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INTRODUCTION



Independence and the Politics of the Long View


Gerry Hassan and Simon Barrow


THE FIRST DECADES of the 21st century will be seen as vital in Scotland’s history: a time when the idea and possibility of independence came in from the cold and into the mainstream; a time when it became something normalised, attainable and attractive for many people, not least the young.


The scale of change in this direction has been remarkable. Just over twenty years ago Scotland did not have a parliament, a government or a democratic voice directly accountable to the people (Hassan and Barrow, 2019). That all changed in 1999. Equally, in the early years of devolution, the dominance of Labour in Scotland seemed unassailable. Today, the SNP has been in power at Holyrood for more than 14 years, while Scottish Labour has been polling at less than 20 per cent.


Two decades of tumultuous change, challenging what was once seen as unquestionable, puts the shift towards independence as a plausible possibility into context. Debates about process, legitimacy and timescales (as well as equally critical ones about practical details and policy specifics) need to be seen against the backdrop of wider political, social and cultural change throughout Scotland over the past 20 years, which we mapped in our earlier volume, Scotland the Brave? (Hassan and Barrow, 2019).


The scale of that change now makes it necessary (and, indeed, unavoidable) to question the conventions which have hitherto underpinned British politics, the UK state and how it is run. The same interrogation must also be brought to bear on the subject of self-government – whether in relation to the often ultra-cautious SNP leadership (Hassan and Barrow, 2017), or more impatient voices across the land demanding instant constitutional change. The degeneration of British governance, corporate life and the union state are also in the spotlight. This goes well beyond the current Johnson government and the chaos of Brexit – political disruption has been a global phenomenon over the past decade and more. In this, Scotland’s turmoil is no exception, before we even get to the long-term effects of COVID-19 and the deepening climate emergency.


Much was written about Scottish independence before and since the 2014 referendum; however, there have been few attempts to examine the changing prospects and challenges for independence in-depth (aside from the recent academic example of Hepburn et al). This book aims to redress this lack. There are many strong arguments for and against independence but the press, broadcasting and social media-driven debate has too often remained shrill, fragmented and simplistic. This is not good for a healthy democracy. In a mature political community, people of different instincts and opinions need a solid understanding of, and respect for, different perspectives.


Understanding the Case for and Against Independence


In surveying the whole landscape of debate we can identify at least seven main arguments for Scotland becoming a new, self-governing state:


Democratic expression: The Scottish people are best placed to decide their own future. Scotland should not have Westminster Governments it did not vote for imposed upon it, limiting or distorting its choices and possibilities.


Economic justice: The UK, and the form of capitalism it represents, does not work for Scotland (or the majority within the union).


Social justice: Despite being the sixth richest country globally, the UK is one of the most unequal countries in the developed world with a punitive welfare system that punishes the poor and does not suit Scotland.


Psychological development: Having decisions made for Scotland elsewhere harms its collective wellbeing; whereas taking full responsibility for its future can be a major positive and can unleash untapped potential.


Moving beyond the imperial mindset: The UK is not a fully-fledged political democracy, but an empire state defined by militarism and conquest across the world – something which has also had a detrimental effect domestically.


Becoming a modern country: The UK increasingly shows that it trapped by an unresolved past and outdated structures; Scotland has the potential to be forward-thinking and outward-looking, shaped by a progressive vision.


A new internationalism: Scotland can chart its own, positive course on the international stage – transitioning away from being a nuclear power and towards supporting conflict transformation, human rights, cooperation and democratic engagement around the world.


There is also a case for the union, which has to be properly recognised and responded to – particularly by those who are instinctively pro-independence. The seven key arguments for remaining in the union revolve around:


Financial issues: The UK, via the Barnett formula, engages in financial transfers to Scotland – which would stop in the event of independence. Other economic benefits of UK integration would be lost.


Border questions: An independent Scotland would require a harder border between Scotland and England, harming our ability to travel and trade.


Money concerns: What currency would an independent Scotland have, and how strong could an independent currency be? What would happen to pensions and mortgages established through the pound within the UK?


Europe: The terms and timing of EU re-entry – or any other arrangement, such as a European Economic Area (EEA) one – could present obstacles and problems.


Identity: What to do about those who feel British in identity and who think this is being taken away from them by departing the UK?


Solidarity: workers, families and companies need fewer barriers, not more in Britain and beyond, it is argued.


Risk factors: An independent Scotland might be attractive as an idea, but involves too many risks, uncertainty and transition (in economic, security and other forms). The interruptions created by the Russia – Ukraine crisis are certain to be part of this debate.


Eleven Observations About the Scottish Debate


If we are to have a far better conversation about these issues – one that rises to the substantial challenges of the 21st century – there are several significant matters that need to inform the debate on Scotland’s future.


ONE: A conventional reading of this debate is that the pro-independence side has to address details, and acknowledge the difficulties and downsides inherent in the first years of an independent Scotland. In this view, the anti-independence side is seen as inert, passive and having no cause to prove itself. All the pro-union side has to do is be a sceptical friend to the status quo, pouring cold water on the hot passions of independence.


However, this is a mistaken view. It ignores the fact that the union is not a static entity. It is continually evolving, and at some points degenerating. Hence there is risk and uncertainty on both sides. Ignoring this downplays one of the key drivers of the debate – the emotional, instinctual pull that makes some people pro- and others anti-independence. This has been long neglected by the No side in the run-up to 2014 and beyond.


TWO: Independence has now become part of mainstream politics and how we see ourselves. For many people under 40, there is little memory of Scotland before the Scottish Parliament. Taking decisions here, rather than in distant Westminster, just seems natural to them. Hence – as polling amongst the young shows – for many, independence should be a natural state of affairs. This is particularly so in light of Westminster’s oft-perceived disregard for Scotland and the contemptuous attitudes of successive Tory governments, elected at UK level without a majority in Scotland for over 60 years.


On this, union defenders have up to now chosen to fight a defensive war; to pursue an argument in long-term retreat, on terrain not of its choosing. This leaves that argument in a poor position to define and win the debate. Retreating armies fighting defensive engagements rarely win conflicts, including political ones. Moreover, the union argument has chosen ‘transactional nationalism’ as one of its main positions. This is based on an independent Scotland facing significant financial constraints, due to the withdrawal of Westminster transfers. That is an important issue but a very narrow defensive line to pitch your tent on – particularly in a country with abundant natural resources and technical and scientific know-how.


THREE: Tone and language matter. There need to be fewer messianic, evangelistic voices – particularly from the independence side – and a dialling down of certainty and self-righteousness on all sides. This requires not just rhetorical self-policing, but also much greater self-awareness and understanding of the multiple Scotlands that exist, including those populated by the unconvinced, the wary, the uncertain and the sceptical. We all need to develop more nuanced languages and approaches; Just as not all pro-independence voters are nationalists, not all pro-UK voters are necessarily unionists. As pro-independence blogger, Southside Grrrl, has pithily observed on Twitter: ‘There is no such thing as No voters, only people who voted No.’ That is true of many Yes voters, too.


FOUR: The union argument has to understand that this debate is not exclusively about Scotland, but also about the nature of the UK, the British state, wider society and capitalism. It touches upon the role of government and the utilisation of democracy to address major concerns; the potential for self-government; and how all these are manifested in an age of interdependence, globalisation and the power of global capital.


FIVE: There is the nature of centre-left politics and social democracy in Scotland, the UK and its wider state across the West to contend with. There is too prevalent an assumption that social democracy in Scotland is somehow exempt from its malaise across the world, or rests too easily on its apparent resurgence in the Nordic countries. It involves comparing ourselves in Scotland favourably with the state of English social democracy, and cites the negative examples of New Labour and Blairism to show our moral superiority. So ex-SNP MP, George Kerevan, is able to assert that: ‘The Scottish electorate is the most social democratic in Europe, despite 40 years of neo-liberal propaganda’ (Kerevan, 2021). This oversimplifies things considerably, and sidelines questions about whether, and to what extent, Scotland is really a social democracy.


SIX: Related to this is the legacy of neo-liberalism, and its capture of mainstream British politics in recent decades. Scotland has not been immune to this, and nor has the SNP. On the one hand, the party has used neo-liberalism as a dividing line between Scottish and British politics. On the other, in office, it has sometimes embraced neo-liberal ideas while projecting a social democratic outlook. Thus, we have had the SNP Sustainable Growth Commission, chaired by Andrew Wilson, backing a conservative approach to public finance; or remarks made by Alex Salmond about the Scots and Thatcherism in 2008, when he was First Minister: ‘We didn’t mind the economic side so much. But we didn’t like the social side at all.’ These are comments he had to backtrack on (Hassan, 2009). For all the commentary on Nicola Sturgeon being more centre-left and social democratic than her predecessor, many would argue that too much of the shift within the SNP has been mood music. They appear less overtly pro-business and pro-corporate, but despite co-operation with Greens and individual progressive policies, the fundamental disposition of the party makes it open to corporate capture.


SEVEN: The independence debate is often framed in terms of Scottish versus English and British nationalisms, and even (at times) Scotland versus England. However, historian Colin Kidd has pointed out in that Scottish and English nationalism exist in relationship to one another – reinforcing each in their respective territories. ‘English and Scottish nationalisms are not only antagonistic but co-dependent: the rise of the SNP has provoked an English nationalist response that in turn appals Scottish opinion, and so the spiral of instability continues’, he observes, while adding: ‘English nationalists’ pride in the prestige and idea of Great Britain is largely vacuous, ill-informed and accompanied by festering resentments of the largesse enjoyed by their fellow Britons.’ They also ‘cling possessively to British institutions, regarding them as their own – as ‘English in all but name’’ (Kidd, 2021).


EIGHT: Simplistic caricatures can gain significant traction when sweeping generalisations are deployed. There is the attempt by some pro-union voices to pose a monocultural Scottish nationalism that is anti-English, othering England and the UK. This was laid out bluntly in a Times article by Kenny Farquharson after the Euro 2020 football tournament, which saw Gareth Southgate’s England team get to the final, lose to Italy, and gain numerous plaudits for its stance on racism and ‘taking the knee’. He wrote:




The only time Scottish nationalism allows Englishness a human face is when it is ugly. The English must always be defined by the worst instincts of their most regressive minority. So the English can be toffs, racists or raving, swivel-eyed, right-wing loons. They cannot be black British midwives in east London or retired Cadbury factory workers who are now lollipop ladies in Birmingham (2021).





Farquharson went on: ‘The impression must be fostered that there is one Scotland when in fact there are many Scotlands … Scotland must not be talked about as a place where there are a variety of viewpoints … Similarly the truth that there are many Englands must not be acknowledged’ (2021). This convoluted argument even cited the audacious work of Momus and his The Book of Scotlands (Momus, 2018), which maps 156 parallel universe Scotlands. Yet it is suggested that there is only one Scottish nationalism – essentialist, monochromatic, and scared of a more progressive England glimpsed through Gareth Southgate. Farquharson has not noted that he has done to Scottish nationalism what he claims it does to the English – reducing it one variant with no agency and diversity, in order to dismiss it.


NINE: Similarly, there are some parts of Scottish nationalism that present a simplistic version of the UK and the British state. They assert that the UK is only an imperial construct, a warfare state, a modern advocate of neo-liberalism, and nothing more. Hence, the UK as a state goes from being the force for good of official UK accounts to being a force that can do no good, and has only upheld empire, colonialism, racism, and holding peoples and nations down. The development of the welfare state across Britain is glossed over. Even the defeat of Nazism and fascism and role of Winston Churchill in this (backed by Labour and Clement Attlee) can be downgraded in order to present the UK as a perpetual villain.


TEN: These essentialist takes on Scottish, English and British nationalisms not only reinforce the worst dynamics between them, they also reduce the terrain of common ground and shared political language. Instead, we need to encourage the kind of debate that allows for the widest diversity of political perspectives and voices. This ranges from facilitating a spectrum of views within the various nationalisms (resisting those who try to pigeonhole and corral them into singular worldviews), to encouraging a politics of self-determination and social change which is not just reduced to the claims of competing nationalist outlooks. It can be – and is – about left and right, green aspirations, peacemaking, equality, feminism, and other radical views too, reshaping the narrow contours of current politics (Barrow and Small, 2016). In particular, the determination of a resurgent far-right to capture political territory through manipulating competing nationalisms needs to be resisted by a larger politics of internationalism on all sides.


ELEVEN: Scotland needs a debate that moves beyond the claims of different nationalisms. But we also have to challenge the notion of an entirely binary debate: one with two mutually antagonistic camps who have nothing of significance in common. This is not how most voters see or experience Scotland. The politics of post-nationalism – of a shared, pooled, contingent sovereignty – has particular relevance to the 21st century, to Scotland and to the UK (or whatever might come in its wake by way of a polity for the British Isles). As George Bernard Shaw wrote in his play Pygmalion: ‘Independence? That’s middle class blasphemy. We are all dependent on one another, every soul of us on earth’ (quoted in Keohane, 2021: 292).


Post-nationalism – the explicit mindset of many who advocate Scottish self-government – has been advanced in the influential writings of Neil MacCormick, and could offer pan-British Isles architecture for an independent Scotland, and for Northern Ireland and Ireland (MacCormick, 1999). This would avoid the culde-sac of UK-wide federalism frequently floated by Gordon Brown post-office (Brown, 2021). Instead it will aspire to practical, confederal, co-operative arrangements between self-governing nations. The challenge need not be, as some suggest, the choice between a romantic Scottish nationalism ill-equipped for the modern age, versus a reactionary English nationalism peddling an absolutist, purist sovereignty – as seen in the politics of hard Brexit. Long before the 2016 EU referendum, Orwell biographer Bernard Crick accurately described this uncompromising sovereignty as ‘the English ideology’, predicting that it could lead to the eventual break-up of the UK (Crick, 2008). Post-nationalism and confederalism (independent nations and more autonomous regions voluntarily entering cooperative agreements) point the way beyond competing nationalisms, one of which – a unitary state nationalism – fails to comprehend that is a form of nationalism, let alone to acknowledge the make-up of the UK as a supposedly voluntary union of four nations.


Beyond ‘Process Politics’


Practical questions that focus on process issues need consideration, but these are really about a number of fundamental things – how politics is done, issues of perception, how a political project is co-produced by a political community and movement, and wider issues of ownership of the goal of independence.


The question of timescales is central to all ideas of political change. Post-2014, and even more so post-2016, independence has been a live, contemporaneous political topic. Yet over this period there has been conspicuous wariness by the SNP leadership to be explicit about timescales and strategies – the former to keep their options open, and the latter to keep UK government guessing. This has led to claims about a perceived lack of clarity and communication, to conspiracy theories about true aims and objectives, and to political infighting and posturing. Process has become politicised in some pretty unhealthy ways, aided by frustrations about the slowness of progress towards resolving the constitutional question.


Understanding timescales and how they relate to political objectives is fundamental to political change. An independence referendum is the means to an end, not the end in itself, and there are numerous ways in which this end can be advanced while focusing on a future vote. A politics of timescales would explicitly lay out short-term, medium-term and long-term goals and see these in relationship, with such an approach aiding a wider ownership of the idea of independence, but so far post-2014 such candour has been missing (see Crick, 1984). It is almost as if arguments about process have been a proxy (and in some instances phoney) war, while the larger political issues are passed over. The important point here is that process for determining major decisions needs to respect both the fabric of democracy and its participants. The Johnson government in Westminster has hardly been helpful in this regard, obstinately refusing to acknowledge the democratic mandate of, and within, the Scottish Parliament. But this is also a challenge to political leadership in Scotland as a whole, and that of the competing political parties. There are also recognisable pressures on political leaderships across the developed world: tensions between short and long-term political goals, winning popular support, and charting a strategic direction in parliamentary terms that last but a few years (Heffernan, 2020).


This is the context in which independence as an idea has continually had to adapt and evolve in order to avoid becoming ossified (and ultimately constrained) by its own myths. The extent of political education, understanding, and literacy is critical to the determining the issue of independence and the quality of debate around it. The 2014 Independence referendum (or indyref) was, in fact, one of the greatest examples of political education, citizenship and engagement ever seen in Scotland. It saw grassroots groups challenging the political monoliths; it put questions of power and legitimacy centre stage, shining a light onto areas of public life never previously examined, coinciding with a long-term decline in traditional authority (the Church of Scotland, the Labour Party), alongside a more immediate crisis of once powerful institutions (RBS, Rangers, the BBC) (Hassan, 2014).


One problem area in 2014 and since has been the rise of hyper-partisanship: the pushing of conspiracy theories and disinformation, against a backdrop of the decline of mainstream media, the previously educative role of political parties, and trust in political institutions. An element of the debate has bought into questionable takes on the recent history of Scotland, particularly those emphasising betrayal. Points of contestation and overheated passion include the supposed burying of the McCrone report on oil (commissioned by the UK government as a briefing paper and circulated in 1974), the 1979 referendum and its 40 per cent threshold rule, and the Blair government’s moving of the maritime boundary between Scotland and England. Over-determined, simplistic or inaccurate readings of the recent past matter, because they justify bad political takes in the present: why can Scotland not just make a unilateral declaration of independence (UDI), or SNP MPs withdraw from Westminster, as Sinn Fein did in 1918? Such positions seek to short-circuit the complexity of negotiating political change, and the need to engage a divergent popular will, rather than bypass or ignore it. They also take discussion away from crucial present issues that look very different to the past: a post-carbon economy, rather than a fossil based one; the capacities and limits of devolution; and the future of Scotland’s maritime industry after Brexit and how to address that.


There has also been an alarming retrenchment in political life following the ‘Big Bang’ of the 2014 independence referendum – unsurprising from such a high point of participation, and part of which has been an attempt by traditional agents to reassert their role. How, in such a context, do we shape politics, public life and discussion for the better? How do we stand up to conspiracy theorists and peddlers of fake news, while genuinely respecting opposing views and facts on such high-octane issues as Scotland’s constitutional future? The issue of upping our political game and challenging a culture of ‘thought silos’ and over-simplification of issues seems even more important in the aftermath of COVID-19, with all the hurt and loss it has occasioned. There is a need for healing, and politics cannot and should not ignore this. Indeed, it is the voice of the arts, of writers and poets who perhaps need foregrounding to make a better way possible (Hassan and Barrow, 2020). Here we are talking about political process in terms of civic engagement and debate – citizens assemblies being just one example of how to bring contesting views and experience into an arena where something new can emerge, notwithstanding the distorting issues of power and wealth which also need to be confronted.


Beyond Binary Choices and Understanding Scotland’s Long Revolution


In assessing the political contours of the immediate future, it is important to unpack the weary tropes that describe Scotland as divided and trapped in irresolvably confrontational politics. On Scotland’s future and many other questions, public opinion is actually much more fluid and changing than many political actors wish to allow. This belies the notion of two warring camps facing each other in a never-ending stand-off.


First, there is an unchallenged assumption in much commentary that any future vote must be a simple repeat of 2014 when other options are available, including a sequential vote and multi-option referendum. Moreover, the chance of another three-year campaign is close to zero, there is much talk of there never being another ‘Better Together’ campaign (particularly in Labour circles), and even ‘Yes Scotland’ (which to many outside the SNP was seen as a front for the party) may end up taking a very different shape. Citizen’s juries, ‘human libraries’ (connecting people through an organised system), community forums and other mechanisms can and should emerge.


Second, ‘the missing Scotland’ and the ‘missing million’ – the voters who had not voted in a generation, but who turned out in 2014 – are always with us in one form or another. The complacency of the official campaigns that turning out to vote once trumps a generation of political disengagement and exclusion is threadbare. Rather, ‘the missing Scotland’ is continually present and changing, with voters moving in and out of non-voting, engagement and disengagement. Younger voters, working-class communities (the most usually ignored), the changing demographic of ‘New Scots’, and new voters – all need to be taken with fresh seriousness, and all suggest that the debate and campaigns from 2022 onwards can and should look very different.


Third, between those who are pro- and anti-independence there is a significant constituency of voters – one which the pro-union campaigning body Our Scottish Future calls ‘middle Scotland’. They could equally be described as ‘floating voters’ or ‘undecided Scotland.’ These voters are a key group that need to be addressed in a way that does not play to the certainties of the binary politics of Yes and No.


Fourth, rejecting simple binary divisions is about opposing politics as a war of attrition, weaponised disrespect, and seeking to undermine the legitimacy of the other side, or a different (or uncertain) view. It is about discovering and celebrating the common values and communal bonds Scots share together, despite differences concerning independence. Some of the supercharged rhetoric can sometimes forget the collective stories, histories and traditions that make us a people and nation. Equally, making the division about constitutional matters the only one that counts ignores the real issues of economic disparity and class which divide people over real life chances, not just opinions. In other words, there are real divisions in Scotland that are not well mapped or recognised by binary politics around independence.


Finally, those on the independence side who worry about limited action and progress since 2016 need to remember the larger canvas. This is the fundamental fact that one of the major drivers towards full Scottish self-government is the unequal, dysfunctional union that is the current UK – economically, socially, and democratically. Without dramatic reform, this makes the Scottish question an ongoing live issue. Pro-union commentator Alex Massie recognised this when he declared, ‘the best antidote to Scottish nationalism is not British nationalism but a Britain that demonstrably works for all of its constituent peoples’ (Massie, 2021). The late Nigel Smith, organiser of the 1997 pro-devolution referendum campaign, reflected: ‘This is not a settled issue, but rather a live one which has to be concluded one way or another by at some point having another independence referendum.’


Thus, the independence debate is about more than timing, processes, or how and why any referendum is held. It is about more than the principle of whether Scotland should be independent or not, and the detail of any future set of proposals. It has to be seen against a much bigger backdrop: one concerning power, legitimacy and voice in Scotland and the UK; the nature of economic power; the challenge of how to face down the climate crisis; and the nature of democracy and society as whole. In this, the long revolution in Scotland that has transformed politics and the nature of society (through declining deference, the collapse of punitive authority and marginalisation of once omnipotent public bodies) has also seen the challenge of independence transformed. The writer Neal Ascherson took note of this shift when he cautioned, in 2020:




Don’t rush towards Indyref2. The polls majority for independence is still very frail. To unknown extent, connected to COVID – Nicola’s leadership, Westminster’s uselessness. In a ferocious, post-COVID campaign, that edge may well diminish. But meanwhile the big pot of national self- confidence and alienation from old Ukania is cooking slowly and surely. Don’t take it off too soon. (Ascherson in Hassan, 2020)





That long revolution and perspective is further underlined when we go back 70 years to writer Moray McLaren’s observations about Scottish self-government:




There is another radical quality in the Scots. It is the self-respect; and from this self-respect comes the most valuable element in the movement for Scottish home rule, an element not usually to be found in a small nation struggling to reassert itself. The Scottish movement is not built upon a sense of superiority, upon fear or upon hate, but upon a desire for full self-respect (1951: 244).





This was written, the year of a UK general election when the two largest parties – Labour and the Conservatives – captured their highest ever share of the UK vote: 96.8 per cent. It was a time when the Liberals and the SNP were micro-forces. This was the most ‘British’ of all post-war UK elections, with a homogenised politics and a national vote swing extending from the Highlands to Cornwall and Devon. Yet, even then the self-government question could not be extinguished.


Fast forward 70 years and ‘UK politics’ is no more, beyond the artifice of the Palace of Westminster. There is no homogenised UK politics and national swing. Instead, there is now politics across the four nations of the UK – each evincing different dynamics, different political pulses, different and dominant parties. This is the reality of the ‘Disunited Kingdom’. The fundamentals of the Scottish self-government debate are deeply rooted in that reality, and they will not disappear until a new set of arrangements commands popular support.


In all this, Scotland needs new stories which link past and present, and imagine and create the future – part of a continual conversation for any nation and political community, its invention, and ongoing reinvention. This is central to the outcome of the constitutional debate and to the shape and success, or otherwise, of the independence cause. A ‘futures literacy’ is integral to our public life and politics, and not something that Scotland has spent enough time thinking about (see Godden et al., 2020).


The stories of a self-governing Scotland need ambition, humanity, a sense of belonging and connectedness, and a championing of many multiple Scotlands in the present, and potential Scotlands of the future. Our political narratives have to acknowledge this explicitly, rather than leaving it implicit. The latter is demonstrated by the words of musician and commentator Pat Kane, when he talks about ‘the pragmatic normalism’ of the SNP. He believes it is based on the conceit: ‘Let us get to the starting block of nation-statehood, and we’ll worry about the future when it comes.’ This looks alarmingly like continuity independence, where the formal symbols and flags change, but little else.


It is vital that Scottish public life and the case for independence understands the pitfalls of believing in the existence of a single national story and monocultural nation. This mode of thinking has been adopted unhelpfully before – past examples being ‘unionist Scotland’ and ‘Labour Scotland’ with some on the independence side perhaps wanting ‘nationalist Scotland’ to be its latest expression (see Adichie, 2009). Such serial single story Scotlands, in different guises, cannot prevail, because they do not do justice to a much more complex and messy reality, which democratic politics has to negotiate.


The real world of many Scotlands has to have the maturity to recognise the power contained in multiple stories and voices, avoiding the pitfalls of narrative fallacy – that is, too easily falling for the most simple, evocative story that plays to our own prejudices and sounds best in our own echo chambers. In the words of the novelist Kim Stanley Robinson, we need to dare to tell ‘the story of the next century’ (Taleb, 2007; Krznanic, 2020: 222). This future Scotland is already present in the here and now but needs nurturing and encouragement to allow the new storytellers to emerge.


It has to recognise the long revolution Scotland has experienced and the long tail of current contemporary debates that did not just emerge when the SNP won in 2007 or 2011, or even when the Scottish Parliament was re-established in 1999. Our present independence debate has been framed and magnified by all of these, but there are deeper, historic forces affecting the changing nature of Scotland and decline of Britain and Britishness which are explored in this volume.


Viewing the Scottish debate from this perspective should give everyone involved in it – whether pro or anti-independence, unsure or undecided, a sense an understanding that this discussion is not going away and is not just about the appeal or anti-appeal of party. This means that we need determination and resilience to dig deeper, confront our own shortcomings as a society, address where we don’t hold power to account, and identify where (for all the invoking of radicalism) the conservative mindset characterises too much of politics and public life exists. The latter can be seen in the defensive social democracy that defines too much of the SNP and Labour, and the unreflective modernity that was once the anchor of ‘Labour Scotland’ that has now become one of the reference points of ‘nationalist Scotland’. In the Scotland of the early 21st century we must not cling to past shibboleths and ideologies – we need to be much more open-minded and ecumenical. we must embrace and take part in shaping the new world as it emerges.
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Section One: Past, Present and Future






CHAPTER 1


A Very Different Choice? The Impact of Brexit on Attitudes Towards Independence


John Curtice


JUST SEVEN SHORT years ago, Scotland voted by 55 per cent to 45 per cent to remain part of the UK, rather than become an independent country (Curtice, 2021). Portrayed by Alex Salmond as a ‘once in a generation opportunity’, the ballot gripped the attention of the nation and no less than 85 per cent of those who were eligible to vote did so. Yet, following the devolved election in May 2021, Scotland now has a SNP administration that, supported by the Greens, is committed to holding a second ballot once the COVID pandemic is over.


Have attitudes towards independence changed since 2014 such that another ballot might produce a different result? This chapter addresses that question. It examines how the level of support for independence has fluctuated since 2014, how far the character of that support has changed, and how people now view the consequences of independence.


It does so with particular reference to the one key constitutional development that has occurred since 2014: the UK’s decision to leave the EU. This has played a key role in stimulating the SNP’s call for another referendum. For over 30 years, the party’s vision of independence has been one of ‘independence in Europe’. Whether that vision could be realised was one of the key issues during the 2014 referendum campaign, with those on the No side arguing that an independent Scotland would have difficulty remaining in the EU. However, the outcome of the EU referendum two years later, in which Scotland voted by 62 per cent to 38 per cent to stay in the EU, not only undercut this argument but also appeared to substantiate the nationalist claim that, as part of the UK, Scotland is always at risk of having its democratic wishes overturned by the views of those living south of the border. When it became clear that Theresa May envisaged exiting the EU single market and customs union – not just the political institutions (May, 2017) – the Scottish Government indicated in March 2017 that it wished to hold another independence ballot (Sturgeon, 2017), a request that has remained on the table ever since.


Yet, despite these political developments, there is no guarantee that Brexit will have changed the views of voters. Perhaps for most of those who voted No in 2014 the UK’s relationship with the EU matters far less than the maintenance of Scotland’s ties with the UK. And maybe not all Yes supporters are necessarily enamoured of the pooling of sovereignty that would be entailed in an independent Scotland becoming part of the EU. But first we need to examine the legacy left by the 2014 ballot.


Trends in Support for Independence


Although a majority voted to stay in the UK in 2014, the result was closer than seemed likely beforehand. This is evident from Table 1, which demonstrates how people in Scotland have responded in most years since 1999 when the Scottish Social Attitudes (SSA) survey (Curtice and Montagu, 2020) has posed the following question: which of these statements comes closest to your view? Scotland should become independent, separate from the UK and the EU; Scotland should become independent, separate from the UK but part of the EU; Scotland should remain part of the UK, with its own elected parliament which has some taxation powers; Scotland should remain part of the UK, with its own elected parliament which has no taxation powers; Scotland should remain part of the UK without an elected parliament.


To simplify matters, the table combines under the heading ‘Independence’ those who gave either the first or the second answer, while those who offered the third or fourth response are brought together under the heading ‘Devolution’.


Table 1: Constitutional Preference, 1999-2019.


















	


	Independence


	Devolution


	No Parliament







	


	%


	%


	%







	1999


	27


	59


	10







	2000


	30


	55


	12







	2001


	27


	59


	9







	2002


	30


	52


	13







	2003


	26


	56


	13







	2004


	32


	45


	17







	2005


	35


	44


	14







	2006


	30


	54


	9







	2007


	24


	62


	9







	2009


	28


	56


	8







	2010


	23


	61


	10







	2011


	32


	58


	6







	2012


	23


	61


	11







	2013


	29


	55


	9







	2014


	33


	50


	7







	2015


	39


	49


	6







	2016


	46


	42


	8







	2017


	45


	41


	8







	2019


	51


	36


	7








Source: Scottish Social Attitudes (SSA). The 2014 survey took place before the independence referendum, while the 2016 survey was conducted after the EU referendum.


Prior to the 2014 referendum, independence appeared to be very much a minority preference. On average, just 28 per cent said that they wanted Scotland to leave the UK. In particular, the advent of a SNP administration in 2007 did not herald a rise in support. If anything, the proportion who backed leaving the UK often appeared to be rather lower after 2007 than it had been during the early years of devolution. That the referendum produced a much narrower outcome than might have been expected is affirmed by the initial polls – taken in the first half of 2013 – of how people proposed to vote in response to the question that appeared on the 2014 ballot paper. On average, the ‘yes’ response to the question ‘Should Scotland be an independent country’ was selected by just 38 per cent of voters, seven points short of the final tally the following year.


Crucially, this proved to be a durable increase. In 2015, the first SSA survey to be conducted after the independence referendum reported (in response to its long running question) a record high of 39 per cent support for independence, while in the following two years the figure matched the 45 per cent reported in the referendum. True, the surveys in 2016 and 2017 were conducted after the EU referendum and may reflect its impact – an issue to which we will return shortly. But there is further evidence that the 2014 referendum had made a difference even before Brexit came over the horizon. This is demonstrated by those polls that continued to ask people – albeit somewhat episodically – how they would vote if presented again with the question that was posed in the first referendum.


As Table 2 reveals, for a year or so after the referendum these polls suggested that support for independence might, if anything, be even higher than it had been during the referendum – not far short of 50 per cent. However, by the time the EU referendum approached, the average level of support for independence had fallen somewhat to 47 per cent. Moreover, far from rising again in the immediate wake of the outcome of the EU referendum, the average level of support for Yes settled back in 2017 and 2018 to the 45 per cent level recorded in the referendum. In short, there was never any sign that the increased support for independence registered during the course of the referendum campaign had gone into reverse. At the same time, however, it was far from clear that Brexit was having the impact on public opinion that nationalist politicians had, perhaps, anticipated.


The Impact of Brexit


The absence of any post-Brexit increase in support for independence was, in truth, consistent with the evidence on how people had voted in the independence referendum in 2014 and in the EU ballot in 2016. These two plebiscites revealed that, despite the arguments during the 2014 campaign about whether an independent Scotland could be a continuing member of the EU, many voters did not see a link between the two issues of Europe and independence. The 2015 SSA found that those who either wanted the UK to leave the EU or who at least thought the EU should be a less powerful institution (‘Eurosceptics’) were in fact slightly more likely to have voted Yes in the independence referendum (49 per cent) than those (‘Europhiles’) who either wanted to keep things as they were, or wanted the EU to be more powerful (44 per cent). Meanwhile, according to the British Election Study internet panel, there was little difference between the proportion of 2014 Yes voters who voted Remain in 2016 (62 per cent) and the proportion of 2014 No voters who did so (60 per cent). Between them these figures gave little support to the idea that Brexit would have a significant impact on people’s attitudes towards the constitutional question.


Table 2: Summary of Polls of Indyref2 vote intention since September 2014




















	


	Yes


	No


	No. of Polls







	


	%


	%


	







	Oct 2014–May 2015


	49


	51


	17







	May–Dec 2015


	49


	51


	10







	Jan–June 2016


	47


	53


	13







	June–Dec 2016


	48


	52


	12







	Jan–June 2017


	45


	55


	20







	June–Dec 2017


	45


	55


	6







	Jan–Dec2018


	45


	55


	13







	Jan–Dec 2019


	49


	51


	12







	Jan–Mar 2020


	50


	50


	5







	May–Dec 2020


	54


	46


	17







	Jan–Feb 2021


	51


	49


	7







	Mar 2021


	51


	49


	11







	Apr 2021


	49


	51


	15







	May 2021


	48


	52


	7








Note: Those who said ‘Don’t Know’ or refused to vote excluded


Source: Whatscotlandthinks.org database


Yet, within months of the EU referendum there were signs that the outcome was beginning to reshape the character of support for independence. Two polls by YouGov in August and November 2016 found that how people had voted on Brexit made a difference to their chances of backing the same side as they had in 2014. No less than 93 per cent of 2014 No voters who voted Leave in 2016 indicated they would vote No again, but the figure was only 74 per cent among those who had backed Remain. Here was evidence that the outcome of the EU referendum was serving to erode some voters’ support for the union. At the same time, however, there was a countervailing movement among those who had voted Yes. While 86 per cent of those 2014 Yes voters who had backed Remain said they would vote Yes again, the proportion was only 65 per cent among those who had voted Leave. If these two patterns persisted then, while the level of support for independence might be unchanged, the issues of Scotland’s constitutional status and the country’s relationship with the EU would become intertwined.


Table 3 uses data from SSA from 2013 onwards to trace the level of support for independence (as measured by the question that was introduced at Table 1) separately among Eurosceptics and Europhiles. Between 2013 and 2015 there was little difference between the two groups in their level of support for independence. However, in the 2016 SSA, conducted after the EU referendum, support for independence among Europhiles was at 53 per cent – nine points above Eurosceptics. That gap then widened yet further to 16 points in 2017 and 19 points in 2019. Brexit may not have resulted in an increase in the level of support for independence, but it had seemingly changed its character.


Table 3: Support for Independence by Attitude towards the EU, 2013–19
















	% favour independence


	Europhile


	Eurosceptic







	2013


	30


	29







	2014


	31


	35







	2015


	39


	41







	2016


	53


	44







	2017


	56


	40







	2019


	62


	43








Note: Europhile: Respondent said that Britain’s long-term policy should be to leave things as they are, or to stay in the EU and try to increase the EU’s powers, or to work for a single European government. Eurosceptic: Respondent said that Britain’s long-term policy should be either to leave the EU or to stay but try to reduce its powers.


Source: Scottish Social Attitudes (SSA).


However, a glance back at Table 2 indicates that, having been stable throughout 2017 and 2018, support for independence increased sharply in 2019 – when a perpetual Commons stalemate over the future of Brexit meant the issue was dominating the media headlines. By 2020, support for independence was only a little short of 50 per cent – and indeed reached that figure by the time that Brexit was implemented at the end of January 2020. Meanwhile, as Table 4 reveals, this increase coincided with a strengthening of the link between how people had voted in the EU referendum and their propensity to vote Yes. In line with the figures from SSA, it was already the case by the second half of 2018 that, at 50 per cent, support for independence was 16 points higher among Remain voters than it was among those who had backed Leave. However, by the time of the 2019 UK general election campaign, support for independence had risen among Remain voters by five points (to 55 per cent) whereas it had fallen by four points (to 30 per cent) among Leave voters. Not only had the pursuit of Brexit changed the character of support for independence but it seemed it had now resulted in an increase in support such that it was no longer clear what the outcome of another independence referendum would be.


Table 4: Percentage Support for Yes in Polls of IndyRef2 Vote Intentions by 2016 EU Referendum Vote


















	Per Cent Yes


	Remain Voters


	Leave Voters


	No. of Polls







	June–Dec. 2018


	50


	34


	8







	Apr–Oct 2019


	56


	32


	7







	Nov–Dec 2019


	55


	30


	5







	Jan–Mar 2020


	56


	31


	5







	May–Dec 2020


	59


	37


	10







	Jan–Feb 2021


	56


	34


	9







	Mar 2021


	53


	32


	7







	Apr 2021


	54


	31


	9







	May 2021


	55


	30


	7








Source: Average of polls conducted by BMG, Ipsos MORI, Lord Ashcroft, JL Partners, Opinium, Panelbase, Savanta ComRes, Survation, YouGov. Not all companies published a poll in each period.


The Pandemic


The rise in support for independence did not end there. As Table 2 shows, it came to reach an average of 54 per cent in the second half of 2020, making it the first time in Scottish polling history that the polls were consistently reporting majority support for independence over an extended period. However, Table 4 reveals that, in contrast to the increase that had been registered in 2019, this further rise was in evidence among both Remain and Leave voters – and thus cannot be attributed to Brexit. It occurred, of course, in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic when the Scottish Government’s handling of the crisis was evaluated more highly by voters than the UK government’s was (Curtice, 2020). However, as the Scottish Parliament election of May 2021 approached, support for independence fell back once more to just below 50 per cent. But, the division between Remain and Leave voters was just as sharp as it had been at the end of 2019. While the impact of the pandemic on support for independence may have been temporary, the impact of Brexit has so far proven to be durable.


Why Has Brexit Made A Difference?


Brexit has had a long-term impact on the level and character of support for independence, even though voters’ views on the EU had hitherto made little difference to their attitudes towards how Scotland was governed. But in truth, this development should not come as a surprise. The UK’s exit from the EU means the choice that would confront voters in a second independence referendum is significantly different from the one with which they were faced in 2014. Both sides of the debate were arguing that a vote for them was more likely to secure Scotland’s continued membership of the EU – they were simply debating which was the better way of achieving an agreed end. Now, in contrast, those arguing for a Yes vote will claim that independence will provide a pathway back to EU membership, while those supporting the union will have to persuade voters that being part of the UK is a more attractive prospect than being part of the EU.


In short, a post-Brexit independence referendum will not only be a choice between being inside or outside the UK, but also a choice between two unions – the EU and the UK. Therefore, what will matter to voters is whether they think the consequences of being independent inside the EU are more or less favourable than the implications of being part of the UK but outside the EU. Thanks to the unpopularity of Brexit, this comparison will not necessarily be favourable to the unionist side – not least on the crucial issue of the possible economic consequences of independence.


For example, in 2019 SSA found that voters were more likely to be optimistic about the consequences of independence than they were the implications of Brexit (Curtice and Montagu, 2020). Only 18 per cent said that they thought Britain’s economy would be better off as a result of leaving the EU, while 61 per cent believed it would be worse off. In contrast, 43 per cent said that Scotland’s economy would be better off as a result of independence while only 33 per cent believed it would be worse off. In early 2021, although Panelbase found that slightly more voters felt that independence would result in Scotland being worse off (42 per cent) than better off (36 per cent), the balance of opinion was still less pessimistic than it was in response to a similar question about the impact of leaving the EU. On this, just 26 per cent reckoned Scotland would be better off and 44 per cent worse off. Meanwhile, an earlier Panelbase poll in 2019 reported that 45 per cent thought that Scotland would be better off economically as independent country within the EU while only 35 per cent reckoned it would be better off as part of the UK but outside the EU. And although in 2020 Survation reported that only slightly more disagreed (39 per cent) than agreed (37 per cent) that ‘independence would be more damaging to the Scottish economy than Brexit’, even this reading suggests that the No side may not draw the benefit it enjoyed in 2014 from what was a widespread pessimism about the economic consequences of independence at that time (Curtice, 2021).


Conclusion


Nobody can be sure what will happen if there is another referendum on independence. Much of the increase in support for the cause has occurred in the vacuum created by the Brexit stalemate, followed by the coronavirus pandemic. For the most part voters have yet to be exposed to the arguments that will be made for or against a choice that will have different ramifications from the one with which they were presented in 2014. However, prior to the 2014 referendum independence was still very much a minority point of view, whereas the legacy left by both that ballot and by the Brexit referendum means a second campaign would be addressing a much more evenly divided electorate, who would have to assess the relative merits of being either part of the UK or part of the EU.
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CHAPTER 2


The New Strategic Challenges of Securing A Yes Vote


Marco G. Biagi


UNSURPRISINGLY, MANY OF the great aphorisms about strategy come from military circles – ‘ready to fight the last war’ is one such phrase. Throughout history, one could find wizened generals in their army headquarters congratulating each other at their mastery of the prior conflict and nodding sagely at each comradely contribution. But this often came before a total defeat. Being deeply ready to fight the last war can leave you totally unprepared for the next one, especially if all of the conditions have changed in the interim. In politics as in war, the backdrop of situation, attitudes and technology can all shift.
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