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Abstract 

This article focuses upon two contexts which have arguably received the most academic and 

media attention with regards to the interconnection between sport and secessionist 

nationalism, Scotland and Catalonia, given that both ‘submerged nations’ have held public 

referenda on the topic of independence / secession from the states of the United Kingdom and 

Spain, respectively. The analysis endeavours to draw parallels between the two contexts in 

order to critically examine the extent to which similarities and differences are evident in 

terms of the growth of political nationalism. Finally, the central discussion outlines the extent 

to which sport contributed to broader political developments in the recent campaigns for the 

establishment of independent Scottish and Catalan states, focusing upon the actions of 

prominent sporting personalities and organisations. 
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“Més Que Un Joc?”: Sport and Contemporary Political Nationalism in Scotland and 

Catalonia 

 

Introduction 

Given the recent resurgence in support for supposed ‘populist’ political causes in a 

number of democratic states in Europe and North America, there has been a concomitant rise 

in academic and media analyses of the various factors which have contributed towards to the 

growing support for such causes (Judis, 2016; Moffitt & Tormey, 2014; Mudde & 

Kaltwasser, 2012).  Recent political developments on a global, international, national and 

local level have therefore stimulated a lively debate about the nature of contemporary 

politics, with attention focused upon emergent issues such as: 1) the success of Donald 

Trump in the 2016 Presidential Election in the United States of America (Eiermann, 2016; 

Kazin, 2016; Kellner, 2016); 2) the victory of the ‘Leave’ campaign which led to the United 

Kingdom’s withdrawal from the European Union (Clarke & Newman, 2017; Freeden, 2017; 

Gusterson, 2017; Inglehart & Norris, 2016); 3) the growth of populist parties on both the 

‘left’ and ‘right’ of the political spectrum in countries such as Spain, Greece, Italy, Germany 

and the Netherlands (Mols & Jetten, 2016; Wodak, 2015; Wodak, KhosraviNik, & Mral, 

2013; Yilmaz, 2012); and 4) the rising support for secessionist political nationalist 

movements which seek political independence for ‘submerged nations’ such as Scotland, 

Catalonia, the Basque Country, and Flanders, amongst others (Carbonell, 2018; Duerr, 2015; 

Guibernau, 2014; Keating, 1996).   

Analyses of these developments have explored a myriad of contributory factors which 

can be argued to underpin these phenomena, with emphasis placed on: 1) the impact of the 

2007-08 global economic and financial crisis (Inglehart & Norris, 2016; Mols & Jetten, 2016; 

Wodak, 2015); 2) a sense of public dissatisfaction with traditionally dominant political 
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parties (Clarke & Newman, 2017; Freeden, 2017; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2012); 3) the impact 

of changing global geopolitical relationships and economic production patterns on nations 

and their workforces in relation to immigration and outsourcing (Wodak, 2015; Yilmaz, 

2012); and 4) the political, social and cultural practices of local populations in reaction to 

these global developments (Clarke & Newman, 2017; Inglehart & Norris, 2016). 

In light of this broader global and political context, this article endeavours to 

contribute towards this ongoing debate by focusing its attention on one of the aforementioned 

developments: the rising support for secessionist political nationalist movements. In 

particular, this analysis will focus upon two contexts which have arguably received the most 

academic and media attention in this regard, namely Scotland and Catalonia, given that both 

‘submerged nations’ have held public referenda on the topic of secession from the states of 

the United Kingdom and Spain, respectively. Although the nature of the political, economic, 

socio-cultural and legal contexts in which the 2014 Scottish and 2017 Catalan referenda were 

situated varied to a significant extent (Castello, Leon-Solis, & O’Donnell, 2016; Duerr, 

2015), this analysis will firstly endeavour to draw parallels between the two contexts in order 

to critically examine the extent to which similarities and differences are evident in terms of 

the growth of support for political nationalism in these contexts.  

Having briefly outlined the broader political contexts, attention will then turn to the 

central foci of this article, namely, the relevance of sport to the development of secessionist 

political sentiment in Scotland and Catalonia. In terms of socio-cultural practices, sport has 

often been argued to possess a significant ability to either foster and/or negate political 

nationalism in various temporal and geographic contexts (Bairner, 2001; Cronin, 1999; 

Hargreaves, 2000; Maguire, 1999; Miller, Lawrence, McKay, & Rowe, 2001; Silk, Andrews, 

& Cole, 2005). This analysis will therefore consider the extent to which sport contributed to 

broader political developments with regards to the recent campaigns for the establishment of 
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independent Scottish and Catalan states, focusing upon the actions of prominent sporting 

personalities, organisations and clubs in relation to the current push for Catalan independence 

from the unitary Spanish state by Catalan political nationalists, as well as their corollaries in 

the Scottish context.  This comparative analysis will therefore facilitate an appreciation of the 

nuanced relationship between sport and secessionist nationalism in contemporary Europe, 

allowing for critical reflection on the intricate and complex impact of contrasting socio-

cultural and socio-political factors which shape the role of sport within such political 

movements within these two different contexts. 

 

Sport and Political Nationalism in Scotland and Catalonia 

The cases of Scotland and Catalonia provide a complex analytical challenge in 

relation to the traditional theoretical conceptualisations of nationalism. Although the ‘nation-

state’ acts as the fundamental starting point for ‘modernist’ theoretical analyses, Scotland and 

Catalonia are prime examples of ‘submerged nations’ given their status within the wider state 

systems of the UK and Spain, respectively. Inhabitants of ‘submerged nations’, also known as 

‘stateless nations’ (Guibernau, 2000; Schlesinger & Benchimol, 2014), can possess a tangible 

awareness of their existence as a distinct ‘nation’ on a social, cultural and political level, 

despite their nation's lack of parallel representation in terms of sovereign statehood 

(Guibernau, 1995; Smith, 1999). To this end, numerous academics have considered the 

potential utility of sport for fostering nationalist sentiment in ‘submerged nations’ within 

existing state formations, such as the case of Scotland and Catalonia (Boyle, 2000; Boyle & 

Haynes, 1996; Duke & Crolley, 1996; Garcia, 2012; Iorweth, Hardman, & Rhys Jones, 2014; 

McFarland, 2013; Nili, 2009; Vaczi, 2015). The following discussion therefore commences 

by providing a critical overview of previous academic writing on the relationship between 

sport, politics, and the cases of Scotland and Catalonia.   
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Political nationalism and sport in Scotland.  

In the Scottish context, despite the significant losses for the governance of Scottish 

society in the 1707 Act of Union, provisions were made to ensure that numerous elements of 

Scottish civil society were able to retain an element of autonomy and distinctiveness within 

the Union.  The Act legislated for the maintenance of independent church, legal and 

educational systems following the Union, ensuring that the Presbyterian and Episcopalian 

systems of worship would remain as the 'established' churches of Scotland and England, 

respectively (Hearn, 2002; Larkin, 2011; Maclean, 2000; McCrone, 1992, 2005). McCrone 

(1992) and Pittock (2012) argue that these important concessions have had a significant long 

term impact in terms of maintaining the notion of Scotland as a distinct nation, due to the 

clear differences in relation to this ‘holy trinity’ of civil society which have existed between 

Scotland and England from 1707 to the present day. During this period, the constitution of 

the Union was rarely of political importance (Hanham, 1969; Harvie, 1998). For Harvie, this 

was due to the continued existence of ‘semi-independence’ for Scotland within the Union, 

echoing the arguments of McCrone (1992) regarding the importance of the ‘holy trinity’ of 

independent Scottish civil society.  

Devine (1999) argues that the stability of the Union was secured due to the economic 

benefits which Scotland exploited during the eighteenth century, ensuring that the Scottish 

elite maintained their support for Scotland’s constitutional status.  However, the 1880s saw 

the issue of home rule for Scotland gaining prominence in political discussions, followed by 

further home rule movements in the 1910s.  Indeed, a Scottish Home Rule Bill had 

progressed to its second reading by the outbreak of the First World War in 1914; however the 

advent of war meant that this Bill failed to progress into law (Devine, 1999; Hanham, 1969; 

Harvie, 1998).  The inter-war period saw the establishment of other nationalist movements to 

replace the floundering home rule movement, with the establishment of the National Party of 
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Scotland (NPS) in 1928 and the Scottish Self-Government Party (SSGP) in 1932 (Harvie, 

1998; Lynch, 2009).  In 1934, the NPS and the SSGP merged to form the Scottish National 

Party (SNP).   

Whilst the post-war period marked the gradual consolidation of Labour as the 

dominant force in Scottish politics (Devine, 1999; Leith and Soule, 2011), the SNP failed to 

establish themselves as a significant force on the Scottish political scene until the 1970s 

(Leith and Soule, 2011; Lynch, 2009).  Nonetheless, the success of the SNP in the February 

1974 and October 1974 elections (with 7 and 11 MPs elected, respectively) saw the issue of 

home rule regaining traction (Harvie, 1998; Leith and Soule, 2011), framed within 

discussions of the ‘democratic deficit’ for the Scottish electorate with the 1979, 1983, 1987 

and 1992 general elections all returning Conservative governments to Westminster in the era 

of ‘Thatcherism’ under Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher despite a growing majority of 

Labour MPs in Scotland (Hearn, 2002; Leith and Soule, 2011; Newby, 2009; Pittock, 2012; 

Sharp et al., 2014).   

The election of the ‘New Labour’ government in 1997 was also significant for 

Scottish politics as it had committed to another referendum on Scottish devolution following 

the unsuccessful 1979 referendum (Devine, 1999; Leith and Soule, 2011; Maclean, 2000).  

The 1997 Scotland Bill which legislated for the devolution referendum led to re-

establishment of the Scottish Parliament in 1999 with legislative powers over all areas except 

for ‘reserved powers’ which would remain under the Westminster Parliament.  At the 2011 

Scottish Parliament elections, the SNP was able to exploit dissatisfaction with the Labour 

government following the global financial crisis of 2007-2008, and the return of the Scottish 

‘democratic deficit’ at Westminster with the establishment of the coalition between the 

Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats following the 2010 general election (Mycock, 

2012).  The result of the 2011 Scottish Parliament elections placed the SNP in a position to 
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hold an independence referendum, with its 69 MSPs providing the party with an overall 

majority.  The SNP-led Scottish government entered into negotiations with the coalition 

Westminster government, resulting in the signing of the ‘Edinburgh Agreement’ in October 

2012 which legislated for a single-question referendum before the end of 2014, in line with 

the SNP’s preference for a referendum date in autumn 2014.   

With specific regard to sport and its symbolic resonance for Scottish nationalism, it 

has been argued that Scotland’s possession of independent representative teams in 

international sport acts an additional element of civil society over and above the afore-

mentioned ‘holy trinity’, thus facilitating an opportunity to maintain a distinctive notion of a 

Scottish ‘nation’ (Bairner, 1994, 1996, 2000; Blain, Boyle, & O’Donnell, 1993; Boyle, 2000; 

Duke & Crolley, 1996; Jarvie & Walker, 1994). Given this anomaly in the international 

sporting system regarding the existence of separate Scottish representative teams in team 

sports, Bairner (2001) argues that the notion of Scottish nationhood and national identity are 

reinforced by the symbolism of sport, despite the lack of political independence for Scotland 

as a sovereign state.  Furthermore, despite the fact that individual athletes from Scotland are 

often official representatives of the British sporting system, the Scottish media and general 

public tend to frame their achievements as Scottish rather than British sporting achievements 

(Blain et al., 1993; Boyle & Haynes, 1996; Whigham, 2014).  

However, despite the widespread academic agreement that sport acts as an important 

form of Scottish cultural nationalism and a medium for the expression of distinctive Scottish 

nationhood, the vast majority of analyses have also stressed that any attempts to conflate 

these expressions with support for Scottish political nationalism and/or the cause of Scottish 

independence are highly flawed (Bairner, 1994, 1996, 2001, 2015; Jarvie, 1993, 2017; Jarvie 

& Walker, 1994, Kowalski, 2004). Nonetheless, the lack of synergy between sporting and 

political nationalism in the Scottish context does not mean that sport has remained free of the 
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influence of political debates and causes. For example, during the 2014 Scottish 

independence referendum, sporting issues were frequently harnessed by both sides of the 

political debate, with the pro-independence and pro-union campaigns both citing support 

from sporting personalities for their respective political goals (Harris & Skillen 2016; Jarvie 

2017; Ochman 2013; Whigham & May, 2017).  Furthermore, the Scottish Government’s 

White Paper on Scottish independence and their establishment of the ‘Working Group on 

Scottish Sport’ and the ‘Sport for Yes’ campaign groups illustrated that sport remained a 

consideration within the ongoing debates regarding the potential impact of Scottish 

independence for sport as an area of government policy (Lafferty, 2014; Scottish 

Government, 2013a, 2013b, 2014; Whigham & May, 2017).   

Political nationalism and sport in Catalonia.  

It has been argued that Catalonia shares a number of similarities with Scotland in terms 

of its status as a ‘submerged nation’, with advocates of Catalan independence arguing that the 

nation has lost its historical sovereignty within the unitary state of Spain (Cuadras-Morato, 

2014; Duerr, 2015; Guibernau, 2014; Ordeix & Ginesta, 2014).  Despite the fact that in the 

recent centuries it “has not existed as a political entity differentiated within the State” (Micó 

& Carbonell, 2017, p. 430), Catalonia is considered to be one of the most “culturally distinct 

historical nationalities” (Olivieri, 2015, p. 1613) in Spain along with other two ‘Autonomous 

Communities’: the Basque Country and Galicia, which comprise three of the six regions 

within Spain with co-official languages other than Spanish. However, the prominent signs of 

the Catalan identity go far beyond language (Prado, 2015; Schlesinger & Benchimol, 2014). 

Indeed, Cuadras-Morato (2014, p.9) highlights that Catalonia possesses a number of 

independent civil institutions, thus resonating with McCrone’s arguments regarding 

Scotland’s ‘holy trinity’: 
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Catalonia has many elements which form the foundations of its own national and/or 

cultural identity. Among others, there is Catalan, its own language, but also the 

multilingual character of the Catalan society, as the outcome of the diverse origin of 

a large part of its population. There are also its literature and other artistic 

manifestations, a rich set of traditions and folklore, its own civil law institutions and 

a long history as a largely self-governed entity until the end of the War of Succession 

in 1714. 

 

Although Cuadras-Morato emphasises that the possession of such characteristics of a 

‘nation’ does not necessarily result in broad acceptance of Catalonia’s right to political 

self-determination. Other Spanish regions have been reluctant to acknowledge Catalonia’s 

distinctiveness, especially considering that most of such autonomous regions (seventeen 

altogether) that comprise modern Spain have developed over time their own imagined 

community and sense of nationhood within the State. Nonetheless, the existence of 

signifiers of a distinctive Catalan identity within the Spanish state can be argued to play a 

part in the maintenance of Catalonia’s sense of ‘submerged’ nationhood (Greer, 2007; 

Guibernau, 2014). Furthermore, the existence of pre-modern Catalonian principality prior 

to the 1714 War of Succession echoes the case of Scotland, allowing proponents of Catalan 

independence to claim a deep-rooted, ancient historical precedent for a Catalan nation, thus 

framing their political cause as an attempt to reclaim political sovereignty which has been 

‘lost’ through past historical and constitutional developments (Duerr, 2015; Greer, 2007; 

Stout, 2016).  For Guibernau (2014), such movements can be viewed as a form of 

‘emancipatory nationalism’, with both the case of Catalonia and Scotland deemed to 

represent examples of emancipatory nationalism within the EU in the contemporary era. 

However, such contentions have proven contention for scholars of Spanish and Catalan 
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history, given that the extent of Catalonia’s historical independence is disputed (Chaytor, 

1933; Greer, 2007; Guibernau, 2002, 2014). 

A number of similarities and differences between Scotland and Catalonia emerge 

with regards to the maintenance of their status as a ‘submerged nation’ within a wider 

unitary state, and the later emergence of Catalan political nationalism.  For example, 

similarities are apparent with regards to the initial consolidation of Catalonia within the 

newly-formed Spanish state in the 18th and 19th centuries, as the Catalan nation was 

integrated within the Spanish state through a process of political and cultural assimilation 

which replicated the Scottish case (Devine, 1999; Guibernau, 2014; Keating, 1996).  

Furthermore, in both contexts, this historical period saw little in the way of sustained 

political movements which successfully garnered support for political independence for 

Catalonia, which can at least be partially contributed to the growing industrialisation and 

economic development of the region within the Spanish state (Cuadras-Morato, 2014). 

However, despite some temporal similarities in terms of the re-emergence of political 

nationalism in both nations in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Devine, 1999; Harvie, 

1998; Guibernau, 2014), the nature of the responses of the Spanish and British states to the 

rising tide of secessionist sentiment differed starkly.  Whilst the British approach towards 

Scottish nationalism during the 19th and 20th century period tended to be more liberal 

and/or ambivalent in terms of its strategic position (Devine, 1999; Pittock, 2008), in 

contrast the Spanish state enacted a much more forceful and suppressive approach to 

Catalan cultural and political identity (Duerr, 2015; Guibernau, 2014) during this period.  

In particular, the period under the rule of General Franco’s military-led regime in Spain 

after the Spanish Civil War saw the “suppression of Catalan political institutions, the 

banning of the Catalan language and the proscription of all the symbolic elements of 

Catalan identity, from the flag (the senyera) to the national anthem” (Guibernau, 2014, 
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p.10).  Whilst this violent suppression of Catalan identity in the era of Francoism differs 

starkly from the case of Scotland, the resultant effect of fostering a degree of grievance 

between Catalonia and Spain provided an alternative form of rationale for cleavage 

between the Catalan and Spanish nations.  Therefore, if Scotland’s political nemesis was 

deemed to be the Thatcher-led Conservative governments of the late 1970s and the 1980s 

(Hearn, 2014; Leith and Soule, 2011), then political nationalists in the Catalan context had 

a much greater foe in the form of Franco’s regime (Duerr, 2015; Guibernau, 2014). 

Furthermore, in contrast to the Scottish context, the continued existence of a widely-

used Catalan language provides an additional cultural marker which distinguishes 

Catalonia from the Spanish state.  Whilst the proportion of Scots who can understand 

Scottish Gaelic is very low (approximately 1%), in Catalonia approximately 90% of the 

population can claim to understand the Catalan language in written or oral form (Duerr, 

2015).  Indeed, the promotion of the Catalan language has remained a key objective within 

the actions of the contemporary civil institutions within Catalonia, with all state education 

providers expected to teach students both the Catalan and Spanish languages (Cuadras-

Morato, 2014; Duerr, 2015; Guibernau, 2014; Ordeix and Ginesta, 2014).  The 

maintenance and promotion of Catalan language has therefore acted as a central tenet of 

contemporary Catalan identity on both a practical and political level of operation, and has 

thus gained greater prominence within the Catalan nationalist cause in comparison to the 

case of Scottish nationalism, in which language has been a marginalised issue within the 

claims for Scottish independence (Leith and Soule, 2012; McCrone, 2017). 

Analysis of the importance of sport in the context of the Catalan region has 

highlighted the pivotal role of FC Barcelona for the expression of regional and ethnic 

identities for the population of these regions (Duke & Crolley, 1996; Vaczi, 2015).  It has 

been argued that the club has become a “political institution” in Catalonia, “paralleling the 
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development of the… Catalan national movement” (Nili, 2009, p. 246). Throughout the 

club’s lifespan, it has actively acted as one of the “catalysers of the demands of nationalist 

groups” (Llopis-Goig, 2014, p. 825). Indeed, the Catalan region has witnessed the 

development of political nationalism which seeks to increase the democratic power of the 

regional parliament, either in the form of increased autonomy within a federalised Spanish 

state or as an independent and sovereign nation-state (Castello et al., 2016; Duke & 

Crolley, 1996; Hargreaves, 2000; Vaczi, 2015). This echoes the earlier arguments of Blain, 

Boyle and O’Donnell (1993), whose analysis identified a ‘unitary discourse’ which 

emphasised the “unity of the Spanish nation” (p. 163), a ‘disjunctive discourse’ which 

emphasised the autonomy of Catalonia, and a middle-ground ‘differential discourse’ which 

possessed an ability to acknowledge the importance of peripheral regions such as Catalonia 

whilst still emphasising the role of central government.  

Arguments of this ilk regarding the importance of sport for Catalan nationalism have 

also gained the attention of scholars from outside the domain of sport. For example, 

Duerr’s (2015) thesis on secessionist nationalism in the context of Catalonia specifically 

identified the impact of sporting representation vis-à-vis the cause of Catalan political 

nationalism: 

Another factor that has heightened the pro-independence movement in Catalonia 

might be linked to international sports. Although this connection is not overt, some 

of the interviewees noted the importance and power of sports in the national 

mobilization of Catalonia. Unlike Scotland, Catalonia does not have formal 

international sports teams. In essence, the Catalans do not have the same institutional 

advantages in FIFA, for example, as Scotland. However, Catalans do have the same 

advantages once a year when the Catalan “national” team is allowed to play against 

other national teams from across the world. (Duerr, 2015, p.106-107) 
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The Catalan national team had already existed before Francisco Franco’s regime but it was 

not until the late 1970s, with the recovery of democracy, when the tradition of friendly 

matches with other national teams was initiated (Nili, 2009). For Duerr, the creation and 

promotion of a representative Catalan football team offered an opportunity to bring the 

Catalan ‘imagined community’ to life, drawing upon the arguments of Anderson (1983) and 

Hobsbawm (1990) in this regard, as well as an ability to promote the symbols of ‘banal 

nationalism’ discussed in the work of Billig (1995), such as the Catalan flag and national 

anthem on an international stage. The popular demand for the rights of Catalan national 

teams to compete is by no means exclusive to football, since the campaign ‘One nation, one 

team’ (Xifra, 2009) has long advocated for the recognition of many sports including 

handball, basketball or roller hockey, to list a few. Nowadays, there are 21 minority sports in 

which Catalonia is officially recognised at the international level.  

Nonetheless, most academic analyses have focused on the importance of football, and 

particularly the status of FC Barcelona and the Catalan ‘national team’, to the ongoing 

maintenance of a distinctive Catalan identity, both within Spain and on the global stage 

(Barcelo, Clinton, & Samper Sero, 2015; Crameri, 2000; Garcia, 2012; Kassemeris, 2012; 

McFarland, 2013; O’Brien, 2013; Pujol & Yuba, 2014; Shobe, 2006, 2008; Stout, 2016; 

Tunon & Brey, 2012; Vaczi, 2014, 2017a, 2017b). However, many of these academics have 

also cautioned about the risks of over-simplifying the symbolism of FC Barcelona in relation 

to Catalan identity and political nationalism, arguing that the uncritical presentation of FCB 

and its mantra of ‘Més que un club’ (‘More than a club’) in this fashion runs the risk of 

ignoring the shifting positions of the club in relation to Catalanism, both historically and in 

the highly commercialised contemporary era where the financial implications of adopting a 

position other than relative neutrality within current political turmoil in Catalonia (Lopez-
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Gonzalez, Guerrero, & Haynes, 2014; O’Brien, 2013; Vaczi, 2014, 2017a, 2017b).  When 

Joan Laporta became FC Barcelona’s president in 2003, the overt identification of the club 

with independence became remarkable (García, 2012). However, in the recent years, the 

club’s decision-makers have played an ambivalent role when dealing with the referendum, 

emphasising its “historic commitment to the defence of the nation, to democracy, to freedom 

of speech, and to self-determination” (West, 2017) but avoiding comment on what they 

wanted the result to be. Despite retaining its symbolic power and influence over Catalan 

society, the club has neither embraced independents’ or unionists’ postulations in the 

referendum aftermath. 

 

Discussion 

Attention now turns to the central foci of this article, with the forthcoming discussion 

centring on a consideration of a number of comparative case studies which illustrate the 

relevance of sporting issues vis-à-vis contemporary secessionist political sentiment in 

Scotland and Catalonia. This analysis will therefore consider the extent to which sport 

contributed to broader political developments with regards to the recent campaigns for the 

establishment of independent Scottish and Catalan states, focusing upon the actions of 

prominent sporting personalities, organisations and clubs in relation to 1) the 2014 Scottish 

independence referendum campaign and 2) the October 2017 referendum on Catalan 

independence held by the Catalan government. In particular, the framing of sporting issues 

within media and political debates on the constitutional futures of Scotland and Catalonia will 

be scrutinised, thus facilitating a critical reflection on the pertinence of sport in relation to 

political nationalism in each context. 
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Sport and Contemporary Scottish Politics – A Precarious Position? 

 Analysis of the inter-connection between sport and the political debate regarding 

the 2014 Scottish independence referendum identifies a number of interesting emergent 

patterns. The first of these emergent issues is the extent to which sporting personalities were 

embroiled within the referendum debate, with heightened interest paid to the political 

opinions of current and former sportspeople in relation to the Scottish constitutional question. 

In particular, the cases of tennis player Andy Murray, athlete Lynsey Sharp and cyclist Sir 

Chris Hoy received a notable attention in the media during the referendum debate, given the 

contrasting responses to questions on the topic of Scottish independence. 

 For example, Andy Murray’s global status as a world-leading tennis player, with 

three ‘Grand Slam’ titles and a period at the top of the ATP World Rankings, arguable 

rendered him the highest-profile Scottish sporting personality at the time of the 2014 

referendum.  Murray’s past comments to the media regarding his lack of support for the 

English football team in the World Cup have seen Murray rendered as ‘anti-English’ by 

certain elements of the press (BBC, 2006; Harris & Skillen, 2016; Haynes & Boyle, 2008), 

leading to questions of Murray’s identification as a Scottish rather than British representative. 

Murray’s past exploits have also been embroiled with political debates prior to the 2014 

independence referendum, with the contested framing of Murray’s success at London 2012 

Olympics, the 2012 US Open and the 2013 Wimbledon competitions by the British Prime 

Minister David Cameron and the Scottish First Minister Alex Salmond in relation to 

Britishness and Scottishness acting as a bone of contention in media and political circles 

(Harris & Skillen, 2016; Sharp, Cumbers, Painter, & Wood, 2014; Shipman, 2014; 

Weisbloom, 2012).  However, Murray himself explicitly strayed into the public debate at the 

very final stages of the 2014 Scottish independence referendum debate, sending a tweet in the 

early hours on the day of the referendum on 18th September 2014 stating: 
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Huge day for Scotland today! no campaign negativity last few days totally swayed 

my view on it.  excited to see the outcome.  lets do this! 

(https://twitter.com/andy_murray; 18th September 2014) 

 

Murray’s comments were quickly seized upon political groups and media outlets, with the 

official pro-independence ‘Yes Scotland’ campaign group widely promoting the comments as 

an explicit endorsement of a ‘Yes’ vote, and thus capturing a significant amount of coverage 

in both the print and electronic media on the day of the referendum. However, given that the 

editorial positions of the vast majority of Scotland-based and London-based newspapers was 

either pro-union or neutral (Dekavalla, 2016; Mullen, 2014), the reaction of the media tended 

to frame Murray’s comments using phrases from ‘ill-advised’ to ‘irresponsible’ and 

‘sickening’ (Alexander, 2014; Blundy, 2014). One such piece argued: 

This huge groundswell of goodwill for Our Andy may now have evaporated for 

many and will take an awful lot of recovering. Not just outside Scotland but also 

inside as well, where previously unconditional devotees supporting the No campaign 

will feel aggrieved. Retribution was swift in coming on social media and some of it 

sickening, although the backlash from the Cybernats [derogatory term to refer to the 

online supporters of the Scottish independence] would have been even more vicious 

if he had come out supporting the union. (Dickson, 2014) 

 

Furthermore, as alluded to by Dickson’s article in the Daily Mail, Murray’s comments 

also resulted in an extreme reaction on social media platforms such as Twitter from both 

sides of the constitutional debate. Whilst pro-independence campaigners lauded Murray’s 

intervention as a support for a ‘Yes’ vote, Murray was also barraged with a plethora of 

negative and abusive comments from social media users from the opposite side of the 
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political debate. Given the vitriolic nature of the reaction to Murray’s support for the ‘Yes’ 

campaign, including the references to Murray’s presence at Dunblane Primary School during 

the mass shooting and murder of 17 5-year-old pupils by lone gunman Thomas Hamilton, it is 

unsurprising that Murray expressed regret about his comments during the referendum 

(McLeman, 2016; Prynne, 2014), and would thus be refraining from future political 

comments of this ilk. However, Murray was not alone in the sporting domain in terms of 

receiving opprobrium for straying in to the Scottish independence debate, as evidenced in the 

cases of Lynsey Sharp and Chris Hoy.  Sharp’s achievement of a silver medal in the 800m 

event at the Glasgow 2014 Commonwealth Games had resulted in an increased level of 

media interest in her career, and in the final stages of the 2014 independence referendum 

campaign she became a vocal advocated of a ‘No’ vote by appearing on a BBC-hosted radio 

debate on 9th September 2014 to illustrate her concerns about the implications of a ‘Yes’ 

vote (BBC 2014; The Herald, 2014): 

…my particular concerns are whether Scotland, as an independent country, would 

have the funds, time and the resources to achieve the same sporting success as we're 

able to do so at the moment through a British team. Secondly I think… it's unlikely 

that the Scottish athletes would be able to compete for Scotland at Rio. (The 

Herald, 2014) 

 

Furthermore, Sharp also explicitly identified her support for a ‘No’ vote on the day of the 

Scottish independence referendum, releasing a tweet with the message “#Scottish #British 

#bettertogether” in conjunction with two different images of her holding the Scottish flag and 

the British flag aloft after competition (https://twitter.com/LynseySharp; 18th September 

2014).  The symbolism of the Sharp’s message thus illustrated the dualism of Scottish and 

British identity shared by a number of Scots in the sporting world and the general public, as 
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has been commented upon elsewhere (Iorwerth et al., 2014; Jarvie & Reid, 1999; McDowell 

& Skillen, 2015).  However, the reaction to Sharp’s tweet was as equally vitriolic as the 

response to Murray’s intervention. 

Furthermore, despite attempting to maintain a degree of political neutrality on the 

constitutional question, Sir Chris Hoy also found himself to be embroiled within the political 

debate and the victim of a social media backlash. For example, Hoy’s comments that Scottish 

athletes might face challenges in terms of competing at Olympic level were quickly framed as 

a tacit support for the pro-union campaign despite Hoy’s objections (BBC, 2013; Howson, 

2014; Roden, 2013), as were his comments regarding his pride at being able to represent both 

Scotland and Britain in various international competitions (BBC, 2013).  Indeed, these 

comments from Hoy are arguably unsurprising given that his status as Scotland’s most 

successful Olympian, with six gold and one silver medal, was secured whilst receiving 

support from the cross-UK British Cycling sporting infrastructure from his training base 

location in Manchester, England. Nonetheless, these comments led to polarised social media 

reaction, with lauding of the comments by pro-union campaigners and an abusive reaction 

from pro-independence activists. Hoy was branded a ‘traitor’ and ‘bigoted anti-Scot’ by 

‘Yes’ campaigners, leading to sympathetic coverage of Hoy’s predicament by pro-union 

media outlets, accompanied by negative framing of the abusive ‘Cybernats’ (Johnson, 2013; 

Roden, 2013; Swanson, 2013).   

Despite these negative reactions to the comments of active sports personalities such as 

Murray, Sharp and Hoy, a final emergent pattern with regards to sport’s links to the 2014 

independence debate was the growing trend for endorsements from retired sportspeople.  The 

pro-union ‘Better Together’ campaign was able to coordinate support from a range of 

personalities from the two most popular sports in Scotland, football and rugby, including 

high-profile celebrities such as Sir Alex Ferguson, Denis Law, David Beckham, Sir Ian 
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McGeechan, Gavin Hastings and David Sole (Crichton, 2014; Whitaker, 2014), and was thus 

more successful in this regard. However, the establishment of the ‘Sport for Yes’ campaign 

group by pro-independence campaigners illustrated a degree of success in this regard 

(Lafferty, 2014; Whigham & May, 2017).  Therefore, despite the questionable impact of 

sports-related political interventions during the referendum campaign, the growing trend for 

endorsements for a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ vote from sporting personalities became apparent during 

the closing weeks of the Scottish independence referendum campaign (Harris & Skillen, 

2016; Jarvie, 2017) and a growing trend for endorsements for a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ vote from 

sporting personalities became apparent (Harris & Skillen, 2016; Jarvie, 2017), suggesting that 

the potential risks of political interventions such as these were reduced for those who were no 

longer actively competing. 

Sport and Contemporary Catalan Politics – Més Que un Joc? 

As was the case during the 2014 Scottish independence referendum campaign, the 

ongoing political turmoil in Catalonia similarly led to growing interest in the political 

opinions of high-profile Catalan sporting personalities.  This therefore led to a significant 

degree to media coverage and debate of any particular statements made by sportspeople on 

the topic, as well as frequent questioning of athletes during their media duties in press 

conferences.  Unsurprisingly, any comments which could have possibly been construed as 

either an explicit or implicit endorsement of either a pro-independence or pro-union stance 

received a significant degree of interest. In a highly polarised landscape, Catalan and Spanish 

media capitalised on those comments and framed them according to their differentiated 

ideological position with regard to the referendum (for, against, or in favour of the ‘right to 

decide’) (Micó & Carbonell, 2017). Furthermore, when compared to the period of the 

Scottish independence referendum, it appeared that the Catalan context witnessed a slightly 
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higher degree of willingness from high-profile sportspeople to make political comments with 

regards to the topic of Catalan independence. 

However, one of the central reasons for the prevalence of such comments from Catalan 

sporting personalities appears to be attributable to the disputed legitimacy of the various 

attempts by pro-independence Catalan political organisations to host public referenda on the 

constitutional question, given that Catalonia had failed to reach any such legally binding 

agreements with the central Spanish government (Cuadras-Morato, 2014; Duerr, 2015; 

Guibernau, 2014). Given this, and the resultant violent clashes between government forces 

and members of the public attempting to vote in the referendum on the 1st October 2017, a 

number of sporting personalities felt compelled to make comments which refuted the violent 

scenes in certain locations in Catalonia, even if they refused to state whether they personally 

supported independence or not. For example, Pau Gasol of the NBA’s San Antonio Spurs 

commented on the violence on Twitter soon after the vote: 

This is where we had to reach? Was violence necessary? [A esto hemos tenido que 

llegar? Era la violencia necesaria?] #NoALaViolència #SiAlDiàleg #StopViolence 

#Dialogue #NoAlaViolencia #SiAlDiálogo (https://twitter.com/paugasol; 1st 

October 2017) 

 

Indeed, despite Gasol’s express reservations in the past about making political 

statements, arguing that “my political views are private and that's the way they'll stay because 

I don't like my words being twisted in times of success” (Marca, 2015), the resultant violence 

led to Gasol’s willingness to participate in the political debate regarding the right for Catalans 

to vote peacefully, even if such an intervention did not necessarily align with either side of 

the constitutional debate: 
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“I am always in favour of voting" says Gasol when asked if he will participate in the 

consultation. "I do not know if I will do it, but I am always in favour of voting, of 

exercising your right and of having an opinion on a possible social situation that will 

affect you, your friends and your family." [translated from Spanish] (AS, 2017) 

 

Gasol’s arguments regarding the importance of maintaining peaceful democratic practices in 

relation to the Catalan political question were similarly expressed by a number of other high-

profile Catalan sporting personalities, suggesting that making such comments was deemed to 

be relatively uncontroversial as they did not necessarily mean expressing either support or 

opposition to Catalan independence. FC Barcelona captain Gerard Piqué echoed the 

comments of Gasol with regards to the importance of a peaceful democratic process, again 

taking to Twitter to state: 

From today and until Sunday, let us express ourselves peacefully. Let’s not give 

them any excuse. It is what they want. And let’s sing loud and clear. [Des d'avui i 

fins diumenge, expressem-nos pacíficament. No els hi donem cap excusa. És el que 

volen. I cantem ben alt i ben fort.] #Votarem (https://twitter.com/3gerardpique; 28th 

September 2017) 

 

I have already voted. Together we are unstoppable defending democracy. [Ja he 

votat. Junts som imparables defensant la democràcia.] 

(https://twitter.com/3gerardpique; 1st October 2017) 

 

"It has been the worst experience as a professional of my life. People have gone to 

vote peacefully and the treatment of the Civil Guard and the police speaks for itself. 

The acts of today have seen the whole world and there will be consequences" 
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commented the Catalan central, who seized by emotion had to stop several times. 

(Ruiz, 2017) 

 

Piqué was joined by a number of other sporting personalities making comments to this effect, 

including Barcelona team-mates Carles Puyol and Xavi Hernández (El Periódico, 2017), and 

other retired players from the club such as Pep Guardiola and Oleguer Presas (Sport, 2017a, 

2017b; Telegraph, 2017). Comments to the contrary on the legitimacy of holding a 

referendum were comparatively rare, with the comments of Spanish tennis player Rafael 

Nadal at a press conference at the 2017 US Open the only high-profile intervention of this 

nature: 

“I feel very close to the Catalans, I feel very Spanish too. I do not understand a Spain 

without Catalonia. I would not like to understand it or see it. I understand that 

together we should be able to understand, without any doubt, and I believe that an 

effort has to be made to reach an understanding because I believe that we are, 

without any doubt, stronger together than separated. Both Spain is better with 

Catalonia and Catalonia is better with Spain, from my point of view. I think that 

October 1 should not be produced because, from my point of view, everyone has to 

respect the laws and there are laws that are what they are and you cannot skip the 

laws because you want to skip them.” (Martinez, 2017) 

 

These interventions, amongst others, illustrate the increased willingness of sportspeople 

intervening in the Catalan political debate in comparison to the Scottish context, as outlined 

above. Nonetheless, despite the prevalence of political comments supporting the right to hold 

a referendum on Catalan independence, it would be premature to contend that such 

statements were deemed to be simply a defence of democratic rights, with a emergent 
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tendency for the media to portray such comments as an implicit endorsement of Catalan 

independence. This was particularly evident in the case of Piqué, given that he has often been 

portrayed as a Catalan nationalist in the past and his participation in the Spanish national 

team has drew media attention in this regard (Lowe, 2017; Torres, 2017a, 2017b; West, 

2017). To this end, Piqué explicitly highlighted his preference to remain politically neutral: 

When Piqué was asked if he was in favour of independence, he said: "That's the million 

dollar question and I am not going to answer it. Football players are global figures and I 

can't come out for one side or the other. For example, in Catalonia or in Spain, I would 

lose half of my followers. And all because people put politics before everything else," 

he said. "My sons, for example, are Colombian, Lebanese, Catalan and Spanish. We are 

in a global world. I think that my answer is not the important issue. There's a serious 

political problem in Spain which is getting worse and the solution can be found through 

dialogue. (Sport, 2017c) 

 

Piqué’s attempts to explicitly highlight that his interventions did not act as an 

endorsement of Catalan independence thus illustrates that, similar to the Scottish context, any 

specific indication of support for a political constitutional outcome remained a risky 

endeavour for sporting personalities, whether for personal or commercial reasons. Indeed, 

Piqué’s comments about losing “half of my followers” had he made any such political 

statements further illustrate the commercial implications of political statements by 

sportspeople, and thus mimic the arguments of past analyses of the shifting rhetoric of FC 

Barcelona as a club in relation to the Catalan political climate and the club’s commercial 

considerations (Lopez-Gonzalez et al., 2014; O’Brien, 2013; Vaczi, 2014, 2017a, 2017b). 

Other high-profile sporting celebrities in the Catalan context, such as the motorcyclist and 

four-time MotoGP World Champion Marc Márquez, also deliberately endeavoured to 
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emphasise their political neutrality as was the case for Piqué. In the case of Márquez, the 

political symbolism of his choice of a personal flag emblazoned with his preferred ‘93’ logo 

over the Spanish or Catalan national flags has been specifically identified as a symbol of his 

political neutrality: 

He was celebrating the championship title he had just won. As he headed back to the pit, 

where his team was waiting for him, they gave him the flag. It didn’t have his number 

on it: the ‘93.’ But instead an enormous ‘1,’ the number of champions. It’s been four 

years since Marc Márquez, the motorcycle racer from Cervera (Catalonia) has flown a 

Spanish flag at circuits. Neither has he ever been seen with a senyera, the official flag of 

the northeastern Spanish region. (Tronchoni, 2017) 

 

Nobody should be surprised that, in the end, the rider of Cervera has chosen not to draw 

the constitutional flag. He has not done so since 2013. However that does not mean that 

on many occasions Márquez has not pronounced on the subject of Catalonia (in the 

same sense as Nadal, Mireia Belmonte and Saúl Craviott or among others). He, explain 

those who know him, does not want to offend anyone. (Landaluce, 2017) 

 

In this regard, it should be reminded that regional flags have played “an important 

symbolic role in modern Spain” (Olivieri, 2015, p. 1615). The tensions between the 

Spanish and Catalan flags have long crystallised within and beyond the sporting arena 

(Crexell, 1994; Hargreaves, 2000). 

 

Whilst active sportspeople such as Gasol, Piqué and Márquez tended to avoid explicitly 

endorsing the push for Catalan independence, other high-profile sportspeople were more 

willing to nail their colours to the mast, again replicating the Scottish context. For example, 
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individuals such as Pep Guardiola and Oleguer Presas, both ex-Barcelona players, have been 

very active in terms of media comments on the topic of Catalan independence (Marca, 2012, 

2017a, 2017b; Ruiz, 2017; Sport, 2016). In particular, the case of Guardiola has been of 

specific note in this regard, given his status as a global figure the current head coach of 

Manchester City FC, his past success as manager of FC Barcelona, and his exploits as a 

player for both FC Barcelona and the Spanish national team. Guardiola has been unequivocal 

in his support for both the hosting of a referendum on Catalan independence, as well as his 

personal support for the establishment of an independent Catalan republic state (Delaney, 

2017; Marca, 2017a, 2017b).  Furthermore, Guardiola’s ongoing support for the ‘yellow 

ribbon’ protest against the imprisonment of Catalan politicians and activists by the Spanish 

courts following the ‘illegal’ hosting of the independence referendum on 1st October 2017 

(The Guardian, 2018; Whittell, 2018), thus indicating his political position explicitly: 

"I hope that the politicians in prison can leave as soon as possible for their families," he 

[Guardiola] said. "If it can happen to them then it can happen to us. For giving an 

opinion. People shouldn't be confused and think it couldn't happen to them, because it 

can. We cannot ignore that these eleven politicians or activists, who haven't hurt 

anyone, are in prison for asking to vote. Many things have happened but it's all because 

we wanted to vote, because we wanted a legal referendum. The solution is that the state 

and Catalonia should agree and we can have an agreed referendum. It's as simple as 

that." (de Grado, 2017) 

 

However, despite Guardiola’s relatively greater scope for intervening in the political 

debate in terms of the media coverage and reception of his comments in comparison to active 

sportspeople, his willingness to speak out on this issue did result in some personal 

ramifications. Firstly, his active participation in the ‘yellow ribbon’ campaign resulted in 
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fines from the Football Association in England (The Guardian, 2018; Whittell, 2018).  

Secondly, and more significantly from a political perspective, Guardiola also found himself 

under investigation by the Spanish authorities who accused Guardiola of providing the 

fugitive Catalan nationalist political leader Carles Puidgemont with refuge on his private 

aeroplane (Llorens, 2018), as well as investigating Guardiola for ‘rebellion’ during the 

referendum campaign (Whaling, 2017).  This illustrates that such political interventions 

remain a risky endeavour for all sporting personalities, whether active or retired. 

 

Conclusion 

Given the exhaustive list of issues which have become politicised by both sides of the 

debates with regard to the debate on Scottish and Catalan independence, it is unsurprising 

that central considerations relating to economics, currency, defence, social justice and 

membership of the EU have dominated over relatively marginal topics such as sport 

(Cuadras-Morato, 2016; Duerr, 2015; Harris & Skillen, 2016; Jarvie, 2017).  Furthermore, it 

can also be argued that the strength of the relationship between sporting nationalism and 

political nationalism remains questionable, with the attention of pro-independence and pro-

secession movements instead focused upon wider economic and societal campaign issues.  

Indeed, Jarvie (2017) concluded that: 

…during the Scottish Referendum campaign sport was neither a driver of cultural or 

political nationalism nor a hotly contested political issue. This is in the sense that it 

had no real political power in helping either the Yes or No campaign to achieve their 

political goals or influence Yes or No voters which way to vote. (2017: 219) 

 

Nonetheless, the analysis of media and political discourse provided above illustrates 

that sport remained a phenomena of interest with regards to the understanding of cultural and 
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political nationalism in both the Scottish and Catalan contexts. Despite the potential 

implications for the public image and commercial considerations of high-profile, actively-

competing athletes (Brentin, 2016), the cases of Murray, Sharp, Hoy, Piqué, Gasol and Nadal 

demonstrate that the willingness of sporting personalities to stray in to the respective political 

debates render this an ongoing area of academic interest.  Whilst the degree of political 

involvement of sporting personalities was relatively rare in comparison to other areas of civil 

society, such as the arts, culture and academia amongst others, the potentially greater 

symbolic influence of sporting personalities and institutions on their respective publics 

renders these rare interventions of significant interest. 

Furthermore, this comparative analysis demonstrated the nuanced relationship 

between sport and secessionist nationalism in contemporary Europe through its comparative 

discussion of the Scottish and Catalan contexts.  First and foremost, the major contextual 

difference between these two states lies in the contrasting legal status of the independence 

referenda in each context, with the Scottish referendum of 2014 having being offered an 

official legal status by the UK government, contrasting with the Spanish state’s recalcitrant 

stance to the Catalan referendum in October 2017. Importantly, this difference resulted in a 

re-framing of the nature of the political interventions of the Catalan sporting personalities, 

which often struck the tone of a protest movement in support of democratic freedoms and 

thus did not necessarily require Catalan athletes to specifically declare their support for 

independence.  In contrast, the legal footing and binary nature of the Scottish referendum 

meant that any political pronouncements in that context were viewed as an explicit or implicit 

support for a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ vote.  Given this, it is perhaps unsurprising that the frequency of 

endorsements from active sporting personalities in the Scottish context was comparatively 

lower than in the Catalan context, as outlined in the discussion above. 
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In a similar vein, the comparative nature of the above discussion also highlighted the 

impact of Scotland’s unique status in the international sporting context with its independent 

representative teams, an opportunity which Catalonia (and other ‘submerged nations’) have 

sought to emulate, whilst the existence of a widely-used distinct Catalan language provides a 

marker of national identity which is absent in the Scottish context.  The comparative nature of 

the discussion has thus explicitly demonstrated that nuanced historical, socio-cultural and 

political differences between the two contexts have influenced the manner in which the 

relationship between sport and secessionist nationalism has manifest itself in each ‘nation’. 

Although sport will undoubtedly remain on the periphery of the ongoing constitutional 

debates in Scotland and Catalonia, the numerous examples outlined above serve to 

demonstrate that any attempts to dismiss the political import of sport as a cultural 

phenomenon would be hasty. Given that sporting personalities already possess a public 

platform which, rightly or wrongly, heightens the potential influence of any political 

statements on these contentious matters, the relatively rare interventions of sportspeople into 

the public and media debates on the topics of Scottish and Catalan independence will 

continue to garner significant attention.  Whilst those who continue to perpetuate the ‘myth of 

autonomy’ in relation to the apolitical nature of sport, including sporting organisations, 

commercial partners and certain media commentators, will certainly continue to admonish 

sportspeople who venture in to the political domain, there will be many others who will echo 

the arguments of Gerard Piqué in this regard: “we’re footballers but we’re people too. Why 

can a journalist or a mechanic express themselves but not a footballer?” (Lowe, 2017).   For 

academics with an interest in the interconnections between sport, politics and nationalism, 

Piqué’s arguments will continue to emphasise the importance of critical analysis of the 

significance of sport in such debates. 
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