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Introduction


In a postscript to his 1999 diary of the first Scottish Parliament election campaign – Scotland Reclaimed – the former Herald journalist Murray Ritchie gazed into his crystal ball:


Sometime in the future, it is reasonable to predict, the Holyrood and Westminster Parliaments will be run by opposing political parties, most probably with the SNP governing Scotland. When that day comes the Scottish Parliament will have a critical influence over Scotland’s and Britain’s destiny, and the people who voted for Home Rule will be asked to decide in a referendum whether they want their country to remain an integral part of the United Kingdom or to reclaim its independence.


Given others were busy predicting that devolution would kill Nationalism ‘stone dead’, it was a prescient conclusion. Less than eight years after Ritchie’s diary was published the SNP formed its first – minority – administration, while just over five years following that election victory a referendum on independence was agreed between the Scottish and UK governments, due to be held on 18 September 2014.


This, then, is an account of the 100 days (roughly speaking) that separated the beginning of the formal campaigning period and the weekend following the referendum itself. Before embarking on this, I had only ever kept a diary while travelling, so keeping a detailed account of my homegrown activities proved an interesting departure. To give some useful context, throughout the referendum campaign I was based in Edinburgh, having moved back to the city of my birth, upbringing and schooling from London a few weeks before. Not only did this mean I was able to vote, but also Edinburgh was, of course, where all the ‘action’ was.


When I say Edinburgh I mean, of course, Scotland, for although based in the capital I travelled to other parts of the country as often as I could, usually (but not always) in connection with the campaign. Only occasionally did I return to London – although that provided a much under-rated perspective on what was happening in Scotland – and only a few times did I go abroad, including to the European Parliament in Strasbourg and to cover another independence referendum in Barcelona. Otherwise, for much of this diary I was conscious of living in a Holyrood bubble – literally staying a minute or so from the Scottish Parliament and inhabiting, by and large, the area between there, Waverley Station and The Tun, home to BBC Scotland. Later I moved to Newington and, although further away, it felt much the same.


Inevitably, therefore, most of the people who feature in this diary are drawn from that bubble, for which I make no apology: in terms of providing insights and the ‘inside track’ throughout the long referendum campaign, those involved in either Yes Scotland or Better Together were obviously the best individuals for me to seek out. Given the nature of politics and journalism, many of them were also friends (or in some cases, such as my father, close relatives). And given the often-sensitive nature of what I was told, many individuals are not named.


Diaries are inevitably self-indulgent things, full of ‘I’ this and ‘I’ that, but while hopefully giving an insider’s perspective of an historic constitutional event, it might also shed some light on the working life of a freelance journalist which, in my humble experience, is much misunderstood, if not actively disparaged. Indeed, being a journalist during the referendum – particularly a non-aligned one – was frequently an uncomfortable experience. The adage of ‘I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it’ (often misattributed to Voltaire) ceased to apply; any piece of analysis with which a campaigner (usually pro-independence) disagreed was dismissed as ‘biased’, while ‘facts’ often became little more than a matter of opinion.


How was it written? Initially, at least, it was bashed directly into my laptop at the end of each day but over time, and as I got busier, I developed a habit of keeping daily notes and finishing the entries every few days or so. There were, of course, exceptions: I only finished writing the last seven or eight entries more than a week after the big day itself. I was, among other things, exhausted. As were many others, not least those directly involved in either campaign, and especially following a political process that had occupied more than two years of our lives.


Too often ‘historic’ is a term abused by journalists and politicians, but on occasion it is entirely justified. If a democratic vote that might have ended the 307-year-old marriage between Scotland and England (not to mention the relatively younger United Kingdom), thereby turning conventional political wisdom on its head, could not be termed ‘historic’ then it was difficult to think what would.


Indeed, the independence referendum, a wide-ranging national conversation lasting more than two years, generated much hyperbole: things, gushed journalists, would never be the same again (usually they were precisely that), while the status quo was not an option. The debate also had a habit of raising big questions – about inequality, political engagement and the balance of power(s) within the UK – only to answer them in small, superficial ways; endless discussion about ‘independence’ (however defined) and that ambiguous term ‘more powers’ filled the vacuum left by any significant discussion of political ideas.


In terms of the two campaigns, Yes Scotland and Better Together, yet another journalistic cliché was invoked, chiefly Mario Cuomo’s aphorism that one must ‘campaign in poetry’ but ‘govern in prose’. On both sides of the constitutional divide genuine poetry rarely intruded into an often dry, cost-benefit analysis of the pros and cons of independence. Although it was not immediately obvious, meanwhile, the Yes campaign seized control of the narrative early on: having cast the debate in voters’ minds as a battle between hope and fear, positivity and negativity, it became much easier to delegitimise criticism of independence – however compelling – as ‘scaremongering’ or, at the very least, ‘bluff’ and ‘bluster’.


This was Yes’s greatest strength, taking the campaigning prowess developed by the SNP at the 2007 and 2011 Holyrood elections to new heights, while harnessing the energy of existing and emergent groupings such as the Greens, National Collective and Radical Independence Campaign. And although in policy terms it was an uncomfortable blend of utopian 1980s left-wingery and orthodox free-market economics (very much reflecting that of the SNP under Alex Salmond), its messaging was sharp, disciplined and well-targeted, the ironic consequence of the focus-group politics it so derided among the ‘Westminster elite’. Yes Scotland was above all a brand, an advertising campaign attempting to convince voters that its constitutional product was superior to that on offer from competing Unionist salesmen. Salesman, of course, are not renowned for either consistency or principle, and indeed a lot in the Yes prospectus was fantasy politics: independence was presented as bringing an end to the ‘Westminster system’, chiefly neoliberal economics (only to replace it with implicitly superior Scottish neoliberalism), austerity, control by ‘elites’, corporate interests, and so on. But by framing the choice as Yes or No to austerity, Yes or No to neoliberalism, or even Yes or No to ‘Tory rule’, it compelled many hitherto hostile to Nationalism to pick a side. Arguments that had once been the preserve of the Left became mainstream, and were taken remarkably seriously.


And while back in the real world it was difficult to imagine an independent Scotland, by a peculiar twist of faith, becoming the first developed country to somehow defeat free-market economics, or that the SNP had (uniquely) found a way to combine low taxes with high spending, many articulate individuals and campaigning groups were more than prepared to believe that voting Yes might at the very least provide that opportunity. Having been encouraged by Yes Scotland to envisage independence in any way they liked (so long as they also backed, paradoxically, the Scottish Government’s White Paper), many did precisely that: projecting their earnest political desires – Left, Right or whatever – upon the independence canvas. As a result, Yes often ended up being imbued with semi-mystical (and incredibly wide-ranging) powers of political transformation.


Another central argument of the pro-independence campaign was the apparent divergence between the political cultures of Scotland and England (Wales and Northern Ireland were generally ignored) since the 1980s, something emphasised again and again while given intellectual succour by the likes of the historian Sir Tom Devine, one of many high-profile (and relatively late) converts to the Yes cause. In terms of social attitudes and the economy, however, there was much that pointed to convergence between Scotland and the rest of the UK during that period. What remained – most notably in attitudes to the European Union – amounted to what Freud dismissed as the ‘narcissism of small differences’.


But a strong and clear electoral divergence, of course, made this claim of Scottish exceptionalism superficially easy to make, and it enjoyed wide support among Scotland’s chattering classes and sections of the commentariat. There was much talk of distinct ‘Scottish values’, although rarely defined and accompanied by a strong denial (usually by Nationalists) that this was anything other than avowedly ‘civic’ Nationalism. Only it was rather difficult to reconcile the claim that anyone could become ‘Scottish’ by assimilation while also asserting the idea that Scotland was somehow ‘different’. But then Orwellian Doublethink was a persistent feature of the campaign.


The ‘othering’ required by Nationalism, meanwhile, took subtler forms, with many in the pro-independence camp resurrecting decidedly old battles. Despite claiming to be positive and forward-looking, a lot of Yes arguments rested upon age-old Tory bashing. Only independence, it was posited, would enable Scots to get the governments they voted for, only that was only true if Scots a) were particularly savvy floating voters or b) living in a one-party state which, even with an overall SNP majority, Scotland certainly was not. So ridding Scotland of the Conservatives, however undemocratic that sounded, was a mantra of the pro-independence campaign. And by Tories, Yes increasingly meant all Unionists, be they blue, red or yellow.


This was essentially political tribalism, and necessarily blind to obvious ironies. While denigrating Tories and Toryism, Yes Scotland only departed very subtly from SNP economic orthodoxy, which was decidedly conservative in nature. Often, for example, it appeared to be running out of taxes it intended to cut following an affirmative vote: Corporation Tax (no matter how low the UK rate fell), VAT (in certain cases), Air Passenger Duty (if not abolish it altogether) and those levied on the North Sea oil industry. All of this was repackaged as ‘competitive advantage’, just as the wider all-things-to-all-men policy agenda was sold as ‘social democracy’, although its resemblance to that in any of the oft-cited Scandinavian countries was more rhetorical than real.
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STV political editor Bernard Ponsonby speaks to Professor James Mitchell on referendum night at Pacific Quay.


The Yes campaign’s economic conservatism manifested itself most ostentatiously in its approach to the mooted currency of an independent Scotland. In fact the SNP’s policy of retaining Sterling – at least as an interim measure – dated from 2005 but only came under prolonged scrutiny once the formal referendum campaign got under way in the autumn of 2012. Even for Alex Salmond this was massively inconsistent: having long depicted the pound as a ‘millstone round Scotland’s neck’, the First Minister now lauded it as ‘as much Scotland’s Pound’ as it was England’s (an argument he did not, naturally, apply to other shared assets like Trident). And deploying his considerable gift of the economic gab, Salmond also argued that monetary and fiscal policy were somehow completely separate (the Eurozone crisis rather suggested the reverse) while justifying his proposed currency union on the basis that most of Scotland’s ‘trade’ was with England.


That, of course, sounded like a Unionist argument rather than a Nationalist one, although Salmond played up his Unionist credentials (defence, regal, currency and social) whenever and wherever possible. He also rarely missed an opportunity to extol the virtues of Scotland’s prosperous economy while simultaneously arguing that it was somehow being held within a Westminster straightjacket. The historian Tony Judt’s assertion that Scottish identity rested upon a ‘curious admix of superiority and ressentiment’ had never appeared more pertinent.


But of course the Yes campaign, like Better Together, had diligently studied the Quebec playbook. Back in 1995 the province’s Yes campaign had promised Quebeckers they could keep the dollar (as well as the Queen as head of state) in the event of secession from Canada, while a crucial part of its near win against the federalists had come through convincing voters that what had once sounded unreasonable (chiefly continuing good relations with roC, the Rest of Canada) were actually both reasonable and, more to the point, possible.


The Parti Québécois had also made much of awaiting ‘winning conditions’, and those certainly existed in the Scotland of 2012–14: austerity economics at the behest of an Old Etonian Conservative Prime Minister, UKIP on the march and a weak and divided Labour Party. And, like their Canadian cousins, the SNP indulged in the intellectual somersaults associated with any Nationalist party trying to win an election or referendum campaign. Rather than diminishing Britishness, it was argued, independence would strengthen what it presented as little more than a geographic identity akin to that in Scandinavia.


Just as the 1995 referendum had often concerned an independent Quebec’s place in the North Atlantic Free Trade Agreement, in 2014 there was much speculation about an independent Scotland’s future within the European Union. And while weak on the likely terms and conditions, the Yes campaign basically won the broader point that a newly autonomous Scotland would remain at the heart of Europe (where it had been, after all, as part of the UK for more than four decades), although it never made clear why sharing sovereignty with the rUK (rest of UK) was such a bad thing but doing so (increasingly) with Spain, Portugal and Italy was a compelling necessity. Indeed, many Yes critiques of the British Union – that it was economically ‘broken’, unequal and so on – applied equally, if not more so, to the European version.


Given that broader context of ‘ever closer union’ with the Continent, Yes never successfully squared the circle of promising continuity and the preservation of five out of six of Scotland’s ‘Unions’ (in Alex Salmond’s terminology) – regal, currency, social, European and defence – with the prospect of transformational, if not radical, change. As Fintan O’Toole put it in an eloquent piece for the Sunday Herald:


Freedom does not arrive just because you declare it. And if it ever does arrive, it is complicated, constrained and contested. Too much has happened to too many dreams of national liberation for any sensible citizen to believe in a great moment of transformation after which everything will be simpler, purer, better.


One of those constraints, an independent Scotland’s membership of NATO, had been neutralised by the SNP early on, but at the same time it seemed ill-prepared on other sovereign fronts, too long dependent upon a slogan (‘independence in Europe’) rather than reasoned policy when it came to the EU, and in the confusing position of actually arguing against ‘independence’ when it came to monetary policy. In retrospect, particularly given the high Yes vote, it might even have been a little bolder on both fronts: acknowledging a degree of uncertainty on EU membership, for example, while preparing the intellectual ground for an ‘independent’ Scottish currency pegged to Sterling. Neither might have produced a majority, but it would at least have left the Yes campaign a lot less exposed.


But then it is worth remembering that the long-coveted independence referendum actually caught the SNP by surprise, meaning that, in pretty short order, the party had to develop comprehensive policies relating to welfare, defence and economics that had hitherto been unnecessary under the devolutionary status quo. And despite having at its disposal the (usually) well-oiled machine of the Civil Service in Scotland, it often lacked adequate means to do so. Frequently prevailed upon to justify or explain positions and policies that either did not exist or did so in an embryonic state, the normally slick Scottish Government often looked less than confident in its arguments.


The referendum campaign, meanwhile, also found the formal No campaign – Better Together – on a steep learning curve. Arguing for independence (no matter how weak the arguments) came naturally to politicians and activists who had long dreamed of their Big Idea, but the same could not be said for Unionists who had, certainly for much of the 20th century, simply taken the status quo to be a self-evident truth, so obviously a good thing that it required little explanation or defence. If Nationalism could be, in Michael Billig’s description, ‘banal’, then so could its constitutional corollary.


Simply being cast as the ‘No campaign’ presented obvious problems when it came to a battle between apparently ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ visions of Scotland’s future, although presenting a negative in a positive light was not impossible, for the pro-Union campaign (as some tried in vain to call it) had started well: in early 2012, a few months before the formal launch of Better Together, Prime Minister David Cameron had set out a warm, ecumenical vision of Scotland’s place in the Union, while the campaign’s initial branding, ‘Better Together’ and the slogan ‘the best of both worlds’ (so good the Yes campaign later tried to purloin it), were far from the ‘Project Fear’ of Yes caricature. In reality both campaigns were a mix of hope and fear, only No struck a less effective balance than Yes.


More broadly, it proved difficult for the three parties that comprised the No campaign – Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat – to sell effectively a vision of Scotland in the Union when it was perfectly clear there was no agreement as to what that was. This was all the more problematic given the blurring between two of those involved, both minority concerns north of the border but nevertheless both in government at a UK level, and between two historic opponents, Labour and the Conservatives, with Labour undoubtedly suffering guilt by association. And that they, Labour, were in ‘cahoots’ or ‘in bed’ with the Auld Enemy, was something about which Nationalists never tired of reminding them.


‘No complacency’ was long a mantra for the three Unionist parties, but in truth that is precisely what they were. This was understandable, up to a point: faced with polls that consistently showed a strong No lead, and up against arguments which – to Unionists – were manifestly absurd, it was all too easy to rest their laurels on age-old ‘Nat bashing’ techniques and aim for the jugular. Again this was fine, but only up to a point: negative campaigning could work, as the 2011 campaign against the Alternative Vote demonstrated, but not if it was considered an end in itself, divorced from a broader and more positive meta-narrative.


Which was not to say Better Together’s chosen targets – the European Union, currency and pensions – were not effective. Often they were, although good points were frequently overstated or, in the case of the Yes campaign’s mooted currency union, poorly presented. So instead of ruling it out, more in sorrow than anger, the Chancellor George Osborne (a poor choice of messenger in any case) unwittingly cast his currency veto in terms of Westminster versus Scotland, which offended – if only in the short term – even Scots inclined to support the Union. Osborne also argued that an independent Scotland would not, under any circumstances, be able to use the pound when, given it was a fully tradable currency, that clearly was not the case. All of this served to make a perfectly reasonable economic critique, and one supported by an army of independent experts and economists, a lot less compelling than it might have been.


And the Unionist side often fell victim to framing they had allowed their opponents to establish early on, so while they were pointing out the risks of independence to pensions (an important point about cross-border schemes ought to have caused the Yes side significant problems), the economy, university research funding and so on, Yes Scotland, and particularly the SNP, were busily eroding their opponents’ standing in the debate and therefore their effectiveness. As a consequence all sorts of spurious arguments gained a surprising degree of currency, not least the supposed ‘threat’ to the Barnett Formula from voting No (what, pray, would have happened to it under independence?) and, more damagingly, to the NHS in Scotland. Although short on supporting evidence, Yes successfully convinced many wavering voters that independence was the only way to ‘save’ the NHS from Tory cuts (which did not, in reality, exist) as if that carried no risks of its own to public spending.


But then a lot of the Yes side’s anti-Union arguments, albeit exaggerated, resonated because they contained an element of truth. Taking the longer view, it was true that Scotland occasionally ‘got’ governments it did not vote for (although in certain cases the same was true of England), while the legislative records of the Scottish and UK Parliaments certainly pointed to different priorities in certain policy domains. And while Scottish public life certainly was not free of ‘elitism’ and products of a private education, they did not dominate the airwaves to quite the same extent as Messrs Cameron and Osborne.


In retrospect, Better Together – like Yes Scotland – was much too reticent in prosecuting its core case. Although it rightly pointed out that Scotland had long benefited from higher per capita public spending than other (although certainly not all) parts of the UK, it seemed wary of talking up the fact that in the space of three decades Scotland had gone from one of the poorest parts of the country to one of the wealthiest, a truism regularly betrayed by the Scottish Government’s incessant use of healthy economic data from precisely that time frame. A more confident No campaign might have flagged up the fact that this transformation had taken place under Conservative and Labour governments, of which the SNP viscerally disapproved. But then articulate proponents of the Union often seemed in short supply: the popular former Liberal Democrat leader Charles Kennedy, for example, was notable by his absence, while the former Prime Minister Gordon Brown only belatedly sang a song of Union, and very effectively too.


Given the nature of the campaign, particularly the seemingly endless goodies promised by the pro-independence camp (with only the slightest of caveats), it was a bidding contest Better Together could never in reality win. For they were defending the often unpleasant status quo while Yes were gazing towards future the sunlit uplands of a more easily defended future. The biggest bidding contest of all, meanwhile, manifested itself in constitutional terms. While Yes pointed to the prospect of controlling all policy levers (it glossed over obvious exceptions, such as monetary policy) under independence, No promised ‘more powers’ to further improve the devolutionary status quo.


Yet doing so raised lots of awkward questions about the existential case for the UK: if the only ‘positive’ argument lay in loosening that Union yet further, then what did that say about the essential integrity of the 300+-year-old Anglo–Scottish Union? And when even the Scottish Labour Party toyed with devolving elements of the pan-UK Welfare State (they had been particularly vulnerable to SNP attacks about the ‘bedroom tax’), it prompted obvious soul searching about what exactly it was that bound the nations and regions of the UK together, if not what Gordon Brown called the ‘pooling and sharing’ of both risk and resources. And why on earth were more powers being promised when those agreed by the cross-party Calman Commission were yet to come into force?


But then the constitutional approach of British governments since the late 1990s had essentially been reactive rather than holistic, ad hoc rather than uniform in application, something that propagated the very British habit of muddling through. Only the Liberal Democrats sold a comprehensive vision of the UK as a federal country, but of course they did so from a position of relative weakness. Many of the arguments Labour had made in the 1980s, meanwhile, came home to roost, not least the general charge that a Conservative government lacked the mandate – moral and electoral – to ‘rule’ Scotland. Such a small ‘n’ Nationalist pitch posed obvious problems when it came to defending the mandate of a minority Tory/Lib Dem Coalition several decades later.


It was into this febrile atmosphere that the three Unionist leaders, David Cameron, Ed Miliband and Nick Clegg, launched their belated mission to save the UK in the final dramatic weeks of the campaign. Having resolved early on not to make the same mistakes as the federalists in Quebec nearly two decades before, in certain respects Better Together failed to learn from very similar constitutional history: when the gap between No and Yes narrowed (as it had in 1995) Britain’s Unionists responded with a renewed ‘vow’ (or rather timetable) for more powers and even a Montreal-style rally in London’s Trafalgar Square. Sure, both had been longer-term strategies but the optics remained bad: panicky, hasty and just a tad desperate. At long last Tom Nairn’s 37-year-old charge about Britain being ‘broken’ appeared to have some credence.


Some siren Unionist voices argued that the Prime Minister ought never have agreed to a referendum in the autumn of 2012 and that even having conceded one ought to have agreed to a second option on ‘more powers’. Given the circumstances, it was easy to be an armchair critic, but in reality neither critique stood up under scrutiny. Considering the SNP’s considerable 2011 mandate, the UK Government realised early on it had little choice but to agree to a plebiscite on independence, while the beguiling simplicity of a second (or was it third?) question was in fact anything but: not only had no one actually defined what ‘devo-more’ might look like (the term ‘devo-max’ had always been a red herring) but such a formulation would have caused both sides significant problems, the Unionists in terms of agreeing a deal and the Nationalists when it came to securing party agreement to something that would have certainly beaten its preferred independence option.


In retrospect it was timing that proved Cameron’s big mistake. Carelessly conceded by the Prime Minister in the course of unguarded remarks at Dover House in London, a two-year timescale enabled Yes Scotland to plan a slow-burn, under-the-radar insurgency; a swifter referendum, even one held by the end of 2013 rather than 2014, would have forced Nationalists’ hands before they were ready. But then the whole referendum affair exposed Cameron’s strategic weaknesses. Very much a reactive, day-to-day politician, he was evidently better at planning a long-term General Election campaign than the preservation of the country he led. 



So the referendum debate brought out both the best in Scots, such as passionate idealism, but also the worst, not least nostalgic tribalism, much of it noisily manifesting itself on Twitter, Facebook and other online forums, more akin to echo chambers than virtual platforms for measured debate. Furthermore, the long debate gave rise to the view that there somehow existed swift, cost-free solutions to long-standing and deeply complex problems. Too often it was little more than political escapism.


It was also necessary to separate the quantity of referendum debate from its quality. Certainly it was true that more Scots ended up engaged with politics in general and the Scottish Question in particular, but more often than not this engagement was at the level of student politics. Bankers are evil! No more Tory governments! Nationalists are racist! A lot of people might have agreed with such sentiments, but to depict it as a deep reflection on big, important issues would have been to admit to a tenuous grip on contemporary reality.


The first casualty of the referendum war, inevitably, was nuance. Recent history was manipulated (by both sides) to justify contemporary arguments while corrections on points of fact or analysis were often dismissed as pedantry or a distraction from the ‘real’ issues, whatever those happened to be. In economic terms much of the discourse was illiterate and reductive with, at one point, both Yes Scotland and Better Together attempting to quantify in monetary terms the relative benefits of ‘independence’ and ‘the Union’. Danny Alexander, the Chief Secretary to the Treasury, and Alex Salmond, the First Minister, even issued largely meaningless predictions of future rates of economic growth, productivity and employment. Crystal ball gazing was no longer confined to travelling circuses.


While benefiting – to some extent – from a general anti-politics mood, Yes Scotland also managed to insulate itself from that all-pervasive cynicism. Alex Salmond somehow succeeded in convincing a large number of Scots that he, unlike other here-today-gone-tomorrow politicians, would actually deliver on his promises. And what promises they were; amid widespread (and justifiable) skepticism about jam tomorrow pledges, Yes simply promised even more jam: no austerity, earlier retirement, more generous pensions, potentially higher public sector wages and permanently free university tuition, all paid for via stable, or in many cases reduced, taxation.


Many otherwise jaded commentators completely failed to separate what was being promised from what was actually deliverable, even though recent history was littered examples of ‘positive’ centre-left campaigns fuelled by high expectations (step forward Messrs Obama and Hollande). At the same time, and despite strikingly low approval and trust ratings, most polls still suggested a majority of Scots were prepared to go with the more sober and less flashy status quo. Did that mean Project Fear had prevailed? Or that voters had seen through what one critic dubbed ‘Project Pollyanna’?



On 18 September 2014, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland came within 383,937 votes of having to grapple with the issue of its continued existence. More than four million ‘Scots’, generously defined, participated in the referendum on Scottish independence held that day, and when the votes were counted only 10.6 per cent separated the winners from the losers, a much closer margin than either side had anticipated for much of the two-year campaign.


Finally given the right to self-determination, a majority of voters in Scotland had self-determined in favour of the Union, which at the very least removed one rhetorical line of attack from the Nationalist armoury. But at the same time it seemed clear a large number of those voting No had done so in the expectation of Scotland being granted even more autonomy within that continuing Union. As the former Liberal leader Michael Ignatieff observed of two similar referendums in Quebec: ‘Canadians were able to joke that what Quebeckers really wanted was an independent Quebec inside a united Canada.’ Perhaps a majority of Scots had reached that same seemingly paradoxical position.


Whatever the case, the margin of victory for No only looked decisive because polls had narrowed so dramatically in the closing weeks of the campaign; a year or so earlier and Unionists had spoken confidently of securing a 2/1 No vote or, at the very least, 60/40. So in that context a 55.3 per cent No vote was best viewed as a reprieve rather than a victory for the status quo. (As one correspondent in the Herald letters pages quipped, it was a shame the ballot paper hadn’t taken a leaf out of Scots Law by including a ‘not proven’ option.) It was also difficult for Better Together to claim any great credit, given the often-uninspiring nature of its two-year campaign. Initial analysis revealed that the vast majority of those voting No had decided to do so early on and had not budged, while other analysis showed that perhaps as much of a quarter of the electorate was motived to vote No out of opposition to independence, and most for the first time in several years; it was even tempting to conclude that No had won in spite of the official pro-UK campaign, not because of it.


Paradoxically, the pattern of Yes and No voting across Scotland gave the major parties on each side cause for concern: many SNP strongholds (at Holyrood or Westminster) decisively voted No while Yes secured a majority in two urban Labour heartlands, Glasgow and Dundee. On the night, Labour faces had the most furrowed brows, and indeed in several respects they only had themselves to blame: not only electoral defeat in 2007 and again in 2011, but its lack of strategy, lack of ideas, lack of life and lack of maturity when presented with the opportunity to develop its once-coherent record on devolution. The fact that a clear majority of Scots aged less than 55 voted Yes also pointed to a demographic problem for Unionists: like Republicans in the US, it seemed support for their cause would diminish over time.


On the other hand, however, those among the ‘45 per cent’ who argued that the outcome was down to media bias, scaremongering, a last-minute ‘vow’ of more powers or even a British-led conspiracy were wide of the mark. Equally important had been that the pro-independence arguments (though not all of them) had not made sense to a majority of electors, who had also found the promised riches too unrealistic, the intellectual contortions too obvious and (an often underrated factor) the remaining pan-UK bonds too strong. With that uncomfortable reality in mind, there was little to be gained from arguing (as many did online) that ‘we wuz robbed’, or lapsing (as certain Yes-supporting columnists did within days of the result) into ‘we told you so’ preaching. After all, lots of people had said lots of silly things before polling day: the Scottish Parliament would be abolished, Westminster would take ‘revenge’; even that Scotland might fade away as a distinct political entity.


Yet the experience of similar constitutional debates in other countries demonstrated that much of this was far-fetched. Quebec in particular carried two main lessons: first that the question was bound to come round again, and second that the predominant pro-independence party need not suffer as a result of one, or even two defeats. In Canada the Parti Québécois won provincial elections following both its referendum losses in 1980 and 1995, and in Scotland polling suggested the SNP was on course to do the same in 2016.


But it would do so, of course, under new leadership. The big surprise of the day after the referendum vote had been the resignation of Alex Salmond, although in retrospect it should not have been such a shock. After all, he had served the second of two decade-long terms at the helm of his party and, approaching 60 years of age, he must have been exhausted. More to the point, Salmond’s acute political antennae told him that although he had done more than anyone else to bring about that decisive moment, it would be better left to someone else, almost certainly his deputy Nicola Sturgeon, to exploit political terrain he judged ‘redolent with possibility’.


Indeed, speaking at the launch of her leadership campaign, Sturgeon hinted that the Conservatives’ desire to hold an in/out referendum on the UK’s membership of the EU by the end of 2017 might present an opportunity to reopen the issue, although at the same time she had to take care not to encourage talk of a Quebec-style ‘neverendum’. And if the Scottish Question was asked again, sooner or later, then even some Unionists realised that with ‘independence’ normalised in the minds of voters and the prospect of more austerity, UKIP success and Middle Eastern conflict likely to justify certain warnings about a No vote, the status quo might not be so readily defended the second time around.


With that in mind, it was also a mistake for the Unionist parties to convince themselves that the solution lay solely in delivering more devolution for Scotland. Rather, if the referendum had revealed anything, it had been that the problem went much deeper than that. Most analysis showed that the main driver of Yes votes had been discontent with the ‘Westminster system’; it was about trust and legitimacy, and that was not easily fixed with yet another cross-party devolution commission. The BBC journalist Allan Little put it best in a pre-referendum edition of Panorama. Future generations of Scots, he concluded, ‘will need reasons to love and trust the Union as our parents and grandparents did, rather than simply to fear the alternative’.


In the summer of 2013 the US polling guru Nate Silver had stated the then orthodox view that the Yes campaign had ‘virtually no chance’ of victory, positing that only a ‘major crisis’, most likely originating in England, could conceivably alter that dynamic before 18 September 2014. That it ended up having precisely that – a chance of victory – simply served to demonstrate that the nature of political prediction, as Silver wrote elsewhere, was as unreliable as it was extensive. Reading this diary back during the editing process it was clear that, like Silver, I got a lot of things wrong (including the likely margin of victory) but also many things broadly correct. At least I can plead, as journalists often do, that I was probably right at the time.


David Torrance




100 Days of Hope and Fear




Friday, 30 May 2014 (Edinburgh)


Today marked the beginning of the ‘official’ regulated period, or the ironically named ‘short’ campaign (actually 16 weeks). Bit of a damp squib in media terms, little more than Blair McDougall and Better Together types ‘knocking doors and speaking to undecided voters’ in Govanhill. I suspect Yes Scotland and the SNP had something planned, but the European election result put a kybosh on its ‘two countries moving in opposite directions’ stuff. Obviously winning a third MEP would have given them a pre-referendum electoral boost, but then they didn’t, thus they kept quiet.


Meanwhile I was still nursing my ego having watched Iain Macwhirter talk about the referendum at Summerhall in Edinburgh the evening before. Apropos of nothing he mentioned me in response to a question from the audience, claiming I’d said on Twitter that there’d be a civil war between England and Scotland if the latter became independent. Obviously I’d said nothing of the sort (I’d simply mentioned the Anglo-Irish trade war of the late 1920s) and intervened to say so. Iain looked a little taken aback (obviously he had no idea I was in the audience) and later mumbled a half apology. The chap next to me also used the exchange as an opportunity to accuse me of writing ‘negative’ articles.


The thing is, Iain is very good at such events: funny, engaging, frequently insightful, but also has a tendency to adopt unfortunate terminology (at one point he and his questioner happily discussed Danny Alexander being ‘sent north’ to lecture Scots on economics, when in fact he’d travelled ‘south’ from his Inverness constituency); the Chancellor had come to Edinburgh on a ‘day trip’; £300bn in oil revenue ‘went south’ and Scotland saw none of it, which is just nonsense. He was critical, however, of the SNP on Corporation Tax.


The event was very chattering class Edinburgh (there were amused coos when I intervened). One lady told me on the way in that, like Iain, she’d moved from supporting Labour to embracing independence. ‘No one told me when I joined Labour that it was a Unionist party,’ she said, which struck me as an odd thing to say. To Iain’s credit, he later texted me to apologise and offer lunch, which of course I accepted. I read the extra chapter in the paperback edition of his Road to Referendum book (Cargo), which was very good. The only bit I think he overstates (as at the event) is the impact of George Osborne’s ‘sermon on the pound’, which he seems to think fatally undermines the ‘moral’ basis of the Union.


Saturday, 31 May 2014 (Glasgow)


Up early to get the 7.15am train to Glasgow to take part in the Shereen programme (BBC Scotland), which is always good fun. It was a nice day so I brought my bike and cycled from Queen Street to Pacific Quay (the cycle path along the Clyde had more or less reopened). Also on the show was Ian Blackford, a former SNP treasurer and a fully paid-up member of the human race. We jousted, as ever, but good-naturedly, agreeing that both Danny Alexander and Alex Salmond’s economic forecasts a few days before had been based more on wishful thinking than hard facts (though Ian’s instinctive loyalty eventually kicked in).


Before the recording Ian conceded that the Unionist parties hardening up their ‘more powers’ offers made it harder for them (Yes Scotland) to push a Yes vote, not something that’s publicly conceded, for obvious reasons. After the show I cycled through Kelvingrove Park to meet Duncan Sim, one of my tutors at UWS (University of the West of Scotland), to discuss a seminar we’re both doing next Saturday. He was sporting a colourful Yes badge on his jacket.




Monday, 2 June 2014 (Glasgow)


Back through to Glasgow to watch the Scottish Tories unveil their long-awaited Strathclyde Commission report on more powers following a No vote. The setting was the Clydeport building on Robertson Street, which I’ve loved since I used to attend Airtricity meetings there a few years ago, [1] an architectural manifestation of Glasgow’s former status as a global centre of shipping and trade. After a rather lacklustre opening pitch from Lord Strathclyde himself (clearly a useful figurehead more than anything else), Ruth Davidson did a turn.


It was pretty impressive. Importantly, she looked as if she meant it, fielded questions effectively and was at her engaging best: quite a contrast with a few years ago, when I and others were rather hastily writing her off politically. The press pack seemed quite impressed too (I met Chris Deerin from the Scottish Daily Mail for the first time), which made an interesting change, but then the report itself was short and to the point, recommending – as expected – the full devolution of income tax (though not, oddly, thresholds), some additional welfare powers, and so on. Some parts, particularly a UK-wide committee of the devolved parliaments and assemblies, hinted at a federal approach but obviously didn’t use that word.
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