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PREFACE





It is September 2013, a year before the Scottish independence referendum. The polls are static, with ‘Yes’ languishing. US polling guru Nate Silver has declared that there is ‘virtually no chance’ of a vote for independence, and the newspapers are mulling over the consequences of a resounding ‘No’ vote. A punter walks into a bookmaker and places a £10 treble on the following sequence of events: there will be a 45 per cent vote for independence in the referendum; turnout will be 85 per cent; and, within a year of that vote, the SNP would hold all but three of Scotland’s seats in the House of Commons. The bookmaker puts the ten-pound note in the till with an amused shake of the head, hoping to see plenty more of that customer.


That bet is just a fantasy. Certainly neither of us placed it. We do not pretend to have foreseen these extraordinary developments. But we hope in this book to have gone some way towards explaining them. Many readers, both north and south of the border, will have looked on in puzzlement as well as surprise at the recent electoral goings-on in Scotland. This book is aimed at them and at helping to resolve at least some of that puzzlement.


The analysis that follows is based on reflections on much of our previous and ongoing research. We have returned to studies of previous Scottish and UK elections, mainly funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), as well as drawing on other work conducted by colleagues across a number of universities. Research on the Scottish referendum, also funded by the ESRC, conducted with Ailsa Henderson and Chris Carman, has also made a major contribution to this study. Finally, anyone researching Scottish public opinion is much obliged to the Scottish Centre for Social Research for its outstanding What Scotland Thinks website. This has exponentially reduced the time required to find opinion polls, to track attitudes over time, and to check those boring methodological details that we have tried to spare readers of this book but which need to be out there somewhere.


The book analyses not only shifts in public opinion but also the internal politics of the SNP. Our 2007–9 study of the SNP’s membership, undertaken along with Lynn Bennie and again funded by the ESRC, helped us to understand that party at a critical juncture in its history after it came to power for the first time in 2007. We have also benefited from access to data that the SNP has collected on its new members, which helped to inform our developing understanding of these changes, and we thank the party for their willingness to share this information with us.


We would want to pay particular thanks to colleagues with whom we have worked over the years. We have been following and discussing Scottish politics for many years, discussing developments with friends, colleagues and countless acquaintances along the way. We worked together for some time at Strathclyde University and gained from the support of friends and colleagues there and much of this book draws on work started then. It would be difficult to list all those who have helped us and so here we confine ourselves to naming those busy friends and colleagues who offered comments on parts of the manuscript as it was in progress. We are very grateful for the helpful and insightful suggestions and corrections from Ewan Crawford of West of Scotland University and a former adviser to First Minister Salmond; Nicola McEwen of Edinburgh University; Colin Mackay of Scottish Television; and Kevin Adamson.


This book was therefore a collaborative exercise, nowhere more so than in the search for a title. One author’s fondness for allusions to song lyrics left the other baffled (and then there is the additional problem that titles like ‘It Was All Yellow’ might leave unwelcome songs in readers’ heads). Having struggled to find a title that we both agreed on, let alone one that the publishers endorsed as well, we turned to Twitter to seek suggestions. This certainly lightened the hours spent working on the manuscript but it proved less enlightening when it came to the search for serious options. In the event, as readers will have seen, we opted for a straightforward rather than a startling title. But this provides a good opportunity to list some of the runners-up – from the relative subtlety of ‘Conscious Uncoupling’, ‘No Means Yes’ and ‘Escape Velocity?’ to the ingenious punning of ‘Yes Wee Clan’ and ‘Jock and Awe’ – and to acknowledge the creative efforts of Guy Browning, David Tuck, Adam Evans, Stair at the Sky, Christopher Dart, Chris Hanretty, Aaron Bell, Rob Ford, Michael Bone and many others.


From the title onward, of course, any errors of judgement, interpretation or fact are our responsibility. The developments discussed in this book are in many ways ongoing and doubtless our conclusions will be refined by subsequent events, results, surveys and conversations. Nonetheless, we expect that the main thrust of our argument will stand.


Last but not least, we are very grateful to our meticulous editors and proofreaders. This work was begun by Alec Johns, without whose scrutiny this book would have contained (even) more of the kind of long and turgid sentences – certainly containing and often beginning with subordinate clauses – of which this is an example. Then Olivia Beattie at Biteback Publishing did a superb job of making the argument clearer and stronger and the text more readable. Working with Biteback has opened our academic eyes to the notion that it need not take a minimum of two and a half years to take a book from conception to publication. Their efficiency has brought this idea to fruition sooner than we would have thought possible. We are grateful for that, as well as for their broader interest in and support for the project. 

















CHAPTER 1


FROM 6 TO 56





This is a story of electoral supremacy. Ten years ago, it would have been more or less unthinkable that a book about the SNP would be described thus. Since then, the party has not only overtaken its rivals in Scotland; it has reached the kind of electoral market share that is unheard of in modern British politics. The SNP won almost exactly half of the Scottish vote in the 2015 general election and took fifty-six of the fifty-nine seats at Westminster, leaving Scotland’s electoral map a sea of yellow. Since then, as shown in Figure 1.1, the party has also consistently polled over 50 per cent in constituency vote intentions for the Scottish Parliament. During half a century as Scotland’s largest party, Labour never managed to break the 50 per cent barrier. No party has done so at the UK level since before the Second World War.
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FIGURE 1.1: CONSTITUENCY VOTE INTENTION POLLS FOR THE 2016 SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT ELECTION, MAY 2015–APRIL 2016








When the architects of devolution opted for a broadly proportional system, this was in part an insurance policy against the SNP winning a majority in Holyrood on the basis of a minority of votes. There was no way of insuring against the SNP winning a majority of votes. But then the notion would have been fanciful anyway. After all, it is not only in Britain that a 50 per cent vote share is a rarity. It has been achieved occasionally – by the Christian Social Union in Bavaria, for example, and the Social Democratic Party in Portugal – but these are very rare exceptions. And not even these parties soared to 50 per cent at the rate of the SNP. It might be objected that we are not comparing like with like here: the Scottish political system established by devolution is newer than those across Western Europe, and startling results – such as by Democratic Labour in Lithuania and by the Croatian Democratic Union, with their 45 per cent won in the early 1990s – are possible while such systems bed down. Yet the SNP’s surge was not achieved in a new democracy as such, nor in the first couple of elections before its vote share settled back down as a new electoral and party system became established. It is exactly as devolved government and politics in Scotland become more ordinary that the election results are becoming extraordinary.


While the SNP’s Holyrood and Westminster vote shares now look very similar at around 50 per cent, this convergence is new. Previously, and for the obvious reason that the SNP is a much more significant player in Scottish than in UK general elections, the party has polled more heavily in the former. Moreover, its projected 2016 showing marks only a relatively small increase on the previous Scottish Parliament election. The SNP’s majority in that 2011 contest was not just one of a series of seismic electoral shocks in Scotland; it was also a pre-condition of what followed in the 2014 referendum and the 2015 general election. Given this importance, we devote three chapters (Chapters 3–5) of this book to understanding how the party achieved electoral predominance at Holyrood. This chapter, however, is about the SNP at Westminster, and about how the party went from six to fifty-six Scottish seats in five years.


THE LONG VIEW


Table 1.1 records the SNP’s performance in every UK general election since 1945. The early post-war years were not a success. Performance was as much about how many candidates the party was able to get onto the ballot, and how many of these retained their deposit, as it was about winning votes. Given that the party is estimated to have had only around 200 members in the late 1950s, it is not surprising that they struggled to raise more than a handful of deposits. In 1955, the SNP came close to having no candidates at all when the only person nominated threatened to withdraw if no other candidate emerged. This obviously limited the party’s electoral potential. Of course, there is a ‘Which came first?’ issue here: the lack of members and candidates is not just a cause but also a consequence of limited public appetite for Scottish nationalism. Nonetheless, the fact that SNP candidates often polled quite well where they did compete suggests that there was at least some such appetite. Even given that the party would naturally stand first in the most propitious territory, there are signs that the problem lay in the supply of as well as the demand for candidates. Between 1955 and 1970 the SNP more or less doubled its Scottish vote share at every election but largely through a similar doubling in the number of seats in which it stood. It’s not that the average candidate was doing better – there were just a lot more of them.
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	1945

	  8

	  25

	  1.2

	  9.4

	  0

	     0

	   -1.2






	1950

	  3

	    0

	  0.4

	  7.4

	  0

	     0

	   -0.4






	1951

	  2

	  50

	  0.3

	19.9

	  0

	     0

	   -0.3






	1955

	  2

	  50

	  0.5

	14.7

	  0

	     0

	   -0.5






	1959

	  5

	  40

	  0.8

	11.3

	  0

	     0

	   -0.8






	1964

	15

	  20

	  2.4

	10.6

	  0

	     0

	   -2.4






	1966

	23

	  33

	  5.0

	14.1

	  0

	     0

	   -5.0






	1970

	65

	  43

	11.4

	12.8

	  1

	  1.4

	 -10.0






	1974 Feb

	70

	  90

	21.9

	22.1

	  7

	  9.7

	 -12.2






	1974 Oct

	71

	100

	30.4

	30.4

	11

	15.3

	 -15.1






	1979

	71

	  59

	17.3

	17.3

	  2

	  2.8

	 -14.5






	1983

	72

	  26

	11.8

	11.8

	  2

	  2.8

	   -9.0






	1987

	71

	  99

	14.0

	14.1

	  3

	  4.2

	   -9.8






	1992

	72

	100

	21.5

	21.5

	  3

	  4.2

	 -17.3






	1997

	72

	100

	21.9

	21.9

	  6

	  8.3

	 -13.6






	2001

	72

	100

	21.1

	21.1

	  5

	  6.9

	 -14.2






	2005

	59

	100

	17.7

	17.7

	  6

	10.2

	   -7.5






	2010

	59

	100

	19.9

	19.9

	  6

	10.2

	   -9.7






	2015

	59

	100

	50.0

	50.0

	56

	94.9

	+44.9












TABLE 1.1: SNP CANDIDATES AND PERFORMANCE IN POST-WAR GENERAL ELECTIONS





When the SNP’s Winnie Ewing famously won the Hamilton by-election in 1967, this was a surprise but not a bolt from the blue to those who had noted the steady progress made in general elections, other by-elections and local council contests. Nonetheless, it proved a turning point in terms of media interest and publicity, and can be said to be the point at which the SNP ceased to be a fringe party in Scottish politics. Thereafter it always polled above 10 per cent and always won at least one seat in Westminster elections. In 1970, Ewing lost Hamilton back to Labour but Donald Stewart in the Western Isles – the very last seat to declare – was eventually announced as the SNP’s first general election victor.


It was in the two elections of 1974 that, in the eyes of the two major parties, the SNP moved from being an irritant to posing a serious threat. The 30.4 per cent achieved in the October contest, building on the 22 per cent won eight months before, is still a long way short of 50 per cent but nonetheless represents a very strong showing at a Westminster election and its best result until 2015. And the contrast between October 1974 and May 2015 is exaggerated by the electoral system. A 20 percentage point difference in vote share means an 80 percentage point difference in seat share. As all the negative numbers in the rightmost column of Table 1.1 show, the SNP had been a serial sufferer at the hands of first-past-the-post, its vote being distributed relatively evenly across Scotland. However, there are tipping points in the Westminster electoral system, at which a small increase in vote share causes a sudden rush of seats. Even if no one was foreseeing anything like the near-clean sweep of 2015, there was widespread acknowledgement in 1974 that the SNP was close to such a tipping point. At the October election, the party held only seven seats but was in second place in fifteen more. An SNP vote just a few points higher than its 30 per cent in October 1974 would have brought major seat dividends.


So 2015 did not quite come out of nowhere. October 1974 shows that, if the conditions are right, polling heavily in UK general elections has long been within the SNP’s scope. The question is: what are those conditions? We suggest that there are three. First, something has to make the ‘Scottish question’ relevant – that is, to highlight a divergence of interests between Scotland and the rest of the UK and, by implication, the advantages of self-government. Second, the election outcome at the UK level has to be perceived as being in the balance between the two major parties. Third, the SNP already has to be seen as a relevant or viable electoral force in Scotland. The first condition provides the impetus to consider the SNP; the second and third conditions are about persuading voters that this would not be a wasted vote.


October 1974 illustrates all three conditions very clearly. Admittedly, the widespread notion that the SNP was carried to 30.4 per cent purely on a tide of North Sea oil is simplistic. Smaller parties were gaining at the expense of the major forces elsewhere in the UK – indeed, all over Western Europe – and so there are reasons to suppose that the SNP would have won ground anyway. But oilfields were being discovered in the North Sea from the late 1960s, opening up a bonanza in tax revenues, and this became the lubricant enabling the party to take particular advantage of economic discontent and the wider trend of detachment from traditional party loyalties. Amid an economic crisis exacerbated by spiralling oil prices, the phrase ‘It’s Scotland’s Oil’ highlighted an unusually tangible benefit of independence. Indeed, according to Bill Miller’s 1981 study of voting in the 1974 elections, the effect of oil was not to deliver temporary protest votes to the SNP from those who nonetheless remained staunchly Unionist. Rather, it triggered voters to reflect on the divergence of the interests of Scotland from those of the UK government. Such reflection made an SNP vote a likelier choice.


The outcome of the February 1974 election, when Labour became the largest party but short of a majority, meant that the October re-run fulfilled the second condition for SNP progress. It looked quite likely that once again no party would win an overall majority and it looked at least conceivable that the SNP would then hold the balance of power. There was a new ring of authenticity in the party’s claim that, the larger the SNP group at Westminster, the greater the party’s power to bargain in Scotland’s interests. This made it doubly important that the party had already made a seats breakthrough in the February election. Talk of a powerful SNP cohort would have sounded a little far-fetched had that cohort at the time still consisted only of Donald Stewart. This is the third condition in action: February 1974 had shown the SNP as a significant electoral player, and so by October it was harder than ever before for the party’s opponents to play the ‘wasted vote’ card against it.


The first two conditions are to a large extent out of the SNP’s hands. The discovery of North Sea oil, for example, was simply a trump card dealt into the party’s 1974 hand. Of course, the party will seek a ‘why this means Scotland needs independence’ angle in whatever issues are prominent at a given election, but this is rarely as easy as in the case of oil. There is even less that the SNP can do about the likelihood of a hung parliament at Westminster. In 1979, for example, the constitutional question slipped well down the agenda following the unsuccessful devolution referendum four years earlier, refocusing Scottish attention on the battle between Labour and the Conservatives at the UK level. And the latter’s majority was widely forecast, meaning that even an expanded cohort of SNP MPs would have nothing like the power that they enjoyed during the 1974–79 parliament.


When it comes to the third condition, however, the SNP does have some control. The party was in generally rude health in 1974 (see Miller, 1981, pp. 258–9). It was well-organised, united and widely seen – even by those opposed to independence – as fighting in Scotland’s interests. Insofar as parties can make themselves more electorally presentable in this way, they can enhance their relevance. The flip side of this, of course, is that they can also undermine their relevance. And this is what happened after 1974 in particular and to some extent in subsequent Westminster elections. Admittedly, the electoral system bears some responsibility here. Even a successful election in terms of vote share would yield a meagre harvest of seats. The resulting sense of disappointment – often exacerbated by the raising of expectations by bombastic pre-election predictions – would aggravate existing divisions over strategy and direction, and this disunity would further weaken the party’s credibility in advancing the same claim to relevance at the next election. Thus the SNP remained an oppositional and amateurish party, struggling to maintain a significant presence at Westminster – not only on the green benches but also in media coverage and public attention. While, as in 1974, circumstances sometimes conspired to give the SNP sudden relevance, the default situation was one in which the ‘wasted vote’ accusation would hit home.


A PERFECT STORM


In the previous section, we identified three ingredients for SNP success in Westminster elections. In all three cases, the party’s cup was running over in 2015. First, although the referendum should theoretically have settled the constitutional question, in practice it did anything but. As we discuss in Chapter 7, a combination of the momentum that ‘Yes’ took from the campaign and the perceived importance of ‘The Vow’ of more powers for the Scottish Parliament meant that the Scottish dimension in general, and further devolution in particular, was very much relevant in 2015. In a February poll by TNS-BMRB, respondents were given a list of issues and asked to nominate such of these as would be ‘very important to you when considering how you will vote’ in the upcoming general election. Further devolution was chosen by 25 per cent and independence by 24 per cent of the respondents, and in each case the overwhelming majority also reported a vote intention for the SNP. On the face of it, ‘more powers’ – which throughout and beyond the referendum campaign was the average voter’s favoured constitutional option – was a closer match with the Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat positions than that of the SNP. As in the 1970s, however, the British parties were not trusted to deliver these powers unless the SNP was there to ‘hold their feet to the fire’, to use Alex Salmond’s phrase when he announced he was standing down as leader after the referendum. Four weeks before polling day in 2015, YouGov asked the following question: ‘Thinking about the MPs elected from Scotland at the next general election, which party would be most effective at securing increased powers for the Scottish Parliament?’ Of those who gave an answer, fully 75 per cent chose the SNP. Labour was second with 15 per cent. ‘None of them’ finished ahead of the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats. To the extent that voters were choosing based on constitutional matters in 2015, the SNP stood to profit heftily.


However, and as usual in Scottish elections both to Westminster and to Holyrood, voting specifically on the constitutional question is a minority pursuit (see, for example, Johns et al., 2010, pp. 61–3). In that TNS-BMRB poll, both of the constitutional issues trailed well behind health, education, jobs and pensions when respondents named the issues important to them when they voted. And, as the first column in Table 1.2 shows, when British Election Study (BES) respondents were asked during the election campaign about what they saw as ‘the single most important issue facing the country at the present time’, the constitution was not one of the top concerns for Scottish voters. They were instead preoccupied with the same bread-and-butter issues on which the election was fought throughout Britain.


This would normally have spelt trouble for the SNP by focusing Scottish voters’ minds on the choice between Labour and the Conservatives as plausible options for governing the UK. In 2015, however, there was plainly a Scottish dimension to most of these everyday concerns. Clear majorities of those most concerned with poverty and inequality, or the state and funding of public services, deemed the SNP the best party to handle these, echoing the referendum campaign in which ‘Yes’ made much of these issues. Rather than choosing a Westminster government, some voters seem still to have been reflecting on the perceived limitations of Westminster government.
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TABLE 1.2: MOST IMPORTANT ISSUES AND PARTY BEST ABLE TO HANDLE THEM, APRIL 2015


Source: BESIP Scottish respondents, campaign wave





The strong SNP ratings in Table 1.2 partly reflect the changed status of Westminster elections following devolution. Like candidates and journalists, voters do not always respect constitutional boundaries when deciding what matters in an election. If they regard, say, education as the most pressing issue in the run-up to a UK general election, voters might reasonably declare the SNP as the best (or worst) party to handle that issue based on its performance in office at Holyrood. They might also – perhaps less reasonably but still understandably – go on to vote for (or against) the SNP in a Westminster election despite the devolved status of education. The SNP therefore stood to benefit in 2015 from what we will see in Chapter 5 were strongly positive evaluations of its record in Scottish government.


Yet there is more to this than the constitutional position. Macroeconomic policy remains reserved to Westminster (and the Bank of England). When 23 per cent of those who mentioned economic concerns then went on to name the SNP as best able to handle this issue, it is conceivable but improbable that they had Holyrood in mind as the party’s main channel for doing so. More likely is that they saw, across a range of issues, scope for substantial Scottish influence at the UK level. The SNP was obviously not going to be leading the Westminster government but it might have plenty of say over its formation and its policies.


That brings us to the second condition for SNP success: a general election in the balance. Here, the party in 2015 owed a considerable debt to the opinion polls. The inquiry into the pollsters’ collective failure has, at least in the preliminary conclusions available at the time of writing, put the blame squarely on consistently unrepresentative samples. There may have been a small late swing to the Conservatives, the inquiry concluded, but this made only a minor contribution to the major difference between the polling predictions and the election outcome. In short: the polls were wrong all along. Labour and the Conservatives were not neck-and-neck and the big question should have been whether the Conservatives would secure a majority, not whether they would edge out Labour as the largest party in a hung parliament. This hugely affected the dynamics of the campaign in general, and the SNP’s place in particular.


Our main focus is on voting in Scotland, but it is worth highlighting one implication of this polling failure for what happened south of the border. If the polls were wrong all along, then the Conservative majority was not the direct consequence of a last-minute swing among voters fearful of a Labour minority government held to ransom by the SNP. This narrative had been prominent in Conservative campaigning since the beginning of the year and so may have contributed to what we now believe was its persistent lead. Nonetheless, when it comes to the short campaign, it is hard to reconcile the stability of the polling picture with the ramping up of rhetoric in the Tories’ campaign and supportive media (including the posters and videos with Miliband either nestling in Sturgeon’s and Salmond’s breast pockets or dancing to their tunes). The fact that this failed to extend the Conservatives’ lead suggests that that lead – and the eventual Conservative majority – was due instead to the party’s clear advantages over Labour on key criteria like economic competence and leadership. Indeed, in their detailed analyses of individual voters’ choices, the BES team report finding ‘little robust evidence that attitudes towards the SNP and expectations about a hung parliament resulted in gains for the Conservatives’ (BES, 2015). This may sound far-fetched to those involved in the ground campaigns, and there is no doubt that survey questions often fail to capture the essence of a pivotal message or issue. At the same time, those subscribing to the ‘SNP fear’ thesis may have mistaken correlation for causation. The fact that there was genuine public scepticism about the legitimacy of a Labour–SNP coalition – and that this would naturally come up on doorsteps given its prominence in campaigning and media coverage – does not mean that this swung votes or caused the eventual Conservative victory, the seeds of which were probably long sown.


Back to Scotland, and here things are much more clear-cut. Those same BES data confirm that, other things remaining the same, those who expected a hung parliament were more likely to vote SNP (BES, 2015). The widespread expectation of a hung parliament gave a major boost to a party whose post-election influence depended heavily – not entirely, but heavily – on neither the Conservatives nor Labour winning outright. Here, the images of Miliband, coalition scenarios, and parliamentary arithmetic probably mattered less than the simple equation proposed in one of the SNP’s own posters: ‘More SNP seats. More power for Scotland.’ There is also a simple point about visibility. Even given its new-found dominance in the polls, the SNP is always in danger of being sidelined in a Westminster campaign. The Conservatives’ preoccupation with the SNP, targeted at an English audience, helped give the party a starring role in Scottish election coverage that it would not otherwise have enjoyed. Just being talked about was useful to the SNP; being talked about as a pivotal player was doubly so.


The polls in 2010 also pointed (and this time more accurately) to a hung parliament. However, this seems to have been met with more scepticism. Certainly the 2010 campaign was less dominated, both in Scotland and the UK as a whole, by the question of likely post-election agreements and alliances. One likely reason is that, at that time, majorities were the norm. By 2015, however, there had been five years of a coalition government at Westminster. Hung parliaments no longer seemed either outlandish or unworkable, and the more apocalyptic predictions about the consequences of inconclusive elections had begun to sound faintly ridiculous. It is probably not a coincidence, then, that the SNP’s two strongest Westminster performances to date have come in the elections following hung parliaments, and that its strongest performance followed a stable, full-term coalition government.


During the final eight weeks of the campaign, the BES asked: ‘Which of these parties do you think has no real chance of being part of the next UK government?’ In Figure 1.2, we show the percentages of Scottish and English respondents who named the SNP as one of those parties with no such chance of office, and how this changed over the campaign period. In fact, it did not change much in Scotland. Throughout March and April, only a small minority of around 15 per cent of Scots ruled the SNP out of government formation. The graph gives the impression of the English electorate, understandably less familiar with the SNP and its prospects, slowly catching up with the ‘reality’ of the polling situation. However, at no point does the English proportion dip below the Scottish. This is hard to square with the notion that the English electorate, following a campaign that became almost fixated with the post-election shake-up and the SNP’s role in it, became paranoid about SNP involvement. Rather, voters on both sides of the border were overwhelmingly of the view that a hung parliament gave the SNP at least a chance of office. In Scotland, this was a position that the party could and did exploit.
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FIGURE 1.2: PROPORTIONS OF SCOTTISH AND ENGLISH VOTERS GIVING SNP ‘REAL CHANCE OF BEING PART OF THE NEXT UK GOVERNMENT’








Naturally, the chances of the SNP being part of the government depended not only on a hung parliament but also on the size of its parliamentary cohort. Recall that the third condition for SNP success at Westminster elections is its viability and relevance running up to polling day. And here the picture was equally clear-cut. Within around a month of the referendum, the SNP had opened up a large lead in general election polling and, as shown in Figure 1.3, the trend in the vote intention poll of polls, that lead slowly but quite steadily increased as election day approached. That consistent upward trend matches our argument about viability. The more relevant the SNP appears likely to be in a Westminster election, the more additional support it goes on to attract.
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FIGURE 1.3: VOTE INTENTION 2015 POLL OF POLLS OCTOBER 2014–MAY 2015


Source: What Scotland Thinks (2015)








The relevance criterion is a demanding one given that Scotland returns only fifty-nine MPs – under 10 per cent of the total – to Westminster. A Scottish-only party has to be very relevant indeed at home in order to be a significant player at Westminster. What was clear from the polls by the turn of the year was that the SNP had met this demand. We mentioned earlier that the electoral system creates tipping points; by going beyond the 40 per cent mark, the party had reached the point at which landslides were possible. So each new Scotland-wide poll was accompanied by vivid yellow maps illustrating the near-monopoly of seats implied by the SNP’s vote share. And Lord Ashcroft’s polls of individual constituencies provided no solace for any of the Unionist parties. Even when prompted with the names of prominent Labour and Liberal Democrat incumbents, which usually boosts support for said incumbents, most respondents still maintained that they would vote for the SNP candidates. While it was perhaps still hard to believe that the SNP would win the fifty-something seats projected from the polls, by early 2015 it was plain that the party was going to achieve major gains and send an unprecedentedly large cohort of MPs to Westminster.


These yellowed-out maps would have seemed less plausible had it not been for the 2011 Scottish Parliament result. In that election, the SNP had achieved something of a landslide in the constituency contests, winning fifty-three of seventy-three seats. While this success was not quite on the scale projected by the 2015 polls, it showed the party was capable of huge gains across the country and of winning erstwhile Labour fortresses in the west of Scotland. Politicians are fond of referring to elections as ‘the only polls that matter’. In that respect, the SNP’s claim to viability in 2015 was reinforced by its majority victory four years earlier.


In other respects, however, 2010 might have seemed the more relevant precedent. For exactly this reason of viability, the SNP has routinely performed better in Scottish than in UK general elections. And 2010 had seen Labour overturn a defeat at the preceding Holyrood election to become clearly Scotland’s largest party with 42 per cent of the vote and forty-one of the fifty-nine seats. Scottish Labour’s aim in 2015 was to recreate the conditions of 2010 as far as possible: to focus voters’ minds on a straight Westminster fight between the Conservatives and Labour, and to warn – via the familiar theme of ‘vote SNP, get Tory’ – of the dangers of losing focus on that fight. The reasons why that failed, and more broadly why the 2015 general election in Scotland ended up looking nothing like 2010, only serve to underline our three conditions for SNP success.


First, the 2010 election was dominated by economic and fiscal crises, and arguments about which policy levers the UK government could and should pull to try to alleviate it. The Scottish dimension faded rather into the background. Insofar as it was significant, the prominence of Gordon Brown, Labour leader and a Scottish MP, helped Labour to assume the mantle of the Scottish party at Westminster. Brown had become an electoral liability in England but his popularity ratings in Scotland were appreciably higher. In stark contrast, the backdrop to 2015 was the referendum and ensuing arguments about further devolution. That meant an election fought on SNP rather than Labour territory. Second, although the polls anticipated a hung parliament, the Conservatives looked set throughout the campaign to be the largest party and a majority hardly looked out of the question. So a ‘stop the Tories’ message had more traction in Scotland in 2010 than it did in 2015, when the polls showed England and Wales as poised to prevent a Conservative majority without Scottish help. Also crucial here was Nicola Sturgeon’s 2015 insistence on ruling out any support for a Conservative-led government. In this context, Scottish voters inclined to choose the SNP over Labour felt free to do so. Third, while the SNP had edged out Labour in the 2007 Holyrood contest, the party in 2010 was yet to be a convincing winner in any Scottish election and had spent virtually all of the 2005–10 parliament trailing Labour in the Westminster vote intention polls. Viability and relevance in a Westminster context would need to wait for a majority at Holyrood and then an extraordinary referendum and its aftermath.


A ONE-OFF STORM OR CLIMATE CHANGE?


In specifying these three conditions for SNP success at Westminster, we have so far avoided the question of what might be called the logical relations between them. Specifically, are all three necessary for that success, or can the presence of one compensate for the absence of another? This apparently abstract question has immediate practical relevance when we consider the long-term implications of the 2015 outcome. Suppose (as many commentators do) that in 2020 a Jeremy Corbyn-led Labour Party faces heavy defeat across Britain and there is no glimpse of a hung parliament. Will the ‘wasted vote’ argument return and leave the SNP struggling to maintain its vote share – and, in turn, its viability next time around? Or does the scale of the party’s 2015 landslide, and what looks set to be its continuing presence in office at Holyrood, mean that the SNP has made a more enduring breakthrough?


The answer depends on several things, of which we highlight two here. One is the extent to which the current SNP cohort in Westminster can be seen to make much of a difference. As we show in Chapter 5, voters are largely convinced of the party’s commitment to working in Scotland’s interests, but whether SNP members are seen as having the capacity to do so at Westminster is a different matter. The party’s efforts to style itself as the ‘real opposition’ to the Tories is designed to counter future accusations of irrelevance should the electoral arithmetic change. After all, if its MPs can make a significant contribution in opposition to a majority government, a hung parliament ceases to be a necessary condition for SNP relevance. 


The second issue is the state of the party’s chief rivals. Labour plays a prominent supporting role in this book given that its fall in Scotland and the SNP’s rise are closely interlinked. At Westminster, the SNP’s claims to be the ‘real opposition’ depend on whether that position is left vacant by a Labour Party that is too preoccupied by its own internal divisions and disappointing poll ratings. But at Holyrood, too, the SNP’s long-term prospects depend on its battle with Labour for the centre-left vote. Some might see a major realignment in progress whereby the SNP is simply replacing Labour as Scotland’s centre-left or, in the party’s preferred term, ‘progressive’ party. This was the path charted for his party by Stephen Maxwell (1981) in an article that seemed far-fetched at the time of writing but now looks relevant. Others, however, might see the SNP’s current dominance as a function of the constitutional flux that has made the ‘Scottish interests’ dimension – where it holds an apparently unassailable advantage – more relevant than the battle for office at Westminster, where Labour might remain Scotland’s preferred option.


To that extent, our first condition – that the electoral context alerts voters to the perceived advantages of self-government – does look like a necessary precursor to continuing SNP success at Westminster. As we see in subsequent chapters, the SNP can win and has won Scottish Parliament elections based on ‘domestic politics’ – perceived advantages in governing competence, leadership and so on – and even to some extent on downplaying the constitutional dimension. But the in-built disadvantage for the SNP in UK general elections – indeed, for any sub-state party at a statewide election – means that their governing credentials are much less relevant. So the SNP may lose out when voters are concerned more with who governs at Westminster than with how far Scotland can gain autonomy from that government. A period of constitutional calm might therefore cause fifty-six to fall to somewhere nearer six. At the moment, however, such a period seems unlikely. It may be that the party’s new-found strength at Westminster will survive everything except the fulfilment of its constitutional ambitions. 
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