EPILOGUE

I didn’t think it would end like this…

[bookmark: _GoBack]At the start of this book, I commented that there is no conclusion to the sociology of Scotland; hence, this epilogue, a theatrical device to allow the author to address the audience directly. Its point is to stand back and ponder how far we have come, as a society as well as a sociology. Tom Burns, the first professor of Sociology at a Scottish university, was fond of saying that ‘society’ was much more interesting than ‘sociology’. By that he meant that trying to make sense of the world around us was much richer and more rewarding than contemplating our disciplinary navels. Sociology, he would say, is only useful if it turns handles to help us make sense of society. Perhaps sociology has become too self-reflexive and concerned with internal debates, and insufficiently interested in the world ‘out there’. That is for others to judge, and beyond the scope of this book. The task here has been to make sense of Scotland in sociological terms. There is little point in being precious about it, for the boundaries between history, politics, social anthropology and cultural studies are properly fluid such that influences flow from one to the other. Trying to make sense of Scotland in the round requires that. A Scottish way of doing sociology deals in the language of universals while doing so in the grammar of the particular. 

The emergence of sociology at Scottish universities has coincided with the rising salience of ‘Scotland’ as an object of social, political and cultural study. Manifestly, this is in large part due to ‘political’ events. The period between 1975 and 2015 has seen unprecedented change in Scotland, and the wider UK of which it is currently part. That forty-year period crystalised and made overt deeper and longstanding developments, notably between Scotland and England. The most obvious changes have been political, in the sense that the recovery of a parliament, the growing divergence in electoral behaviour north and south of the border has been its obvious manifestation. 

Emerging Scotland

So how are we to account, in sociological terms, for these changes? How do we set them in sociological context? It matters that for most of the history of the past millennium Scotland was an independent state. To say that does not imply that becoming independent once more is inevitable, nor that the state of independence in the 21st century will revert back to its 18th century condition. However, thinking of Scotland as an independent state does not require a great leap of the imagination. Arguably, the historical precedent of an independent Scotland in these islands distinguishes it from Wales. That helps to make the point that ‘understanding Scotland’ can only be done in comparative terms, and specifically in the context of neighbourly relations around the Union of 1707. That Union, a significant development of the Regal Union of 1603, yoked Scotland and England (and by default Wales and Ireland) into a marriage of convenience. 

In his book Independence or Union (2015), Tom Devine commented: ‘In general, the birth of Great Britain was greeted with muted indifference north of the border. It was not a happy portent for the future’ (2015: 4). That was then, and this is now, but history matters. We might argue that bribery and corruption brought the Union about, but it had a major pay-off for Scotland. Devine again: ‘… there is broad historiographical agreement today that union was a necessary precondition for Scottish economic growth but not in itself sufficient to guarantee that it would happen’ (op. cit: 50). The savagely racist caricatures in the 1760s in which Scots were portrayed as ‘greedy mendicants growing rich on England’s rich pastures’ (54) were a sign of Scottish success, not failure. Scots took to the opportunities of Union with enthusiasm, for transatlantic trade was unthinkable without the Union. And not simply transatlantic trade: ‘In the decades after the Union streams of eager Caledonians from genteel but impoverished backgrounds poured into the British empire at every point from the Arctic wastes of Canada to the teeming cities and plains of Bengal’ (Devine, 2015: 70). 

Severing Sinews

The Union ‘worked’, but it remained a marriage of convenience, a mariage de raison, as the French would say, given that indigenous institutions of governance - law, religion, local state functions, what are called ‘low’ politics – remained autonomous; having your cake and eating it, as it were. That lack of enthusiasm for Union which Devine spoke of, seeing it as a device for economic and political aggrandisement, was bound to wane as the British fiscal-military state began to decay. It may have seemed to many English people profound ingratitude, but Scots saw in Union a means to an end, and by the 20th century, as the bargain seemed less so, the sinews of state began to weaken. 

Two further institutions bound Scots to that Union: religion and war. To be sure, Scots did not embrace the English church, but securing Presbyterianism within the Treaty of Union removed a potent source of constitutional opposition. The British union state held because Scots had considerable autonomy over things which mattered to them, including their ways of worship. War was also significant because it bound the Scots into the imperial war machine, and granted them pride of place in many military campaigns. General Wolfe’s alleged comment in the 18th century that it was ‘no great mischief’ if the Scottish regiments suffered untoward casualties, did not breed resentment but pride[footnoteRef:1]. The iconography of the Scottish soldier became a key element of national(ist) identity. The National Theatre’s play Black Watch in 2006 was testament to that. Almost by stealth, The Royal Regiment of Scotland (2004) created a Scottish army, and one of the institutions of Union, the military, was ‘nationalised’.   [1:  Wolfe is alleged to have said of Highland soldiers during the Seven Years’ War with France (1754-63): ’They are hardy, intrepid, accustomed to a rough country, and make no great mischief if they fall.’ 
] 


Religion, warfare, welfare. The creation of the post-war welfare state in 1945 was the third sinew which bound Scotland into the Union. It generated a politics of economics and of class, and Scottish and English electoral behaviour was virtually identical for the next decade. Reflecting that, the Labour party dropped its commitment to Home Rule in 1950, and the Scottish conference of the Labour party withdrew support at the end of that decade. The Scots were British, or so it seemed. 

But all was not what it seemed. The transformation of the Scottish economy, the desperate attempts to stem the tide of emigration, to restructure the Scottish economy, had created a political-economic infrastructure with the Scottish Office at its heart. A Scottish frame of reference, which in any case had never gone away, was reinforced, this time in economic rather than cultural terms. Or rather, periodic cultural revivals such as that in the 1920s and 1930s, and again in the post-war period, helped to underpin and give expression to Scottish difference. 

This was not overtly ‘political’, but the focus on Scottish matters insinuated into electoral politics slowly but surely. But above all, it was the weakening of the sinews which held Scotland in the Union which made the difference. The Union simply could not hold if it were based on sentiment alone. Presbyterianism, made safe for and by the Union, lost its cultural force in a secular age. Warfare was not required in the long period of economic prosperity and rising living standards – what the French called les Trente Glorieuses. 

Imperceptibly, the Union, which in any case had been a ‘convenience’ came to matter less. The British state never quite ‘got’ the Union; its mentalité was always centralist if usually benign. Institutions like the BBC did not know quite what to make of Scotland: it came up with an oxymoron, that Scotland was a ‘national region’. Perhaps because the UK had never been transformed into a federal state, which would have married federalism and multi-nationalism, it lost opportunities to restructure Britain. The defeat of ‘Home Rule all round’ in the 1880s and again before the Great War, the departure of most of Ireland in 1921, the reinforcing of democratic centralism in 1945, failed to notice Scotland’s glacial slide away from the union state. 

Political voice came with the sudden rise of the Scottish National Party in the 1970s, and Labour in particular scrambled to recover its commitment to Home Rule. Too little, too late. The discovery of oil in the North Sea helped to change the political psychology of Scotland allowing an alternative economic future to be imagined. All the while, the Scottish Office sought to reassert its legitimacy, but from as early as the mid-1950s it had become obvious that Scotland and England danced to different political tunes. A Scottish Assembly might just have held in 1979, but it was swept away by an incoming Conservative government intent on holding the Union line. Its leader Mrs Thatcher told one of her Scottish acolytes, Michael Ancrum, ‘Michael, I am an English nationalist and never you forget it’[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  Quoted in Tom Devine’s Independence or Union (2015), but attributed to James Naughtie’s The Rivals (2001: 21).] 


Magaret Thatcher turned out, unwittingly, to be the recruiting sergeant, or, to change the metaphor, the midwife of Scottish Home Rule. Her long reign was swept away in 1990 by her own party, fearing defeat, and then left without a single Scottish MP in 1997. A devolved Scottish parliament, stronger than the Assembly offered in 1979, was created (‘reconvened’ if you were Winnie Ewing) in 1997. It was more than a ‘political’ institution, because it had been the creature of civil society in Scotland designed in the long, dark days of opposition in the 1980s and 1990s. It quickly established itself as the premier focus for Scottish domestic politics, elected by proportional representation. Labour saw it as a way of seeing off the Nationalists; the Conservatives first considered it the beginning of the end of civilisation, only for it to be their means of survival. The SNP saw it, with a few traditional dissenters, as a means to a longer-term end, a stepping-stone to ultimate independence. Some politicians warned that it was the thin end of the wedge, the slippery slope to independence, but there was little they could do about that. Labour was in power for the parliament’s first two terms, but in truth it did not know what to do with power: ‘doing less better’, was one of its less edifying slogans. 

And so, less than two decades after the parliament was set up, Tom Devine’s words ring true, ‘the SNP has virtually turned Scotland into a nationalist polity’ (Devine, 2015: 270)[footnoteRef:3]. The Unionist parties (Labour, in some desperation had taken to wearing the mantle which it had long avoided because of its association with Conservatism and Protestantism) agreed to a referendum on independence in 2014, but only on condition it allowed for a Yes/No answer. The ostensible aim was to see off the independence vote ‘for a lifetime’, despite (or because of) the fact that as many as 30 per cent of people in Scotland wanted a more powerful parliament within the UK (so-called devolution-max). When the polls narrowed the gap, the Unionists issued The Vow that in the event of a No vote they would consider extending the powers of the parliament. Making up policy on the hoof is never a good idea, and the Smith Commission convened after the result, and delivering within six weeks, was never able to hold the line. Labour in particular were taken aback by David Cameron’s interpretation of the result as requiring a solution to the ‘English’ question (EVEL, English votes for English laws). They felt they had been treated, in Lenin’s phrase, as useful idiots in order to save the Union. [3:  Note the small-n in ‘nationalist’ to make the point that ‘Scotland’ is the prime focus for people living in Scotland. Capital-N Nationalism implies voting for and identifying with the Scottish National Party. ] 


The British General Election of 2015 turned out to be a continuation of the referendum campaign, and under first-past-the-post, the SNP swept up almost all (95 per cent) of the Scottish seats, on 50 per cent of the popular vote, last achieved, ironically, by the Conservatives in 1955. One year later, at the Scottish parliament elections, the SNP held on to power, but without the overall majority they achieved in 2011. This was a function of the Additional Member System which militated against any single party getting a majority of seats. That the SNP did so in 2011, winning 53 per cent of the seats, was the unusual effect of getting virtually the same proportion of the votes in both constituency and list votes (respectively, 45 per and 44 per cent). In 2016, 46 per cent and 42 per cent of the votes gave the SNP 49 per cent of the seats. 

And so to another referendum, this time on British membership of the European Union in 2016. If there is such a thing as a sociological law, it is that of unintended consequences; which means of course that one can never predict precisely what will happen. Social and political life seldom follows a predictable path, although we are rather better at explaining how things come about after the event. 

When the UK government announced its intention of having a referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union, it was a device for a Prime Minister to get himself off a political hook, that a substantial proportion of his own party were profoundly Eurosceptic, even Europhobic. It was not difficult to see that this had much wider implications, that if England voted Eurosceptically, Scotland might not. There was no guarantee of this, for public opinion north of the border had long been ‘healthily’ Eurosceptic, but rarely Europhobic. This was in part because nationalist opinion in Scotland promoted the European union as an alternative to the British one: ‘Independence in Europe’, after all, had been the SNP’s slogan, as much for tactical advantage than anything else. 

A proto-English nationalism defined itself vis-à-vis ‘Europe’, a proverbial black-box into which almost anything could be read. It did not take a crystal ball to predict that ‘Brexit’ would provide a convenient slogan for a myriad, inchoate set of discontents. Quite apart from the ‘vis-à-vis’ question, nationalism in Scotland had long taken a different path, one which recognised that ‘independence’ in the modern world was always going to be partial and complex. Alongside the ideological framing that did not see ‘Europe’ as the ‘other’ (unlike England), successive Scottish governments had cultivated the material resources which the European dimension brought to the table. 

In a small, sparsely-populated country on the north-west fringes of Europe, with substantial natural resources, Europe offered more credits than debits. It also provided a narrative which defined Scotland once more as a European country. That the Scottish result on 23rd June 2016 was so much in contrast with that in England (and Wales, for that matter, which makes the term ‘England-and-Wales’ trip more readily off the tongue[footnoteRef:4]) provided the means of propulsion from the British union. Given the events of the previous few years, and with hindsight, we can see how the trajectory worked.  [4:  By dint of a majority voting for Brexit, Wales appears to have bound itself more closely to England.] 


None of the points on the trajectory were, or are, inevitable: that a majority No vote in 2014 would mean that the winners lost, and the losers won the ideological battle; that the Conservatives would win the 2015 UK election, and that the Prime Minister would be held to his promise made in 2013 to hold a Brexit referendum; that the SNP would be re-elected in an electoral system which made an overall majority hard to achieve; or that the UK (more precisely, England and Wales) would vote Leave. 

If none of these were predictable, neither is Scottish independence, either in the sense that a majority would vote Yes in a future referendum, in contrast to 2014 (and if so, in what proportion to confer legitimacy), or that the political conditions for such ‘independence’ would be achieved, at least within the European Union. Social scientists, in any case, are not very proficient at prediction, given the sheer complexities of social, political and economic life. What we can say is that, the scenario which presented itself, an English Leave vote and a Scottish Remain, presents the conditions for propelling Scotland out of the British Union, while making it not at all certain that this will happen, nor in the form it would take.  

But what, you might point out, of my claim that it is the sociology, not the politics of Scotland which matters? The short answer to that is in the modern age we cannot make a hard and fast distinction between ‘sociology’ and ‘politics’, between society and state. The two run into each other. In the post-war period, the state in all modern societies plays a central role in the quest for economic growth, even while governments adopted a neo-liberal, hands-off, view of these matters. The line between ‘state’ and ‘society’ is virtually impossible to discern. 

Translating that to a Scottish context, the parliament is not simply a ‘political’ instrument, but the means of social transformation and change (hence the term, social politics). We might say that Scotland has not changed because of its politics; rather, that its politics have changed because Scotland has. 

Different policy communities in Scotland, education, health, housing, the economy, the arts and so on, look to Scottish parliament/ government to act as the transmission system of policies. In this way, parliament/government itself becomes the most important ‘policy community’ of all. The new politics of Scotland since 1999, which quickly established itself as the premier terrain in the minds of voters, have reinforced and given expression to social aspirations and demands. 

The parliament and government have become the key bricks in the wall of Scottish civil society. Where this will go in constitutional terms is impossible to say. Much hinges on that useful sociological expression given to us by Max Weber, the unintended consequences of human action[footnoteRef:5]. Nothing is set in stone, nor planned out exactly in advance. Events and processes unfold; there is no blueprint in a rapidly changing world. Just how society/state relations develop in Scotland will depend as much on events and processes elsewhere.  [5:  Weber used it in the context of the relationship between the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. ] 


And so this book is written in that context. This is how we have got here. This epilogue acknowledges that the tale is not ended, nor that it will have a predictable end. Others will have a different tale to tell, or tell it in a different way. Tom Burns’ stricture that the business of sociology is to conduct a critical debate with society about its social institutions, whatever the outcome, continues to ring true. Let us end with words from Jackie Kay, the Scots makar, written to celebrate the 2016 opening of the fifth session of the Scottish Parliament[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  The poem is available on the Scottish Poetry Library’s website (http://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poetry/poems/threshold)] 

[start box]
Find here what you are looking for:
Democracy in its infancy: guard her

Like you would a small daughter
And keep the door wide open, not just ajar,

And say, in any language you please, welcome, welcome 
To the world’s refugees.
[end box]
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ScIndyRef2? 'Do You Agree that Scotland should be an independent country within the EU?'
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