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Preface


This volume and the series of which it is part have as their central purpose the study of the history of Scotland from 1707 until the present. The series seeks to combine the products of more recent research and general findings by some of the most prominent scholars working in the subject with the enthusiasm of those who wish to study it either in a systematic way or simply by reading one or more of these volumes at leisure.


Now is a particularly appropriate time to bring this scholarship and the wider audience together. There is enormous public interest in all periods of Scottish history. This springs from a variety of sources: the new political agenda in Scotland following the re-establishment of parliament in Edinburgh; the 300th anniversary of the Treaty of Union in 2007; the higher profile of Scottish history in school, college and university curricula; the enhanced interest in local and family history; the success of museums and heritage ventures devoted to the more recent past; and the continuous flow of books on so many aspects of Scottish history. However, explicitly academic publications, with a few honourable exceptions, have been little read by any but specialists, so new findings have frequently had little impact on general perceptions of Scotland’s more recent past.


There are two main aims encapsulated in these volumes, which are overlapping and complementary. The first is to present an overview of recent scholarly work, drawing on the approaches and findings of political, economic, social, environmental and cultural historians. This should be illuminating not only for those seeking an up-to-date review of such work, but also for anyone interested in the functioning of Scotland today – the essential historical background of present-day issues and concerns. The second, equally important, aim is to help readers develop their own historical skills, using the volumes as a tool-kit containing a wide range of primary sources and more detailed readings on specific topics. This and the other volumes in the series differ from most conventional academic publications, in that the focus is on doing history, rather than just absorbing the facts. The volumes are full of ideas on sources and methods that can be followed up by the interested reader.


Given the vast scope of the subject, we have had to put some limits on the coverage. The timescale is the early eighteenth century to the late twentieth century, a period for which sources not only abound but can also be readily understood and critically assessed. There is no attempt to give a detailed historical narrative of the period from the Union of 1707, which can readily be found elsewhere. Rather we present a blend of topics and themes, selected with a view to providing readers with a reasonably comprehensive introduction to recent work and a context and stimulus for further reading or investigation. Although there is an organisational divide at 1850, many of the themes are explored continuously over the whole period. Hence the first volume begins with the Union of 1707 and Jacobitism, and covers topics including industrialisation, demography, politics, religion, education, class, the environment, and culture, as well as looking at the differences between Highland and Lowland society and economy. The second volume, from 1850 to the present, also covers a wide range of topics. Some of these, such as industrialisation, demography, urbanisation, religion, class, education, culture and Highland and Lowland society are continued while new topics include the state, Scottish identity, leisure and recreation. The third and fourth volumes contain carefully selected readings to accompany the topic/theme volumes and are likely to prove an invaluable resource for any reader wishing to pursue a particular subject in greater depth or perhaps investigate it in a local or regional project. The fifth volume in the series is a collection of primary sources for the history of modern Scotland designed to accompany the other volumes. It makes accessible between the covers of one book many of the documents of national and local importance from the eighteenth century and beyond and provides a unique and detailed insight into the period.


This book forms one part of the University of Dundee/Open University collaborative course, Modern Scottish History: 1707 to the Present. This is an honours level undergraduate course for part-time adult learners studying at a distance, and it is designed to develop the skills, methods and understanding of history and historical analysis with modern Scotland as its focus. However, these volumes are designed to be used, either singly or as a series, by anyone interested in Scottish history. The introduction to recent research findings, together with practical exercises, advice on the critical exploitation of primary sources, and suggestions for further reading, should be of wide interest and application. We hope it will encourage users to carry their enthusiasm further by investigating, for example, some aspect of their own community history based on one or more themes covered in the series.


A series of this kind depends on the efforts of many people, and accordingly there are many debts to record. Our enthusiasm was shared by the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council which provided a generous grant to fund the development of the course. Within the University of Dundee, Professor David Swinfen, Vice-Principal, has played a valuable supporting role. The authors produced their contributions to agreed formats and deadlines. While they are responsible for what they have written, they have also been supported by other members of the writing team and our editorial and production specialists. The material was developed collaboratively, reflected too in the cooperation and support we have had from our publisher, Tuckwell Press. Particular thanks to Tracey Walker and Johanne Phillips, the Project Secretaries, for their administrative support. Thanks also to Karen Brough and Jen Petrie who transcribed some of the texts for the articles and documents volumes.



USING THIS BOOK



Activities


Volumes 1 and 2 are designed not just as a text to be read through but also as active workbooks. They are therefore punctuated by a series of activities, signalled by a different format. These include short questions, exercises and prompts for the reading articles in Volumes 3 and 4 or documents in Volume 5. Conversely, the readings and documents refer back to topics/themes discussed in detail in Volumes 1 and 2.


References


While this book is free-standing, there are cross-references to other volumes in the series. This is to aid readers using all the books. The list of books and articles that follows each chapter generally follows the scholarly convention of giving details of all works cited. They are not intended as obligatory further reading.


Series Editors





Preface to the
Second Edition


The first edition of this book has been received enthusiastically, by students and academic historians, as well as by members of the general public. Its value in teaching has been widely recognised.


The need for a second edition has provided authors with the opportunity to revise their contributions. As a textbook used in colleges and universities, it is vital that it should be as be as up-to-date as possible and incorporate the most recent scholarship.


The original text has, nevertheless, been largely retained, as only a few of the topics covered in the volume have since 1998 been either revised radically by new research or lent new perspectives by more recent developments. In the case of most chapters, therefore, only minor changes have been necessary. Improvements have been made where points were not fully clear, and spelling and typographical errors have been corrected. Several readers, mainly students on the Distance Learning Course in Modern Scottish History for which this and its companion volumes were initially written, have drawn our attention to minor errors that we have now been able to correct.


The main change has been to add references to new secondary material that has appeared during the last four years. Where necessary, this has been incorporated into the text. Readers can, therefore, continue to use this book as a valuable guide to some of the main themes and debates in modern Scottish history and be confident that the most recent scholarship on topics is reflected either in the text or in the guidance on further reading.


Those who have been involved in the production of this book are grateful to all those people who have commented with such enthusiasm on the chapters, as well as to those close readers who have drawn our attention to mistakes which slipped into the first edition. The Modern Scottish History course run by the University of Dundee in collaboration with the Open University continues to welcome those who with to study Scottish history by distance learning. Currently the course is worth 60 SCOTCAT points, the equivalent of 60 Open University Level 3 points. The course is also available to students taking a part-time MA degree in Scottish Cultural Studies developed by the University of Dundee.


Bob Harris
Dundee, 2002





CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The State



 Ian Levitt



INTRODUCTION


As Scottish economic and social life became more complex, governments, often against their better judgement, were forced to become increasingly interventionist. This chapter explains how the state tackled the numerous problems of administration which arose after 1850. We will be examining this topic under the following sub-headings:




• The Scottish Board and representative opinion 1850–1880


• The Scottish Secretary, franchise reform and Liberal Unionism, 1880–1914


• The Scottish Secretary of State and collective provision, 1914–31


• St Andrews House and Labour Unionism, 1931–50





When you have completed work on this chapter, you should have a good understanding of how different governments perceived the role of the state and how the decisions they took affected Scotland during the second half of the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries.


In 1850 the number of civil servants employed by the Government on Scottish Administration totalled less than 50. The annual cost of the administration, which included the Lord Advocate’s department and a number of Boards and other offices was £32,000, a total somewhat less than the £35,000 spent on the British Secret Service. Nominally the Home Secretary was responsible for Scottish Administration, but in practice much of this was delegated to the Lord Advocate, a member of the Government, but not in the Cabinet. By 1950 the number of civil servants employed totalled more than 6,000 at a cost of £100,000,000 per annum and Scottish Administration was the responsibility of the Secretary of State for Scotland, who did sit in the Cabinet. His principal office was the newly built St Andrew’s House in Edinburgh, some 400 miles from Westminster. The Scottish Office which administered the Scottish Secretary’s services was based on four departments, the Scottish Home Department (with responsibility for law and order, the prisons, the fire services and the fishing industry), the Department of Health (with responsibility for the National Health Service, housing and town and country planning), the Department of Agriculture and the Scottish Education Department (Milne 1958; Gibson 1985; Kellas 1989).


Much of the growth in Scottish Administration can be attributed to similar issues affecting other Western industrial societies. On the one hand there was a general reaction against the philosophy of laissez-faire and the ‘night-watchman’ State. New forms of statutory provision emerged that stressed collectivism and the redistribution of economic rewards, seen most succinctly in State-subsidised housing, National Insurance and the promotion of health care. On the other hand, there was a widespread view that private enterprise, by itself, did not necessarily generate general economic well-being and without Government measures to stimulate investment and support education, the productivity of labour – and hence employment – would decline. However, to regard the development of Scottish Administration as part of the ‘natural’ growth of Government can be misleading, for as a Scottish Office review in 1948 pointed out, much of the growth appeared haphazard and not necessarily in accordance with Scottish ‘sentiment’ (Scottish Office 1948). For instance, the review noted that during the Second World War the Scottish Secretary had been given responsibility for town and country planning and for the North of Scotland Hydro-electricity Board, but responsibility for the development of industry was given to the Board of Trade. Similarly, despite the opposition of local authorities and the indigenous air industry the Ministry of Civil Aviation assumed responsibility for Scottish Air Services. Moreover, after 350 years of a separate Poor Law, social security provision was removed from Scottish control and given to the National Assistance Board, a British ministry. In essence to appreciate the growth of the British State in Scotland and the relative balance of responsibility, it is necessary to take into account three issues, first, the nature of domestic administration at a time of laissez-faire economic policy, second, the nature of Scottish ‘sentiment’ in a more democratic age and third, the rising demand for collective provision and a higher level of welfare (Fry 1987; McCrone 1992; Levitt 1992; Lynch 1993; Finlay 1994; Macdonald 1998).


I. THE SCOTTISH BOARDS AND REPRESENTATIVE OPINION, 1850–1880


In the period after the 1832 Reform Act, which extended the franchise to the wealthier middle class, a succession of Whig Governments began to reorganise public services according to the principle of utilitarianism. By the early 1850s a central Government Board in England held responsibility for managing the Poor Law and the nascent health services. Similar boards existed for the management of asylums and prisons, and a department of the Home Office monitored the provisions of the Factory Acts. Utilitarian government implied that provision was broadly uniform throughout the country and much of this was achieved through the power of the Government to issue Orders and regulations governing local services. The central boards were invariably assisted by regionally-based civil servants to insist that the regulations were applied, irrespective of past customs and the opinion of the local electorate. The period had witnessed a succession of protests, most notably those organised by the chartists against the workhouse provisions of the New Poor Law, but, in general, the intellectual force and logic of utilitarianism gradually established a centripetal form of government administration. Boards of Guardians and local authorities settled down to a period when there was an expectation that a central view of provision would emerge, but that negotiation with district inspectors would ensure some degree of autonomy over its implementation and its impact on the rates.


Scotland was not immune from the influence of utilitarianism and by the mid-1850s there were central boards for the administration of the Poor Law, mental welfare and prisons. There was also a Fisheries Board, whose work lay primarily with the Scottish herring industry, but also had some responsibility for the industry in England. However, important differences emerged in the evolution of Scottish public administration. The desire to influence and control forms of social development and mitigate chartist dissent certainly existed, but neither the local landowner nor the professional urban classes were prepared to accept London control over Scottish provision. The Act of Union had left domestic management largely in local hands and in areas of social and education provision, like the Poor Law, a distinct and separate style of administration emerged (Paterson 1994). The professional classes, particularly lawyers used to a separate legal code, were unwilling to accept the primacy of a Lord Chancellor whose background was the English Bar. The medical schools were similarly opposed to a British administration which might favour the clinical view of the London medical schools and diminish their ability to attract students.


In 1845 the Scottish Poor Law was reformed and placed under the supervision of an Edinburgh-based board, headed by a full-time chairman and assisted by three sheriffs (representing the counties), the Lord Provosts of Edinburgh and Glasgow (representing the urban burgh), the Solicitor-General and two Crown appointees (Levitt 1988). Technically a sub-department of the Home Office, the Board held no power to issue Orders. Instead it acted in a semi-judicial capacity, issuing regulations for the building of poorhouses and for the distribution of medical relief and heard appeals by paupers against inadequate relief. Nevertheless the Board’s preferred mode of operation was through the publication of circulars issuing guidance to parishes and its district inspectors, first appointed in 1852, were specifically instructed that they should avoid ‘the appearance of superceding’ the local authority.


The Board, which became the model of subsequent boards, was based on the principle of patronage. Its first chairman, appointed during a Conservative Government, was Sir John McNeill, a Tory, who had been a diplomat and was a confidant of Queen Victoria. His secretary, a wealthy Perthshire landowner, was also a Tory, as were subsequent chairmen and secretaries. Occasionally the Board consulted the Lord Advocate on matters of legal principle, but there is little evidence that the Home Secretary took much interest in its deliberations. In fact, the Board, like the Prison Board and the Board of Lunacy (established after the 1856 Lunacy Act), conducted its business with a deliberate view of incorporating ‘representative’ opinion into its administration and unlike the English Poor Law Board attracted little Parliamentary comment or inquiry. McNeill sought to ensure that one of the Crown nominees was a Whig (Document 85) and that the sheriffs and Lord Provosts would not raise objection to the gradual implementation of a uniform Scottish policy. By the 1870s although there were technical differences between Scottish and English law, in practice, much the same kind of person received Poor Relief or was committed to an asylum, or sent to prison. The Fisheries Board managed the Scottish and English industries alike. The same applied to public health which was added to the Board of Supervision’s responsibilities in 1867. Despite numerous attacks by Liberal MPs alleging that the Scottish Boards lacked political control and were too independent of Parliament, both the 1869 Scottish Poor Law Committee and the 1870 Scotch Offices Commission confirmed that no alternative scheme was likely to reduce the cost of central administration without an increase in staff or greater London control. The Boards’ representative element, their availability in Edinburgh and their refusal to cajole local authorities into accepting Government ‘orders’ had ensured considerable institutional support. A belief in laissez-faire economics meant few preferred increased Government, if the Scottish boards appeared to work.


[image: Illustration]


33 Sir John McNeill, first Chairman of the Board of Supervision for the Relief of the Poor (1845-68). Scottish National Portrait Gallery: Hill & Adamson Collection.




EXERCISE I


In the mid-nineteenth century, why do you think the Scots seemed keen on representative boards? What administrative advantages do you think they contained? Do you perceive any problems they might have had?





Briefly, your responses should include the following points; the retention of political control over Scottish affairs in Edinburgh, ease of communication with Scottish institutions and the extent of enfranchisement. You might also mention how far the mid-Victorian Scot accepted the principles of laissez-faire.


2. THE SCOTTISH SECRETARY, FRANCHISE REFORM AND LIBERAL UNIONISM, 1880-1914


One reason for the failure to reform the Scottish Board and place them under a Scottish minister had been the desire of Liberal MPs to combine greater political control with enhanced local democracy (Morton 1996). The principal difficulty they faced was that outside the burgh, the franchise was severely restricted and, in practice, the landward areas of Scotland were heavily controlled by the landowner and other large property owners. In addition, the thrust of public policy, headed by those in education and public health was to increase the rates; piped water, systems of sewerage and new schools did not come cheap. ‘Intelligent’ opinion wanted further provision, but the disenfranchised working class, as George Trevelyan, a Liberal MP pointed out, would not pay unless directly represented (Hansard 1876). An ‘epistolary’ style of central administration might satisfy the Edinburgh lawyer or landowner, but seemed too distant from the working class’s view of Scottish democracy.


Disraeli’s Conservative administration, 1874–80, had considered appointing a Parliamentary Under Secretary at the Home Office to deal with Scottish business, but recognised that the appointment would challenge the authority of Lord Advocate, without a commensurate increase in Scotland’s political status. Gladstone’s electoral triumph in 1880, based on the populist Midlothian campaign, brought the issue of Scotland’s political control back into focus. Soon after the election a group of Liberal MPs petitioned the Government for the creation of a Scottish Secretary to represent the Scottish interest more directly in Parliament. The Lord Advocate, they said, had too many legal duties to focus on political matters and lacked sufficient ministerial status to influence the Government. A number of Lords Advocate had not been MPs, which had further disenfranchised Scotland. Many local authorities, they argued, complained that the Home Office was dominated by English concerns and often relegated Scottish Bills to occasional late night sittings, usually with less than a half hour for debate.


Gladstone’s Government, nominally Liberal but dominated by the Whigs, rejected the petition. It believed that introducing a ‘national’ or territorial element into British administration would cut across utilitarian thought and the earlier reform of public administration. It was his Government in 1870 that decided against creating a separate Scottish Board of Education. Provision in Britain was managed by a Committee of the Privy Council, whose principal aim was the creation of a system of uniform schooling for the working class. The Conservative Opposition held similar objections and feared that a Scottish administration would be dominated by the domestic concerns of Highland land reform, temperance and church disestablishment. They also feared that the prospective extension of the franchise to the working class would democratise the local authority and sweep away the influence of the Tory landowner. (The Liberals intended to extend the vote to all male householders at the next General Election.) However, in March 1883 Lord Rosebery, the Parliamentary Under Secretary at the Home Office with special responsibility for Scottish affairs, similarly petitioned the Government and repeated the comments he had made earlier in the Lords (Hanham 1965). He told the Lords:




No Lord Advocate has ever been in the Cabinet. It really is a considerable disadvantage for the country to have its Chief Officer permanently excluded from the Cabinet. There is another disadvantage. For every other part of the country and every other Department of the Government there is a permanent staff, and when a new Minister comes into one of these Departments he finds the traditions and arrangements of their Office working on, whatever political changes occur. But there is no such tradition for Scotland. Everything has to be begun again de novo on the accession of a Lord Advocate ... But there is another side, which I think still more serious and important. The words ‘Home Rule’ have begun to be distinctly and loudly mentioned in Scotland. At the Convention of Royal Burghs this year there was a Motion brought forward urging that a separate and subordinate legislature should be set on foot to consider Scotch questions. That Motion was not largely entertained; but it is a significant sign of the times that ... under present circumstances it should be heard.


(House of Lords Debates, 1881)





Sir William Harcourt, the Home Secretary, accepted much of what Rosebery said, but refuted the view that the Home Office had neglected to support ‘first rank’ Scottish Bills, or failed to appreciate Scottish ‘conditions’ (Rosebery 1883; Harcourt 1883). However, he did concede that expectations had been raised – ‘which had to be satisfied’ – and proposed the establishment of a Scottish Local Government Board, headed by a ‘President’. The minister, who would sit in Parliament, would have ‘oversight’ of the other Boards and be based in London. The President would have the rank of Lord Privy Seal, a position somewhat between a parliamentary under secretary and a Cabinet minister, like the Home Secretary or the Lord Chancellor. Nevertheless Harcourt’s Bill attracted severe criticism from backbench MPs and the Bill was withdrawn. As the press pointed out Scottish opinion wanted more than a London-based minister for sewerage, lunatic asylums and fisheries (Glasgow Herald 1883; Times 1883). Edinburgh was the natural centre of Scottish administration.


The Conservatives sensed the Government’s discomfort and in a complete volte face joined a campaign established by the Convention of Royal Burghs for a Scottish Secretary (Mitchell 1990). At an open meeting in Edinburgh in January 1884, organised by the Convention, Lord Lothian spoke vigorously in favour of establishing a Scottish Secretaryship (Scotsman 1884). Lothian told the meeting that the Treaty of Union had guaranteed that certain areas of Scottish administration would be ‘managed independently’ from England and although his Party favoured the Union, it was not in favour of ‘absorption’. Scottish ‘manners’, ‘customs’, laws and administrative practices had their own distinct heritage. The appointment, he added, would raise Scottish politics above class interests and provide a focus to unite the electorate behind a common cause – maintaining Scotland’s interest in the Union and ‘remove other temptations to tamper with the integrity of the Empire’. The view of the Conservatives was quite simple. If the Act of Union was to survive working class enfranchisement it meant a different kind of Scottish administration, capable firstly of ensuring that British ministers took account of Scottish interests in the formulation of policy, secondly of ensuring that Parliament allocated more time for Scottish business and thirdly of ‘re-invigorating’ Scottish consciousness with a new sense of national ‘solidarity’.


With some reluctance Gladstone agreed to a wider measure, though it fell to Lord Salisbury’s minority administration in 1885 to pilot the Bill through Parliament. (Salisbury accepted that the Bill had become ‘non-political’, though the utilitarian Whigs tried unsuccessfully to prevent the Scottish Secretary assuming control of education.) The first Scottish Secretary, the Duke of Richmond and Gordon, took office in August that year, with his administrative ‘headquarters’ established symbolically, not in Edinburgh, but at Dover House (an ex-Admiralty building) in Whitehall. The Scottish Office, as it became known, was staffed by a permanent under secretary and a half-dozen clerks, all drawn from existing Whitehall departments. The Scottish Secretary’s powers included the promotion of Scottish Bills, the control of the Scottish Boards, law and order (the functions previously exercised by the Home Office) and Crown patronage. He also assumed the vice-presidency of a newly created Scotch Education Department, an arrangement designed to pacify Whig opinion. The SED, whose office was established in London, remained a subdepartment of the Privy Council and technically the Scottish Secretary’s actions were subject to review by the Lord President. Its Departmental secretary reported directly to the Scottish Secretary and not through the Scottish Office. However, the Scottish Secretary with the ministerial rank of a Lord Privy Seal, was not a Secretary of State with an automatic right to a seat in the Cabinet. His seat in the Cabinet depended on the personal inclination of the Prime Minister. A further Act in 1887 clarified the Scottish Secretary’s powers and confirmed he was the Government’s principal minister for Scottish affairs.


The new Scottish Secretary faced three particular issues affecting the duties of his office. First, the office implied that there was a definite Scottish administration with a distinctive Scottish policy which other ministries would have to accept. The Scottish electorate would hardly believe the reform unless the Scottish Secretary was seen to exercise power. Second, the Act did nothing to alter the nature or the constitution of the Boards, except that they now reported to him, rather than the Home Secretary – and they had not been used to political interference. Third, the Treasury brief to his officials had been clear, the Scottish Secretary was to avoid action which might promote further political devolution. The Scottish Secretary’s primary task was to ensure that the Liberal voter, the majority opinion in Scotland, remained satisfied with the Union and Westminster control.


The immediate issue facing the Scottish Secretary was an outbreak of unrest in the Western Highlands, where the crofting community faced higher rents and the threat of eviction (Hunter 1976). A bill was quickly produced to give the crofter a measure of protection over tenure and at the same time introduce schemes of emigration. However, the Scottish Office also continued with the Home Office’s policy of rigorously policing the area, using, at times, a number of secret agents to assess the likelihood of further disturbances. By 1887 the emergency was over, but it left the legacy of an administration dedicated to maintaining law and order and the breakup of traditional patterns of Highland living. The early Scottish Secretaries, particularly Arthur Balfour, Lord Salisbury’s minister, 1886–7, judged that whatever the crofters’ apparent popular support, the new urban classes had no wish to subsidise a redundant community from increased taxation. The Scottish Secretary’s position was further enhanced when Salisbury’s Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Goschen, agreed that the level of Treasury support for public education in Scotland should not be less than its share of UK wealth, which according to probate and excise duty was assumed to be eleven-eightieths (Anderson 1995). Although the announcement was meant to quell public unease over Scotland’s entitlement to the various grants then available, the ’Goschen formula’, as it became known, soon became the yardstick with which to measure other allocations between England and Scotland. As the Treasury commented, the Scottish Secretary assumed that future Scottish grants would be increased in proportion to any increase in England, irrespective of purpose or the relative state of wealth between the two countries (Treasury 1896).


The Boards presented the Scottish Secretary with a different problem. Their membership had been decided by Act of Parliament and, in the case of the Board of Supervision, although the Scottish Secretary could sack the chairman if he did not agree with his policy, he could not do the same with the sheriffs or the Lords Provost of Edinburgh and Glasgow. As George Trevelyan, Gladstone’s Scottish Secretary, 1892–95, discovered, when they did object, there was little he could do. (He had wanted to extend Poor Relief to the unemployed, then illegal in Scotland and abolish the property qualification for parochial board electors.) In 1894 Trevelyan persuaded the Cabinet to support the Board’s replacement with a Local Government Board, composed of the Scottish Secretary (as president), the solicitor-general, the permanent under-secretary and three appointed members, drawn from those in local government and the legal and medical professions. In Parliament he commented:




These three officers, with a salaried secretary, will constitute what I may call the inner circle of the Local Government Board in Scotland. That is a much larger Board than in England, which in truth consists of no one but the President; but the circumstances of Scotland differ very much from those of England. The work has to be done on the spot in Edinburgh, and only a general control can be exercised in London ... You will then have in Edinburgh a small, compact, and, I think, well-established group of administrators who will be entirely confined to the work of their Department, and in London during the Session you will have a Parliamentary Minister who is really and truly responsible to Parliament for the information he gives it, and for the policy of the Board.


(Hansard 1894a)





The 1894 Local Government Act placed the Scottish Secretary as the effective head of domestic administration, though Scottish opinion believed that he should consult with ‘representative’ opinion before taking action, or agreeing British policy with the Cabinet. (Trevelyan also extended the franchise in parochial board elections to adult householders, broadly identical to the Parliamentary franchise). The Local Government Board model was used as the basis for the constitution of the Congested Districts Board (established in 1897 to deal with land reform and emigration in the crofting community), the Board of Agriculture (established in 1912 to introduce schemes of agricultural improvement and land settlement) and the Highlands and Islands Medical Board (established in 1913 to improve medical services) (Day 1918; Mackay 1996).


The third issue, political devolution, posed the Scottish Office with a special difficulty. Its officials knew that the Conservatives were opposed to further devolution. However, after 1886 the Liberals were pledged to supporting Irish Home Rule and a number of backbench MPs pressed for a similar measure for Scotland. This was intensified in 1889 when the numerically greater number of Scottish Liberals successfully amended the Local Government Bill during the Committee stage of the Bill (a group of English MPs had failed to attend), only to find the Conservatives reversing the amendments at the Third Reading. The amendments, affecting the power of the County Councils to purchase property and decide the regulations affecting public health, were designed to increase Scottish autonomy from Westminster. Motions supporting Home Rule were introduced in 1889, 1892 and 1893 and although defeated the Liberal Government accepted that a Scottish Select (or Grand) Committee should be established. It would consider the Committee stage of Scottish Bills and be composed of the 70 Scottish MPs with the addition of 15 other members. In the House of Commons Trevelyan argued that this would ensure Scottish Bills could be passed more quickly and with greater consideration given to the views of Scottish MPs. He commented;




We offer the Scottish members a proposal for enabling them, at one of the most important periods of process in the manufacture of their Bills, to have those Bills moulded in accordance with Scottish opinion. This year the Scottish members have not been very fortunate in the Ballot; and yet I already see on the Table of the House at least eight very important Scottish Bills, and I know that a good many more are in preparation. It requires almost endless patience and perseverance, and it requires almost humiliating appeals to the indulgence of English members to get one of these Bills occasionally passed between 12 and 1 o’clock in the morning ... What is the House in Committee on Scottish business? Before that Committee has gone 10 minutes all the Members except the Scottish Members have left the House. No one but a Scottish Member speaks; but I am sorry to say that the Members who are in the precincts of the House come in to vote.


(Hansard 1894b)





Trevelyan made it clear that the Committee would not discuss Bills dealing with foreign policy, trade and industry, the armed forces or Government finance. Nevertheless the proposal caused alarm amongst Conservative MPs. In the Commons Arthur Balfour argued that it would be difficult for a Government to reverse amendments to a Bill approved by a predominately Scots Committee, if it reflected the majority opinion of Scottish MPs. He sensed it represented the first stage towards Home Rule and commented:




The idea that we can legislate either for Ireland, or Scotland, or Wales, or England, and that that legislation passed for these countries does not react upon the other countries, is a fantastic absurdity. It must be followed in the long run by a similar proposal for England; and if Scotland is to be excluded from her share of legislating for England, the result will be that Scotland will not have a greater but a lesser power over the legislation not merely of the United Kingdom, but of Scotland itself, than she possesses at the present moment. I say that no greater danger menaces the political interests of Scotland than the danger that by our insane action we may arouse England to a sense that she is an oppressed nationality, and compel her to use the power which she undoubtedly possesses to exclude from all share in her affairs those who do not happen to live within her borders.


(Hansard 1894c)





The Scotsman declared that a Grand Committee, dominated by the interests of the Highland crofter and Lowland temperance campaigner, would ‘provincialise’ Scotland (1894). The Glasgow Herald took a similar position and accused Trevelyan of ‘vestry patriotism’ (1894). It added that Scotland, with its much smaller population and industry, was heavily dependent on ‘free trade’ with England. The Government reluctantly accepted a Conservative amendment that the committee should be increased by a further 15 non-Scottish MPs to equal the Party balance in the House of Commons. The Bills remitted were to be restricted to non-controversial measures and to English measures which had been examined by the full House. Salisbury’s third administration, 1895-1900, abandoned the committee (the Conservatives remained a minority party in Scotland), but the Liberals re-established it in 1907 with a similar membership and restriction on what Bills could be discussed.


By the 1900s the Scottish State had evolved a distinctive form. In Parliament Scottish Bills received much greater attention and few local authorities complained that it was impossible to secure the passage of purely local measures. In Edinburgh the Boards continued to administer Scottish services much as in the past with little complaint as to their administrative competence. MPs, local councils and the public identified with the Boards and recognised their authority to speak on Scottish issues. However, the Boards now contained a visible and identifiably political element – the Scottish Secretary – who since 1892 had been a member of the Cabinet. The Scottish Secretary’s role was to ensure that on the one hand the Scottish interest was represented in Whitehall, and on the other that domestic opinion understood the benefits of maintaining the Union (Jalland 1979). His dual role, embodying the ‘national spirit’ in London and maintaining political control over Scottish ‘extremism’ differed radically from the functions of other ministers, but the failure of successive Home Rule Bills to excite Scottish interest and the relative ease at which new Boards were accepted indicated how far the 1885 Act had incorporated the enfranchised worker.




EXERCISE 2


Why did Scottish opinion object to the absorption of Scottish administration into a British framework of ministerial control? Why did the Conservatives so fear a Scottish Parliament? What do you think is meant by the term ‘Liberal Unionism’?





Your response here should refer to the widening of the franchise and a concern to counter class divisions with an appeal to the uniqueness of Scottish historical tradition. Some thought should also be given to the fear of Scottish radicalism developing its own agenda for the Highlands, public expenditure and the urban society. A reference to the interests of the Scottish business community might also be considered.



3. THE SCOTTISH SECRETARY OF STATE AND COLLECTIVE PROVISION, 1914–3 I


The Liberal Government, 1906–10, had pledged itself to the principle of ‘free trade’ and cheap food, largely to retain the support of the working class (Dyer 1996). However, under pressure from the newly formed Labour Party and the trade unions, it began to restructure the provision of welfare. By 1914, the majority of British workers benefited from a national scheme of Health Insurance and a growing number were also covered for unemployment. Necessitous schoolchildren received free school meals and a local authority infant and maternity service had been established. A reform of the Poor Law was also pledged. Nevertheless, in Scotland these measures were not seen as sufficient to mitigate the growing level of poverty and satisfy the electorate’s demand for additional welfare (Harvie 1993). Scottish housing conditions, with over 40% of the population living in one or two rooms (over four times the proportion in England), became notorious as a breeding ground for TB and the principal cause of the much higher level of infant mortality. Outside the principal cities hospital provision remained negligible and the lower rateable capacity of Scottish local authorities meant much greater resistance to extending statutory services. A Government inquiry on the British mining industry in 1908 reported on the comparatively poor state of housing for the Scottish miner and its likely effect on worker productivity and trade union militancy. As a result the Scottish Secretary ordered the Local Government Board to conduct its own inquiry which confirmed much of what the report had said. Another Board report was authorised on the measures that Glasgow had taken to control the spread of TB. It indicated that local authority measures to provide hospital care were practically useless unless patients could be found new housing. In 1913, after further pressure from the trade unions, the Government agreed to appoint a Royal Commission on the state of Scottish housing. The First World War interrupted the Commission’s work and before it could report the Government had introduced the Rent Restriction Act (after a ‘strike’ of tenants in Glasgow), an extension of unemployment benefit to most workers and the break-up of the Poor Law. Following the report of the Royal Commission (in 1917), the Government announced a crash post-war programme of ‘reconstruction’, in which the State would subsidise the provision of local authority housing. In Scotland over 200,000 new houses were thought necessary to replace the slums and meet ‘general’ needs. Other schemes of health and welfare were also announced.


Lloyd George’s ‘khaki’ election in December 1918 returned the war-time coalition Government with a substantial majority, pledged to continue the programme of ‘reconstruction’. However, in Scotland, despite the poor showing of the Labour Party, many MPs and the press had sensed a shift in attitude of the working class towards the State and established political values. The Scottish Secretary, Robert Munro, had been an erstwhile campaigner for Home Rule, but saw that the Liberal Party’s commitment to political reform did not necessarily coalesce with Labour’s demands for the nationalisation of industry and the radical restructuring of economic rewards. The outbreak of industrial militancy during the War continued and on Clydeside the Government feared the prospect of a general strike, fuelled by unemployed demobilised soldiers. Munro tried unsuccessfully to persuade Lloyd George to raise the status of the Scottish Secretary to a Secretary of State – to symbolise Scotland’s contribution to the war and its importance to the Union – but was persuaded to accept a restructuring of the Scottish Office. A division was established especially to look after law and order; as one Scottish civil servant pointed out, the future looked dominated by the problems of industrial unrest, unemployment and crofter disturbances (Scottish Office 1921). The Cabinet also retreated from establishing a separate Scottish Ministry of Health to correspond with the English Ministry of Health. Instead a Board of Health was established under the ‘Presidency’ of the Scottish Secretary, with the additional appointment of a Parliamentary Under-Secretary. The Board, based in Edinburgh, took over the functions of the Local Government Board, the Highlands and Islands Medical Board and the Scottish National Health Insurance Commission. (The latter had been established in 1911). Munro told the Commons that a separate ministry, with a brief that looked too close to Labour’s interests, was felt bound to diminish the Scottish Secretary’s status in Cabinet and his authority as Scotland’s principal representative in London (Scotsman 1919).
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34 Robert Munro, Secretary of State for Scotland and first President of the Scottish Board of Health (1919-22). From WT Pike (ed) 1904 Contemporary Biographies, No 12, (WT Pike & Co), Edinburgh.


The election of a Conservative Government in 1922, at the same time as Labour’s broad sweep of seats in Central Scotland, heightened Scottish political tension (Donnachie 1989). Ten of Glasgow’s seats were captured by members of the Independent Labour Party and wiped out the last vestige of city support for the Liberals. The new MPs, many of them with a background in the war-time pacifist movement and in organising the 1919 Glasgow general strike, immediately pressed the Government to reverse the policy of economic retrenchment introduced to counter inflation. The housing programme had been one of the most severely affected, with only 25,000 out of an estimated need of 200,000 being built. In 1921 unemployment in Scotland reached 22% of the workforce and riots over cuts in benefit occurred in Dundee, Glasgow, Aberdeen and a number of other industrial centres.


Lord Novar, the Scottish Secretary, initially supported retrenchment, but in March 1923 accepted that, without a higher level of housing grant, few local authorities would continue with the subsidised programme (Levitt 1999a). He also accepted that the private house-building market could not meet more than a quarter of the estimated need, unlike England where two thirds of the new housing was expected to be for owner-occupation. However, the Cabinet rejected Novar’s claim and told him that Government could not provide an additional subsidy without doing the same in England. It was impossible, the MPs were told, to ask the English worker to agree additional taxation to finance a higher level of need in Scotland (Hansard 1923).


The 1924 minority Labour Government restored some of the benefits that had been cut in 1921 and agreed a new housing subsidy under the Minister of Health, John Wheatley, the Clydeside MP. Nevertheless, Scottish Labour MPs felt dissatisfied with Westminster and its failure to address specifically Scottish problems and in May introduced a Home Rule Bill to establish a Parliament in Edinburgh (see Document 86). The Parliament would have control of the Scottish Secretary’s work and a number of other services, but not including defence, foreign policy, international trade and the currency. In principle, the Government supported the measure, but refused to consider its re-introduction when Conservative MPs ‘talked out’ the Bill during the Second Reading. The Government felt that Scottish support for the measure was not as great as the MPs believed (see Document 87). Some of the opposition was due to a fear that a Scottish Parliament would be dominated by a particular brand of the militant socialist – trade unionists, ex-Irish nationalists and Highland radicals. But equally many businessmen felt that it would not be able to increase the level of collective provision without additional taxation. Opposition of local authorities had forced the Government to abandon a rate-supported scheme of public hospitals. For similar reasons of Scotland’s low rateable capacity a significant number had failed to consider the Wheatley Act, despite the prospect of an increased grant. The attitude of the trade union movement was also equivocal. In 1920 the railwaymen’s union successfully opposed a Government proposal to establish a Scottish regional railway, largely on the grounds that it would be less profitable than the continuation of the existing companies, with their links to the English midlands and the south. Other trade unions, particularly the skilled, remained concerned that a Scottish Parliament might lead to employers abandoning national pay bargaining and insisting that Scottish unions negotiate on the basis of local productivity.


In October 1924 the Conservatives won a landslide election victory. However, Baldwin, the Prime Minister, recognised that his Party had failed to win majority support on Clydeside and faced the prospect of renewed political and industrial unrest. Baldwin, like Lord Lothian in 1884, decided that his Party required a radical revision of thought towards its Scottish policy. In his election speeches Baldwin had indicated that he accepted Scotland faced particular difficulties, but felt that much of the blame was the result of the failure of Scottish institutions to appreciate post-war conditions and the greater competition in international trade. To him the real danger lay in the Scottish people giving up ‘hope’ and believing that a revolutionary dictatorship (communist or fascist) could provide housing, a better environment and jobs (Times 1925).


Baldwin’s response was twofold (Levitt 1999b). First, in early 1925 he agreed that the Scottish housing programme should be given an additional boost, principally to encourage local authorities to plan and develop their own schemes of houses. Overruling Neville Chamberlain, the utilitarian Minister of Health, he approved a £2m subsidy for a Government-sponsored housing association to build 2,500 steel houses. The houses would be manufactured on Clydeside and guarantee jobs for unemployed shipyard workers. Chamberlain’s objection was that the proposed system of manufacture was more expensive than ordinary brick houses, but Baldwin believed that the issue demanded an immediate response and the programme’s cost was subsidiary to restoring Scottish confidence in Government. ‘Eviscerating the slums’, he told a meeting in Glasgow, was a pre-requisite to dealing with Scottish ‘discontent’. By 1928 local authorities were building over 20,000 houses per annum and it was estimated that the Royal Commission’s target of 200,000 houses would be met by the mid-1930s. The Government’s decision on steel housing was a watershed in Scotland’s relations with Whitehall. What Baldwin had signalled was that if the Scottish Secretary could persuade his Cabinet colleagues of special Scottish conditions, additional grant aid over and above the strict ‘Goschen’ formula was possible. By the time of the General Election in 1929, Sir John Gilmour, the Scottish Secretary, had secured the continuation of the Wheatley housing grant, despite its withdrawal in England, an additional grant for maternity and TB provision and a special grant to the Poor Law authorities for providing benefits during the 1926 General Strike.


Baldwin also accepted that Scottish Administration was poorly equipped to deal with the more political environment of Government in the 1920s. In 1922 Munro had proposed reducing the membership of the various Boards, largely on the ground that it had proved difficult to agree policy as quickly and effectively as post-war circumstances demanded. The Board of Health, for instance, had six members, met weekly and, on occasion, could not agree a common submission for his consideration. The principal activity of the Board, before 1914, had been to monitor the activity of the local authority and ensure that they were implementing the statutes. After 1919, the Boards were also responsible for agreeing much higher levels of grant with the Treasury and assessing the amount of need claimed by local authorities. Grants covered the provision of housing, school meals, TB hospitals, the Highlands and Islands medical service, the maternity service and the unemployed workmen’s scheme. However, Board members were nominated primarily on the basis of representing Scottish opinion. Thus the Board of Health had members drawn from the legal profession, the local authority, the medical profession and the insurance industry. It was also required to appoint at least one woman. None of its members were career civil servants and none, on appointment, had experience of dealing with other Whitehall departments, or with the Cabinet. The Board, like other Boards had no office in London and had no officer specially designated to liaise with the Scottish Secretary in London when issues arose. Frequently, the Scottish Secretary attended Cabinet committee meetings without the support of officials, in contrast to other ministries. The difficulty the Boards faced in liaising with Whitehall was most evident during the retrenchment crisis in 1921. Munro was unaware that the Treasury and the Ministry of Health had agreed to suspend the housing subsidy until he attended the Cabinet.


Some of the difficulties reflected the fact that the Scottish Secretary remained one of the Government’s junior ministers. It was accepted that the Scottish Secretary could speak with authority in Cabinet on matters that were purely Scottish, but these tended to be regarded as matters affecting the Highlands and Islands, fisheries, the Church and where Scottish statute differed from English. However, since 1900 successive Governments had established ministries to implement the introduction of services that covered the whole of the UK; for instance, the Ministry of Labour dealt with labour exchanges and unemployment insurance, whilst the Ministry of Transport dealt with the road network, shipping services and the railways. The Scottish Secretary, in effect, was responsible for only a portion of the Government’s services in Scotland. Even in areas where responsibility for implementing policy was divided between the Scottish Secretary and other ministers, like Health and Education, it had been accepted, in principle, that the English ministry was the ‘lead’ ministry for initiating change. The Scottish housing situation had accelerated the Government’s involvement in the provision of housing, but once the Royal Commission reported in 1917, it was the English ministry that took over and promoted the 1919 Housing Act. In these areas the Scottish Secretary was essentially a subsidiary minister whose prime task was to implement a common UK policy in Scotland irrespective of Board opinion (Levitt 2000).


Baldwin recognised the relatively weak constitutional position of the Scottish Secretary in tackling the specifically Scottish dimension to welfare provision. At the same time as agreeing to the special housing subsidy, he told a meeting of the Convention of Royal Burghs that he accepted that the Scottish Secretary should be raised to a Secretary of State, with the status of one of the Government’s principal ministers and the automatic right to a seat in the Cabinet. An increase in the Scottish Secretary’s power would, he felt, ‘keep the people in good heart’ (Scotsman 1925). Later in 1925 the Cabinet agreed to support an Act to create a Scottish Secretary of State and in July 1926 Sir John Gilmour became the first Scottish Secretary of State since the Jacobite rebellion (Pottinger 1979).


The raising of the Scottish Secretary’s status in Whitehall had an impact on the position of the Boards. Although the Scottish Secretary invariably consulted the Scottish Office’s permanent under secretary for advice on matters submitted from the Boards, constitutionally the Scottish Office was not the superior department. In late 1926 Baldwin accepted a proposal from Gilmour to abolish the Boards of Agriculture and Health and establish departments in their place, each headed by a secretary, a career civil servant. As Gilmour later told the Commons, it was important that the Scottish Secretary should be able to reach ‘rapid decisions’ with the aid of ‘highly trained civil servants’. Like other departments, Gilmour also proposed that the re-organisation would enable the ‘free interchange’ of civil servants between the departments and ‘the Head Office in London’. Gilmour wanted a civil service structure similar to other ministries, with the Scottish Office permanent under secretary responsible for ensuring that the departments carried out the Scottish Secretary’s political will.


Gilmour’s proposals were introduced in a Bill in 1927, but ran into immediate difficulties. The opposition and the press claimed that the Bill would reverse the steady increase in administrative devolution to the Edinburgh Boards. It noted that the SED had been moved from London to Edinburgh in 1914 and that the Boards generally had come to embody the Scottish national identity, Scottish civil servants dealing with Scottish issues in Edinburgh. A number of MPs questioned Gilmour about the possibility of English civil servants being transferred to Scottish posts in Edinburgh.


Like Harcourt in 1883, Gilmour had failed to appreciate Scottish fears of ‘absorption’ and the Bill was withdrawn. After advice from civil servants the Bill was re-introduced in 1928 with the specific qualification that the headquarters of the new departments would remain in Edinburgh and that it was the Government’s intention to ’centralise’ all the Scottish Secretary’s departments, including the Scottish Office, in the City (see Document 88). All reference to the position of the permanent under secretary was removed. Although opposition to the Bill remained, the majority of Conservative MPs and some Liberals approved the measure and in January 1929, the Departments of Agriculture and Health were established.


At the end of the 1920s Scottish Administration had undergone a considerable transformation. The presence of higher unemployment, a lower standard of living and a heightened belief that radical politics could produce material advancement forced Conservative Governments to concede a restructuring of Scotland’s relationship with the Cabinet and its right to receive a higher level of collective provision. However, Scottish Administration remained divided between a number of discrete departments located both in Edinburgh and London. The Scottish Office held some responsibility for co-ordination, but in Whitehall its permanent under secretary lacked the status and authority to act officially as the ‘mouthpiece’ of Scottish opinion.




EXERCISE 3


Outline some of the weaknesses of Scottish Administration in the early 1920s. What did Baldwin mean when he said that the elevation of the Scottish Secretary to a Secretary of State would keep ‘the people in good heart’? Looking at the extracts from the 1924 Home Rule debate and the Glasgow Herald, why do you think there was so much opposition to Home Rule?





I won’t provide an answer here, except to say that you should bear in mind the material shift in Scottish economic conditions and renewed Conservative fears over Scottish radicalism. Remember to re-read the associated documents!


4. ST ANDREW’S HOUSE AND LABOUR UNIONISM, 1931–50


The rise of mass unemployment and the collapse of the second Labour Government in 1931 brought to an end the Scottish electorate’s faith in radical Labour politics. In the General Election that followed Labour was reduced to a handful of seats in inner-city Glasgow and the surrounding district. Instead the Labour Party in Scotland concentrated on building up its power base in municipal councils, promoting schemes of local authority housing and in campaigning against the means test. The switch in Labour tactics had some effect and by the mid-1930s Labour gained control of Glasgow, Dundee, Greenock and a number of other burghs in west-central Scotland. At the same time unemployment had fallen to about 15%, about half the level reached in 1932. However, the collapse of world trade and the imposition of international tariffs greatly affected the exporting ability of Clydeside industry and, unlike the 1920s, there was a general acceptance that the traditional industries of coal-mining, steel manufacture and shipbuilding could no longer sustain Scottish economic development. A more detailed housing survey published in 1936 indicated that a further 250,000 houses would be required to complete slum clearance and reduce over-crowding. Labour’s failure to retain its radical fervour and its apparent abandonment of Home Rule led to the establishment of a Scottish National Party, pledged to the belief that independence would create a new spirit of national identity and economic regeneration.


Baldwin’s National Government accepted that Scottish opinion remained concerned over the link between Scottish administration and Whitehall, despite the reforms of the 1920s. In 1934, the Treasury agreed to establish a new Scottish Office division in Edinburgh to deal more directly with the local authorities and their claims for additional grant-aid. At the same time the Government, after special pleading from the Scottish Secretary, agreed to establish a separate Scottish Commissioner under the Special Areas Act. The Act covered the depressed mining areas around Glasgow and was intended to introduce schemes of public improvement to rejuvenate the environment and make Clydeside attractive to English industry. Two years later Baldwin fulfilled the pledge given by Gilmour in 1928 and established a Committee to inquire into Scottish administration and its possible concentration in Edinburgh. The Scottish Office told Baldwin that the Committee would help ‘dampen the spirit for nationalism’ (Scottish Office 1935).
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35 The Scottish Office, St Andrews House, Edinburgh, established 1939. Crown Copyright: Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland.


The Committee reported in 1938 and recommended that the existing division of responsibility between Edinburgh departments and the London-based Scottish Office be broken up (Mitchell 1989). In its place, four Scottish departments would be established with their headquarters in the new St Andrew’s House being built in Edinburgh. The Departments would cover Agriculture, Health, Education and Home Affairs, the functions of the latter being drawn from the existing Scottish Office in London. London would continue to have Scottish Office representation, but it would be known as the Office of the Scottish Secretary and house his permanent under secretary and other officials engaged in liaison work. The permanent under secretary’s function was to provide advice to the Scottish Secretary where there was a difference of opinion between Departments, co-ordinate their activities in Scotland, and generally promote the Scottish interest in Whitehall.


At one level the re-organisation appeared to support an increase in administrative devolution, giving additional power to those in Edinburgh to meet and deal with Scottish institutions ‘on the spot’. However, it also increased the power of the Scottish Secretary and his permanent under secretary to speak in London as the head of a unified ministry, equal in status to other large departments, like the Ministry of Health and the Board of Trade. The Second World War interrupted the developments, but by 1943 the Coalition Government began to consider the issue of postwar reconstruction. Tom Johnston, the Scottish Secretary, who had supported the 1924 Home Rule Bill, pressed the Government to transfer additional responsibilities to the Scottish Office and was successful in securing control of town and country planning (from the Ministry of Planning) and the development of the North of Scotland Hydro-electricity Board (from the Ministry of Fuel and Power). However, the Treasury refused to accept that administrative devolution in economic affairs could benefit Scotland (Scottish Office 1943). An official wrote:




Towards the end of the nineteenth century when the advances of Government policy lay mainly in the field of education and other social services and the development of local government, and hardly at all in the field of commerce and economics, it was natural that almost all new Government powers should be granted as respects Scotland to the Scottish Secretary. At that time, moreover, Scotland’s population bore a respectable relationship to England’s, and with the booming of the heavy industries round the Clyde, which created so much of Scotland’s wealth, Scotland was not much dependent economically on England. But now, when Scotland’s population has dwindled relatively to England’s (it is now little more than half the population of London), when Scotland’s heavy industries have suffered severe depression, and when most important of all, the Government has widely extended its activities in the economic and industrial spheres and is preparing to an increasing extent to plan the allocation and development of the human and material resources of the country as a whole, the case for separate administration in Scotland has in many respects grown weaker rather than stronger.


(Treasury 1943)





Johnston was forced to accept the logic of the Treasury’s argument and concede that British ‘economics’ ministries should act to encourage the introduction of new industry. ‘Whitehall securities’, as he called it, provided the UK with its principal source of capital. Aided by Government grants, the Board of Trade would ‘steer’ industry from the over-crowded South-East, the Ministry of Civil Aviation would maintain Scottish air services at the same standard as in England and the Ministry of Fuel and Power would ensure that the mining industry could develop new pits in Ayrshire and the Forth basin. The concentration of economic control was further accelerated with the post-war Labour Government’s decision to nationalise the mines, air transport, the railways, electricity supply and the gas industry.


Johnston’s response was to agree an internal re-organisation of the Scottish Departments (Levitt 1996). The Scottish Home Department was given an additional division to liaise with London and to press the Scottish case for capital investment. It was also given the responsibility to encourage Scottish institutions such as the Scottish Council (Development and Industry) and the Scottish Tourist Board to prepare reports on the Scottish economy and its special needs. The other Scottish Departments were given additional staff to liaise with the British ministries once the investment had been secured.


The nationalisation of indigenous Scottish industry and the removal of the control of investment to London did not go unnoticed in Scotland. Despite Labour’s overwhelming General Election victory in 1945, a campaign began to restore the control of domestic industry to either private enterprise or a separate Scottish Parliament. The Scottish Covenant Movement, a loose coalition of nationalists, liberals and communists, sought to stress that ‘national renewal’ could be sustained equally by enhancing the power of Scottish institutions. The institutions, it said, were nearer to local needs and had a better understanding of Scottish conditions than the English-dominated Whitehall ministries. The first campaign petered to a halt in 1948 when the Government agreed to extend the functions of the Scottish Grand Committee to consider Scottish estimates (which, in Parliamentary terms, meant the annual reports of the Scottish Departments) and the Second Reading of Scottish Bills. An internal review of the co-ordination of Government ministries in Scotland was also promised (Levitt 1998).


The campaign was renewed the following year with considerably more vigour and with apparently greater public support. This time the Government took the matter more seriously and began a discreet counter-campaign to outline the benefits of the Union and Scotland’s link with Whitehall. Apart from the alleged additional cost of a separate Scottish Parliament, the campaign outlined the impact of economic ‘disengagement’ on trade and industry (see Document 89). By early 1950 the attitude of Scottish institutions changed from mild support of devolution to outright opposition. The Scottish miners, who feared that Scottish coal would not be sold in England, re-affirmed their support for a British National Coal Board. The Scottish Council (Development and Industry) published a report on the extent of inward investment and the Lords Provost of Edinburgh and Glasgow stated their concern over a diminished level of Treasury grant-aid. In the autumn the second campaign similarly petered out. As the press reported, the Scottish electorate liked the post-war Welfare State and the low unemployment associated with centralised planning (Glasgow Herald 1950). However haphazard the structure of Government Administration in Scotland might appear, Scottish opinion felt comfortable with what the Treasury called ‘parallel’ administration in the areas of health, education, justice and planning, and ‘centripetal’ administration in trade and industry. The issue for the future, it recognised, was the ability of the Scottish Secretary to ensure that Whitehall continued to invest in Scotland and recognise its special needs (Treasury 1946).




EXERCISE 4


What do you think is meant by the term ‘administrative devolution’? Why do you think Johnston turned his back on Home Rule? Looking at the extract from the Scottish Office briefing, why do you think Scottishbusiness might fear a Scottish Parliament? What do you think is meant by the term ‘Labour Unionism’?





In considering these issues it is important to compare and contrast the long-held tradition of protecting the decision-making power of Scottish institutions with new Labour views about nationalism and wider forms of collective provision. You should also make some reference to the concentration of investment in the hands of Government and its implications for economic development. More problematic, the closer we come to the events of say, 1979 and 1997, were the major influences in shifting opinion after the 1950s. Article 25 and subsequent chapters will provide you with useful leads.
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