessionist vote never sana.s:,LsIS Y st
Ll = . - r |
}IZRC 25%.% Expressed in terms of state-wide support, all the scores are ubvmus]y m.uc 1 rotxl CF‘
i e i i ion.* Furthermore, the size of their
i se¢ parties ¢ ete only in their own region. :
iven that all these parties compete : : : ki
fcgiuu matters, fiom Scotland and Catalonia (with 9% and 1{3% U.f 320\;;11d Vo D
tively), through Québec (a quarter), to Flanders (some two-thirds, in 2019).
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We can now more fully appreci
0l dimension works
tegion. In Can
ibingle-p

ate how power concentration in the horizontal, “propor-
against some parties such as those advocating the secession of a particu-
ada, since 1960 all the state-wide governments have been single-party cabinets,
arty majority cabinets for 73% of the time (Armingeon et al. 2020 and own updates).
_hk'-“-UI{: single-party majority cabinets have even been in power for 85% of the time (ibid.).
Pain, single-party majority cabinets have been in power during only 40% of the time since
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Moreover, apart from the N-VA between 2014 and 2018, none of the secessionist parties
surveyed here has ever formally participated in a state-wide government. However, the UK,
Canada, and until recently also Spain were dominated by just two parties divided along the
state-economy, i.e. left-right spectrum: a centre-right (Conservatives in Canada and the UK,
the Partido Popular in Spain) versus a liberal (Canada) or centre-left party (Labour in the UK
and Socialists in Spain). Each pair of parties not only alternated in the central executive, but
also served a territorially integrative function by winning votes and seats in our four secessionist
regions. In fact, for some state-wide parties the votes gained in the secessionist regions are quite
important: the Spanish Socialists, for instance, gained an average of 12% of its seats in Catalonia
between 1977 and November 2019 (Conservatives: 5%). Scotland was similarly once a Labour
stronghold: between 1918 and 2010, some 14% of its Westminster seats came from there; since
the general elections of 2015, however, Scottish Labour MPs have all but disappeared (Con-
servative equivalent, whole period: 6%). In Canada, too, Liberals are much more dependent on
Québec than the Conservatives: between 1993 and 2019, some 18% of its seats were won there
(and 22% in 2016 and 2019), compared to only 6% for the Conservative Party since its formation
in 2003. So the majoritarian logic not only works to keep (numerical) minorities out, but also
to keep cultural minority regions in the state-wide fold — especially from the side of political
parties popular there.

Moreover, the fact that Canada and the UK rely on first-past-the-post for national parlia-
mentary elections has, paradoxically, also served to artificially bolster the parliamentary presence
of our secessionist parties, as shown in Table 18.1 (shaded cells). But the reverse is also true:
despite scoring 6% of the state-wide vote, in 2015, the BQ obtained just 1% of the seats. The
use of proportional rules in Spain and Flanders avoids both over- and under-representation. But
although 1%, 2%, or 4% of seats might seem unimportant, in certain cases that suffices to be
queen-maker (Mueller 2019). In January 2020, the investiture of the Spanish government would
have failed anew had the 13 ERC MPs (and the 5 MPs from the Basque nationalist party Euskal
Herria Bildu, together just 5% of seats) abstained (Cameron 2020).

Table 18.1 State-wide vote and seats shares of secessionist parties, 19872019
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The regional level: current . .

How majoritarian are Catalonia, Flanders, Québec, and Scotland? Figure 18.3 shows the el

toral fortunes of the largest parties in the parliaments of Québec and Sco.tland takine “into
account vote and seat shares. Figure 18.4 does the same for the parliaments of éatal ; mtz
Flanders. The horizontal line indicates the 50% mark above which a party can con\?errl;iaeligy

Largest party in Québec parliament, 1973-2018
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% votes M % seats premium

UK: SNP CAN: BQ ESP: ERC Flanders: NV-A & VB

Year Votes  Seats Year Votes  Seats  Year Votes  Seats Year Votes  Seats

1987 1% 05% 1993 14%  18% 1996 1% 0.3%

1992 2%  05% 1997 11% 15% 2000 1%  0.3% &)

1997 2% 1% 2000 11%  13% 2004 3% 2% 1995 8%

2001 2% 1% 2004 12% 18% 2008 1% 1% 1999 10%
2005% 2% 1% 2006 10% 17% 2011 1% 1% 2003 15%
2010 2% 1% 2008 10% 16% 2015 2% 3% 2007 31%
2015 5% 9% 2011 6% 1% 2016 3% 3% 2010 25%
2017 3% 5% 2015 5% 3% 2019 4% 4% 2014 24%
2019 4% 7% 2019 8% 9%  2019b 4% 4% 2019 28%

Nofes: The first column always indicates year of general or national election, the second the smc:wldﬂﬂ :
vote share, and the third the seat share in the Lower House on election day. Shaded cells = significait
(2%+) overrepresentation compared to electoral score, bold = significant underrepresentationt.

* Number of Scottish seats in the House of Commons reduced from 72 to 59.

Sowrce: Author’s own calculations; for data sources, see notes to Figures 18.2-18.4.
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allocation of seats, Third, the Catal

a1 party system seems to have left behind its period of almost
. o hegemonic dominance (aided, between 1984 and 1992, by the electoral system) to resemble the
Largest party in Catalan parliament, 1980-2021 fraimentation of Flanders. ’ P

- . - - - Fourth, in majoritarian Québec, single-party governments are the rule, enabled not least

60% . by electoral “premiums” of up to 25% in 1985, and 38% in 1973 (18% on average; Scotland:
D 8%, Catalonia: 4%, Flanders: 3%). In 1998, the Parti libéral du Québec even won the most votes
P (43.6%), but obtained only 48 seats out of 125 (38%). In turn, the Parti Québécois (PQ), with

40% - - j = X 42.9%, won 76 seats (61%). So not only did the party with an electoral minority end up with
_ _ a very comfortable parliamentary majority, but a secessionist party profited from the electoral

30% = . > I system copied from the state-wide level. Fifth and finally, the majoritarian logic has also come
_ _ : T | to dominate in Scotland, despite the mixed-member proportionality system adopted in 1997

20% i | | i | B ' (Cairney & Widfelde 2015; Matthews 2018).

_ A ' ) Not by accident, then, have the only official independence referendums been held in Québec

103 ] H " | (1980: 40% yes; 1995: 49% ves) and Scotland (2014: 45% yes). They perfectly illustrate the
. - | . | n_NEN : ' P aradoxical relationship of majoritarianism with secession. Majoritarianism is what enabled the
. 1980 1984 1988 1992 1995 1999 2003 2006 2010 2012 2015 2017 2021 | fingle—party governments of Jacques Parizeau (PQ, 1994) and Alex Salmond (SNP, 2011) to

: take office alone despite securing mere pluralities of the vote (see Figure 18.3). In Scotland (and

Wicivafes Witseats MpIEMItn | | Wales), it also allowelzi the establ;gshmentp of devolution itself, tilroug}? the Lab())ur governmergt of

1997 (43% of the votes) and subsequent devolution referendums, By contrast, it was a deviation

] 19 from simple majoritarianism that impeded Scottish devolution to begin already in 1979, since

Largest party in Flemish council/parliament, 1995-20 40% of registered voters had to have voted favourably (Scottish Government 2013, 546). Next,

. - in true majoritarian fashion, direct democracy was used to support governmental policy (Vatter

40%

i 2000). Yet majoritarianism — more specifically the idea that a simple majority decides — was

35% = - »

B ' majority is always completely right and the minority totally wrong,
30% >

also responsible for defeating all three independence referendums. However slim the margin, the

; E The same ambivalence, albeit in a different form, can be observed in Catalonia. The three

25% = — N - L nationalist-independentist parties combined scored just above 50% of seats in in the 2015, 2017,
20% - = ' and 2021 regional elections, yet they won a popular majority (51%) only in 2021. Moreover,
— 1 their success is territorially uneven: they comfortably won in the two smallest provinces, Lleida

15% . — and Tarragona, but not in what is by far the largest area around the capital, Barcelona: here,
10% — i e they gained “only” between 45% and 46%, between 2015 and 2021. In other words, secession-
5% i : o ists forces are weakest precisely in the province containing three quarters of the population — a

tlear majority. In fact, the largest single party coming out of the
0, Sbliny
0% Sacialists, who obt

2021 elections were the Catalan
ained 50,000 votes more than ER.C but the same number of seats (33). So it
Was both in defiance of majoritarianism and by applying it at camp level that secessionists could

\etain executive power, through the investiture of Pere Aragonés (ERC) on 21 May 2021 by a
Vote of 74-61.5

1995 1999 2004 2009 2014 2019

B % votes Mm% seats = premium

i i talonia and Flanders, 1980-2021
Figure 18.4 Largest parliamentary party in Cataloni .

i i Institut d'Est
Source: Author's own calculations and graphs with official electoral results from the
Catalunya and Belgium (Direction des Elections).

... And projected

'Fh’e final question to be asked concerns secessionist visions for the future. What projects are
) Proposed by secessionists in our four cases? While it is obviously difficult to tell what would
acies S¥enilally be realised if any of these regions were to become independent, it is safe to assume
Hm one would change its current political institutions. To the best of my knowledge, serious
| “ICEJ reforms — of the parliamentary regime, electoral system, or the number and type of
BStituencies — are not on the agenda. These would also be difficult to Justify, since in the event
were to succeed, it will have been possible only thanks to the existing institu-
nal level (see the previous section).
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Currently, neither do Québec secessionists advocate a move away from first-past-the-post,
nor do their Flemish counterparties propose leaving proportionality behind. The Parti Québécois
(2021) thus states the following: “I Assemblée nationale sera de méme maintenue dans sa forme actuelle
puisque les nouveaux pouvoirs qu’elle acquerra ne Pobligeront pas & modifier son mode de fonctionnement.”
(“The National Assembly [= Québec Parliamen t] will likewise be maintained in its current form
since the new powers it will acquire do not require it to change its mode of operation.”)? Nor
do the European secessionists want to leave the EU —on the contrary, the N-VA envisions “a
stronger Flanders in a stronger Europe”.” However, all parties except the SNP (Scottish Govern-
ment 2013, 45) advocate a republican form of government — most clearly here the ERC, which
carries this aspect in its name and program: “La Reptblica que farem”.® Finally, while the SNP
promises to push for proportional elections to Westminster,” it seems quite happy with its own
mixed-member proportional system, despite it not actually fostering “a more collegial approach
to the sharing of executive power” (Matthews 2018, 349) and the high “premiums” it still pays
to the largest party (up to 10%, see Figure 18.3).

In terms of the society and political community that are promised once independent, all
four regions studied here are home to a mix of cultural and civic nationalists, with Québec’s
emphasis on French exclusivity forming one end of the continuum and Scotland the other.
But make no mistake: the new countries will be home to the Catalan, Flemish, Scottish, and

Québécois, respectively. It will be the majorities fornied and confirmed within these new coor-
dinates alone that shall determine who rules: “Independence means that the decisions about
Scotland that are currently taken by governments at Westminster — often by governments that
have been rejected by the majority of people in Scotland — will be taken here instead” (Scottish

Government 2013, 374).

Conclusion

This chapter has assessed the relationship between majoritarianism and secession. The former
was defined as an ideology centred on the organisation of political institutions and accompany-
ing mechanisms of decision-making, as follows: governmental power should be as unrestrained
as liberal-democratically possible, and collectively binding decisions ought to be taken by a
simple majority. A democracy is majoritarian to the extent that it maximises overall political
power in the hands of a single person. Two logics thus converge: that of translating the will of
a simple electoral majority as directly as possible into the composition of government (input),
and that of maximising the impact of said government on state action (output). In the ideal-type
majoritarian democracy, elections are by first-past-the-post, and once in power, none of the

coalitions, no second chamber, no referendums unless called by the government itself, a
Supreme Court, and strong centralisation.

Several ambiguities and tensions were then revealed in the relationship of
with secession. First, where majoritarianism is practiced and upheld at nation-state Jevel,
justifies demands for secession. The majoritarian logic works on the basis of interperson
ity, negating the political relevance of groups, and awards full power to whichever maj
formed. Without federal- or consociational-type deviations from strict majoritarian rule; SUTHER
tural minorities such as linguistic groups risk becoming permanently overruled to an eXteHs
that they stop identifying with that state. However, majoritarianism is also a maif obstacle:
majority needs to either approve said deviations or Jet the minority and its territory B
case of Scotland perfectly exemplifies this: devolution was granted by the Labour govern

ority.
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usual constraints in the governmental, partisan, parliamentary, direct-democratic, judicial, of

federal dimensions exist: no directly clected president next to the Prime Minister, no need for
weaks
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e e Yoy 110 BEYOND ‘CONSENSUAL’
W0 Comte e SECESSION? IMPLICIT
DISTINCTIONS AND THE

n OBJECT(IVE)S OF CONSENT

Zoran Oklopcic

Introduction

‘Holy Roman Empire’, as Voltaire allegedly observed, was a political entity of a special kind:
neither holy,

nor Roman, nor an empire. As it will hopefully become fully apparent by
the end of this chapter, Voltaire’s famous witticism deserves to be extended to ‘consensual
secession’: a mode of state formation which, on closer inspection, appears to be neither
really‘consensual’ nor, for that matter, much of a secession’ either. What distinguishes it
from other forms of state formation which scholars treat as the instances of secession is not
consensus about the fate of secessionists’ demands amon
2015) but the acts which seem to be more accurately
sions, externally extorted concessions, or simply as the de
applicable norms of the extant constitutional order, As
the fourth column in Table 19.1, the outcomes whic
simply with the ascension of a previously separated te
state, but also with the extinction of the states to whic
of their constituent parts.

g everyone concerned (cf. Williams
described either as freely given permis-
cisions to act in conformity with the
indicated by the letters that populate
h such acts bring about coincide not
rritory to the rank of a fully sovereign
h such territories used to belong as one

We shall return to the examples from Table 19.1 in the final section of this chapter. In the
fMeantime, we should begin by asking: Why should the incidents in which the extinction of the

Hnits which provide the referential frame for a particular mode of state formation be committed

10 Memory as the instances of secession, and not territorial reconfiguration or state dissolution?

%Whllt mental operations must the students of state formation perform in order to be able to
_d'ecodc the term ‘consensual secession’ as referrin

#PPEirs minimally palatable? What is
11 ~ by using the term ‘consensu
= Cpture its distinctive features?

g to an instance of state formation, in a way that

gained, and what is lost — in practical as well as analytical

al secession’, and not those which can just as easily be used
J y
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