
At the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, the Great Powers set up a new international order 
whose priority was to maintain peace in Europe. This system was centered around the 
principle of self-determination for all peoples and “focused on populations and an 
ideal of state sovereignty rooted in national homogeneity.”1 The new order opposed 
the dynastic principles that underpinned multi-ethnic empires, but it was hampered 
because the creation of homogeneous nation-states was not realistically possible. 
Conscious of this problem, the Great Powers resorted to a new system of minority 
protection whose objective was to shield minorities from a wide range of homogenizing 
and discriminatory policies that varied from genocidal violence to milder forms of 
linguistic assimilation and socioeconomic discrimination.

Notwithstanding some major shortcomings, the minority protection system 
introduced during the peace treaties and supervised by the League of Nations 
represented a fundamental change with respect to nineteenth-century international 
practices. The Great Powers were inconsistent in applying this system since it was 
enforced only in the newly independent states of Eastern Europe and within some 
older states in the region such as Bulgaria, Greece, and Romania. Western European 
countries, as well as most non-European ones, remained outside the jurisdiction of the 
League’s Minorities Section. More powerful Western European states preferred this 
solution, as this inconsistency allowed for less interference within their own sovereign 
territories. Furthermore, in accordance with lingering civilizational stereotypes, 
Western politicians considered the populations of Eastern Europe to be less civilized 
and therefore in need of a lesson in “international deportment.”2

The Great Powers cast the minority issue as an Eastern European problem.3 This 
political decision was clearly reflected in contemporary studies on the subject. In a 
work that became a standard reference on the topic, the French ambassador Jacques 
Fouques Duparc located the origins of the minority problem in differences of language, 
race, and religion that, he stressed, were immense in Eastern Europe. In contrast, he 
claimed that Western Europe was “more stable in its political organization” and “had 
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lost even the memory” of such “barriers” between groups.4 A decade later, in an article 
that appeared in Foreign Affairs with the telling title “Minorities: A Problem of Eastern 
Europe,” Carlile Aylmer Macartney, one of the most influential interwar experts on the 
subject, consolidated this idea by claiming that “the minorities question” originated in 
large-scale national migrations that had ended in Western Europe in the Middle Ages, 
whereas they were still taking place in the East.5

Contrary to the widespread view of contemporaries that the minority question 
concerned Eastern Europe alone, in this chapter we argue that Western European 
political elites did confront salient minority issues and sometimes behaved in more 
repressive ways than their Eastern European counterparts. This is relevant for the study 
of minority questions in interwar Europe because most of the current historiography 
focuses on the system that the League of Nations supervised and, therefore, on the 
states located in the strip of land that stretches from the Baltic states to Turkey.6 The 
purpose of our contribution is to shift the historiographical focus from East to West 
through comparatively examining majority-minority relations in interwar Belgium, 
Italy, and Spain.7

As we employ a top-down comparative approach, for the sake of simplicity we 
use the terms minorities and majorities to describe segments of the population. 
However, with these expressions, we do not intend to suggest that these were 
monolithic entities. Identities in minority regions were often fluid and many of the 
people that nationalist leaders claimed to represent, or that state authorities deemed 
as belonging to a minority, did not identify with the alleged minority group.8 
However, political elites in all three countries perceived the minority question as 
entailing two key elements: a claim of difference in national terms9 voiced by a 
sizable share of the population identified as a minority, and an asymmetric power 
relation between the supposed minority and the rest of the inhabitants of the state 
whereby the minority would be in a non-dominant position. This claim of difference 
was of course a political stand rather than an objective reality, but it still had very 
real consequences for a number of political actors and, by extension, an impact on 
ordinary people.

Between the two World Wars, the countries in our study, Belgium, Italy, and Spain, 
underwent important processes of sub-state national mobilization which posed a 
formidable challenge to state authorities. The governments that ruled these states 
during the interwar years adopted different policies to deal with national heterogeneity 
within their borders. Generally, liberal regimes granted minority populations 
greater protection than authoritarian governments, which often implemented harsh 
assimilative policies. Yet, even liberal regimes that remained democratic throughout 
the period, such as Belgium, did show homogenizing tendencies. These, however, 
unfolded at the local, rather than state, level.

When compared to the countries subjected to the League of Nations’ minority 
protection system, overall, Belgium, Italy, and Spain do not stand out as having been 
particularly tolerant. On the contrary, they fit into a pattern of behavior that goes 
beyond a simplistic East-West divide. Despite not providing a systematic comparison 
with Eastern Europe, this chapter juxtaposes our cases with some Eastern European 
experiences. We show that on one end of the spectrum repressive policies were enforced 
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in fascist Italy to a degree similar to those in Poland. On the other, more tolerant, end 
of the spectrum, Belgium and Republican Spain could be compared to Estonia before 
the 1934 putsch that turned the latter into a dictatorship.

Before examining our case studies in greater detail, we briefly describe the workings 
of the minority system and introduce the context of majority-minority relations in 
Belgium, Italy, and Spain.

The League’s Minority System and Majority-Minority  
Relations in Belgium, Italy, and Spain

The minority treaties granted a mix of positive and negative rights to persons “belonging 
to racial, religious or linguistic minorities.”10 These included basic rights extended to 
all residents, such as the right to life and liberty, religious freedom and equality before 
the law as well as some minority-specific clauses relative to the establishment and 
control of private charitable, religious, social, and educational institutions, the right to 
use minority languages in court, and an adequate supply of public primary schools in 
the minority language.11 The general rule with regard to minority education was that 
public schools (or classes) in minority languages would be established if the parents 
of a minimum number of pupils (usually between twenty and forty) in a municipality 
requested it. The League of Nations supervised the application of the treaties and 
accepted petitions from individual members of minorities or minority organizations, 
although these documents were only informative in nature.12

The application of these treaties was limited to fifteen countries (along with the 
territories of Memel and Upper-Silesia), almost exclusively in Central and Eastern 
Europe.13 Although minority activists and Eastern European diplomats made several 
attempts to promote the extension of the system to all the members of the League, 
the Great Powers consistently thwarted such efforts. The only victory obtained by 
supporters of a generalization of minority protection was a symbolic one. It consisted 
of a resolution passed by the League’s Assembly in 1922, and reaffirmed in 1933, that 
expressed the hope that the League’s members not bound by the minority treaties 
would “observe, in the treatment of their own racial, religious or linguistic minorities, 
at least as high a standard of justice and toleration as is required by any of the treaties.”14 
We shall assess the attitude of Western governments toward their minorities against 
the background of the minority treaties focusing on education in minority languages 
(a highly contested issue throughout the interwar period), the use of languages in court 
and public administration, as well as on forms of repression violating basic rights of life 
and liberty, religious freedom, and equality before the law.

Although majority-minority relations in Belgium, Italy, and Spain originated in 
specific historical and contingent contexts, they shared some common elements. In all 
three countries, minority questions were brought about or intensified by two factors: 
the annexation of new territories inhabited by people speaking a different language 
and democratization processes that channeled the demands of new political actors, 
including minority nationalist representatives. Furthermore, in all three countries, 
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political elites voiced concerns about the state and the nation’s cohesion. The presence 
of alternative forms of national identification in some regions, different from the 
identity promoted by state institutions, only made these elites more anxious about 
their legitimacy.15

Belgium, Italy, and Spain were faced with two main types of minorities. On 
the one hand, there were populations that lived in territories annexed by Italy and 
Belgium at the end of the War from the Austro-Hungarian and German Empire. 
These included about 200,000 German speakers in South Tyrol, 460,000 Slovenian 
and Croatian speakers in Venezia Giulia (both regions were annexed by Italy), and 
60,000 German-speaking inhabitants in the cantons of Eupen, Malmedy, and St. Vith 
in Belgium. These communities could, at least in principle, count on the support of 
kin-states and minority organizations mostly advocated joining such states. On the 
other hand, in the regions of Catalonia and the Basque Country, as well as in Belgium’s 
Flanders, endogenous processes of mobilization led to the rise of sub-state nationalism 
in the second half of the nineteenth century. Political leaders representing this type 
of minority were keener on defining their group as a nationality or minority nation, 
rather than a national minority. Furthermore, such minorities could not profit from 
the support of any kin-state and minority representatives mostly campaigned for 
autonomy or independence.

The Flemish population of Belgium is a peculiar case that can be considered a 
sociological minority despite constituting a demographic majority.16 Belgium was 
founded as a francophone state led by a francophone elite, although the majority 
of the population spoke several Flemish dialects. Furthermore, with Flanders 
being the poorer region of the country, the linguistic divide between Flemings and 
Francophones partly coincided with a social divide. As a consequence, a strong social 
process of French assimilation began, causing part of the Flemish population to resist 
and establish a movement to promote linguistic equality between Flemish and French 
called the Flemish Movement.

A key factor accounting for the different evolution of majority-minority relations 
in Belgium, Italy, and Spain is the political regime ruling these states at any point 
in time. While Belgium remained democratic throughout the interwar period, 
Mussolini’s dictatorship governed Italy from 1922 to 1943. Spain, in turn, experienced 
frequent regime changes. General Primo de Rivera carried out a putsch in 1923, but 
democracy was reestablished with the founding of the Second Republic in 1931. Yet, 
the democratic regime eventually collapsed at the end of the civil war, in April 1939, 
when General Francisco Franco took over the country.17

In the next section, we will take these different political regimes as our units 
of analysis and comparatively discuss their policies toward the respective states’ 
minorities. We will look first at Liberal Italy (1918–22) and Restoration Spain (1918–
23) before Primo de Rivera’s putsch; then we will shift our focus to the dictatorships 
that ensued in both countries (from 1922 to 1943 in Italy and between 1923 and 1931 
in Spain). Finally, we will examine the most tolerant regimes in our sample, Republican 
Spain (1931–9) and Democratic Belgium (throughout the interwar years). In each case, 
we offer some comparative reflections related to the situation in Eastern Europe that 
help to locate these Western European experiences in the broader continental context.
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Belgium, Italy, and Spain: Assimilation, Recognition, and 
Homogenizing Tendencies

Even within the same state, different political regimes adopted diverging policies toward 
their minorities. Liberal governments tended to be more tolerant than dictatorships, 
but they still displayed homogenizing tendencies. In some cases, minority demands 
gathered stronger popular support only late in the interwar period, which suggests that 
national consciousness was not as strong as nationalist leaders claimed immediately 
after the Great War and points to the existence of nation-building projects within 
minorities as well. In many of the situations explored in the following sections, what 
was at stake for members of minority groups was the possibility to freely speak their 
native language and openly practice their culture. What changed from regime to 
regime was the degree to which central governments were willing to accommodate 
the minority culture and the one to which minority nationalist leaders resisted 
assimilationist attempts and promoted the standardization (i.e., homogenization) of 
the minority culture.

Liberal Italy (1918–22) and Restoration Spain (1918–23): Inaction and 
Resistance

In the period between the end of the Great War and Mussolini’s and Primo de Rivera’s 
coups in October 1922 and September 1923, respectively, state authorities in Italy 
and Spain had to address the requests for autonomy presented by different minority 
nationalist organizations.

For the Italian liberal regime this was an absolute novelty. When the Italian political 
elites were confronted with the task of integrating the “new citizens” annexed from the 
Habsburg Empire, they were unprepared. Opinions on what approach to take ranged 
from the support for a self-determination referendum proposed by some members 
of the Socialist Party, to an extreme assimilationist program advocated by nationalist 
activist Ettore Tolomei, who would later advise Mussolini on the matter.18

There were considerable differences between the way in which Italian authorities 
treated the inhabitants of South Tyrol (200,000 German speakers) and Venezia Giulia 
(460,000 Slovenian and Croatian speakers). While in the former military governors 
were more respectful of the rights of locals and schools in minority languages were 
left in place, in the latter several schools that taught in Slovenian and Croatian were 
closed.19 With the onset of civilian rule, in mid-1919, two governors with wide-
ranging powers were appointed by the central government to administer the two 
regions. The governor of South Tyrol, Luigi Credaro, continued the liberal policy 
adopted by the military authorities, although he progressively implemented more 
repressive measures in 1921–2. Except for a mixed language area south of Bolzano/
Bozen, schools remained in German and residents were allowed to communicate 
with the administration in German as well.20 Assimilationist attempts were stronger 
in Venezia Giulia. The region’s governor, Antonio Mosconi, refused to reopen the 
schools in minority languages that had been closed during the military occupation 
and more generally tolerated, sometimes even exploited, fascist violence against 
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minority organizations. Additionally, even though public administration in these 
provinces was officially bilingual until 1922, local authorities often refused to use the 
language of the minority.21

Despite repeated reassurances from several authorities that the rights of 
minorities would be respected, Italian liberal elites pursued an ambivalent policy. 
While aiming toward a middle ground between assimilation and respect for 
minority languages and cultures, in practice this policy often condoned, sometimes 
even tacitly approved of, fascist violence against minorities. This violence, especially 
in Venezia Giulia, became a daily occurrence causing several casualties in 1920–2. 
Furthermore, the hesitant attitude of Italian politicians during the negotiations for 
autonomy with members of the South Tyrolean minority organization Deutscher 
Verband (DV) reflects this ambivalent policy. As late as March 1922, three years 
after the beginning of these negotiations and despite reassurances that autonomy 
would be granted quickly, the Socialist MP from South Tyrol, Silvio Flor, asked the 
government in Parliament whether “it intended to persist with the wavering policy 
until then followed.”22 Prime Minister Facta’s following reassurances did not turn 
into any concrete measures.

Contrary to Italy, Spain did not take part in the Great War and did not annex 
any new territory inhabited by populations speaking a different language. However, 
between 1917 and 1923, minority nationalist parties in the Basque Country and 
Catalonia submitted proposals for regional autonomy to the central government. 
The defense of the Basque and Catalan languages was at the core of these parties’ 
programs.23 Plans for regional autonomy, the Catalan one in particular, were met with 
strong resistance in Parliament and conflict spilled over into the streets of Barcelona 
in January 1919. The Spanish government repressed these protests and later used the 
excuse of mounting social protests in the Catalan capital as an opportunity to close 
Parliament and end discussions concerning autonomy. In the following four years, 
labor protests took center stage in Spanish politics and overshadowed demands for 
autonomy from minority nationalist actors until the beginning of General Primo de 
Rivera’s dictatorship in 1923.24

The Basque and, even more so, Catalan languages were widely used in their 
respective regions, although mostly in oral form. Yet, the use of these two languages 
was not officially recognized in schools or in public administration. Spanish remained 
the official language of state education and bureaucracy, although its superior status 
was only made formal later under the dictatorship.25 However, teaching in minority 
languages in private education, which catered to the overwhelming majority of 
students, was not forbidden. Hence, lack of education in minority languages was also 
a reflection of its low demand. Despite the strong rhetoric of Basque and Catalan 
nationalist parties, who promoted their languages, the local middle classes, for reasons 
such as improved social mobility, kept sending their children to private schools whose 
language of instruction was Spanish. Furthermore, the Basque and Catalan nationalist 
movements were only then beginning the process of homogenization of their respective 
languages. Hence, demands for schools in minority languages were formulated mostly 
from the early interwar period onward and, until the 1930s, they remained limited to 
a narrow elite.26



Sovereignty and Homogeneity in Western Europe 111

The immediate postwar years were also a time of experimentation. In Catalonia, 
the local language was taught in some professional schools promoted by the 
Mancomunitat—the union of the four Catalan provinces created in 1914—and in a 
few municipal schools in Barcelona.27 In 1919, the provincial administration of Biscay 
(in the Basque Country) passed an ambitious project aimed at creating 100 schools, 
called escuelas de barriada, within five years. These offered education in Basque in 
areas where most of the population was Basque-speaking and in Spanish where the 
majority was Spanish-speaking. Spanish and Basque were taught as a subject in each 
type of school, respectively. Yet, the project was severely curtailed already in 1921 and, 
more decisively, with Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship in 1923.28 Attempts at introducing 
schooling in minority languages thus touched only a tiny fraction of the local school 
population in both the Basque Country and Catalonia.

Overall, during the short liberal period between the end of the Great War and the 
rise of dictatorial governments, education in minority languages was better protected 
in Italy than in Spain—although less so in Venezia Giulia than in South Tyrol. The 
inhabitants of the Italian “new provinces” also had some access to administration in 
their language. In Spain, however, the exclusion of minority languages from schools 
and bureaucracy was only partly due to the centralizing tendencies of the Spanish elite, 
as at the local level demand for teaching in minority languages remained weak. Private 
schools could have provided such teaching if there had been sufficient requests from 
parents. In both countries, calls for autonomy were approached with ambivalence, if 
not open hostility, on the part of central governments and Parliaments. Furthermore, 
state authorities tolerated, even openly exploited, violent acts committed by extreme 
right-wing organizations against minority nationalist leaders and organizations.

If contrasted with the policies enforced in Eastern Europe, the situation surrounding 
minorities within Liberal Italy and Restoration Spain can be compared to that in 
Czechoslovakia, one of the Eastern European countries that treated its minorities 
relatively liberally. In fact, on paper, Czechoslovakia offered a higher degree of 
protection than either of the Western European regimes, since it provided its minority 
groups with a wide-ranging set of rights beyond the minimum required by the minority 
treaties. For instance, in districts where more than 20 percent of the population spoke 
the minority language, the courts and civil servants had to communicate with members 
of minorities in their own language. Furthermore, public primary schools in minority 
languages had to be established whenever the parents of forty children requested 
it.29 However, legislation was often poorly implemented. The state promoted land 
colonization in border areas inhabited by minorities to the advantage of Czechs and 
Slovaks and, in Moravia, Czech authorities often denied parents the right to send their 
children to German schools if these were considered to be of Czech descent, regardless 
of the fact that they often spoke German at home.30 Czechoslovak was imposed as 
the official language of the state and, in 1926, 33,000 German-speaking civil servants 
lost their positions because they lacked proficiency in this language. Also, Czech 
politicians tended to exclude members of the country’s minority groups (including 
those of Slovak origins) from positions of power in the state administration.31 Thus, 
as in Liberal Italy and Restoration Spain, minorities enjoyed some protection, but this 
was not completely in line with the standard required by the League’s minority treaties.
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Fascist Italy (1922–43) and Primo de Rivera Spain (1923–31): Coercive 
Assimilation

In contrast with the liberal regimes just discussed, the authoritarian regimes of Benito 
Mussolini and Miguel Primo de Rivera set out to erase any minority nationalist 
movement in their respective countries and to assimilate minority populations into 
the majority language and culture.

In Italy, this process was more gradual than in Spain. The 1923 Gentile Law, named 
after the then Minister of Education and prominent philosopher Giovanni Gentile, 
imposed the Italian language as the only language of instruction in schools. Yet, the 
disappearance of minority languages from the primary school curriculum was phased 
out over a period of five years. Thus, by 1927–8, German and Slovenian/Croatian 
speakers could learn their mother tongue only as a foreign language in secondary 
schools. Private teaching was first impeded and then forbidden.32 Teachers and civil 
servants belonging to one of these minorities were either dismissed or transferred to 
other Italian regions. Minority cultural associations were dissolved, while the minority’s 
lower clergy was accused of defending minority languages and heavily harassed.33

Fascist assimilationist policies went beyond schooling as the regime envisaged 
the total Italianization of its minorities. To this effect, Mussolini tried to impose 
the Italianization of family names. Although officially this conversion was not 
compulsory, lists of “foreign” names were drafted and strong pressure was applied 
to transform them into “pure” Italian names.34 Furthermore, to improve the results 
achieved up until that point, which they saw as disappointing, from 1933 onward 
the fascists scaled up the settlement of these new provinces with Italians from other 
regions of the country.35 Overall, results were not satisfactory for the regime, but 
in the city of Bolzano/Bozen the establishment of an industrial zone settled with 
“pure” Italians, coming from provinces of the Kingdom without minorities, reversed 
the linguistic balance in the city to the advantage of Italian speakers, who by the 
late 1930s became a majority.36 Although violence rarely reached extreme levels, 
it was institutionalized in the repressive apparatus of the regime and continuously 
applied to minority organizations and the wider population through policing and 
surveillance.

In Spain, Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship repressed minority organizations and 
minority languages more rapidly, but less profoundly than Mussolini’s. Only a few 
days after his coup on September 13, 1923, the Spanish leader passed a decree against 
separatism. This imposed Castilian as the official state language at all levels of the 
administration and the education system. Spreading separatist propaganda in schools 
was punished with prison sentences, and teachers caught speaking Basque or Catalan 
in class were often transferred to other Spanish regions. The regime created a system 
of surveillance and systematic evaluation of teachers that rewarded denunciation. 
The same occurred within the state administration so that officials deemed to hold 
nationalist sympathies were purged. As in fascist Italy, minority cultural associations 
were disbanded, and the minority’s lower clergy accused of defending minority 
languages. Although family names were left untouched, the public space was 
Castilianized.37
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However, Primo de Rivera did not aim at erasing Catalan and Basque completely 
from Spanish territory. In fact, the regime allowed the publication of newspapers 
in Catalan—their production in fact increased between 1923 and 1927. The regime 
also continued to fund studies on the Catalan language. The dictator simply strove to 
turn minority languages into elements of regional folklore without any connection to 
political identities.38 In the Basque Country, the regime repressed the separatist Partido 
Nacionalista Vasco and all those nationalists who openly challenged the regime, but it 
did not dissolve the moderate Comunión Nacionalista Vasca, which, in turn, focused 
on purely cultural activities. Publications in Basque were allowed and the regime even 
renewed the concierto economico, a special agreement between the central government 
and the Basque provinces that guaranteed some form of fiscal autonomy for the latter.39

Coercive assimilation did not work in Italy or Spain. Both Mussolini and Primo 
de Rivera’s regimes tried to force minority populations to identify with Italy and 
Spain, respectively, by using repression and indoctrination tactics. Yet, the nation-
building efforts put forth by these two regimes only managed to increase opposition 
to the state and reinforced minority nationalism. In Italy, the results of the 1939 
Option Agreement negotiated by Mussolini and Hitler offer the clearest evidence 
for this increased opposition. The Option Agreement allowed the German-speaking 
population of South Tyrol to choose whether they wanted to stay in Italy or move 
to Nazi Germany and obtain German citizenship. More than 85 percent of voters 
opted for moving to Germany.40 This result was a harsh setback for the Italian regime, 
which had insisted for about twenty years that the inhabitants of South Tyrol could 
not resist assimilation to Italian majority culture. Similarly, by the late 1920s, when 
Primo de Rivera began losing support among the social classes that had bolstered him, 
the strength of minority nationalism had grown considerably. When in April 1931 
the Second Republic was declared immediately after the municipal elections held 
throughout the country, Basque and Catalan nationalist parties came out among the 
biggest winners of the ballot.41

In a wider comparative context, both these Western European regimes showed 
a standard of treatment in line with, and in some respects even less tolerant than 
that granted to minorities in Poland—which was one of the most repressive Eastern 
European countries with regards to their minorities. Polish legislation was officially 
quite protective of minorities, and between 1926 and 1935 the Józef Piłsudski’s 
dictatorship openly defended an inclusive form of civic nationalism. Yet, laws were 
largely disregarded and the situation degenerated after 1935, especially with the 
introduction of antisemitic measures.42 The number of schools in minority languages 
declined dramatically throughout the interwar period and economic discrimination 
hit the German-speaking population in the early 1920s.43 Large-scale violence against 
minorities was probably stronger in Poland than in authoritarian Italy and Spain. 
In the early 1930s, Piłsudski’s government adopted strongly repressive policies of 
“pacification” under the cover of anti-terrorism activities in the areas inhabited 
by Ukrainian speakers,44 while in the late 1930s Polish authorities tolerated several 
antisemitic pogroms.45 Yet, violence was institutionalized in Mussolini’s and Primo 
de Rivera’s regimes as well and practiced daily through small acts of repression and 
surveillance.
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Republican Spain (1931–39) and Democratic Belgium (1918–39): Recognition 
and Homogenizing Tendencies

Liberal regimes tended to integrate their minorities by recognizing cultural 
differences and granting a minimum degree of protection. This was especially the 
case in Spain during the Republican period (1931–39) and in Belgium throughout 
the interwar years. Yet, even in these cases one can see homogenizing tendencies in 
the latter and persisting conflict between minority demands and centralizing efforts 
in the former.

In Spain, the Second Republic originated in the combined efforts of a wide 
coalition of democratic republican forces in which minority nationalist parties, 
especially in Catalonia, played a prominent role. Catalan nationalists were among 
the first political leaders in Spain to proclaim the Spanish Republic on April 14, 1931. 
With the creation of this new democratic regime, Catalan and Basque representatives 
had a chance to obtain the political autonomy that had been resisted by the old 
Restoration elite. In Catalonia, an autonomous government called Generalitat, 
established immediately after the proclamation of the Republic, governed the 
territory until the end of the civil war. In the Basque Country, on the contrary, major 
disagreements among the drafters of the statute of autonomy delayed the creation of 
a regional executive until October 1936, well into the civil war.46

The Catalan statute affirmed the co-official nature of Catalan and Spanish in the 
region. Public schools remained under the control of the central executive, but the 
Generalitat was allowed to set up its own school network at its own expense. A decree 
signed in April 1931 ordered pupils to be taught in their mother tongue until eight 
years of age, thus opening up the possibility to establish Catalan as the language of 
instruction in public primary schools. The decree was de facto largely ignored. This 
however was also due to a dearth of teachers sufficiently fluent in Catalan—a reminder 
that the Catalan nation was still under construction. The equality of Spanish and 
Catalan was also extended to higher education.47

The Basque statute also recognized the official character of the Basque language but 
transferred a limited number of competences to the regional executive. The relative 
isolation of the Basque provinces and the weakness of the Spanish Republican government, 
both caused by the ongoing civil war, enabled the Basque government to exercise a much 
wider range of competences than those originally devolved by the central government. 
The Basque region was practically acting as an independent state until the conquest of this 
territory by Franco’s troops in June 1937.48 Even before the establishment of the Basque 
executive, several projects providing primary bilingual education were launched in both 
Biscay and Gipuzkoa, which expanded the lukewarm attempts at education in Basque of 
the early postwar years, although they still affected only a few thousand pupils.49

Republican Spain can thus be categorized as a mixed example regarding the 
recognition of national difference. On the one hand, it constituted an exceptional instance 
of devolution of powers to regional authorities in the Basque Country and Catalonia. 
On the other hand, it was a very brief and conflict-ridden regime. This was especially 
the case in Catalonia, where, in October 1934, after a few months of struggle between 
the Generalitat and the central executive over a regional agricultural law, and with the 
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coming of a new government opposed to Catalan autonomy in Madrid, the President 
of the Generalitat Lluís Companys decided to declare a Catalan state within a Spanish 
Republican Federation. The new Spanish executive imposed a state of emergency on the 
region, closed the Catalan Parliament, and directly ruled the region until the left-wing 
Popular Front won new elections in February 1936 and re-instated Catalan autonomy. 
A few months later, the civil war began and although this was mostly an ideological 
conflict between the Left and the Right, Franco’s rebellion was caused in part by, and 
aimed at uprooting, nationalist forces in the Basque Country and Catalonia.50

Compared to Republican Spain, Belgium did not experience the same level of 
minority conflict. At the end of the Great War, the Belgian political elites were 
confronted with two minority issues. The first concerned a population of former 
German subjects annexed at the end of the Great War that was living in the districts of 
Eupen, Malmedy, and St. Vith (the so-called Eastern cantons). The second regarded 
the Flemish-speaking population of Flanders, whose demands for equality between 
French and Flemings had grown stronger during and immediately after the conflict.

Belgian policy toward its German population in the Eastern cantons was often 
paternalistic, sometimes despotic. However, it generally guaranteed the protection 
of the language and culture of the region. Successive Belgian executives never hid 
their goal of assimilating the population of the Eastern cantons. Yet, they interpreted 
assimilation as a policy that would integrate the “new Belgians” into the administrative 
and social fabric of the state without necessarily implying full homogenization. For 
this purpose, the central government appointed General Herman Baltia as Royal High 
Commissioner of the region, which he ruled with wide-ranging powers from 1920 to 
1925. Baltia’s regime tolerated the cultural and linguistic difference of local inhabitants 
but was also paternalistic and authoritarian. In educational terms, the general divided 
the cantons into two areas: in Malmedy (where most of the population was French 
speaking) French was the dominant language and German the second language; in 
Eupen and St. Vith (where the linguistic landscape was the opposite), the situation was 
reversed. This generally ensured that German-speaking pupils could have most of their 
education in German.51 However, similar to Italian authorities (although not to the 
same extent), Baltia removed German-speaking teachers from primary and secondary 
schools, as he believed that they were not “reliable.” About one-third of the total number 
of these teachers left or were fired in 1920.52 Furthermore, the regime repressed dissent, 
notably during the “popular consultation” on annexation imposed by the Treaty of 
Versailles that took place in the first half of 1920. The consultation was widely defined 
as a fraud, including by some Belgian politicians, and its farcical nature undermined 
the legitimacy of Belgian control of the area throughout the interwar years.53

In the immediate post-Baltia period, the Belgian central government acted 
inconsiderately toward the population of the Eastern cantons. For instance, it 
removed some elected mayors that it did not trust and leaked details of negotiations 
with Berlin, which occurred from 1925 to 1926, about a possible restitution of the 
cantons to Germany. Both occurrences convinced many locals that they were second-
class citizens.54 After 1929, Brussels started taking a more lenient approach, but the 
Nazi takeover in Germany complicated things further. Belgian authorities detected an 
intensification of covert pro-German activity in the area. Consequently, they increased 
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surveillance and even introduced radical measures such as the implementation of a 
law that would denationalize citizens who were not Belgian nationals by birth if they 
violated “their duties as Belgian citizens.”55 At the same time, successive governments 
carefully avoided disaffecting the local population and creating martyrs.56

The fact that in 1939, 45.2 percent of the population of the cantons voted for the 
revisionist party Heimattreue Front suggests that the assimilation efforts of the Belgian 
authorities had worked only in part. Yet, in comparison with the situation in Fascist 
Italy, where more than 85 percent of the population of South Tyrol voted to move to 
Germany in 1939 suggests that, in relative terms, Belgium’s more tolerant approach 
was more effective than Mussolini’s attempts at forced assimilation.57

The second minority issue that the Belgian state had to address in the interwar 
period concerned the population of Flanders, which in fact was a demographic 
majority. We consider this population as a sociological minority on account of its lower 
status in a state dominated by francophone elites. However, despite this initial lower 
status, during the interwar years Flemish nationalism became stronger and the Flemish 
economy also improved, reinforcing the negotiating power of Flemish nationalist elites 
within the Belgian state. Thus, by the early 1930s, Flemish and francophone politicians 
agreed to turn Flanders and Wallonia into two homogeneous monolingual areas.

The main minority organization advocating for the rights of the Flemish people was the 
Flemish Movement. It had arisen in the second half of the nineteenth century to demand 
equality between French and Dutch in Belgium. During the Great War, the Movement 
divided into a radical anti-Belgian wing calling for autonomy, even independence, and a 
moderate faction, that rallied the Movement’s large majority. This latter faction demanded 
the Flemishization of education (in particular secondary and higher education), the 
administration and the courts in Flanders, as well as equality between Francophones and 
Flemings in the army. At the end of the war, these requests, embodied in the “minimum 
program” devised by the Flemish Catholic leader Frans van Cauwelaert, met resistance 
from the francophone establishment, which despite the introduction of universal male 
suffrage in 1919 remained dominant in the executive.58 Many francophone politicians, 
along with the King, were willing to provide more equality to Flemish, but not at the 
expense of bilingualism in Flanders, where education in Flemish was provided, but 
French was widely used in public administration and prevailed in higher education.59

At the end of the war, the use of languages in the administration and the school 
system was mostly regulated in accordance with the personality principle. According 
to this principle, every citizen should have been able to use whatever official language 
in his or her dealings with the state and within schools. Toward the end of the 1920s, 
however, support for an alternative principle, the territorial principle, grew. This 
postulated that the language of the majority in a specific area should have been the 
official language in the administration and education. Between 1930 and 1932, through 
the adoption of the three bills on the complete Flemishization of the University of 
Ghent (in 1930), the use of languages in public administration (1932) and the use of 
languages in primary and secondary schools (1932), most of the Belgian territory was 
divided into two monolingual linguistic areas. As a result, linguistic minorities in most 
of Flanders and Wallonia did not enjoy any protection, except for some derogations 
along the border between these two regions, Brussels (which remained bilingual), and 
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the Eastern cantons—indeed the francophone Flemish elites rapidly declined after the 
formation of the two monolingual areas.60

The turn toward the territorial principle occurred as the result of a change 
in opinion among most Walloon MPs. In 1921, when a first reform of the use of 
languages in the administration that introduced a degree of territoriality was passed, 
politicians from Wallonia had voted overwhelmingly against the bill. MPs from 
Flanders, by contrast, massively supported it.61 Eleven years later, two-thirds of MPs 
in both Flanders and Wallonia accepted the new bill on the use of languages in the 
administration that did away, almost completely, with the rights of minorities in 
both areas. Such change in the attitude of Walloon lawmakers occurred because of a 
complex set of reasons. In part, the shift reflected a generalized reaction of Belgian 
authorities to the election of August Borms, a Flemish radical nationalist who 
was in prison for collaboration with the German occupier during the First World 
War, at a by-election in Antwerp in 1928. The event stunned the Belgian political 
elites and convinced them to adopt a more lenient approach to Flemish linguistic 
demands. Indeed, Belgian politicians thought that an intransigent line would favor 
a radicalization of Flemish public opinion. However, among Walloon politicians in 
particular, the turnaround in favor of the creation of two monolingual regions also 
stemmed from fears that Flemish MPs would use their majority in Parliament to 
impose equality between Flemish and French in the form of bilingualism throughout 
Belgium. The Liberal Walloon politician François Bovesse conveyed these fears well, 
as well as the trade-off that many Walloon politicians were ready to accept, when he 
bitterly acknowledged that “it is hard, it is bitter to abandon the Francophones of 
Flanders. It would be certainly harder and more dangerous to sacrifice our [Walloon] 
linguistic unity.”62 Concerns about the linguistic integrity of Wallonia convinced 
most Walloon MPs to accept the Flemish MPs’ proposal to divide the country into 
two monolingual areas. Hence, although there was no homogenization at the state 
level in Belgium, homogenization occurred within both Flanders and Wallonia.

Overall, with respect to our case studies, Belgium throughout the interwar period 
and Republican Spain from 1931 to 1936 guaranteed the best standard of protection to 
their minorities. Public education in minority languages was allowed (although funded 
by regional authorities in Spain) and the Republic even granted territorial autonomy to 
the Basque provinces and Catalonia. Although formal autonomy was not given to the 
Flemish population, the moderate nationalist leader Frans van Cauwelaert considered 
the implementation of his “minimum programme” (which was de facto realized in the 
1930s) as a form of cultural autonomy, because it would shield the Flemish population 
from social dynamics favoring French assimilation.63

There was a comparable level of protection and recognition in the Eastern 
European context, namely in the Baltic Republic of Estonia until the 1934 coup d’état. 
There, recognition was chiefly granted through the peculiar institutional tool of 
non-territorial autonomy. Estonia allowed each group considered as a minority with 
at least 3,000 members to set up a far-reaching system of cultural (non-territorial) 
autonomy. These groups could establish institutions to manage their educational and 
cultural life. Minority organs had the authority to impose legally binding rules on 
their members and raise taxes (under state supervision).64 The system was not perfect 
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and, for instance, the German minority was heavily targeted by land redistribution 
measures. Nevertheless, pre-1934 Estonia still offered minorities one of the most 
tolerant contexts of the entire continent during the interwar period and allowed the 
creation of an extensive network of subsidized German and Jewish minority schools 
that went beyond the efforts carried out in this sector in Catalonia and the Basque 
Country during the Republican period.65

Conclusion: Locating Belgium, Italy, and Spain in  
the Wider European Context

Contrary to interwar assumptions that linger in historiography to this day, Western 
Europe experienced tense majority-minority relations between the two World Wars. 
Moreover, in many respects, minority treatment in Western European states and in 
the countries subjected to the minority treaties did not differ substantially. Hence, in 
the interwar years, minorities were a “problem of Europe as a whole.”66 The decision to 
circumscribe minority protection to Eastern Europe stemmed from power asymmetries 
between the European states and lingering civilizational stereotypes, rather than from 
realities on the ground.

This does not mean that majority-minority relations were the same in Eastern and 
Western Europe, but that comparable situations existed. Furthermore, both parts of 
the continent showed considerable variation in terms of minority treatment within 
their own region, sometimes even within the same country over time.

Although Western European states were not legally bound to respect the League’s 
minority treaties, they had a moral obligation to fulfill them in light of the 1922 
resolution of the Assembly of the League of Nations. We can thus evaluate their 
behavior against the background of these treaties. Liberal Italy and Restoration Spain 
provided liberal rights to their population, including minorities, but they did not fully 
provide minority-specific rights. Furthermore, both regimes became increasingly 
repressive in the early 1920s and tolerated, even publicly exploited, violent extreme-
right groups attacking minority organizations, which eventually took over state 
institutions altogether.

Italian Fascism and Spain under General Primo de Rivera clearly disregarded 
most of the rights set out in these treaties. Apart from the violations of the right 
to liberty and equality before the law implied by their authoritarian nature (and 
which concerned all citizens), these two regimes consistently repressed minority 
organizations and imposed the majority’s language as the sole language of instruction 
and administration. Primo de Rivera, however, left more room than Mussolini for 
the use of regional languages in the media and the public space as mere elements of 
Spanish folklore.

In contrast, Republican Spain and Democratic Belgium recognized the language 
and culture of their minorities. Republican Spain granted territorial autonomy to 
the regions of the Basque Country and Catalonia and recognized the co-official 
character of the languages spoken there. Although the Republic did not directly 
fund schools in minority language, it allowed regional executives to create their own 
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parallel school system with their own revenues. Interwar Belgium did not concede 
autonomy to either the German-speaking population of the Eastern cantons or 
the population of Flanders, but it did establish public schools that taught in the 
Flemish or German language, allowed the use of these languages in court, and did 
not repress minority organizations. Both, however, demonstrated disadvantageous 
aspects with respect to their minorities as well. The Spanish Republic was short-
lived and conflict-ridden, eventually leading to a civil war and a new dictatorship. 
Belgium’s legitimacy in the Eastern cantons was undermined by the 1920 farcical 
plebiscite concerning annexation and by a number of other “tactless” attempts to 
promote French assimilation of the area (although this never meant the annihilation 
of German language and culture), while Flemish demands for equality between 
Flemish and French led to the division of the country into two linguistically 
homogenous areas.

Although a systematic comparison with the situation in Eastern Europe is beyond 
the scope of this chapter, it is possible to establish connections between Eastern and 
Western European cases. While Mussolini’s Italy and Primo de Rivera’s Spain violated 
minority rights to an extent and in ways similar to interwar Poland, Czechoslovakia 
afforded a standard of treatment in line with the mixed records of Liberal Italy and 
Restoration Spain. Similarly, pre-1934 Estonia granted minorities a degree of autonomy 
at least as extensive as interwar Belgium and Republican Spain.

Without going so far as carrying out a thorough East-West comparison, this 
chapter has shown that Western European countries should be located more firmly 
in an all-European context. It suggests that the image of a European continent split 
between a homogeneous, tolerant, and peaceful West and a heterogeneous, repressive, 
and conflict-ridden East does not hold. As a result, a more nuanced picture emerges 
in which policies of recognition are comparable in Republican Spain and Belgium just 
as in pre-1934 Estonia, while repression was a hallmark of Fascist Italy and Primo de 
Rivera’s Spain as much as was the case in interwar Poland.
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