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1

The triumph of nationalism in modern social and political life raises 
 several challenges for liberal democracies. Some are conceptual: can the 
two ideologies really coexist when liberalism focuses on the individ-
ual and nationalism focuses on groups? Others are normative: when do 
 policies protecting national interests become unacceptable breaches of 
individual rights? Yet other challenges are practical: there are many liberal 
principles, but which ones are liberal democracies meant to apply exactly? 
And to whom, to which people? These questions arise in some shape or 
form in every liberal democracy and compel us to reflect upon the points 
of contact and tension between the modern enhancement of individual 
rights and the value of national membership.

This book addresses these questions by examining the linguistic dis-
putes in Catalonia and Flanders. These controversies are paradigmatic 
examples of fundamental debates around rights and identity. Catalonia 
and Flanders are two sub-state nations with a distinct language and 
culture placed within liberal democratic states. They use their political 
autonomy to protect and promote their language, often as part of the 
wider aim to develop and assert the national character of the territo-
ries. Recently, self-determination demands in Catalonia and decentrali-
sation in Flanders have become more central than language. However, 
there are in the two places ongoing debates about the way speakers of 
Castilian and French, the dominant languages in the rest of Spain and 
Belgium, are treated. In Catalonia, the dispute is primarily about the 
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2  D. CETRÀ

use of languages in education. In publically funded schools, Catalan 
is the only language of instruction and Castilian is taught as a second 
language. In Flanders, the dispute is largely limited to the mismatch 
in some towns around Brussels between language use (mostly French-
speaking) and language regime (monolingual Dutch with linguistic 
facilities for French-speakers in six towns). Vocal minorities within these 
territories draw on the vocabulary of liberalism to oppose these linguistic 
policies.

This book argues that the linguistic disputes in Catalonia and Flanders 
are not between liberals and nationalists, but between liberal nationalists. 
I show that defenders and opponents of the controversial policies rely 
in different forms and degrees on the view that membership to national 
groups is important for individuals. The caveat is that political actors 
are more concerned with issues of national belonging and community 
than the dominant liberal nationalist justification, as typified by Will 
Kymlicka’s autonomy argument (1995). In fact, Kymlicka has recently 
conceded that his argument, with his emphasis on inevitably vague 
ideas of ‘cultural structures’ and ‘societal groups’, risks misdiagnosing 
the actual aspirations and grievances of many minority groups (2016). 
My suggestion throughout the book is to nationalise liberal national-
ism. In contrast with Alan Patten (2014) and other liberal culturalists,  
I put forward the view that issues of national belonging and community, 
as opposed to the instrumental role of culture for individual autonomy, 
deserve greater attention as justifications for national rights. In my view, 
restricting the normative defence of national attachments to its instru-
mental role for individual autonomy runs the risk of being unable to 
account for people’s interests and attachments. In the real world, as evi-
denced by the Catalan and Flemish linguistic disputes, collective issues of 
belonging, integration, cohesion, survival and prevalence play a signifi-
cant role.

With regards to language, this book establishes that the relationship 
between language and nationhood is politically constructed through 
two broad processes, state nation-building and ‘peripheral’ activism, 
and compares and contrasts the way the link was historically forged in 
Catalonia and Flanders. Theoretically, the book concurs with Philippe 
Van Parijs’s (2011) argument that linguistic justice requires offering 
equal dignity because individuals have dignity interests in their lan-
guage. I suggest the notion of the national identity interest in language 
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as a complement to Van Parijs’s dignity argument. My point is that shift-
ing directly from individual to language rights, as the dignity argument 
does, and as language justice theorists tend to do, runs the risk of miss-
ing the crucial link that may exist—namely, nationalism. This centrality 
of nationalism renders many existing normative theories of language 
rights—such as Van Parijs’s—insufficient. Empirically, the book shows 
the diversity of language ideologies in the two cases, from the persistent 
appeal of the classical monolingual nation-state model to more pluralistic 
forms and positions exhibiting ambivalence.

In the process of writing this book, the world and I have changed. 
The perception of liberal democracy has moved from strength to fragility 
due to the rise of illiberal nationalism and its calls for the dismantlement 
of protections for individuals and minorities. From Orban’s Fidesz in 
Hungary to Salvini’s Lega Nord in Italy and Bolsonaro’s Social Liberal 
Party in Brazil, exclusionary narratives are putting into question trium-
phalist claims about the success of multiculturalism and minority rights 
schemes. Another aspect that has changed is my own position on these 
issues. While I began this project in a strictly pro-Kymlicka fashion, in 
the course of writing this book I have moved towards Charles Taylor’s 
position, or perhaps somewhere in between the two. After conducting 
research in the two cases and learning about disputes elsewhere, I now 
find Taylor’s (1994) quasi-communitarian emphasis on issues of recogni-
tion and cultural survival more persuasive and closer to social experience. 
I have come to think that, while academic forms of liberal nationalism 
offer a form of national accommodation around rights, they generally do 
not get at the ways in which people experience identity. Of course, one 
could argue that the mismatch between the academic and the political 
arguments is not especially relevant because the aim of normative theo-
rising is not to mirror how things are but to assess them. I address this 
issue in Chapter 2 and—more briefly—the conclusion. A third significant 
change has been the political situation in Catalonia. Once a textbook 
case of non-secessionist nationalism, Catalonia has recently experienced 
an unprecedented social mobilisation for independence, a unilateral ref-
erendum which included episodes of violence by the Spanish police, and 
a failed declaration of independence. While previous debates on political 
and cultural accommodation have been replaced by self-determination 
and independence, we are likely to see a return to those initial debates 
after the failure of the independence agenda.
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cAses

What makes Catalonia and Flanders interesting with regard to these 
questions? As two major cases of sub-state nationalism where language 
is a national identity marker facing challenges of illiberalism, they are 
illuminating case studies for exploring the points of contact and tension 
between cultural, individual, and national rights. Their two linguistic dis-
putes capture the enduring challenges and puzzles that stem from the 
pervasiveness of nationalism in the world in which we live.

In Catalonia, opponents argue that the policy infringes their right to 
be educated also in Castilian; indoctrinates students into Catalan nation-
alism; and discriminates against students whose first language is Castilian. 
In Flanders, French-speaking political actors argue that Flemish nation-
alism has gone too far and discriminates against them, because their lan-
guage is not official in towns where they are the majority. Defenders of 
the policies counter that these are democratically-backed measures which 
protect social cohesion and facilitate the integration of newcomers with-
out unduly damaging rights. Group-oriented arguments are combined 
with other types, e.g. the individual right to live in Catalan in Catalonia 
and in Dutch in Flanders, and notions of historic repair. Defenders of 
the policies often add that what opponents really seek is the protection 
of their linguistic privileges. In the Flemish case, they also remind oppo-
nents that the linguistic facilities are constitutionally enshrined and part 
of a general set of compromises between Dutch and French-speakers.

The Catalan and Flemish circumstances with regards to the language  
dispute are similar and yet different. The most important difference is 
the type of linguistic dispute: the dispute in Catalonia is mostly ‘edu-
cational’, while the dispute in Flanders is mostly ‘territorial’. The insti-
tutional regulation of language and the sociolinguistic compositions 
are also different: Catalonia is officially bilingual and linguistically 
more mixed, while Flanders is officially monolingual and linguistically  
more homogeneous. In fact, the dispute in Flanders emerges basically in 
the Flemish Periphery, the only place where French-speakers outnum-
ber Dutch-speakers. The cases also differ on the level of authority with 
regard to language: the Flemish government has full legislative powers 
on the linguistic regime of the Flemish Periphery, while in Catalonia 
education is mostly devolved but partly shared with the Spanish gov-
ernment. Linguistically, they differ on the proximity between lan-
guages, which is one of the elements in structures of incentives to learn 
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the smaller language: Catalan and Castilian belong to the same linguis-
tic family while Dutch and French do not. Politically, there is consen-
sus in Catalonia since the restoration of democracy in the 1970s that the 
community is open to incorporating immigration, while illiberal forms 
of nationalism have been dominant in Flanders for many years and have 
only been recently side-lined. Catalonia and Flanders are thus not similar 
in all their attributes, but they share fundamental similarities regarding 
the topic of this book. The similarities make the comparison plausible, 
and the differences make it interesting. They allow us to explore the 
arguments at work in different types of linguistic disputes set in distinc-
tive political and historical circumstances.

ApproAch

This book builds on the fertile tendency within contemporary polit-
ical theory to combine normative reasoning and empirical research. 
Exploring normative issues in real-word arguments allows for a bet-
ter understanding of the disputes by highlighting the values involved 
in political debates, and allows us to refine theory (Bauböck 2008). 
Political theorists can sometimes misidentify the real issues at stake, 
partly because they do not pay enough attention to the way people jus-
tify their claims. After all, anybody who argues for any policy is taking a 
normative position, whether she realises it or not. Contextualising nor-
mative theory also relaxes the ambitious aim of applying universal crite-
ria to varied circumstances, showing awareness that the meaning and use 
of concepts varies contextually and that shared normative principles have 
different implications in different places (Flyvbjerg 2001).

Drawing on the combination of normative and empirical work, some 
scholars have sought to assess the acceptability of linguistic laws in con-
texts such as Catalonia and Quebec (Branchadell 1997; Kymlicka 1998; 
Costa 2003; Miley 2006: 363–410; Vergés 2013: 61–99, 2014). This 
has typically been done by analysing whether contested linguistic laws are  
‘liberal’ or ‘illiberal’, which reflects the broad academic consensus in favour 
of liberal democracy. The risk in assessing whether linguistic laws are liberal 
is to disregard that political liberalism is an umbrella term and that con-
tested linguistic laws can typically be defended or rejected in at least one 
of the many strands of liberal thinking. The fact that a given law can be 
simultaneously liberal and illiberal, depending on what form of liberalism 
we embrace, does not take us very far. For this reason, I take the view that 
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the focus on rights might be misconceived and that a more useful approach 
is to examine claims. This is the approach I adopt in this book. I concur 
with Joseph Carens’s context-sensitive approach (2004), according to 
which judgements on the moral permissibility of linguistic policies ought 
to be based not on a generic decontextualised approach to formal rights, 
but rather on the careful balancing of the existing claims of real-world 
actors. While Leigh Oakes and Yael Peled (2017) have interestingly drawn 
on Carens’s approach to assess Quebec’s language policy, my overall aim in 
this book is more diagnostic than prescriptive.

Rather than tell two distinct stories, coming to the banal conclusion 
that places are different, I place my cases within a common framework and 
look at the same issues in each of them. Yet, of course, I need a concep-
tual starting point and this is the academic debate about the compatibility 
between liberalism and nationalism. I restrict the intellectual dispute about 
individual and group-specific rights to a basic core set of principles in com-
petition within three main positions—classical liberalism, the communitar-
ian critique, liberal nationalism. This is a short-hand way to approach the 
debates on the ground, ‘operationalising’ complex normative debates to 
turn them into useful conceptual lenses. The question is whether propo-
nents and opponents in the linguistic disputes in Catalonia and Flanders 
prioritise individual or group-specific rights. Thus, my research strategy 
consists in testing normative political theories against the actual practice of 
real-world claims-making. I do not apply theory in a strong sense. Taken 
to the extreme, I would be ‘finding’ examples of, say, classical liberalism 
because I would be looking for them. My approach stresses interpretation 
and understanding rather than transliteration of terms. After careful inter-
pretation, I situate the accounts provided by political actors in the concep-
tual framework. I have chosen a comparative case study approach, seeking 
to understand each case and then the similarities and differences among 
them. Comparing allows for a better understanding of the general phe-
nomenon under investigation, namely linguistic disputes in political com-
munities with competing national projects.

The book is based on rich primary data, drawing on interviews and 
documents collected between 2013 and 2015. I conducted 43 inter-
views with political actors in Catalonia and Belgium; I analysed 17 par-
liamentary debates between 2008 and 2014 on the 2009 Catalan Law 
of Education and the split of the Brussels-Halle-Vilvoorde electoral 
district; and I analysed 15 political documents including party press 
releases, government reports, and publications by civil society groups.  
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By political actors I refer to three non-exclusive categories: politicians at 
the government level, politicians who are members of parliament, and 
leaders and spokespersons of civil society organisations. They are all 
individual actors participating in public life and creating discourse or 
 policies on linguistic matters. The main aim in the selection of sources 
was to grasp a pluralistic picture of the different views articulating the 
linguistic disputes. I am however aware that this book over-represents  
the political actors for whom the linguistic issue is salient. This is so 
because they are the ones who contribute the most to the articulation 
of the disputes, acting as leaders who have an impact on public opin-
ion. This over-representation is attenuated by interviews with MPs of all 
political parties and with the analysis of parliamentary debates, because 
both include variation not only about the justifying arguments but also 
about how important actors consider the language rights issue.

This research does not have hypotheses in a strict sense, but it does 
have a priori expectations. My first expectation is that political actors 
advocating Catalan and Flemish linguistic rights will express themselves 
in the vocabulary of liberal nationalism, whereas those opposing the 
same will express themselves in the vocabulary of classical liberalism. The 
reason for this is pragmatic. Liberal nationalism, with its emphasis on 
the importance of cultural membership for individual well-being, offers 
suitable normative conditions for small language speakers to argue for 
the protection of their language. Classical liberalism, with its emphasis 
on the individual and its uneasiness with collectively defined goals, goes 
along with the position of critics with the Catalan and Flemish linguis-
tic policies. I do not expect a great deal of openly communitarian argu-
ments due to the general discredit of ideologies emphasising groups 
over individuals after the Second World War. The second expectation is 
that the conflict is not between classical liberalism and liberal national-
ism, but between competing forms of liberal nationalism. This expecta-
tion suggests that the use of the vocabulary of individual rights might 
be, in reality, a way of framing and subscribing to a particular group 
identity. Although the opposing political actors will claim the right to 
express themselves in town halls in French or to be educated in Castilian 
in Catalonia in the vocabulary of individual rights (hence it might ‘look 
like’ classical liberalism), the justification for these individual rights claims 
may come from a worldview that draws a close connection between indi-
vidual identity and belonging to a cultural and national group (that is to 
say, a worldview that falls under liberal nationalism).
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plAn of the book

I like to think that there is something for everyone in this book. If you 
are interested in political theory on nationalism, liberalism and language, 
the first two chapters and the last one are especially for you. If you are 
attracted to the cases themselves—their national movements, their dis-
putes, their historical trajectories, etc.—then your chapters are four, five 
and six. But read all of them to get a rounded view!

Chapter 2, Rethinking Liberal Nationalism, is the main theoretical 
chapter. It contrasts the three main schools of thought—personified 
in the work of Brian Barry, Charles Taylor and Will Kymlicka—and 
suggests that we need to rethink liberal nationalism to incorporate 
the issue of national belonging without treating groups as artificially 
real.

Chapter 3, The Politics of Language and Nationalism, is a defence of 
a political approach to understanding the relationship between language 
and nationalism and a critical discussion of scholarship on linguistic 
justice.

Chapter 4, The Development of Nationalism in Catalonia and 
Flanders, is a transition towards the more empirical section of the book. 
It charts the evolution of the Catalan and Flemish national movements 
and suggests that key events during the development of Catalan and 
Flemish nationalism as mass movements help to explain the variation in 
the type of linguistic disputes.

Chapter 5, The Catalan Linguistic Dispute, and Chapter 6, The 
Flemish Linguistic Dispute, draw on my field research to provide a con-
ceptual analysis of the arguments by social and political actors for and 
against the use of Catalan as the language of instruction.

Chapter 7, Debating within Liberal Nationalism, connects the polit-
ical principles for and against the contested linguistic policies with the 
debate around liberalism and nationalism. It shows that liberal nation-
alism provides a useful but imperfect framework for interpreting the lin-
guistic disputes in Catalonia and Flanders.

The Conclusion: Speaking for the Nation, emphasise the relevance of 
nationalism in contemporary social and political life, provides ten sum-
mary theses or take-away points of the book, and discusses the reasons 
why political actors use some arguments and not others, placing an 
emphasis on context.
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