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In relating culture and nation, society and state, Scotland seems very much the odd 
one out.  Somehow, it seems, the transformation enacted by what we now call 
ÔnationalismÕ, the cultural, social and economic revolution of that last two centuries, 
passed it by.  That there was such a revolution cannot really be doubted.  As that great 
scholar of modern nationalism, Ernest Gellner, observed, the processes of 
industrialisation and modernisation, and the political revolution effected by the break-
up of empires, seem not to apply to Scotland.  We look in vain for many of the 
conventional motors of such change.  
 
What is it that makes people Scottish? None of the Ôusual suspectsÕ seem to apply, at 
least strongly enough. Take language. Scots speak English, after a fashion. True, there 
is Gaelic, the historic language of Scotland until the middle ages, but it was driven 
back to its north-west frontiers such that today it is actively spoken only by around 
2% of the population. It does have iconic status in that the new parliament has 
bilingual signs in recognition of its historic identity, but, alas, it remains historic. 
There is a language called Scots, sometimes called Lallans (Hugh MacDiarmidÕs 
literary invention) or Doric, a relative of (northern) English, with strong residues in 
North-East Scotland, and many Scots use Scots words (like bairn, outwith, lug) which 
derive from Old Norse/Anglo-Saxon roots. Suffice it to say, however, that most of us 
speak a version of English called standard Scots-English. In any case, English is a 
global language, and no-one thinks Americans or Australians are ÔEnglishÕ because 
they speak English. Nor do Scots.  
 
Another cultural marker of national distinctiveness has been religion (has been Ð past 
tense; Scotland, like England, is in the main a secular society; whereas 51% of people 
in Scotland claim some Christian religious affiliation, only 1 in 5 attends church at 
least once a monthi). The Reformation in the 16th century did take a Presbyterian turn 
in Scotland, in contrast with England where it adopted latitudinarian forms to suit the 
marital predilections of the monarch Henry VIII: after all, cuius regio, eius religio: 
you got the religion of the monarch, like it or not. When it changed, so did you. Scots 
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from the 16th century belonged to the disputatious family of Protestants, but these 
days it no longer matters, because few people practice regularly. A thought 
experiment: if Scotland had, say, been Catholic as in Ireland, religion may well have 
become a proving ground for political and cultural identity; but it wasnÕt, and it 
didnÕt. Maybe in that regard geography helped Ð Ireland is an island, after all Ð but in 
truth it didnÕt matter. Sharing the bigger island with England (and Wales) was simply 
a fact of geography, and the frontier between Scotland and England has been fixed for 
over 500 years. To complete the indices of national identity: Scots are not obviously 
visibly different from the English in ethnic terms, though DNA tests suggest that we 
have a higher percentage of fair-skinned Celts among us, leading, ironically in a 
country famed for its inclement weather, to higher rates of skin cancer. Cultural 
practices, apart from those obviously and visibly engaged in to show that Scots are 
Different such as kilts, bagpipes, tartan, haggis (many of these of Scandinavian 
origin), to say nothing of our not very successful sporting teams, do not mark us out 
seriously enough from the English to make it obvious and self-evident that we are not 
them.  
 
Some have tried to argue that Scotland (along with Ireland and Wales) were Ôinternal 
coloniesÕ of the English/British state, and while I cannot speak for our Celtic 
neighbours, this certainly did not apply to Scotland.  We might have been, if England 
had successfully conquered Scotland in our wars of Independence in the late 13th and 
early 14th centuries, but they didnÕt and we werenÕt.  Any anyway, if Scotland was 
somehow enslaved by the Union of 1707 (by a parcel of rogues), we did far too well 
out of the Union and Empire that the English were given to complain about ÔScots on 
the makeÕ; hardly the behaviour of a ÔcolonisedÕ people.  Indeed, although itÕs not my 
area, my reading of Irish history is that ours is very different.  While there is a case for 
saying that the Highlands after 1745 were brutally repressed by the British state and 
especially its Scottish satraps, most of its (Lowland) population considered itself to be 
loyal, protestant and British.  A related argument which we have not heard much of 
for a couple of decades is that Scotland was economically subordinated to England, 
allowed only to develop complementary but unchallenging spheres of economy.  The 
data donÕt support this at all, and itÕs hard to see what the mechanism for channelling 
this endeavour in what was classically a free market economy (not for nothing was 
Adam Smith a Scot).  Indeed, Scotland, compared with other economic ÔregionsÕ of 
the UK was the most balanced, while places like Wales became hugely dependent on 
coal and its export.  Scotland (or rather Glasgow) might have produced the bulk of the 
worldÕs ships and heavy materiel, but it didnÕt dominate the Scottish economy in the 
way it did in most specialised English regions.  If anything, Scotland was so 
successful in adapting to imperial economic opportunities (it was, as Tom Nairn 
observed, a junior partner in the imperial adventure), that when these seriously 
receded and ultimately ended in the first half of the 20th century, the Scottish 
economy was in serious trouble.  In other words, it was over-adapted to the imperial 
economy, not under-adapted.  Scotland then spent the 2nd half of the 20th century 
trying to extricate itself from the wreckage and detritus of post-imperial industries.  It 
is something of a truism that Scotland has had to come to terms with its post-
industrial legacy in a way that Ireland (apart from the 6 counties which shared much 
of ScotlandÕs legacy in these matters) benefited from moving from pre-industrialism 
to post-industrialism, without bothering with the stage in between.  This seems a good 
moment to touch on the Scottish-Irish comparisons.  It is only recently Ð possibly only 
in the past decade Ð that explicit comparisons with Ireland have been made.  The so-
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called Celtic Tiger economy is much envied in Scottish development circles, and of 
course, the Scottish SNP government points to the economic virtues of political 
independence, and the capacity of independent government to control key economic 
levers like the rate of business taxes.  Until recently, Scottish opinion treated Ireland 
as almost unmentionable, even benighted.  It was Catholic, economically backward, 
and its most successful export its people.  Scandinavia was much more attractive, but 
then this was a far away place of which we knew relatively little.  But we liked the 
little we knew.  
 
Why should this canter through Scottish economic and political history matter?  
Because it has helped to shape debates (assertions, mainly) about culture in Scotland.  
A number of scholars have judged that Scotland is not an independent state because it 
is not sufficiently culturally distinct compared with England.  Benedict Anderson, for 
example, took the view that the 1707 Union came about because of the lack of strong 
cultural markers between (mainly lowland) Scotland and England.  Others have 
pointed to the fragmented, diverse, nature of Scotland: classically, Highlands vs 
Lowlands, but also east vs west, north vs south (central belt), urban vs rural, Catholic 
vs Protestant and so on.  I have observed that, to many, Scotland seems a poor 
example of a single, coherent nation, and the lack of formal political independence a 
reflection of internal conflict and division (McCrone, 2001:47).  ItÕs not actually a 
view I share, but undoubtedly it is a powerful trope in Scottish cultural and political 
writing.  The dominant trope is that Scotland suffers from cultural pessimism; hence, 
terms like antisyzygy, split personality, Scottish cringe, inferiorism, national cultural 
pathology and the latest Ð a lack of national self-confidence.  I have trouble with that 
concept if only on the grounds that itÕs individual people who may or may not have 
confidence, not countries; and anyway, what about some evidence?  It doesnÕt seem 
you need much of that, because the last Scottish Executive (surely the last of that 
name É) committed a lot of taxpayersÕ money to a Centre for Confidence and Well-
Being.  Maybe we got an SNP government because of a surge of self-confidence!  
One is tempted to say that it served the previous Scottish Executive right, but I donÕt 
happen to believe in such simplicities without adequate evidence.   
 
The wisdom that Scotland is too diverse and divided in its historical account is nicely 
expressed by Willie McIlvanney (without inferring that he is taken in by it). Writing 
back in 1999, at the point that the Scottish parliament was coming into being: Ô[In 
Scotland] we see our past as a series of gestures rather than a sequence of actions. ItÕs 
like looking in a massively cracked mirror. We identify our Scottishness in wilful 
fragments.Õ  In other words, he comments, Ôa sense of continuity was difficult to 
grasp. This was the pop-up picture school of historyÕ.  My own view is more 
straightforward. Writing a couple of years back, I said: ÔWhat if, instead of being 
some deviant case of arrested political and cultural development, Scotland was neither 
fragmented nor colonised, but remarkably well adapted to being a small northern 
European country nested, at least for the moment, within a multinational British 
union, as well as a broader pan-European one?Õ (Understanding Scotland, 2001:148).  
I will try and develop my argument around that point.   
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What implications are there for ÔcultureÕ1? By culture I donÕt mean (High) Culture, 
but in Donald DewarÕs words, used at the opening of the first Scottish parliament: 
Ôwho we are, and how we carry ourselvesÕ. Much Scottish intellectual life is taken up 
with the mythopoeic search for authentic Scottish culture, but as, Cairns Craig has put 
it: ÔCulture is not an organism, nor a totality, nor a unity; it is the site of a dialogue, it 
is a dialectic, a dialect. It is being between.Õ (Out of History, 1996:205-6). (Craig 
pointed out that this concept derived from Sorley MacLeanÕs reference to 
Gaelic/English interface.) What we have in Scotland is a diversity of cultures and 
experiences: regional, linguistic, social, political, and so on.  They canÕt be boiled 
down to one, no matter how often people try (and when they canÕt, some reach for the 
psycho-social manual of cultural inferiorism).   
 
What we are up against is a very powerful cultural representation deriving from 19th 
century romantic nationalist thought that a ÔPeopleÕ Ð ethnically, linguistically defined 
as given, and above all, a We Ð sought to translate their uniqueness in institutional 
terms through distinctive cultural formations, arts, theatre, music and so on, each 
ÔnationÕ imagined as a unified entity, occupying a unique cultural space. The trouble 
with that conception is that it reifies complex social realities, and selects out aspects 
of culture which are closely related to social interests2.  ItÕs not that uniform ÔrealityÕ 
requires to be mapped on to cultural practices, but that such practices themselves help 
to construct, shape and transform who we are, or would like ourselves to be.  In other 
words, the image holds up a mirror to our representations in an array of cultural 
forms, art, theatre, music, literature, social practices, our politics, and many more. If 
culture is a site of dialogue, rather than a taken-for-granted formation, then we can 
assemble our Ôwilful fragmentsÕ in almost any ways we want, creating as it were our 
own kaleidoscope to suit various purposes. That is the point of calling them wilful. 
Cairns Craig again: ÔThe condition of Ôbeing betweenÕ is not the degeneration of a 
culture but the essential means of its generationÕ.  
 
It may seem a truly ÔacademicÕ point to be arguing about whether Scotland exists or 
not, plainly it does, but there is a more serious issue here: the assumption of a 
classical, uniform model of nation-building bequeathed to us from the late 18th and 
19th centuries.  I can see why Ireland proves to be much more interesting to scholars 
of nationalism because it seems to have all the correct markers: cultural and political 
identity; a long and somewhat bloody liberation struggle almost in the classical 

                                                
1 I use ÔcultureÕ in an anthropological sense of the term, to refer to the domain of 
symbols relating to social practices, rather than a simple objectification of these 
practices. Margaret Moore observes: ÔIt would not be devastatingly dislocating, in a 
cultural sense, to leave Canada and live in the United States, or to leave Scotland to 
live in England, and would not involve the traditional costs involved in learning a new 
language or new symbolic repertoires. But it may be profoundly difficult for the Scot 
to think of herself as an Englishwoman, or the Canadian to think of himself as an 
American.Õ (ÔNationalism and Political PhilosophyÕ, in The Sage Handbook of 
Nations and Nationalism (eds. G. Delanty and K. Kumar) 2006.  
2 As Peter Worsley observed: ÔCultural traits are not absolutes or simple intellectual 
categories, but are invoked to provide identities which legitimise claims to rights. 
They are strategies or weapons in competitions over scarce social goods.Õ (The Three 
Worlds (1984:249) 
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manner; a re-writing of ÔlinearÕ history Ð no Ôwilful fragmentsÕ there then (or are 
there?).   
 
Undoubtedly, the signing of the Treaty of Union in 1707 was major turning-point in 
Scottish history.  Scotland (and England) ceased, constitutionally, to exist Ð not that 
one would really know.  The great virtue of hindsight is that we know now what we, 
at least our forebears, did not know then. The Union of 1707 was not a conquest, nor a 
love-match between Scotland and England, but, as the French have it a Ômariage de 
raisonÕ, a marriage of convenience between two countries unequal in size and power 
and riches, but entered into for strategic reasons. For Scotland, it meant access to 
English wealth, empire and capital; for England, it closed the door to the Ôauld 
allianceÕ between France and Scotland who would unite in common cause against 
their enemy, on the Machiavellian principle - the enemy of my enemy is my friend. 
Scotland retained its institutional autonomy, notably its tripartite system of law, 
education and religion, its holy trinity, so to speak. It meant that people in Scotland 
were educated, judged, and worshipped God in a thoroughly Scottish way, without 
giving much thought to it.  
 
For much of the period which followed, Scots carried on much as they had before, 
being self-governing in matters of the everyday, leaving matters of state, notably 
imperial ones, to the Westminster parliament. There was, however, an incubus of 
contradiction lying at the heart of governance. Scotland may be largely self-
governing, but as formal democracy happened, so England, which always had the 
bigger population mattered more. Remarkably, the Scottish anomaly Ð a self-
governing territory within a unitary state with a single legislature Ð mattered more and 
more. Periodically, the Scots would complain about English insensitivities over 
matters close to Scottish hearts, God and mammon, religion and money, but it took 
until the middle of the 20th century before the contradictions began to show in 
political terms. Until then, leaving the 19th century aside, Scotland and England voted 
for the same political parties, Labour and Conservative, in roughly the same 
proportions. What this did not mean was that both countries were using the political 
process in the same way. Scotland manipulated the electoral system to look after 
Scottish interests even if it took the form of ostensibly voting the same way as 
England. In truth, warfare and welfare were the twin anvils on which people in the 
20th century became and remained British. For much of the first half of the century 
Britain was at war, either virtually or actually. Dying for oneÕs country Ð pro patria 
mori Ð was a real possibility for many Britons. The pay-off came in 1945 with the 
creation of the welfare state, in many ways, the price the state had to pay for the blood 
sacrifice of the previous 30 years. Scots died in disproportionate numbers, probably 
not unwillingly, but that is an inference too far. They were not unwilling cannon-
fodder, and the loss of most of Ireland in 1921 merely served to underline the 
differences between the two countries rather than their similarities. Many writers have 
tried to apply the colonial metaphor to Scotland, but it is an ill-fitting suit of clothes. 
Scots were much more likely to be oppressors rather than oppressed in managing 
matters of empire.  
 
Social and political change came much later, although the incubus lay at the heart of 
the Union long before. Scots went along with empire and union because it suited their 
purposes; it gave them access to power, prestige and wealth out of proportion to what 
they might have achieved on their own, although one can never tell, given the 
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vagaries of history. In the 1950s and 1960s Scots did not cease to be Scottish, as well 
as being British; it was not a zero-sum game. Indeed, one could say that these were 
twin nationalities, complementary rather than competing.  

Changing Scotland  
What made it different? In the post-war period, Scotland had to undergo a major 
process of industrial restructuring away from the staple industries of coal, steel, 
shipbuilding and heavy engineering which had played such an important part in 
economic success over the previous centuryii . The agent for this change was the state, 
and in the Scottish case, the apparatus of Scottish governance known as the Scottish 
Office, the institution which had inherited the Scottish boards of education, home 
affairs and local government, and brought together government departments in the 
1880s. After 1945, the ÔScottish stateÕ, at least the meso-state, the middle level, was a 
powerful intermediary between London government and Scottish civil society, and 
well-placed to manage the necessary economic transformation. This effected major 
social and economic change, such as an influx of new industries notably in micro-
electronics, as well as in public bureaucracy employment. Imperceptibly, the focus, 
the frame of economic reference, had shifted from London to Edinburgh such that the 
ÔstateÕ, including many aspects of the welfare state took on a Scottish frame. In other 
words, the Ônational interestÕ was reinterpreted as the Scottish national interest. To be 
sure, this was a shift in degree rather than in kind, as the Scottish boards of education, 
social welfare and home affairs were augmented by others dealing with economic 
development and planning. By the late 1960s when public appetite for state 
intervention and proactive planning was at its height, Scottish civil and political 
society was readily receptive to political transformation, and it came in the related 
bandwagons of North Sea Oil and the Scottish National Party.  
 
If Scotland had stayed in the Union, and indeed prospered, for economic advantage 
within the Empire, its demise and the sudden realisation that oil had the potential to 
release Scotland from the economic ties that bound them to England, The SNP 
exploited that in the deceptively simple slogan, ÔItÕs ScotlandÕs OilÕ. Legally and 
jurisdictionally, of course, it wasnÕt, but the SNP was making a political point that it 
ought to be.  
 
In the 1960s, the SNP was a minor political player getting less than 5%; a decade later 
it was ScotlandÕs second party with 30% of the vote in the October 1974 British 
general election, and a serious challenger to Labour. This transformed party politics in 
Scotland such that the main competition was established between Labour and the 
SNP. The erstwhile challengers, the Scottish Conservative and Unionist party, 
ScotlandÕs oldest political party, went into steady then precipitate decline.  
 
Mrs ThatcherÕs triumphant hegemony from 1979 was an English phenomenon, and 
emphatically not a Scottish one. This consummate politician had no feel for Scotland, 
and her attack on the public sector and on nationalised industries such as coal and 
steel were interpreted as an attack on Scotland itself. Labour and the SNP outbid each 
other in claims for the Scottish mantle, and if anything it was Labour rather than the 
SNP which prospered electorally in the dark winter of the 1980s. The 1979 
referendum debacle in which a majority of voters in Scotland had said yes to a 
devolved assembly, but in insufficient numbers to meet the gerrymandered 40% rule 
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whereby that percentage of voters on the electoral register (not those voting) had to 
say yes for devolution to happen.  
 
Being offered an assembly, and having hopes dashed in this way, led to the long 
campaign for first an ÔassemblyÕ, and then as confidence returned, for a ÔparliamentÕ, 
a law-making body with more substantial powers. In 1979, the Scottish middle classes 
had been neutral to negative about devolution, and a majority voted against, and only 
40% in favour. Eighteen years later, in the second referendum, they swung behind 
Home Rule, with 70% voting yes. ScotlandÕs working class had always been in 
favour, and over 90% of them voted yes in the 1997 referendum. What shifted 
bourgeois opinion in Scotland was the steady erosion of their power over civil 
institutions by the Thatcher government, paradoxically in favour of powerful markets 
and strong state. The autonomy which the Scots had over law, education, welfare and 
social governance was pushed aside by a government in London who tried to ride the 
twin horses of neo-liberalism with regard to economic policy, and social conservatism 
on moral and social issues.  
 
By the early 1990s, expectations that there would be a change of London government 
were dashed, and with it prospects for devolution. The language of the Ôdemocratic 
deficitÕ entered the political lexicon. ScotlandÕs votes counted for little in a 
Westminster parliament dominated by English votes; the latter were after all 85% of 
the UKÕs population. Nineteen ninety seven saw the nadir of Conservative fortunes in 
Scotland when, with 17.5% of the popular vote, they won no seats at all, the first 
wipe-out in their history north of the border.  
 
This political revolution led some to the view that the collapse of Conservative 
support in Scotland was because Scotland was ÔnaturallyÕ more left-wing than 
England, and on the face of it this looked plausible given that Conservatives did better 
in all parts of England than they did in Scotland (and Wales) even where the social 
and class structures of different regions were comparable. Thus, while northern 
England had a socio-economic profile quite similar to ScotlandÕs, Conservatives did 
twice as well electorally than they did north of the border. Might there be a significant 
difference in social and political values? The answer is complex and revealing. Mrs 
Thatcher was elected in England, despite, not because of, English social and political 
values. The annual series of British Social Attitudes surveys showed unequivocally 
that what might be called social democratic values Ð belief in state intervention, 
income redistribution, high social spending rather than low taxation Ð held north and 
south of the border. There is little evidence that public opinion in the UK at large has 
shifted significantly to the right in the last thirty yearsiii . Scotland was no exception to 
that. What does seem to have happened, however, is that social democratic values in 
Scotland have been badged as ÔScottishÕ just as they are thought of as ÕBritishÕ in 
England. In other words, people who have left-of-centre values in the two countries 
express different national identities. This should not really surprise us, for public 
opinion in most late capitalist western societies has more in common than it is 
different, and it is broadly centre or left-of-centre. Precisely because the main party 
competition was between Labour and the SNP, both social democratic in ethos, rather 
than, as in England, between Labour and Tories Ð left versus right, the Scottish 
political agenda took a distinctive course.  
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The Scottish Frame of Reference  
The key to understanding this process in Scotland however is that there such values 
were refracted differently than they were in England, not that there was a significant 
difference in the values themselves.  What this means is that the Ôframe of referenceÕ 
is the key, not that there is a set of ÔobjectiveÕ differences between Scotland and 
England either with regard to social structure or to social and political values. We 
search in vain for the touchstone of underlying difference. Instead, difference lies in 
how these structures and processes and values are interpreted. The Scottish frame of 
reference was, in truth, always a powerful means for refracting wider and shared 
processes. The skill of political parties was, and is, to act as a bridge between Scottish 
and British levels of governance. The Scottish electorate has grown used to exploiting 
its vote at British elections to defend Scottish interests, and to send a message to 
Westminster that it ignores Scotland at its peril. In short, it sends a signal to the 
political classes that if they do not accord Scotland sufficient attention then the Union 
Ð that marriage of convenience Ð might be at an end. This does not mean voting for 
the Scottish National Party as the only or best vehicle to deliver Scottish interests. In 
many ways, after 1979, Labour in Scotland took on that mantle, or had it thrust upon 
it. If anything, the SNP was an effect of this Scottification process, not its cause. 
Social and economic change are thereby interpreted through Scottish spectacles.  
 
Given that the Scottish edifice of governance is substantial and elaborate, and long 
embedded in Scottish life, then interpreting and managing change is its raison dÕ•tre. 
We can refer to this as a political-cultural prism which, if anything, has grown rather 
than diminished in the last 30 years. The proactive role of Scottish ÔgovernmentÕ in 
helping to restructure economic life, the discovery and impact of North Sea Oil, the 
rise of the SNP, the rejection of the Conservative party north of the border have all 
played their part in setting up a cultural apparatus for making sense of social change 
in Scotland. Along the way, Westminster governments have had to adapt. Even at the 
height of Thatcherism in the 1980s when Conservative politicians ran the Scottish 
Office as the appointees of London, they played the role of Ôgovernor-generalÕ at their 
peril, and the more astute sought to ameliorate the worst impact of government 
policies on Scotland. In a final act of appeasement (which failed) in the mid-1990s, 
the neo-liberal Secretary of State for Scotland Michael Forsyth brought the so-called 
Stone of Destiny, which had been taken to London as a war trophy by the English 
King 800 years before, back to Scotland. Forsyth possibly hoped to reap a political 
return for such a ÔnationalistÕ act but the Scottish electorate rewarded his party in 
1997 by voting out every single Conservative MP. Political magic of this sort only 
works if the audience is willing to believe. It didnÕt.  
 
Nowadays there is another pile of stones on which to confer political magic: the 
Scottish parliament. The major political story of Scotland in the last decade has been 
the return of a legislature to Scotland, the first since 1707. It is, of course, a devolved 
not an independent parliament, but it is hard to underplay its significance. That there 
was ÔdevolutionÕ (a Westminster word to indicate that power devolved is power 
retained; I give you responsibility to carry out my wishes, but I retain authority) 
resulted from the election of a Labour government in 1997 whose first act it was. This 
was Ôunfinished businessÕ in the words of the late John Smith, LabourÕs leader who 
died in opposition, and whose task it had been to steer through the first Scotland bill 
in the late 1970s. The task of seeing a new Scotland Act on the Statute Book in 1998 
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fell to SmithÕs fellow Glaswegian lawyer Donald Dewar, himself tragically to die 
while in office in 2000. DewarÕs commitment to Home Rule (to use an old 19th 
century Liberal term to signify self-government) was whole-hearted, unlike some of 
his UK cabinet colleagues, and reputedly the prime minister, Tony Blair.  
 
Nevertheless, the parliament quickly became a central feature of Scottish political and 
social life. Its spiralling costs, its capacity to act as a lightning conductor for Scottish 
ills, peopleÕs expectations that it would make life better, all raised its profile. In truth, 
the parliament simply became another brick in the wall of Scottish social and political 
life. It is, by definition, a political institution, but it is also a social and cultural one. It 
is not the only one which matters; after all, Scottish politics indubitably went on 
before there was a parliament; the parliament is a necessary institution in Scottish 
political life, but not sufficient in and of itself to be the only bearer of Scottish 
distinctiveness. In all modern societies the distinction between ÔpoliticalÕ and ÔsocialÕ, 
between ÔparliamentÕ and ÔsocietyÕ is, in any case, a slippery one. Politics covers most 
aspects of social life these days, and civil society demands that the political process 
takes its concerns and problems on board in the expectation, frequently dashed, that 
politicians can solve them.  

Identity Questions  
What Ôunderstated nationsÕ like Scotland, Wales, Catalunya and Quebec have in 
common, and share with many, but not all, states, is that they are Ôimagined 
communitiesÕ in Benedict AndersonÕs termiv, territories in which most people have a 
sense of belonging to a common set of experiences, roots, a shared sense of belonging 
which in some way frames peopleÕs social, political and cultural practices; in Pierre 
BourdieuÕs felicitous term, habitusv. It is a highly personal, and usually implicit, 
sense of sharing something fundamental with others deemed to inhabit the same 
cultural space. You might argue: why should we assume such a thing, and is it not 
somewhat dangerous in that some people will belong and others will not? That is a 
fair question, but issues of social inclusion and exclusion do not gainsay the 
possibility that a ÔcommunityÕ exists, a thing of the imagination; to be imagined to be 
sure, but not imaginary.  
 
Behind these assertions lies a big question: different than what or, rather, than whom? 
That is the nub. Who are comparing ourselves with in terms of these values and 
identities? In other words, who are we not? What we have here is what 
anthropologists call ÔotheringÕ, saying who we are with reference to who we are not; 
which is not to say that we are only defined in these terms.  Contumacy surfaces at 
sporting occasions when we are asked who we are supporting when England is 
playing: ABE Ð anyone but England. Is this fair? Of course not. It is largely tongue-
in-cheek, but it does contain a key truth. Defining who one is inevitably requires to 
say who one is not. This does not imply symmetry, of course. The English do not 
measure themselves against the Scots (or the Irish or the Welsh). The pike does not 
measure itself against the minnows, which is why the English pay much more 
attention to the French and the Germans when it comes to Ôthe otherÕ.  
 
The discussion so far might seem rather trivial and unacademic. It has however a 
serious point. National identity mattersvi; frequently it is taken-for-granted and 
essentialised, but when it comes down to it national identity Ð or better put, the 
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process of identification Ð is about relating to someone else, positively or indeed 
negatively. You might object that few of us actually spend time actively thinking 
about our national identity, and indeed that is true, but that is not to say that it is a 
trivial matter, confined, for example, to international sporting occasions. In truth, it is 
a prism through which much of social, political and cultural life is refracted. The 
prism metaphor is one to which we will return shortly. First, there is another argument 
we have to tackle, that being Scottish is not actually maintained by anything 
sufficiently distinctive in terms of the usual markers of national identity.  
 
And yet. We are not Them. If anything, we have become even less like them in terms 
of identification than ever before. The percentage of people saying they are British 
has fallen by half to 15% over 30 yearsvii . Well over three-quarters of people living in 
Scotland say they are Scottish.  Does it really matter to them? Yes it does.  When 
asked to rank being Scottish vis-ˆ -vis other social identities (class, age, gender, 
religion Ð 23 in all), only being a parent comes anywhere near being Scottish; around 
half. People in England do not reciprocate (only 21% give English), suggesting that 
being Scottish matters more to us that being English does to them. And itÕs not a 
matter of being British. Whereas 27% of people in England give Ôbeing BritishÕ as 
one of their top three choices, only 13% of Scots do so. We have also seen a shift in 
the relationship between national identity and social class identity. It used to be a 
common refrain among Scottish Labour politicians that the Scottish working class had 
more in common with their English counterparts than they had with bourgeois Scots. 
Social class outranked nationality. We donÕt hear much of that these days, because 
over 30 years class identity has actually given way to national identity. Whereas 27% 
of Scots identify with an English person of the same social class as themselves, 45% 
identify with a Scottish person of a different social class.  
 
What of people who werenÕt born in Scotland, or, for that matter, are of a different 
ethnicity?  Around 400,000 people living in Scotland were born in England (around 
9%), and ScotlandÕs ethnic minorities number around 2%, mainly of Pakistani 
Muslim origin.  In a recent wide-ranging study, Hussain and Millerviii  argue that 
ethnic Pakistanis are able to identify as Scots because being Muslim for them is a 
ÔculturalÕ form identity, and the most important. Hence, they see no contradiction 
between being (territorially) Scottish, and (culturally) Muslim. That is why 44% of 
ethnic Pakistanis describe themselves as ÔScottish MuslimsÕ, compared with 23% as 
ÔBritish MuslimsÕ, 15% ÔBritish PakistanisÕ, and 12% ÔScottish PakistanisÕ.  Hussain 
and Miller comment: 
 

ÔScottish Pakistanis value diversity.  They want a Scotland that is different 
from its past but different from their past also.  They reject a ghetto mentality 
in favour of a multicultural society in which they would be a respected 
minority but a minority nonetheless Ð not assimilated, but integrated.  There is 
little or no enthusiasm for the relatively monocultural society of Pakistan or 
even that of some areas of England where minorities form a large majorityÕ 
(p.144).  
 

If Muslims are unwilling to adopt (Scottish) culture, the English seem unwilling to 
join the territorial nation, given that they were born in England and hence ÔEnglishÕ.  
That is why far more ethnic Pakistanis place themselves at the ÔScottishÕ end of 
national identification (49% say they are exclusively Scottish, or more Scottish than 
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British, compared with 10% at the ÔBritishÕ end of the spectrum).  This contrast with 
the figures for ÔEnglishÕ immigrants where 62% are at the ÔBritishÕ end, and only 9% 
at the ÔScottishÕ. For people of Pakistani origin, cultural/religious identity is 
paramount, but territorial identity (being Scottish) can be changed.  ÔThey adopt a 
Scottish identity easily and quickly.  And (territorial) identity, therefore, becomes a 
bridge rather than a wallÕ (p.198).  The opposite is true for English immigrants. Most 
feel they cannot become Scottish, but can adapt to what they see as the 
cultural/religious aspects of Scottish life. 
 
In many ways, we are almost all nationalists now, in some shape or form. That 
doesnÕt mean necessarily capital-N nationalists, voting for the Scottish National Party, 
but it is testimony to a widespread and basic sense of Scottishness across all classes, 
political parties, genders and ages. It is simply the default position. It was not always 
thus. It is a measure of how far things have come that we think this is so. 

ScotlandÕs Futures  
What does all this mean for the future of the Union, this year marking for good or ill 
or both its 300 anniversary? In the rather curious and semi-detached constitutional 
system which is the British state, unwritten, muddling through, making it up as you go 
along, it is impossible to predict what will happen. Scotland is indubitably a nation, an 
imagined community to which most Scots give support and allegiance, while not at 
present wishing to leave the Union. In this curious marriage of convenience, 
devolution has majority support, but those wishing Independence number around one-
quarter to one-third.  If devolution was a device to see off separation, then it has 
failed. If devolution was the thin end of the wedge to Scottish independence then, at 
least in the short-term, it has failed too. There are some nice disparities in peopleÕs 
views.  Most think Westminster is by far the more influential institution, but also 
think that Holyrood should be the more influential parliament. Those who think things 
have got better with regard to education, health care and general economic well-being 
credit the Scottish institutions, and those who are pessimistic in these regards blame 
Westminster. In truth, devolution has had something of a mixed report card. It has 
high profile achievements such as free personal care for the elderly; but lax 
arrangements to ensure that local authorities actually carry out the policy: a ban on 
smoking in public places (following Ireland); but inadequate resources to help people 
kick the habit: land reform enabling the return of land to local communities; but an 
unwillingness to take on recalcitrant landlords who restrict access to land. Too often, 
Scottish members of parliament behave like their counterparts elsewhere; limited in 
vision, obsessed with the party line, willing to sound ridiculous in public because the 
party brief requires it. The system of proportional representation means that no party 
has overall control, especially on a minority of votes; but party politicians seem 
unwilling to deviate from the party line as ministerial advancement depends on 
staying close to policy.  
 
Back on the 1980s and 1990s, the debate centred on what devolution might lead to. 
For the Conservatives it was the Ôslippery slopeÕ to full independence. For the SNP, it 
was the thin end of the wedge; the stepping stone to independence. While in the early 
days of devolution, much public opinion thought that, whichever metaphor one used, 
ultimately it would have a bearing on future constitutional change. By mid-decade of 
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the new century, most people do not think that devolution will actually lead to 
independence, but are fairly relaxed if, one day, it comes to pass.  
 
The vast majority of Scots think of themselves first and foremost as Scottish rather 
than British, but even those who deny that they are British, do not take a negative 
view of what British means. A sizeble minority of SNP supporters do not want 
Independence, and more Conservatives favour devolution than want the parliament 
abolished, despite the long and unsuccessful battle their party fought during the 1980s 
and 1990s. A considerable number of Labour supporters want Independence.  Perhaps 
the way to think of these things is not in terms of a battle of absolutes, a struggle to fit 
people into categories (Ôyou are a nationalist, therefore you vote for independenceÕ), 
but to accept the fluidity and processual nature of political and social change. Political 
parties may hitch stars to constitutional options: Labour to devolution; Liberals to 
federalism; Nationalists to independence, but we have instead to think of these less as 
competing categories and more as points on a continuum of self-government.  
 
Will the Union hold? It depends what we mean. ÔThe UnionÕ is an icon, negative to 
some, positive to others. What it is not in any meaningful sense is the pre-democratic 
deal struck between two political elites, Scottish and English, three hundred years 
ago. What we have today would be unrecognisable to them. Scotland (and England) 
are not at all what they were. The Union is a flexible instrument which has withstood 
war and radical reform. Not having a written constitution for the UK is both good and 
bad. It gives central government too much power over the citizen without even 
bothering to ask its permission. On the other hand, it can cope with constitutional 
change without getting snarled up in legal niceties and political stasis.   
 
Will Scotland find sufficient to hold it in the Union?  Perhaps the safe thing to say at 
the present time is that one would not bet on it anymore than one would bet against it.  
That, in itself, shows how far along the road of self-government Scotland has 
travelled over the last 30 years.   
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