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Abstract 
The reform of the constitutional structure of multi-national countries is a craft that has occupied 
the minds of political elites, as they struggle to reconfigure the institutional framework of the 
state to satisfy the demands of nationalist groups for territorial autonomy. The objective of this 
paper is to examine the determinants of the agenda-setting capacity of nationalist parties, to 
identify the factors that have enabled them to advance their aims for territorial autonomy onto a 
government’s political agenda. The paper argues that the capacity of regional nationalist parties to 
alter the constitutional framework is a function of the operation of formal and informal 
horizontal and vertical political institutions that regulate the selection of leadership and the 
exercise of authority. It substantiates this argument through a comparative analysis of the role of 
regional nationalist parties in the creation and evolution of decentralized unitary and federal 
states, Great Britain, Spain and Belgium. 
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Introduction 

Recent developments in the constitutional politics of western multinational democracies 

have made it abundantly clear that the national and territorial differences lying at the heart of 

their social fabric continue to bear pervasive and consequential implications for their political 

stability. Political elites have had to confront the difficult task of crafting institutional 

compromises that are capable of simultaneously maintaining the territorial integrity of the state 

and preserving the legitimacy of their rule over areas and groups whose populace feel little sense 

of identification with the existing polity and the broader political community. Their overarching 

aim is to ‘manage’ the centrifugal tendencies unleashed by regional nationalist demands, by 

attempting to transform the open and often hostile confrontation between national communities 

into a form of prosaic politics. 1 But everyday constitutional politics often erupts into crisis. 

In March 2008, Belgium ended the longest governmental crisis of its political history, 

forming a government ten months after the election was held. The political claims of the winning 

party, the Flemish Christian democratic CD&V, forming an cartel with the Flemish nationalist 

party NVA, for the coherent decentralisation of policy-making and fiscal resources, and for a re-

drawing of electoral boundaries met against the obdurate position of its francophone 

counterparts who refused to take part in a government whose agenda would be dominated by the 

initiation of a wholesale constitutional reform. The formation of a minority government in 

Scotland by the SNP in May 2007 was a landmark in British political history, as it revealed the 

adaptation of the Scottish electorate to the devolution settlement and constituted the first 

occasion in which the SNP entered office. It also generated an atmosphere of incipient crisis, as 

the Labour party intervened in the electoral campaign warning against the costs of separatism 

and the SNP vouched to make good on its commitment to call for a referendum on the question 

of independence, an initiative that was however shrouded with questionable constitutional 

legitimacy. In June 2006, the Catalan Autonomous Community (AC) obtained a new statute of 

autonomy after lengthy and often testy negotiations with the central government, an initiative 

that was spearheaded by the Catalan government composed of ERC, the Catalan separatist party.  

The vindication of Catalanist claims stood in stark contrast with the ill-fated ‘Plan Ibarrexte’, the 

proposal issued by the Basque nationalist party PNV, for the establishment of a regime of ‘free-

association’ between the Basque Country and the Spanish state.  

These diverse developments constitute a powerful reminder of the unrelenting potency 

of nationalist political mobilisation and its considerable implications for constitutional change 

and political stability. The aim of this paper is to explore the consequences of regional nationalist 

                                                 
1 Regional nationalist parties are the political expression of territorial or centre-periphery cleavage, whose persistence 
was due to the persistence of a distinct culture in the periphery and the imbalance between economic, political and 
cultural power between the centre and the periphery. SeeRokkan, S, and D Urwin. 1982. The Politics of Territorial Identity. 
Studies in European Regionalism. London: Beverly Hills, Rokkan, S., and D. Urwin. 1983. Economy, Territory, Identity. The 
Politics of West European Peripheries. London: Beverly Hills. 
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parties on the reform of states structures. Regional nationalist parties have attained prominent 

political visibility of late, but how are their claims translated into issues in the electoral arena? 

Under what conditions do mainstream parties in central government choose to place nationalist 

demands on the political agenda? What circumstances compel them to transform their 

commitments to respond to nationalist aspirations into discrete governmental initiatives? How 

do decision-making processes modify their initiatives into substantive constitutional outcomes? 

What influence do regional nationalist parties wield over the actual amendments to the 

distribution of authority? What explains the success or failure of these strategies? 

This paper’s argument is that the consequences of regional nationalist parties for the 

territorial distribution of authority and on the reform of a state’s constitution hinges on the ways 

in which regional nationalist and mainstream partisan actors control the political agenda. The 

political agenda is understood in this paper as the list of issues that receive the attention of 

politicians and are subject to action by the executive during its mandate. The thesis defended 

here is that the type and degree of control over the setting of the political agenda will vary in 

function of the interaction of electoral factors with the political institutions that define the 

selection of political leaders-the electoral system and the party system- and the exercise of public 

authority- the power relations between the executive and legislature, and the formal and informal 

rules regulating the legislative process. It will be argued that the degree of control that regional 

nationalist parties can exercise over agenda-setting will depend on their capacity to influence the 

positioning of mainstream parties on the constitutional issue, to dictate the timing in which the 

constitutional issue is placed on the government’s agenda and to shape the content of reforms to 

the constitution dealing with the territorial distribution of power. 

This argument is examined through a systematic comparative analysis of the impact of 

regional nationalist parties and the role of party systems in the creation and evolution of 

decentralised unitary and quasi-federal structures in Great Britain, Spain and Belgium. These are 

multinational states where the territorial and linguistic cleavage has long featured in domestic 

politics, where significant  regional nationalist parties have made claims for territorial autonomy, 

but which have only recently embarked on the process of creating decentralised political systems.  

They are therefore ideal candidates for analysing how the tides of regional nationalism have 

provoked cumulative constitutional changes that have redefined power relations between the 

central government and the peripheral nations. The first section elaborates on the theoretical 

framework on agenda-setting, decision-making and institutional change that will guide the 

analysis of the case-studies. The remaining three sections analyse the three cases by delineating 

the processes of the creation, implementation and deepening of decentralised state structures in 

the three countries. The conclusion compares the variety of patterns of agenda-setting powers 

that regional nationalist parties have exercised during different moments in the reform of state 

structures. 
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Agenda-Setting, Decision-Making and Institutional Change 

 The concern of this paper is to assess the influence that regional nationalist parties have 

exerted on the process of constitutional change. It is important however first to identify the ways 

in which their claims can have been accommodated by central governments. The literature on the 

management of ethnic and territorial conflict has generated an extensive catalog of strategies 

available to political regimes to bring nationalist and territorial conflicts under control, most of 

them drawing on the ‘consociational theme’.2 The aim of such strategies is not to put an end to 

communal rivalries but to diffuse power between elites sufficiently to enable contending groups 

to function competitively and to ensure that bargaining rather than coercion becomes the 

principal instrument for regulating conflict. Within the range of instrument offered by the 

consociational toolbox, territorial autonomy has a particular appeal for managing nationalist 

claims, since it provides nationalities with the opportunity to protect and develop their distinct 

culture and set of values within a specific territory, to participate in the making of their own laws 

and to establish their own political interests and priorities. It is a ‘flexible’ solution that represents 

the institutionalization of a compromise between the claims of ethnic groups for self-government 

and the need for the central government to preserve territorial unity.3  

 But what exactly are main dimensions of territorial autonomy over which the central 

government and the nationalist parties haggle over? Keating has offered a useful conceptual 

framework for understanding the various components of regional government pointing broadly 

to its content and contours.4 The content relates to the substance of regional autonomy. 

Legislative competences can be devolved on a shared, concurrent or exclusive basis; financial 

resources can be transferred either through central government grants or through the allocation 

of revenue-raising autonomy; administrative capacities can be decentralized or regional bodies 

can continue to rely on the bureaucratic organs of central government. The contours involve the 

constitutional status of regional governments. This refers in the first place to the constitutional 

safeguards which they enjoy against the potential encroachment of their jurisdiction and the 

unilateral revision of their powers by the central government. It refers secondly to the format of 

regional government and the introduction of a de jure asymmetry in the allocation of territorial 

autonomy that reflects the differential intensity of national identities and demands for self-

government. The objective of this paper is to analyse the ways in which regional nationalist 

parties have influenced the timing, direction and magnitude of changes in these different 

dimensions of territorial autonomy granted to regions. 

                                                 
2 Daalder, H. 1974. "The Consociational Democracy Theme". World Politics 26 (4):604-621, Lijphart, A. 1969. 
"Consociational Democracy". World Politics 21 (2):207-225, Nordlinger, E. 1972. Conflict Regulation in Deeply Divided 
Societies. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
3 Lapidoth, R. 1997. Autonomy. Flexible Solutions to Ethnic Conflicts. Washington DC: Institute of Peace Press, Reynolds, 
A. 2002. The Architecture of Democracy. Constitutional Design, Conflict and Democracy. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
4 Keating, M. 1998. The New Regionalism in Western Europe. Territorial Restructuring and Political Change: Edward Elgar. 
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It does so by emphasizing the decisive role played by the agenda-setting phase and the 

decision-making process. Agenda-setting is a task that defines the role of government, and in 

parliamentary systems in which major government decisions are reached and enacted by a 

cohesive governing elite chosen through competitive elections, it is the task of political parties to 

furnish the guidelines of action to the executive.5  This implies articulating and aggregating the 

political orientations of voters, implementing electoral pledges and reacting to the demands of 

the electorate, resolving policy problems and responding to developments, and deciding which 

policy alternatives meet specific political objectives. These considerations do not simply apply to 

the re-distributive politics, the predominant line of conflict in industrial societies, but also to the 

constitutional politics that centre on the recognition of the demands of nationalist parties. 

Though the doctrine of party government has offered a highly regarded normative 

template for the proper source of agenda-setting in a democratic context, it nevertheless presents 

an over-simplified treatment of the concept. The setting of the agenda is conceived as a mere link 

in the chain of delegation and accountability, as the derivative of the fulfillment of a party’s 

mandate, whereby promises in election programmes get reflected in policies adopted by parties 

that enter government.6 But, this automatic correspondence between voter and party preference 

and policy outcome conceals a number of significant considerations: why do parties include 

certain issues in their manifesto in the first place, and why and when do they act on their pledges, 

presuming that they do so at all?  The vast literature on public policy has offered a more nuanced 

understanding of agenda-setting, concentrating on the process by which diffuse demands and 

problems are transformed into specific governmental issues. Kingdon offers a broad definition of 

agenda-setting as “the process whereby conditions are transformed into problems”, while Cobb 

and Elder define it more precisely as the “political issues that will be viewed at any point in time 

as falling within the range of legitimate concerns meriting the attention of the polity.” 7 

The conceptualization of agenda-setting is tailored to the purpose of this paper and 

understood as the object of a struggle between mainstream and regional nationalist parties over 

whether the latter’s demands for greater territorial autonomy are transformed into issues. More 

specifically, the setting of the agenda will be defined as the capacity of regional nationalist parties to 

transform their political demands for territorial autonomy into issues that receive the attention, consideration and 

action of mainstream parties in government. As mainstream parties dominate the political scenery of 

political systems- dominating both the structure of the party system and controlling access to 

government- and thus exercise a power of initiative over the governmental agenda, the struggle 

                                                 
5 Katz, R. 1986. Party Government: a Rationalistic Conception. In Visions and Realities of Party Government, edited by F. 
Castles and R. Wildenmann. Berlin, Katz, R. 1987. Party Government and its Alternatives. In Party Governments: 
European and American Experiences. Berlin. 
6 Klingemann, H, R. Hofferbert, and I. Budge. 1994. Parties, Policies, and Democracy, Theoretical Lenses on Public Policy;. 
Boulder: Westview Press. 
7 Cobb, R.W, and C.D Elder. 1983. Participation in America Politics: The Dynamics of Agenda-Building. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, Kingdon, John W. 1995. Agendas, alternatives, and public policies. 2nd ed. New York: Longman. 
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for the setting of the agenda is conceived as the capacity of regional nationalist to influence the 

priorities established and policies deployed by mainstream parties. The influence of regional 

nationalist parties is analysed through three distinct dimensions:8 i) influence over the systemic 

agenda, by affecting the positioning of mainstream parties on the territorial dimension- conceived 

here as their preference exhibited in their electoral programs; ii) influence on the institutional 

agenda, by dictating the timing in which nationalist demands become political issues on the 

government’s agenda, issues that are ‘in the docket’; iii) influence over the institutional agenda, by 

shaping the content of policies aimed at reforming state structures, that is by determining the 

direction and the magnitude of discrete changes in the territorial distribution of authority. 

 The conjecture that this paper advances is that the type and degree of agenda-setting 

powers exercised by regional nationalist parties is conditioned by the interaction between their 

electoral performance, the general electoral context, and the operation of horizontal political 

institution, whose function and identity are presented in Figure 1.1. Political institutions are 

conceived here as the constellation of formal and informal structures who basic functions 

comprise the selection of political leadership and the exercise of public authority. The interaction 

between electoral factors and political institutions plays a decisive role in determining the 

response of mainstream parties  to the electoral challenge posed by regional nationalist parties 

and in ‘filtering’ the claims of regional nationalist parties into governmental outputs. It must be 

underlined that political institutions are not simply imputed some automatic or autonomous 

causal role: the rules, norms, conventions that regulate leadership selection and the exercise of 

authority inform the incentives and interests of mainstream parties, and condition heir strategic 

responses, which explain the discrete changes brought to the structures of the state.9 

 

Figure 1.1. Democratic Institutional Arrangements.10 
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8 These correspond to the two types of agendas developed by Cobb and Elder. The systemic agenda is all issues that 
are commonly perceived by members of the political community as meriting public attention and as involving matters 
within the legitimate jurisdiction of existing governmental authority. The institutional or formal agenda is the set of 
items explicitly up for the active considerations and action of decision-makers 
9 See: Dowding, K. 1994. "The compatibility of behaviouralism, rational choice and the new institutionalism". Journal 
of Theoretical politics 6 (1):105-117. 
10 Fuchs, D. 2000. Type und Indizes demokratische regime. Eine analyse des praisidentialismous und des veto-spielr-
ansatzes. . In Empirische Demokratismessung, edited by H.-J. Lauth, G. Pickel and C. Welzel. Frankfurt: Opladen. 
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It is important to specify the variety of ways in which the interaction between electoral 

factors and political institutions condition the different dimensions of the agenda-setting process 

outlined above. The argument deployed in this paper has two facets. The first is that the 

institutions that regulate leadership selection-the electoral system and the party system- will allow 

regional nationalist parties to influence the systemic agenda, i.e. the positioning of mainstream 

parties on the territorial dimension. By presenting a source of electoral competition, and 

introducing or heightening the salience of the territorial dimension of competition in the party 

system, regional nationalist parties can influence- according to their individual electoral 

performance, the general electoral context and the geographical distribution of the electoral 

support of mainstream parties- the ideological position of mainstream parties and thus exercise 

an indirect influence on the agenda-setting process.  The second facet is that the institutions that 

regulate the exercise of authority- the formal relations of power between the executive and 

legislature in the formation and dissolution of government and in the legislative process, and in 

the informal relations between government and opposition- will allow regional nationalist parties 

to influence the institutional agenda, the timing in which their claims become an issue on the 

government agenda and content of the policies designed and deployed to respond to their political 

aspirations for greater autonomy. By wielding a certain degree of bargaining power over the 

formation and dissolution of government, and by playing a role in the preparation of legislation 

designed to transfer powers to regional political entities or to reform the constitution, regional 

nationalist parties can thus exercise a direct influence on reform of state structures.11 

Further attention must be drawn to the significance of the formal and informal rules 

regulating relations between the executive and the legislature during the legislative process. The 

first item that must be underlined is the decisive influence exercised by the rules establishing the 

parliamentary thresholds necessary for the passage of a ‘special’ or ‘organic’ law that allows a 

modification of the powers of regional entities, or for the passage of an amendment of the 

constitution.  By establishing the parliamentary majorities necessary for the adoption of a reform, 

or the ‘rigidity’ of the constitution,  these rules define the relations of cooperation between 

mainstream parties and between mainstream and regional nationalist parties, and determine the 

bargaining power and the degree of influence that regional nationalist can exercise on the content 

of the reform.12 In this context, it is important also to emphasise the weight of rules that 

structures inter-governmental relations in a quasi-federal state, and that allows regional nationalist 

                                                 
11 The party system plays a critical role as an intermediary institution between the selection of leadership and the 
exercise of authority. The format and mechanics of the party system determined the electoral incentives of mainstream 
parties and thus influence the position that they adopt on the territorial dimension. But these features also condition 
the bargaining power that regional nationalist parties exercise in the parliamentary arena, that allows them in turn to 
influence the timing and content of the political agenda in constitutional matters. 
12 As these rules are generally specified in the first instance of constitutional reform, it is essential to point out the 
feedback effects that they generate for future instances of reform and the strong element of path-dependency 
underlying the first moment of change. See.Pierson, P. 2000. "Increasing returns, paths dependence and the study of 
politics". American Political Science Review 94 (2):251-267. 
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parties to dialogue with mainstream parties concerning an increase in their autonomy, from their 

bases at the head of regional government. Beyond these formal rules, there can exist also a 

particular ‘decision style’ in the parliamentary arena structuring the approaches adopted to the 

resolution of conflict and problems, as either one of confrontation, negotiation or problem-

solving.13 One of the important factors underlying the capacity of regional nationalist parties to 

influence the content of the agenda is the prevalence of a ‘decision style’ that emphasises problem-

solving approaches, a contextual concern for the establishment of a consensus and the 

optimisation of joint-gains on questions perceived as essential to the identity of the state. 

The different avenues through which regional nationalist parties can influence the 

policies on the reform of state structures are thus situated first and foremost during the pre-

decisional, agenda-setting phase. The extent to which this influence on the agenda is then 

transformed into substantive outcomes by way of constitutional amendment or by way of special 

and ordinary legislative act will be determined by the dynamics of the decision-making process. 

In defining the number and identity of the partisan veto players, who agreement is necessary 

before a governmental proposal is transformed intro law, the structure of the decision-making 

process conditions the likelihood and the extent to which the proposals can replace the 

institutional status quo. The most relevant consideration in this process is the ideological distance 

separating veto players and the size of the corresponding win-set, viz. that set of possible 

outcomes for which there exists a majority of support that can defeat the status quo.  

In systems featuring a wide ideological distance between veto players, the actual changes 

to the territorial distribution of political authority are likely to be incremental, while the opposite 

can but does not necessarily hold for political systems with more proximate veto players.14 It is 

important to appreciate the location of the proposal of the agenda-setter with respect to the win-

set:: a proposal that is situated outside or at the outer perimeter of the win-set is likely to be 

immediately defeated or heavily revised. Two important implications follow from this 

consideration. The first is that in spite of their potentially high influence on the content of the 

agenda, regional nationalist parties that place their claims too far from the win-set are likely to 

become marginalized and witness their agenda-setting influence erode during the decision-

making process. The second is that even if their claims are situated relatively close to the win-set, 

their agenda-setting powers will erode should the other veto players be so far apart that the win-

set is rendered empty and the institutional status quo unbeatable. The theoretical framework 

being now installed, the rest of this paper is devoted to analysing the influence of regional 

nationalist parties on territorial restructuring in Great Britain, Spain and Belgium. 

                                                 
13 Decision style is defined as a cognitive and normative model that characterises the way in which interests are defined 
and problems are framed and resolved. See Scharpf, F. 1989. "Decision Rules, Decision Styles, and Policy Choices". 
Journal of Theoretical Politics 1 (2):149-176. 
14 Tsebelis, G. 1999. "Veto Players and law production in parliamentary democracies". American Political Science Review 
93 (3):591-608, Tsebelis, G. 2000. "Veto Players and Institutional Analysis". Governance 13 (4):441-474, Tsebelis, G. 
2002. Veto Players. How Political Institutions Work. New York: Russel Sage Foundation. 
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Devolution in Great Britain  

 Great Britain has been characterised as a ‘union’ state, a concept that depicts the organic 

nature of its political development.15 Wales was effectively annexed in the sixteenth century, 

while Scotland was allowed to maintain the independence of the institutions underlying its 

distinct civic culture under the Treaty of Union (1707): Scots Law, the Church of Scotland and 

the Scottish educational system. These separate civil institutions provided critical ingredients for 

nourishing Scottish national self-consciousness, while in Wales, the only remaining carrier of 

national identity was the Welsh language. In Scotland moreover, the British government 

recognised that the distinct legal system required different policy patterns, and it established a 

system of asymmetrically decentralised administration and territorial representation at the centre, 

as means of satisfying nationalist feeling and enabling the periphery to exert political pressure on 

the centre, while reserving ultimate decision-making powers at the centre.16 The aspirations of 

these regions were articulated by the Scottish National Party (SNP) a centre-left party that claimed 

independence for Scotland, and Plaid Cymru (PC) a centre-left party that demanded self-

government for Wales. These parties emerged during the early 1970s, in a context of a profound 

de-alignment of the British electorate and acute economic decline in the periphery 

The practice of government in Britain functions according to well-established 

parameters. The operation of the plurality electoral system and the presence of a two-party 

system gave rise to the formation of single-party governments, in which the leading party, 

benefiting from a ‘manufactured majority’, assumes control of the executive. Parliament is 

subjugated to the cabinet, as it does not enjoy an ex ante screening of the cabinet, and can hold 

the government accountable only through a vote of censure directed against the cabinet, as there 

is no formal vote of investiture.17 The dynamics of the legislative process confirms this 

concentration of power in the hands of the executive, as the cabinet acts as the principal agenda-

setter. The centrality and power of the executive are enhanced by the doctrine of parliamentary 

sovereignty and the lack of codified constitution, which imply that the laws which form Britain’s 

constitution can be amended by simple majority in Parliament. The theoretical implications of 

these political institution are that regional nationalist parties are more likely to exercise an 

influence on the systemic agenda by influencing the position of mainstream parties, who are 

vulnerable to increasing electorate competitiveness in a ‘winner take all’ process of competition. 

The closure of the party system and the unwillingness of mainstream parties to forge coalitions 

entail that regional nationalist parties are however less likely to exercise influence on the 

institutional agenda, by influencing the timing  and content of the agenda. 

                                                 
15

  Rokkan and Urwin. Ibid.  
16 Keating, M. 1976. "Administrative Devolution in Practice: the Secretary of State and the Scottish Office". Public 
Administration 54 (2):133-144. 
17 Saalfeld, T. 2003. The United Kingdom: Still a Single Chain of Command? The Hollowing out of the Westminster 
Model. In Delegation and Accountability in Parliamentary Democracies, edited by K. Strom, W. Muller and T. Bergman. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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Devolution in Party Competition (1966-1974)  

The issue of devolution to Scotland and Wales appeared in late 1960s and in the early 

1970s as a salient political issue in electoral campaigns and internal party discussions. Regional 

nationalist parties were able to affect the systemic agenda, exercising a diffuse influence, by 

exerting electoral pressures and influencing the positioning of the Labour and Conservative parties 

on the issue of devolution. They were however incapable of dictating the timing in which the 

programmatic commitments of mainstream parties became subject to governmental action or 

influence the content of the policies of constitutional adjustments deployed to satisfy their claims 

and placate the electoral threat that they constituted. 

The steady improvement in the electoral performance of the SNP and PC coincided with 

the erosion of partisanship and the decaying hegemony of the Conservative and Labour parties. 

Both mainstream parties were vulnerable to secular patterns of changes in the behaviour of the 

British electorate. The traditional middle-class base of the Conservative party was prone to the 

erosion of partisan identification, and the party was threatened by the haemorrhaging of its 

stalwart supporters.18 In Scotland and Wales, partisan dealignment allowed the SNP and PC to 

tap a stable sentiment of national identity and demand for self government. The withdrawal of 

support to state-wide parties posed a significant threat to Labour which had developed a 

stronghold in the periphery and depended on the continuation of its dominance to muster the 

necessary legislative majority to form a government. Both British mainstream parties were 

competing in an environment of heightened electoral flux and electoral competitiveness, and 

uneven territorial support. This vulnerability was compounded by the operation of the electoral 

system which exacerbated the consequences of small changes in individual voting.19 

The postulates of the spatial approach are that in a two party plurality system, 

mainstream parties will engage in a ‘bidding war’, changing their position to the median of the 

preferences of the regional electorate, in order to maximise votes.  By incorporating regionalist 

demands in their election manifestos, mainstream parties undermine the ownership of the issue 

by the regional nationalist parties, making devolution a ‘positional’ issue, in which they could 

distinguish themselves from each other and from the nationalist parties.  The first party to engage 

in a bidding war was the Conservative Party which set up a Scottish Constitutional Committee, 

whose main recommendation was the establishment of a directly elected Scottish Convention, 

with responsibility over the second reading, committee and report stages of Scottish bills. The 

work of the Scottish Committees in parliament would thus be transferred to an elected body in 

                                                 
18 Crewe, I, B Sarvlik, and J Alt. 1977. "Partisan de Alignment in Britain 1964-1974". British Journal of Political Science 7 
(2):129-190, Rose, R. 1974. Britain: Simple Abstractions and Complex Realities. In Electoral Behaviour. A Comparative 
Handbook, edited by R. Rose. London: Free Press. 
19 This is due to the operation of the so-called Cube Law. If two parties’ vote are cast in the proportion A:B, then their 
parliamentary seats will translate into proportions A3:B3  This brings out the central feature of a plurality system, the 
amplification of the size of electoral swings: a one percent net swing will cause the loss of 2 to 3 percent (15 to 20 
seats) to one party and a corresponding gain for another 
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Scotland, and represented for the Tories, a natural extension of existing parliamentary practice. 

The Labour party responded by establishing a Royal Commission on Devolution in 1969, a 

neutralizing strategy that enabled the government to be seen to respond to the issue raised by 

nationalist parties but to de-politicise it by entrusting it to a committee of experts. It was, as 

Bogdanor points out, “the favourite expedient of a harassed administration.”20 In spite of its 

pledges, the Conservatives stalled on any decision to devolved power once it had returned to 

government, citing the need to wait for the recommendations of the Commission and to press on 

with less controversial reforms to local government.  From the benches of the opposition, the 

Labour party remained equivocal about its defense of devolution, in spite of its greater sensitivity 

to the electoral threats of the SNP, and continued to defend the material interests of Scotland.  

 

A False Start (1974-1979) 

The assertions of the model of party government had thus clearly failed to materialize- 

governments did not necessarily undertake the pledges on which they received their mandate. 

The incapacity of regional nationalist parties to compel the government to take action changed 

with the election of February 1974. The advent of a hung parliament and the dependence of the 

Labour minority government on the votes of the nationalist parties shifted the devolution issue 

from the electoral to the parliamentary arena, and from the systemic onto the institutional 

agenda. The nationalist parties exercised a compelling influence on the setting of the agenda, by 

exerting strong electoral pressures and swaying the positioning of the mainstream parties, as well as 

by dictating the timing in which their demands appeared on the government’s agenda., offering 

external support to the government’s legislative programme and guaranteeing its survival in office 

in exchange for a decisive action on the reform of Britain’s constitution. 

Electoral factors were at the forefront of this development. The election of February 

1974 is a watershed in Britain as it manifested the highest level of electoral volatility recorded, an 

indication of the highest drop in partisan identification and the largest growth in the performance 

of regional nationalist parties.21 Institutional factors conditioned the agenda-setting power that 

regional nationalist parties could wield as a result of this surge: the lack of investiture vote meant 

that they could not prevent the party from taking office, since Labour could govern with a 

plurality of seats. But they could exercise pressure following the formation of the government by 

threatening to call a motion of no confidence. This meant that although they were capable of 

placing the devolution issue ‘in the docket’ and forcing the Labour government to take action on 

the matter, they were incapable of influencing the legislation itself, whose content would be 

determined solely by the main agenda-setter, the Labour government.  

                                                 
20 Bogdanor, V. 2001. Devolution in the United Kingdom. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
21 Crewe, I. 1985. Great Britain. In Electoral Change in Western democracies. Patterns and Sources of Electoral Volatility. 
London: Croon Helm. 
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The Labour party returned to office following the October election with a wafer-thin 

margin. It could no longer ignore the demands of the nationalist parties and issued a white paper 

that proposed the establishment of directly elected assemblies for Scotland and Wales, elected by 

a FPTP electoral system, in which only the Scottish assembly would enjoy legislative powers in 

matters of ‘low politics’, while the Welsh assembly enjoyed secondary powers of legislation. The 

assemblies would be financed entirely by bock grants. The number of Scottish and Welsh MPs 

and the Secretaries of State would remain. This initiative represented a compromise position 

between two ideological currents in the party.22 The devolutionist faction emphasized the need to 

decentralized economic and revenue-raising powers to expand the policy choices available for 

tackling regional economic problems. The sceptical faction was emphasized the importance of 

the centralisation of power for undertaking the type of demand management and re-distributive 

politics that were in the interests of the working class. 

The existence of a hostile faction constituted a significant veto player during the 

decision-making phase, which was consequential for the content of the legislation and the 

likelihood of its success. The proposal was submitted to the floor in November 1975 and passed 

the second reading, but by the time it reached the committee stage, the government could not 

produce a majority. As a condition for its approval the sceptical faction introduced a referendum 

amendment to the bill, to test whether there was a popular demand for devolution, and in the 

same stroke, added a veto player to the ratification process. After the bill was defeated in the 

committee state, the government formed a pact with the Liberal party and re-introduced two bills 

in a revised form in November 1977. But the sceptical faction of the parliamentary group 

increased the threshold of its consent: 40 percent of the registered electorate had to support the 

devolution bills for them to be implemented. The bill was routed in Wales and failed to meet the 

threshold in Scotland, resulting in a massive defeat for the government. The SNP subsequently 

called a motion of censure, which the government lost by one vote, prompting new elections and 

the inauguration of two decades of Conservative rule. The maintenance of a large ideological 

distance between the skeptical wing of the parliamentary group and the government and the 

introduction of a new veto point in the ratification process had thus lead to the bill’s demise. 

 

A New Constitutional Settlement for Britain (1988-1997) 

 The tumultuous events that characterised the late 1970s and the debacle of the failed 

devolution referendum proved to have momentous repercussions. The election of May 1979 was 

a blow to the SNP, while the Labour and Conservative parties regained their hegemony. In the 

early 1980s, regional nationalist parties were thus unable to exercise any influence whatever on 

                                                 
22 Jones, B, and M Keating. 1982. "The resolution of internal conflicts and external pressures. The Labour party's 
devolution policy." Government and opposition 17 (3):279-292. 
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either the systemic or institutional agenda. While the British mainstream parties did not restore 

their secure electoral alignments, their electoral vulnerability had waned significantly with the 

attenuation of electoral volatility and electoral competitiveness. Moreover, the polarization of the 

party system in the early 1980s served to heighten the salience of the left-right dimension, as the 

Tory party veered to the right in a fanatical pursuit of state retrenchment, while the Labour party 

maintained its untenable position on the orthodox left of the spectrum. The issue of 

constitutional change hardly featured in the rhetoric of parties or the praxis of government, and 

devolution faded into the background of party politics. On the contrary, with the dawning of the 

‘new right’, the Tory party centralized decision-making and undercut the autonomy of local 

government and territorial administrations in an effort to advance its agenda of deregulation and 

privatization, fomenting  in the process, deep anti-Conservative attitudes in Scotland.23  

These attitudes translated into a denationalization of electoral behaviour and the 

exacerbation of a profound geographical divide in Britain- in which the Conservative party 

obtained the almost exclusive support of the English middle-classes in the South-East, while the 

Labour party fell back on the support of the working classes in the peripheral hinter land.24  As a 

result of the deepening of the core-periphery cleave, the SNP was once again able to exercise a 

diffuse influence on the agenda by swaying the positionning of the Labour party on the issue of 

devolution. After 1987, party competition intensified as the SNP was made steady gains while the 

Labour party increased its dependence on Scottish votes. Once more, the operation of the 

electoral system encouraged the Labour to maximize its votes in order to return to government 

and to engage in a ‘bidding war’ to undermine the SNP’s ownership of the devolution issue. 

Following a third defeat, it revised its previously ambivalent defence of devolution in favour of a 

more genuine degree of support. This position crystallized during negotiations in the Scottish 

Constitutional Convention in which it reached an agreement with the Liberal party that endorsed 

devolution to Scotland, in which the parliament would be elected on the basis of PR (AMS) and 

enjoy exclusive legislative competences and minimal tax-raising powers.  

The Labour party landslide in 1997 ushered the initiation of a process of wholesale 

constitutional reform in the Great Britain, of which the enactment of the Devolution Acts in 

1998 were central elements. The timing of the decision and the process of ratification reflected 

entirely the preferences of the Labour party which acted at the time as the unconstrained agenda-

setter. There was very little internal discord within the party to present obstacles to the 

ratification of the bills and there was n advisory referendum was held, it was held prior to the 

legislative enactment and subjected to reasonable thresholds of turnout. After a 20 year period of 

delay, devolution to Scotland and Wales was a constitutional reality. 

                                                 
23 Bulpitt, J. 1986. "Mrs Thatcher's Domestic Statecraft." Political Studies 34 (1):19-39. 
24 Unlike the previous electoral period however, the intensification of territorial differences in voting behaviour was 
much less a natural corollary of partisan dealignment than a consequence of increasing socio-economic differences 
between regions. See Steed, M. 1986. "The Core-Periphery Dimension of British Politics". Political Geography Quarterly 5. 
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The Spanish State of Autonomies   

The origins of the Spanish state lie in the fifteenth century, when territories with 

different social structures, political institutions and legal codes were unified under a single crown. 

The decentralised architecture of the dynastic union experienced sustained challenges over 

subsequent centuries, but the construction of a modern, centralized polity was hampered by the 

politicization of peripheral identities at the end of the nineteenth century. The temporal 

disjuncture between the state and nation building projects, the failure of the liberal revolution, 

and the economic dynamism of Catalonia and the Basque country, provoked a resurgence of 

national identities.25 Their political claims for autonomy found a modest institutional expression 

through the semi-federal solutions devised during Spain’s chaotic experience with democracy in 

the Second Republic (1931-1936). The democratic transition provided a decisive opportunity for 

the Basque and Catalan nationalist parties to assert their claims. The Partido Nacionalista Vasco’s 

(PNV) main demand was the constitutionalisation of the fueros, the historical rights of the Basque 

country, implying the constitutional recognition of the sovereignty of the Basque people, while 

the Pacte Democratic per Catalunya (PDC), expressed more moderate claims for territorial autonomy  

as a means of affirming and developing the Catalan nation.26 

The liberalization of authoritarian regime in 1975 constituted a critical juncture in which 

the government made a number of decisions which definitively imparted a majoritarian character 

to Spanish political life.  The ‘strong’ PR electoral system exercises important discriminating 

effects against small state-wide parties, enhances the representation of the larger state-wide 

parties and is neutral towards territorial parties, giving rise to an ‘imperfect’ two party system 

which manifests considerable fragmentation on the territorial dimension, but which has 

nevertheless consistently produced single-party governments. The government established a 

parliamentary system with a strong executive: the prime ministerial candidate must receive the 

support of an absolute majority of the congress in an investiture vote but is sheltered by a 

constructive motion of censure, enabling the survival of minority governments. This arrangement 

translated into considerable agenda-setting powers for the executive during the legislative phase, 

but rules regulating the process of constitutional change were yet to be formulated. The 

theoretical implications of this constellation of political institutions are that regional nationalist 

parties would likely exercise an influence on the systemic agenda by influencing the positionning of 

mainstream parties, whose governing potential is rendered vulnerable to increasing electoral 

competitiveness, and on the institutional agenda by dictating the timing and shaping the content of 

the governmental agenda as a condition for providing parties their support during the 

parliamentary vote of investiture. 

                                                 
25 Linz, J. 1973. Early State-Building and Later Peripheral Nationalism Against the State: the Case of Spain. In Building 
States and Nations, edited by S. Eisenstadt and S. Rokkan. Beverly Hills: Sage. 
26 It should be noted that the PCD later became Convergencia i Union (CiU)- the principal Catalan nationalist party. Both 
the PNV and CiU have christian democratic roots and present moderate centre-right platforms 
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The Pacted Transition (1977-1982) 

The founding election of a regime constitutes, for O’Donnell and Schmitter, “a heroic 

moment for political parties” because it allows them be at the forefront of political activity.27 This 

held true for regional nationalist parties which forcefully asserted their claims during this period, 

exercising a substantial on the setting of the political agenda of the transition, by swaying the 

positioning of mainstream parties on the territorial dimension, as well as by dictating the timing at 

which their claims appeared as an issue on the political agenda of the government and shaping 

the content of debates in the constituent assembly and the substance of the Spanish Constitution. 

In spite of their relatively modest individual performance, nationalist parties were able to 

influence the ideological positioning of mainstream parties. The electoral system was favourable 

to them, since its majoritarian properties had a neutral effect on their representation. This 

allowed them firstly to institutionalize the territorial cleavage in the party system and to define the 

dimensionality of party competition. As Linz and Montero have argued, the presence of regional 

nationalist parties in the party system, “reflected the importance of the regional cleavage as a 

second dimension of competition that structured both the existence of regional party systems in 

some regions and their complex interaction with the party system at the statewide level.”28 

Secondly, the ideological moderation and weak partisanship of the Spanish electorate and the 

amplifying effects of the electoral system on electoral swings encouraged a vote-maximizing 

strategy on behalf of mainstream parties. However, the Spanish Socialist party, the PSOE was a 

lot more sensitive to the territorial dimension than the centrist party, the UCD or the right-wing 

party, the AP and had a greater incentive in giving recognition to the historical nations of Spain. 

This was due to the territorial manifestation of the territorial cleavage which obliged the PSOE to 

forge electoral ties to the industrial proletariat of Catalonia and the Basque Country. From the 

first elections, the PSOE demanded the recognition of the plurality of nationalities that 

comprised Spain and the re-establishment of regional institutions. This enthusiasm was however 

tempered by its commitment to territorial solidarity, and a federal state was presented as an 

optimal constitutional framework for reconciling these objectives. The UCD and the AP on the 

other were lukewarm and hostile to the idea of a regional dimension to the political organization 

of the state, but recognized its political necessity in a time of transition. 

Regional nationalist parties also benefited from the interaction of electoral factors and 

political institutions to dictate the timing and the content of the political agenda for the reform of 

the Spanish state.  The founding elections established a highly competitive equilibrium between 

left and right, and depriving the largest party the UCD of a parliamentary majority.  The 

                                                 
27 O'Donnell, G, P  Schmitter, and L Whitehead. 1986. Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Tentative Conclusions about 
uncertain demcoracies. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.,p.57 
28 Linz, J, and J.R Montero. 1999. "The Party System of Spain: Old Cleavages and New Challenges". Working Paper 
Series. Juan March Institute. (138):1-119., p.44 
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obligation of a obtaining a majority for the vote of investiture however allowed the regional 

nationalist parties to exchange their support for the assertion of their political preferences on 

they dynamics of the democratic transition. This was immediately visible in the direction that the 

transition adopted: while the UCD was only predisposed to a simple liberalization of the regime, 

and a modest institutional reform, regional nationalist parties were able to ensure that the 

transition would be a rupture pactada (pacted rupture) whereby the new legislature would act as a 

constituent assembly whose task would the preparation of a new constitution. 

Moreover, regional nationalist parties were also able to influence the content of the agenda 

as a result of the deployment of consociational measures by the UCD government during the 

drafting of the constitution. The emergence of a ‘decision’ style oriented towards the resolution 

of common problems facilitated the recognition of the need to maintain a collective solidarity 

and enabled the establishing of informal consensual relations between the government and the 

opposition regarding the new democratic structures of the state.29 But the entente was limited to 

enlarging the scope of partisan participation, and the mainstream parties delegated the task of 

ironing out ideological differences to the parliamentary committee.  The result was a compromise 

between the nationalist parties who wished to secure the respect of the hecho diferencial and the 

mainstream parties who preferred a generalization of the system of autonomy. 30 

The compromise was visible at the symbolic and institutional level of the constitution. 

Article recognized the plurality and unity of the Spanish state, referring to the right of 

nationalities and regions to autonomy and the indissoluble unity of the Spanish nation. This 

dualism was also visible in the territorial organization of the state, elaborated in Title VIII, which 

created an undefined hybrid state- a state of autonomies- which exhibited both unitary and 

federal features.  The heart of the compromise was the establishment of a temporal asymmetry in 

the acquisition of autonomy between the historical and non-historical regions, a process that 

implied subsequent political initiatives by way of the creation of regional statutes of autonomy 

and the ratification of special ‘organic’ laws.  It is however important to underline the importance 

of ideological proximity during the agenda-setting and decision-making phase for conditioning 

the influence of regional nationalist parties. While the CDC was ready to accept a generalization 

of the system in exchange for a more rapid access to autonomy, the principal claim of the PNV- 

the constitutionalisation of the Foral Pact and its vehement opposition to any territorial 

generalisation- was situated too far from the consensus between mainstream parties and rejected 

as too radical. The proximate position of the Catalan party to the mainstream consensus thus 

allowed it to exercise a greater degree of influence on the institutional agenda. 

                                                 
29 The tradition of political consensus has no precedent in the  political history of Spain, but at this time, the consensus 
emerged as a result of the prudence of the political elites, who were aware that a confrontational attitude would put 
into peril the success of the democratic transition and who were haunted byt the collective memory of he turbulent 
and polarized years of the inter-war period which were provoked in part by the operation of majoritarian institutions. 
30 Hecho diferencial refers to the cultural, linguistic and historical differences distinguishing historical from non-historical 
regions. Aja, E. 1999. El Estado Autonomico. Federalismo y Hechos Diferenciales. Madrid: Alianza Editorial. 
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The Development of the State of Autonomies (1982-1993) 

 The Spanish Constitution had established a decisional process by which territorial 

autonomy was to be acquired. The development of the state of autonomies followed closely the 

ideological preferences of the PSOE during the decade in which it was in government. The 

influence of regional nationalist parties was absent as they were incapable of influencing either the 

positioning of the PSOE on the territorial issue or dictate the timing  of the placement of their 

demands as issues on the agenda, let alone the content of the government territorial policy.  

 In spite of a net improvement in their electoral performance, the CiU and the PNV 

were incapable of influencing the systemic agenda by swaying the ideological positioning of 

mainstream parties. In 1982 the PSOE had ushered in a dominant party system and was less 

vulnerable to electoral competition from the nationalist parties, due to the improvement of its 

position in the traditional electoral fiefs of the UCD in the central regions of Spain. Moreover the 

salience of the left-right dimension had increased notably, to the detriment of the territorial issue. 

Following the collapse of the UCD, the strategy of the AP was to create a Gran Derecha, in 

alliance with the UCD, to attract the ‘natural majority’ of Spaniards. The objective of creating a 

cohesive centre-right force was also visible in electoral competition: the AP insisted on the 

importance of reducing taxation on income and increasing the flexibility of labour markets, 

against the PSOE’s policies aimed at augmenting public sector intervention. 

 Regional nationalist parties were equally incapable of action on the institutional agenda. 

Wishing to pursue the decentralizing momentum of the democratic transition, the principal task 

of the central government consisted in establishing the territorial structures of the state of 

autonomies. The process of implementation centred on the principio dispositivo according to which 

each autonomous community (A.C) assumed different powers, consecrated in its statute of 

autonomy. The role of the government was to negotiate with each A.C. government the transfer 

of legislative and administrative competences.31 The process of implementation thus focused on 

the bilateral relations between the central government and each regional government. It is 

interesting to note here the significant ‘path-dependent’ effects of decisions reached during the 

democratic transition on the process of implementation. In particular the choice to leave the 

initiative to constituent entities, according to the principio dispositivo, still enabled the establishment 

of bilateral hierarchical intergovernmental relations, permitting the central government to act as 

the ultimate veto player. 32  

                                                 
31 The negotiations on the transfer of competences centred on the maintenance of norms for public services, for 
national regulation, on the transfer of personnel and property and financing. See Agranoff, R. 1993. "Inter-
governmental Politics and Policy: Building Federal Arrangements in Spain". Regional Politics and Policy 3 (2):1-28. 
32 The process of ratification of statutes of autonomy is regulated by Art. 151.2. The assembly and government of the 
A.C. must agree on a text by absolute majority, that is then submitted to the constitutional commission of the central 
parliament, which revised the text of the assistance of a delegation from the regional parliament. The text is then 
submitted to referendum and must win the majority in each province before being submitted to the two chambers who 
must ratify the decision by means of an organic law, which requires an absolute majority. 
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Benefiting from a secure parliamentary majority, a solid internal cohesion and the 

control over the majority of the A.C. governments, the PSOE was it the unfettered position of 

imposing its preferences on the scope and pace of the process of decentralisation.. The 

predominance of the PSOE in bilateral relations was buttressed by the results of the regional 

electoral cycle- after the first wave of elections in 1983, it detained control of 12 out of 17 A..Cs. 

This control between the two levels inserted a partisan linkage between tiers of government that 

enabled the PSOE to dictate the rhythm of transfers and to discourage any intergovernmental 

friction that could emerge regarding the delimitation of competences.  

The result of this hierarchical bilateral relation for the political agenda was evident in the 

way in which the process of decentralisation unfolded. There was a strong disparity in the 

devolution of competences on the one hand and the devolution of fiscal and administrative 

resources on the other. The C.A. had become responsible for the adoption of 85 percent of laws, 

but received 77 percent of their revenue and 70 percent of their public sector employees from 

the central government. The A.C.s were legally autonomous but did not enjoy the resources 

necessary to substantiate this autonomy. It also translated into the implementation of a 

symmetric form of decentralisation, a strategy entitled café para todos (coffee for all), which gave 

rise to a substantial dilution of the hecho diferencial.. This objective was realized as a result of the 

consensual collaboration between mainstream parties during the decision-making phase, which 

resulted in the approval of ‘organic’ laws that required absolute majorities, such as the LOAPA 

law (1981) and the LOT law (1994), which regulated the internal organization of A.Cs and 

amplified the level competences of non-historic regions. 

 

The Deepening of the State of Autonomies (1993-2000) 

 The claims of the regional nationalist parties would be intimately tied to the 

development of the structures of the state during the 1980s. They obtained the possibility of 

asserting their demands during the elections of the 1990s, which marked the restoration of a 

moderate and competitive party system. The type of influence that they exercised on the agenda 

was more nuanced, however, than during the transition, as they were able to exercise an imposing 

influence, dictating the timing and shaping the content of reforms to the territorial distribution of 

authority without necessarily first influencing the positioning of mainstream parties. 

 During the elections of 1993 and 1996, the PSOE maintained a constant degree of 

electoral support in the historical regions. Feeling unthreatened by the nationalist parties, the 

PSOE did not feel the urgent need to adapt its traditional position on the territorial dimension, 

that is, the evolution of the state of autonomy towards a symmetric federal state.  Despite its 

instinctive hostility to regional nationalism, the centre-right party, the PP, was becoming more 

sensitive to the presence of regional nationalists, because their presence made it lose a non-    
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negligible section of the middle class votes in economically important regions. In spite of having 

remodeled its image and renewed its leadership in 1989, the PP nevertheless remained skeptical 

of any reform in a federal direction, a position that it was able to maintain because of the 

extension of its electoral support in the non-historical regions.  Its political strategy of 

‘conquering the centre’ by emphasizing its economically liberal but socially conservative 

credentials heightened the salience of the left-right dimension in the process of party 

competition. The impact of regional nationalist parties on the positioning of mainstream parties 

was thus limited. Although they were capable of defining the dimensionality of the party system 

during the transition, they were incapable of exerting a sufficient degree of electorate pressure 

subsequently to induce a shift in the position of the mainstream parties. 

 Rather, the influence of regional nationalist parties was situated at the level of the 

institutional agenda. The interaction of electoral factors and the operation of political institutions 

enabled them to exercise an important degree of bargaining power: the electoral conjuncture 

deprived the PSOE and the PP of parliamentary majorities for the vote of investiture, and 

regional nationalists could once again negotiate their support to the mainstream parties in 

exchange for more concessions in matters of decentralisation. The regional nationalist parties 

also benefited from their ‘pivotal’ position in the party system, a feature facilitated by the 

discriminatory effects of the electoral system against smaller state- parties. The CiU and PNV 

was thus in a unique position to impose their demands on the central government. But the 

relation between parties was not simply a relation between parties in the parliamentary arena, but 

also a relation between tiers of government- the nationalist parties were perceived as the 

ambassadors of the A.C.s of historical regions, they chose to negotiate bilaterally with the central 

government, producing individual agreements rather than an overall package.33  The objective 

was thus to exercise pressure to obtain more resources and autonomy, but also to re-establish an 

equilibrium in inter-governmental relations, hitherto dominated by the central government. 

 Regional nationalist parties furnished a profound deepening impulse to the state of 

autonomies principally through the amplification of resources attributed to A.Cs. The first was a 

cession of 15 and 30 percent on the shared-tax on personal income, augmenting the fiscal co-

responsibility of A.Cs in the management of financial resources. All A.C.s could also exercise a 

degree of control over the collection, regularization and management of other shared taxes. The 

presence of central government administration in A.C.s was also reduced. The nationalist parties 

also obtained important concession from the state-wide parties for the asymmetric 

decentralisation of certain competences, restoring a certain f distinction between nationalities and 

regions. In sum, the concessions of the central government followed the distinctive claims of 

nationalist parties, advanced according to the specific needs of their regions. 

                                                 
33 Negotiations were moreover, conducted by the presidents of parties and the presidents of the regional governments: 

Pujol (CiU), Arzallus (PNV), Gonzales (PSOE) and Aznar (PP). 



 - 19 - 

The Federalisation of Belgium 

After its independence in 1830, Belgium was a constitutional monarchy associated with a 

unitary parliamentary regime in which the territory was divided into nine administrative 

provinces. The linguistic cleavage separating the Flemish and French-speaking communities did 

not initially achieve expression in the parliamentary arena. This was due to a number of critical 

historical factors that favoured the status of the French language, retarded the entry of Flemish 

population into the electoral franchise and conditioned the implantation of parties in Belgian 

society. The mobilisation of linguistic identities appeared in the mid 1960s, when economic and 

social modernisation and the de-politicisation of the religious and class conflicts provoked a 

decline in partisan ties and facilitated the resurgence of the Volskunie (VU), a party that put forth 

claims for federalism and autonomy in cultural matters.34 Its provoked a form of ‘reactive’ 

nationalism in the Francophone community and the emergence of the Rassmeblement Walloon 

(RW), a party claiming autonomy in economic matters, and the Front Democratique des Francophone 

(FDF), a party dedicated to protecting the interest of French-speakers in Brussels. 

Belgium operated as a typical consociational democracy featuring a feeble PR system, a 

multiparty system and coalition governments. Belgium has also been characterized as a 

‘partitocracy’ in view of the ubiquitous role of parties in society and government. Mainstream 

parties represented the pinnacle of the vertical pillar structures of the main party families that 

supplied social services in exchange for the electoral loyalty of the societal subcultures.35 As 

members of an elite cartel, party leaders engage in lengthy negotiations to forge complex 

governmental programmes. The domination of parties is evident in the submission of the 

legislature: the vote of investiture is a formality in which parliamentary groups have little 

opportunity to deviate. During the legislative process, parliamentary groups must also toe the 

party line, lest they imperil the governmental accord, but parties in the opposition are given the 

opportunity to participate in the decision-making through a strong committee structure.36 

Consensus is also necessary on fundamental initiative such as constitutional reforms, which 

require a qualified majority of two-thirds in both chambers.37 The theoretical implications of such 

a constellation of political institutions for the agenda-setting power of regional nationalist parties 

is that they can expect to both influence the systemic and institutional agenda by swaying the 

positioning of political parties, as well the timing and content of constitutional reforms through their 

association with governmental power during the formation of coalitions. 

                                                 
34 Lorwin, V. 1966. Belgium: Religion, Class and Language in National Politics. In Political Opposition in Western 
Democracies, edited by R. Dahl. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
35 De Winter, L, D Della Porta, and K Deschouwer. 1996. "Comparing Similar Countries". Res Publica 43:215-237. 
36 De Winter, L and Dumont, P. 2003. Belgium: Delegation and Accountability under Partitocratic Rule. In Delegation 
and Accountability in Parliamentary Democracies, edited by K. Strom, Muller, W and Bergman, T. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
37 The process for constitutional reform requires parliament to issue a declaration of intent regarding which articles of 
the constitution are to be amended. Parliament is then dissolved and the two chambers of the new constituent 
assembly must ratify the changes by a two thirds majority. 
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Consociational Accommodation in Belgium (1968-1970) 

 Tensions between Belgium’s linguistic communities began to take a grip over the 

country’s politics in the late 1960s, when acrimonious debates over the linguistic segregation of 

the Catholic University of Louvain and the sudden electoral take-off of the nationalist parties 

forced mainstream parties to address their claims for greater cultural and economic autonomy.  

The regional nationalist parties were able to exercise an obliging influence on the political agenda 

by encouraging a shift in the positioning of mainstream parties as well as by influencing the content 

of the constitutional reform aimed at accommodating their claims.  

The challenged was primarily situated at the electoral level. The Catholic and Socialist 

mainstream parties were threatened by the advance of regional nationalist parties in their 

respective electoral strongholds in Flanders and Wallonia, by the declining hold of traditional 

cleavages on electoral behaviour and the heightened volatility characterising elections. The 

adjustment of the positioning of mainstream parties in response to this development was 

conditioned by institutional factors. The PR electoral system did not induce a vote-maximising 

strategy as the mainstream parties would likely return to power through the formation of 

coalitions. The ‘reach’ of the party system and the organizational structures of the parties 

represented a constraint: on policy adaptation. Since they were mass parties with deep social 

roots and their internal structured contained separate linguistic wing, mainstream lacked the 

flexibility to adapt quickly their policy position, lest they alienate the support of the classe guardée.  

or undermine their organizational unity. However, the systemic challenge of regional nationalism 

to the operation of the consociational system- both to encapsulation of the electorate by the 

pillar structures and to the stable balance of power between mainstream parties- encouraged a 

modest shift in the positioning of parties.38 The Catholic and Socialist Party endorsed the creation 

of cultural councils to ensure the cultural autonomy of the linguistic groups, but neither party 

foresaw a decentralisation of economic powers. Adapting their position however came at the cost 

of organizational unity, as the mainstream parties began to divide along linguistic lines. The split 

of the party system evolved at a differential pace, in function of the prevailing degree of 

institutionalization of linguistic groups and their relative power within the party, but by 1978, the 

Belgian party system had disappeared, creating two separate arenas of competition.39  

 The timing of the decision to reform the country’s constitution is attributable to the 

increasing tensions between communities at the societal level, especially over the Louvain affair, 

rather than to the dynamics of party competition per se. However the rules regulating the process 

of constitutional reform allowed regional nationalist parties to influence the content of the reform. 

                                                 
38 Newman, Saul. 1996. Ethnoregional conflict in democracies : mostly ballots, rarely bullets. Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press. 
39 Deschouwer, K. 1994. The decline of consociationalism and the reluctant modernisation of Belgian mass parties. In 
How Parties Organise: Change and Adaptation in Party Organisation in Western Democracies, edited by P. a. K. Mair, R. London: 
Sage. 
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The lack of a requisite two-thirds parliamentary majority compelled the government to broaden 

the scope of participation in the formulation of a solution to the community problem, soliciting 

the support of linguistic parties in the opposition. As a result, the question of territorial and 

economic decentralisation emerged as one of the more notable innovations in the debate, 

promoted by the leader of the RW. But the first attempt at addressing linguistic conflict in 

Belgium reflected the preferences of mainstream parties for establishing consociational devices at 

the national level rather than for creating decentralized political institutions; they were “the work 

of a unified established elite and were imposed on the federalist parties.”40 The reformed 

constitution did not so much transfer powers to sub-state entities as establish the a new power-

sharing framework between communities at the centre through which such entities could be 

created and empowered. The members of cultural and regional councils would not be directly 

elected but drawn from the parliamentary arena. Moreover, their powers would be determined by 

‘special’ laws involving a highly demanding process: two thirds of both houses as well as a simple 

majority of each linguistic group in parliament. This framework would exercise powerful 

feedback effects on the agenda-setting powers of regional nationalist parties and on the 

decisional process characterizing constitutional reform. 

 

The Construction of a Regionalised State  (1974-1980) 

 The main task following the consociational accommodation of the linguistic cleavage in 

was the construction of the regionalized state through the implementation of cultural and 

regional councils. The rules surrounding this process provided a new institutional context in 

which regional nationalist aspirations could be realized. In this period, regional nationalist parties 

exercised a substantial influence on the political agenda, by swaying the positioning of mainstream 

parties on the nationalist dimension, as well as by dictating the timing of the placement of issue of 

constitutional reform on the government’s agenda and influencing the content of the reforms.  

 In this period, regional nationalist parties began to experience a progressive deterioration 

of their electoral performance. By the 1970s the linguistic issue had been firmly institutionalized 

in the party system and party-voter linkages were solidifying, restoring the process of electoral 

competition to its former stability. Rather than managing the electoral uncertainty that followed 

the breakthrough of new actors, mainstream parties now needed to cope with the increasing 

fragmentation of the party system provoked by their own internal splits. The territorial split of 

the party system altered the logic of party competition, since parties no longer competed on the 

linguistic cleavage: francophone and Flemish parties did not compete, and Flemish voters could 

                                                 
40 Mughan, A. 1983. "Accommodation or Defusion in the Management of Linguistic conflict in Belgium". Political 
Studies 31:434-451., p.442 
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not saction francophone parties and vice versa.41 Even though the electoral performance of 

regional nationalist parties had weakened, the pressure they exerted at the regional level was 

increasingly relevant. Mainstream parties could no longer hope to offset any losses that they 

suffered by attempting to re-establish a footing in the other part of the territory; they became 

entirely dependent on the voting support of a linguistic community. In order to maintain their 

hegemony, the dominant party in each party system adopted a federalist stance and presented 

itself as the genuine defender of regional interest. The Flemish Catholic Party, the CVP 

promoted a federalism based on the two communities and opposed the creation of separate a 

separate institution for the Brussels region.; the Francophone Socialist party, the PSB called for 

the creation of a federal structure based on three regions. The institutionalization of the linguistic 

cleavage in the party system thus increased the salience of regional issues for the electorate and 

increased the influence of regional nationalist parties on the positioning of mainstream parties. 

 Regional nationalist also exercised a decisive influence on the timing and content of the 

reforms aimed at constructing a regionalized state. Their influence was conditioned by the 

interaction effect between the format of the party system, the rules regulating the formation of 

governments and the legacy of the consociational settlement of 1970.42 The increasingly 

fragmented and polarised nature of the party system, the decrease in the parliamentary size of 

each mainstream partiy entailed that coalitions would generally need to include more partners to 

pass the majority threshold needed for the investiture vote, augmenting the coalition potential of 

regional nationalist parties. Moreover, the qualified majority rule for the ratification of ‘special 

laws’ to put into effect many of the constitutional provisions further enhanced their coalition 

potential by allowing the emergence of oversized coalitions. 

 The first instance of influence on the institutional agenda occurred in 1974, when the 

RW entered the government to provide it with a working majority. Its control over the timing and 

content of the constitutional issue was substantial, as the second annex of the coalition agreement 

was integrated into the law introducing a transitional regional government. Given the lack of 

special majorities necessary for the implementation of a definitive regionalisation law, this law 

aimed to induce a convergence of position of parties by establishing the geographical limits and 

the composition of regional councils in Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels.  But the polarization of 

positions induced by the split of the party system prevented such a convergence, and the 

regionalisation process was tackled in subsequent government negotiations. The second occasion 

took place with the participation of the VU and FDF in the negotiations that resulted in the 

Egmont Pact (1977-1978). The position of Francophone and Flemish parties was highly 

                                                 
41 Deschouwer, K. 1996. "Waiting for the big one. The uncertain survival of the Belgian parties and party systems". Res 
Publica 38 (2):295-306. 
42 Kerchove, A.M, and X Mabille. 1979. "Mesure du pouvoir des partis politiques en Belgique". Courrier Hebdomadaire 
du CRISP 862:32, Strom, Kaare, Ian Budge, and Michael J. Laver. 1994. "Constraints on Cabinet Formation in 
Parlliamentary Democracies". American journal of political science 38 (2):303. 
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polarised on the issue of Brussels’ boundaries and the rights of the francophone minority in the 

periphery of the capital. But a creative compromise between the VU and FDF facilitated the 

agreement- the FDF renounced any territorial expansion of the Brussels region, but secured in 

exchange greater rights for the francophones in the periphery and the abandonment of the 

principle of linguistic parity for the future regional executive of Brussels.   

The content of the pact was however subjected to a highly disaggregated process of 

ratification in three different phases.43 This temporal partition and the wide ideological distance 

between those that forged the pact and those that were charged with its implementation lead to a 

proliferation of veto points, eventually provoking the demise of the Pact. The content of the 

Egmont Pact however provided the template for the extensive decentralisation of powers to 

communities and regions undertaken with the passing of the regionalisation of laws in 1980 and 

for the design of institutions for the Brussels region.  The demise of the pact had however 

created a highly charged atmosphere of mutual recrimination between communities and 

ideological polarization between mainstream parties. The FDF was invited to participate in the 

next government, but the ideological distance separating it from the CVP on the question of 

Brussels provoked their replacement with the Liberal party. The mainstream parties once again 

used their collective power to impose a settlement whose main innovation was institutional 

asymmetry: allowing the Flemish Community and Regional Councils to merge, while allowing the 

continued separate existence of the Walloon Region and Francophone community. The question 

of Brussels was however ‘put on ice’- the compromise reached at Egmont on the capital’s 

boundaries and status would be postponed until a next round of reform. 

 

Completing the Federal Edifice (1988-1993) 

 The unfinished business of the regionalisation laws of 1980 was quick to re-appear on 

the agenda, and the mainstream parties devoted two legislatures to completing the Belgian federal 

edifice. However, regional nationalist parties only exercised a limited influence on the setting of 

the political agenda, as they were no longer able affect the positioning of mainstream parties or 

provide inspiration to the content of the constitutional reforms. By providing the parliamentary 

support necessary for achieving the requisite majorities they were however able to have a bearing 

on the timing in which such reforms would appear on the agenda. 

Following the Egmont Pact, all three regional nationalist parties had become associated 

with the political establishment and were paying the electoral price of government participation. 

The threat posed by the three regional nationalist parties slowly receded over the course of the 

1980s: the VU maintained a steady but unimpressive performance, but the RW vanished from 

                                                 
43 This was necessary to distinguish those parts that could be ratified by normal and ‘special’ majorities and those that 
required a constitutional reform and thus the calling of new elections. 
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the electoral scene and the FDF became a dwindling force in Brussels. The linguistic cleavage 

continued to receive institutional expression through the division of traditional parties into their 

linguistic blocs, exacerbating the centrifugal tendencies of the Belgian polity. The Flemish party 

system was more competitive than the Francophone party system, due to the pressures of the 

VU, which clamoured for the establishment of a confederal Belgium. Although this compelled 

the CVP to highlight its nationalist credentials during coalition negotiations- it was not sufficient 

to provoke any significant shift in the positioning of the CVP. The Francophone party system on 

had consolidated around mainstream parties, of which the PS remained the dominant actor. 

More than the electoral pressure of regional nationalist parties, it was the absence of state-wide 

parties that heightened competition between moderate and radical nationalist forces on each side 

of the linguistic frontier and that influenced the positioning of mainstream parties. 

The appearance of the constitutional issue on the agenda was intimately tied to the 

structure of the party system and the informal rules for government formation. The informal but 

strictly observed rule that national coalitions ought to be symmetrical in terms of party families 

meant that the polarization of the party system on territorial matters would have broader effects 

by infiltrating the executive and automatically setting the institutional agenda. As Deschouwer 

notes, “almost every linguistic issue that comes to the surface after the split of the national parties 

ends on the table of the government.” 44 But the fragmentation of the party system and the rules 

for the approval of ‘special laws’ or constitutional reforms, continued to enhance the coalition 

potential of regional nationalist parties through the formation of oversized coalitions. By 

providing the requisite parliamentary majority, they were thus able to influence the timing of 

whether the question of constitutional reform became an issue subject to governmental action. 

The result of the 1987 elections forced the question of institutional reform on the 

agenda, as the only way of forging an agreement between the CVP and PS was to revise the 

constitution. The VU entered government because it furnished the coalition with the qualified 

majorities for a revision of the Constitution. But while its support was a necessary condition for 

the government to begin undertaking the reform, the heart of the agreement reflected the 

compromise between the PS and CVP. The first part of the agreement included a commitment to 

an extensive decentralisation of competences to regions.  The CVP obtained the respect of the 

jurisdiction of the Flemish region over bilingual towns with facilities, while the PS obtained that 

Brussels would become a fully-fledged region with an elected council and an executive body.45 

The complexity of the institutional framework however reflected the reality on the ground- the 

council was regulated by a number of consociational devices analogous to those present at the 

national level, aiming to safeguard the Flemish linguistic minority in the Capital-Region.  

                                                 
44 Deschouwer, K. 1996. Ibid, p.300 
45 The question of the jurisdiction of the Flemish region over bilingual towns emerged as a result of the Fourons affair, 
in which the mayor of a predominantly French-speaking town in Flanders was incapable of speaking Flemish. 
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The part of the agreement relating to the direct election of community and regional 

councils posed greater problems, because it meant that electoral divisions needed to be brought 

into line with territorial divisions, entailing the scission of the Brabant province and the Brussels 

district into the Dutch-speaking Halle-Vilvoorde and the Francophone Brussels-Capital district, 

and thus the loss of effective voting rights of the French-speaking minority in the Flemish region. 

While the PS adamantly opposed this scission, it was equally forcefully demanded by the VU and 

certain members of the CVP. The most critical aspect of the installation of a genuine federal 

system, the creation of a tier of government with a separate source of legitimacy continued to be 

impeded by the complications generated by the fate of Brussels and its periphery. The task of 

finding a solution to this impasse to a ‘community dialogue’ presided by the leaders of the VU 

and the PSC, respectively the most federalist and unitarist parties, whose agreement laid the basis 

for a new governmental accord for constitutional reform in 1992. 

The agreement needed the legislative support of parties in the opposition. As in the 

previous constitutional reform, the VU was able to impact on the timing of measures by extending 

its parliamentary support. But its influence on the content was negligible, as its objectives of 

decentralising social security fell on deaf ears. The most symbolic aspect of the constitutional 

reform, was the revision of Art.1 which stipulated that “Belgium is a federal state composed of 

communities and regions.” The parliament approved the transfer of competences to regions in 

matters of external trade and agriculture, and external representation in the devolved policy areas. 

The principle of direct election was inserted in the constitution, and three assemblies (Flemish 

and Walloon Regional Councils, French Community) enjoyed the autonomy to determine aspects 

of their own internal organisation. The edifice of Belgian federalism was finally completed. 

 

Conclusion 

The objective of this paper was to identify the different ways in which regional 

nationalist parties have influenced changes in the constitution of Great Britain, Spain and 

Belgium. It sought to achieve this objective by demonstrating the channels through their political 

claims were transformed into issues that received the attention and action of government and by 

identifying the processes through which their aspirations were transformed into constitutional 

outcomes. The paper argued that the influence of regional nationalist parties on the structures of 

the state hinges on their control over the setting of the political agenda. The main conjecture was 

that the type of agenda-setting power would be conditioned by the political institutions who basic 

functions comprised the selection of political leadership and the exercise of public authority. The 

electoral system and party system would condition the influence of regional nationalist parties on 

the systemic agenda, influencing the positioning of mainstream parties; while the power relations 

between executive and legislature, and between government and opposition, would condition 
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their influence on the institutional agenda, dictating the timing in which their claims were 

transformed into issues and shaping the content of the policies designed to meet their demands. 

The comparison between the experiences of regional nationalist parties can be undertaken by 

tracing the degree of their influence during different moments in the evolution of state structures. 

 During the first moment of institutional change-the creation of a politically decentralised 

constitutional framework - regional nationalist parties exhibited an important variety of agenda-

setting powers. In all three cases the regional nationalist parties emerged in a context where the 

electorate exhibited a weak partisan identification and elections were characterised by a high 

degree of volatility and competitiveness. But political institutions played a significant role in 

conditioning the consequences of this electoral change. In Great Britain, the operation of the 

electoral system amplified the consequences of electoral swings, and induced parties to engage in 

a ‘bidding war;’ to adapt their positioning on the issue of devolution.  This adaptation was more 

pressing for the Labour party, given its dependence on maintaining a stronghold in Scotland. 

Although the policy shift was largely equivocal during the 1970s, by the late 1990s, after having 

shed its orthodox socialist ideology, overcome internal divisions and spent eighteen years in 

opposition, the Labour party returned to government and implemented its electoral pledge of 

devolution to Scotland and Wales. In Belgium, the PR electoral system produced less incentives 

for policy adapation, but the consociational system- buttressed by the maintenance of a balance 

of power between mainstream parties and their control over the pillar structures- was endangered 

by the growing salience of the ethno-linguistic cleavage, and induced an adaptation of the 

positioning of mainstream parties, eventually to the detriment of their organisational unity. In 

Spain, the electoral system was the critical factor, allowing the institutionalisation of the territorial 

cleavage in the new party system and enabling regional nationalist parties to define the 

dimensionality of party competition, and influence the positioning of mainstream parties.   

The influence of regional nationalist parties on the institutional agenda was again 

subjected to different factors.  In Great Britain and in Spain, the incidence of a high degree of 

electoral competitiveness interacted with the informal and formal relations of power between the 

legislature and executive in the formation of government, allowing regional nationalist parties to 

dictate the timing of the placement of their claims on the government agenda. In Spain, regional 

nationalist parties lent their support to the government during the parliamentary vote of 

investiture, while in Britain, the SNP and PC were capable of placing the devolution issue ‘in the 

docket’, by lending legislative support and guaranteeing its survival. The positive vote of 

investiture and the de-constructive motion of censure acted as functional equivalents. In 

Belgium, the cartel of mainstream parties was used to negotiating with each other during 

coalition formation and regional nationalists were not associated with government at this time.  
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Lastly, in Belgium and Spain, the consensual approach to decision-making enabled the 

regional nationalist parties to influence the content of the reform. In Belgium, the formal 

obligation to obtain a qualified majority for constitutional reform compelled the mainstream 

parties to open the process of ratification to the regional nationalist parties, enabling the 

emergence of the issue of economic and territorial decentralisation in the reform. This influence 

was however modest compared with the deep imprint left by the Spanish nationalist parties on 

the Spanish constitution. The deployment of informal consociational measures during the 

drafting process enabled nationalist parties to mark the constitution with the dualism implied by 

the hecho diferencial, both at the symbolic and organisational level. In Great Britain however, the 

process remained a highly majoritarian and the content of the devolution legislation reflected 

entirely the preferences and internal compromises of the Labour party. In Great Britain the task 

of establishing and empowering the regional institutions was one and the same, whereas in 

Belgium and Spain, the first moment of reform introduced a specific decisional process that was 

to govern the way in which constituent entities would be empowered. 

It was shown that the first moment of constitutional adaptation generated strong ‘path-

dependent’ effects by defining the trajectory of the evolution of state structures. Even though the 

initial choices reflect the short-time horizons of political actors,  whose response is dictated by 

the expedient logic of electoral and parliamentary politics, once embarked on a process of 

political decentralization, the structures of the state become effectively ‘locked-in’ the path 

initially selected. In Belgium, in spite of the electoral decline of regional nationalist parties, the 

territorial split of the party system intensified party competition along the nationalist dimension. 

Since results were only meaningful at the regional level, parties only paid attention to the electoral 

performance of their immediate regional rivals, increasing the pressures that regionalist parties 

court exert on the positioning of mainstream parties. In Spain, on the other hand, the consecutive 

electoral victories of the PSOE ushered the emergence of predominant party system, in which its 

unassailable position made it invulnerable to the electoral pressures of nationalist parties. 

The path-dependent consequences of the institutional choices made during the moment 

of creation were clearly visible in the way in which the timing and content of the process of 

implementation reflected the relative power of mainstream and regionalist parties. In Belgium, 

the fragmentation of the party system and the rules for the ratification of special laws enhanced 

the coalition potential of regional nationalist parties- allowing them to provide a strong impulse 

to the process of regionalisation. Event if their influence was eventually undermined by the 

existence of a wide ideological distance between mainstream parties, their efforts provided a basis 

for future negotiations on regionalisation, such as the scope of the competences of regional 

governments, the geographical limits of Brussels, and the rights of French-speakers in the 

Brussels periphery. In Spain, on the other hand, the electoral dominance of the PSOE at both the 

central and regional level and the hierarchical and bilateral relations between governments 
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regarding the ratification of statutes of autonomy and the transfer of powers, enabled it to 

determine the pace and content of decentralisation, resulting in a symmetrical format of 

federalism in which fiscal and administrative resources remained centralized. In Belgium, the 

initial consociational accommodation of the linguistic cleavage interacted with the territorial split 

of the party system to enhance the agenda-setting powers of the regional nationalist parties, 

whereas in Spain, the majoritarian functioning of the electoral and party system interacted with a 

hierarchical system of intergovernmental relations to sideline the regional nationalist parties. 

The situation changed during the completion and the deepening of territorial autonomy. 

In Belgium the nationalist parties had lost the initiative, having suffered important electoral losses 

and surrendered the role of defending linguistic and territorial interests to the mainstream parties. 

The positioning of mainstream parties continued to reflect party competition between themselves 

at the regional level, and the pressures exerted by the nationalist parties waned substantially. The 

issue of constitutional change appeared on the agenda more as a result of the interaction between 

the fragmentation of the party system and the informal rules of government formation. The 

nationalist parties could influence the timing of constitutional reforms, by extending their 

parliamentary support to obtain qualified majorities. The reforms on the creation of a regional 

institution for Brussels, the jurisdiction of regions over bilingual towns and the direct elections of 

regions and communities reflected the compromises between mainstream parties. In Spain, 

nationalist parties became increasingly assertive during the 1990s. Although they were unable to 

influence the positioning of mainstream parties whose ideological commitments were preserved by 

their state-wide geographical electoral support, the advent of a hung parliament, their pivotal 

position in the party system and the need for the PSOE and PP to obtain a parliamentary 

majority during the vote of investiture considerably enhanced their agenda-setting powers. As a 

result of their bargaining with the mainstream parties and the central government, regional 

nationalist parties were able to compel the decentralisation of fiscal resources and the asymmetric 

transfer of competences, reviving the institutional expression of the hecho differencial. 

The management of ethnic, national and territorial conflict remains a pressing and 

topical concern for academics and practitioners alike, given its important bearing for the political 

stability of the mature democracies of the west, as well as for the consolidation of incipient 

multinational democracies in far-flung countries. This paper’s aim was to identify the channels 

through which nationalist aspirations for greater territorial autonomy receive the attention and 

action of government and are eventually transformed into substantive constitutional outcomes. It 

highlighted the critical role of ‘horizontal’ political institutions in conditioning the effects of 

electoral change and the control that regional nationalist parties exercise on the different 

dimensions of the agenda-setting process. Its conclusion is that scholars with a more normative 

concern for achieving constitutional stability in federal states should direct their attention to the 

significance of these institutions. 
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