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With regard to the territorial dimension, the question whether the return of Labour 
marks a turning point in British politics seems to be self-evident: Within one year 
of government, Labour has produced White Papers on devolution, held and won 
referenda on the proposals and has been successfully pushing through legislation 
without much opposition.

As a result, the British state will soon have parliaments and assemblies in Scot­
land, Wales, Northern Ireland, London and perhaps even in some English regions, 
“where there is demand for it” (DETR 1997: 1). Responsibilities and competences 
of these bodies will vary to a large degree. With respect to Northern Ireland and 
Scotland, however, the legislative powers of Westminster will be restricted to the 
constitution, foreign and defence policy as well as most of social, economic and 
fiscal policy.

Given that all this happened after nearly two decades of complete government in­
transigence to territorial demands for constitutional change, who would dare to 
call these developments anything else than a turning point in British territorial 
politics? Yet, while this judgement is certainly true in many respects, I will argue 
that Labour’s activities and its proposals nevertheless remain completely within 
the traditional parameters of British territorial politics.

I will structure my argument as follows: In the first part I will establish what I will 
call the traditional mode of British territorial politics, followed by the introduction 
of three recent challenges to this mode. The second and main part of this contri­
bution will analyse the development of Labour’s territorial policies in the context 
of these three challenges, describing devolution as an attempt to return to tradi­
tional territorial politics. Finally, I will look at the potential for unintended conse­
quences, which die devolution proposals do contain. Instead of trying to cover the 
whole range of institutional arrangements, the focus will be on three major as­
pects, namely the visibility of anomalies and conflict, rising expectations and the 
formation of a separate political class in Scotland.

I would like to thank Jens Borchert (Universität Göttingen), André Kaiser (Universität Mann­
heim) and James Mitchell (Strathclyde University) for comments on earlier drafts of this paper.
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I will very much concentrate on Scotland, which is easy to explain: In trying to 
establish a “turning point”, it is natural to concentrate on the most radical changes. 
And while Northern Ireland has always been detached from mainstream British 
politics, the establishment of a Scottish Parliament certainly affects the core of 
Britain’s territorial constitution.

1. Territorial Politics in the United K ingdom : Traditional M ode  
and R ecent C hallenges

As one commentator observed ’’most textbooks refer to the United Kingdom as a 
unitary state” (Mitchell 1997: 194), but only the worst leave it like that. Behind an 
ill-developed vocabulary of Britain’s territorial constitution (Keating 1994: 23) 
there is one common feature, that should be emphasized here: Despite the consti­
tutional principle of absolute parliamentary sovereignty, territorial politics in the 
UK have traditionally functioned in a pragmatic, decentralized way.

According to Urwin, the British state has developed as a Union state, incorporat­
ing different nations at different times and in different forms. Its strategy has been 
described as one of territorial accommodation through the recruitment of and col­
laboration with regional elites who in turn were given representation in central 
institutions. Where conflict arose, the preferred option was compromise, but com­
promise at minimum cost at the centre and within the prevailing constitutional 
structure (Urwin 1982: 65).

Territorial management has been pragmatic (enabling compromise) and ad-hoc in 
approach, dealing with territorial demands one at a time, thus leading to individual 
forms of distinctiveness for each constituent part. Entering the Union on its own 
terms, each component nation has since been engaged in a process of permanent 
negotiation aimed at securing its own ’’unique balance of autonomy and assimila­
tion” (Harvie 1977).

Distinctiveness in terms of society, culture and identity has been preserved by se­
curing pre-union institutions (such as Kirk, Law and Education in Scotland) and, 
more importantly, by a dynamic process of institution-building. At the centre of 
these elaborate systems of administrative devolution, territorial ministries were 
established (as recently as 1964 in the case of Wales) and provided with some dis­
cretionary power to adjust central government policy to the specific conditions in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

At the same time, integration has been secured not by coercion and force, but by 
fostering a common British identity (see Colley 1994), by common projects (such 
as Protestantism, the Empire and the Welfare state) and by favourable treatment of 
peripheral interests at the centre (most importantly through cabinet representa­
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tion).2 While politics in Northern Ireland remained divided by the national ques­
tion, the party system in the rest of the UK developed mainly along the socio-eco­
nomic cleavage. Thus Scottish and Welsh interests were represented in whatever 
government was in office. And even if a government did not hold a majority in the 
periphery, two-party alternation meant that this could change quickly. As Keating 
remarked, ’’Dissident forces in the two nations therefore had an incentive to exer­
cise ‘voice’ by working through opposition parties rather than ‘exit’ by supporting 
secession” (Keating 1994: 29). With Labour’s support in Scotland and Wales tra­
ditionally stronger than that of the Conservatives, the Westminster orientation of 
the Scottish and Welsh Labour Party has become the most important element of 
political integration.

Thus the United Kingdom’s territorial constitution consists of a rather complex, 
asymmetrical system of managed autonomy. This system has been held together 
by territorial politics characterized by a tension between the constitutional doctrine 
of absolute parliamentary sovereignty (the unitary principle) and the political 
practice of pragmatic conventions and ad-hoc negotiations (strategies of a union 
state). It is this two-fold pattern that I will refer to as the traditional mode of terri­
torial politics in Britain.

Yet this pattern has not been unchallenged. Since the 1970s it has been attacked 
from three different directions. The first and most obvious challenge is national­
ism. As the UK is made up of four different nations, any claim for national sove­
reignty runs counter to the unitary principle. The rise of nationalism in the 1970s 
has therefore provoked fears (and hopes) of a ’’Break-Up of Britain” (Naim 1977). 
And while separation would certainly mark the end of the traditional mode of ter­
ritorial politics, secession is not the only nationalist challenge. There is a strand in 
Scottish nationalism that interprets even Scotland’s integration into the British 
state as an exercise of Scottish sovereignty. In this view the Scottish nation traded 
separate statehood for the advantages of the Union as negotiated in 1707 (and 
permanently re-negotiated ever since). Yet, ultimate authority does not rest with 
the Westminster Parliament but with the Scottish people. It has preserved the sove­
reign right to determine its form of government, including the right to secede 
(Paterson 1994: 14). For the most part this concept of Scottish sovereignty has 
been in full accordance with the traditional practice of territorial politics in the 
UK. However, it does constitute a direct challenge to the unitary principle.

A second challenge did not come from the periphery but from the centre. This 
time it was not the unitary principle but the traditional practice which was under 
attack. In fact, in terms of territorial politics Thatcher’s credo of ’’the free econ-

2 According to McLean (1995) over-representation in Parliament was not part of this bargain, 
though MacCormick interprets Scotland’s original over-representation of 1707 as deriving from 
a “subsidiary principle of reasonable assurance for minority countries” (1998, 132).
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omy and the strong state” (Gamble 1988) constituted an attempt to transform con­
stitutional rhetoric into Realpolitik. Denying the very existence of society, 
Thatcher had no basis for traditional forms of territorial bargaining. Her attack on 
trade unions and intermediate bodies, such as the quasi-corporatist structures 
around the territorial ministries, were not only highly unpopular with individual 
British citizens - in Scotland (and Wales) they were perceived as an attack on na­
tional institutions and on national identity itself (Mitchell 1990: 131; McCrone 
1992: 172). In the name of absolute parliamentary sovereignty, Margaret Thatcher 
had broken the unwritten rules and conventions of territorial politics and thus the 
historic compromise of the British state with its component nations. Apart from 
strengthening nationalism and provoking a constitutional crisis in Scotland and 
Wales (see below), her centralist ideology also led to a counter-reaction at the 
centre, providing the third challenge.

Constitutional reform had long been on the agenda of the Liberal Party and the so- 
called ’’chattering classes”, but has never reached the centre of either of the two 
major parties. In the 1980s, ’’elective dictatorship” provided the prime example 
that there was something fundamentally wrong with Britain’s ’’ancien regime” 
(Gamble 1994). With the creation of Charter 88, a new focus was established. 
Particular demands for PR, a Bill of Rights, decentralization and devolution etc. 
coalesced into the demand for fondamental constitutional change in which the 
unitary state itself was to be abolished. A written constitution was to limit sove­
reignty and provide the basis for a pluralist society. In such a systematic approach, 
conventions and bipartite negotiations would be replaced by entrenched rights and 
codified institutional rules. In terms of territorial politics, this points to a federalist 
solution, where sub-central Parliaments do not depend on devolution from the 
centre but exist in their own right, entrenched by constitutional provisions. Thus, 
since the late 1980s, demands for codification and federalism can be seen as an­
other serious challenge to Britain’s territorial constitution.3

2. The D evelopm ent o f  Labour’s T erritorial Policy  since 1979

In the 1997 general election, the constitution was the most controversial issue 
between the two major parties. New Labour stood for radical modernisation. 
Devolution, democratization and decentralization of power were the key words. 
Given that the Labour Party had long been seen as constitutionally conservative, 
this begs at least two sets of questions. First, how did this change come about? Is 
Labour setting the agenda or just reacting to pressure? Are these policies the con­
sequence of systematic constitutional thinking, or an example of pragmatic con­
stitutional tinkering? Second, to what extent do Labour’s new territorial policies

3 For a recent advocacy of such an overall approach and a new constitutional settlement see Bar­
nett (1997).
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constitute a radical departure from British tradition? What are the most progres­
sive elements, where are the problems?

Let me begin with the first set of questions. Labour’s original conversion to the 
concept of devolution in the 1970s can be fully explained as a reaction to the 
electoral rise of the Scottish and Welsh nationalist parties. There was no genuine 
demand for devolution in the ranks of the Welsh or Scottish Labour Party, and in 
fact there was a great deal of hostility towards it. It was the centre’s fear of losing 
some of its heartlands to the nationalists and its hope to stay in government by 
conceding devolution which led to the 1979 referendum. As a consequence, La­
bour’s campaign was far from whole-hearted (with a substantial part of the Scot­
tish and Welsh party campaigning for a “no” vote).

After the referendum, the issue seemed settled for a while. It was only after the 
1987 election that the territorial question came back on the agenda. This time it 
was there to stay, because, as a Scottish academic, who was writing at that time, 
pointed out: “the territorial issue is coming to correspond with the major fault line 
in British politics” (Keating 1988: 192).

The Thatcherite challenge to conventional territorial politics in the UK had high­
lighted this fault line in the extreme. The representational deficit of the Conserva­
tive government in Scotland (where the government commanded less than a quar­
ter of the total vote) and Wales in combination with the Conservatives’ insistence 
on forcing radical, highly unpopular and centralizing policies on the population 
without even consulting respective national elites, created a serious constitutional 
crisis. Demands for radical constitutional reform and rising nationalist aspirations 
were calling the legitimacy of the British state into question. This changing con­
text also radically altered the strategic position of the Labour Party.

In Scotland, the new pressures and new opportunities were to be felt most clearly. 
And it was from there that Labour’s genuine conversion to devolution spread. 
With Margaret Thatcher’s attack on the welfare state, the Labour Party had 
emerged as Scotland’s prime choice to defend its economic and social interests. In 
the 1987 election, Labour won 42 per cent of the vote and 50 of Scotland’s 72 
seats. Yet without any executive power, the “feeble fifty” (as the Scottish Labour 
MPs were dubbed by nationalists) became extremely vulnerable to nationalist 
pressure. So, devolution remained a necessary strategy to cover the nationalist 
flank and can therefore still be seen as a result of external pressure from the SNP.

But this was not the only driving force in this direction. After all, for Labour, 
Scotland’s widely perceived democratic deficit was also a question of power. For 
decades the Labour establishment -  through local government, trade unions and 
their representation in tripartite bodies - had been central to the territorial man­
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agement of Scotland, regardless which party was in government.4 Thatcher’s at­
tack on all these intermediate bodies excluded Labour completely from the policy 
process in Scotland for the first time. Throughout the UK, the failure of the 
mechanism of two-party alternation and the (then real) prospect of a party system 
dominated by the Conservative Party added even more weight to the decentraliza­
tion argument. So by the end of the 1980s it was Scottish Labour which was 
pushing the party in devolutionist and almost nationalist directions.

A prime example of this development was Labour’s participation in the cross­
party Scottish Constitutional Convention. Initiated by a small pressure group pro­
moting the idea of self-government, the Convention assembled representatives 
from Labour, Liberal-Democrats and the Green Party but also from local govern­
ment, the churches, the trade unions and other civic bodies. Its aim was to produce 
a scheme for Scottish self-government and to find ways to implement it.

This first official participation of the Labour Party in such an extra-parliamentary 
home-rule body was mainly the work of its institutional arm (i.e. local government 
and the trade unions) and its grassroots activists. However, for a reluctant British 
and Scottish leadership, it offered a way to project itself as the champion of Scot­
tish demands while at the same time gaining some control over the self-govern­
ment movement.

Compared to earlier blueprints for Scottish devolution, the Convention scheme did 
not contain many new elements apart from commitments to a fairer electoral sys­
tem and some tax-raising powers, both only very vaguely defined. But it was the 
very process of cross-party co-operation and the collective acknowledgement of 
Scottish popular sovereignty which signified the progress the devolution debate 
had made (Mitchell 1997). With their signature under the so-called ‘Claim of 
Right’ stating “the sovereign right of the Scottish people to determine the form of 
government best suited to their needs” (Convention 1990), Labour MPs appeared 
as part of a new nationalist consensus in Scotland.5 Yet only few took notice of 
the radical implications of this statement. And in the different circumstances of the 
1990s it was soon to be forgotten.

When Tony Blair became party leader in 1994, devolution was seen as the unfin­
ished business of the late John Smith. Supported by opinion polls, election results 
and the Convention deliberations, Labour had started to treat devolution as the 
settled will of the Scottish people. In the Convention it had pledged itself to im­
plement legislation according to the Convention proposals immediately after tak­
ing government office.

4 For Tom Naim (1988: 31) Scottish Labourism even represents “a fourth ‘institution’ fit to rank 
with the historical three”.

5 Political scientists even spoke of a “separatist coalition” (Levy 1990: 110) or the “tartanisation” 
of the Labour Party (Geekie and Levy 1989).
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However, in the summer of 1996, the new party leader surprisingly announced 
Labour’s plan to hold a double-question referendum. Forced upon the Scottish 
party, and openly breaking its Convention pledge, this move could not be mistaken 
for an expression of a newly-found belief in the concept of popular sovereignty : it 
was a smart electoral ploy. While a vote on a Scottish Parliament was widely seen 
as unnecessary, the introduction of a second question on tax-varying powers 
would have been completely arbitrary (why not one on the electoral system, the 
number of MPs, etc.), if it had not been for the Conservative’s opening their elec­
tion campaign in Scotland with “tartan tax” allegations. Thus, New Labour’s ref­
erendum U-turn was a clear indication that electoral tactics had gained priority 
over principle. If there ever was a serious demand within the Scottish party for a 
break with the unitary principle, the New Labour leadership had certainly regained 
control over these nationalist tendency.

In Wales, the decision to hold a referendum was even more of a surprise to the 
Welsh party. After the rejection of the 1979 referendum by the Welsh voters and 
the serious split this caused within the Welsh Labour party, it had taken Labour 
until 1992 to adopt devolution again as official party policy (Wales Labour Party 
1992). In contrast to Scotland there was neither public consensus nor unequivocal 
demand from the party for any particular devolution scheme. In its much weaker 
form, devolution in Wales was seen more as the result of an organic evolution 
since the establishment of a Welsh Office than a matter of conflicting claims of 
sovereignty (Thomas 1996). Apart from the introduction of PR, no new policy 
initiative had found its way into Labour’s proposals. The leadership’s unwelcome 
decision to hold a referendum with the prospect of reopening old wounds, further 
enhanced the parallels with the 1970s. As one commentator put it: “It is a plain 
case of 1970s devolution without much effective 1990s evolution” (Deacon 1996: 
693).

Labour’s strong backing of regional reform in England, however, is a new devel­
opment. At first sight, this policy can be explained by the twin forces of a func­
tional need for regional government (a strengthening of administrative efficiency) 
and of regional demands for democratic accountability and for the acknowledge­
ment of regional identities (for example in the North-East). However, this is only 
part of the truth. In the context of Labour’s plans for Scottish and Welsh devolu­
tion, English regional reform seemed to provide Labour with the missing link in its 
general programme for territorial reform. The prospect of regional assemblies, it 
was hoped, would help to overcome English feelings of being disadvantaged in 
comparison with Scotland and Wales. At the same time it would offer the opportu­
nity to collect vastly different institutional arrangements under the common theme 
of decentralization and democratization, thus presenting them as a coherent pro­
ject.

Finally, Labour’s preoccupation with constitutional politics and the territorial di­
mension has to be put into the context of the declining social and ideological base
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of left-wing parties in general. In Britain, where Labour’s interventionist tag had 
been seen as one of the main reasons for their electoral misery, the Conservatives’ 
move towards centralism and constitutional dogmatism offered a perfect window 
of opportunity. Proposals for devolution and constitutional change did help to 
form new voter alignments in the periphery. They also “had the estimable advan­
tage of appearing radical but costing little” (The Economist 01/11/1997).6 This 
rather brief analysis should be enough to illustrate Labour’s pragmatic and piece­
meal approach to devolution. Different strands of the programme have been 
formed at different times under different circumstances and with regard to diffe­
rent external pressures. Devolution is not part of some grand constitutional design. 
It is the reaction of a party with a strong centralist tradition to the threats of na­
tionalism, to the pressure of radical reformers inside and outside the party, and 
especially to the need of broadening its electoral appeal through the image of ter­
ritorial modernisation.

So Labour’s devolution plans do not form part of a coherent constitutional model. 
But do they mark a radical departure from traditional territorial politics? Let us 
look at them in more detail. The Scottish Parliament and the Northern Ireland as­
sembly have been given filli legislative powers over a wide range of policy-areas, 
basically covering those which had so far fallen under the implementation compe­
tence of the respective territorial offices. In Scotland they include health, educa­
tion, the law, local government, transport, environment and others. The Welsh 
Assembly has not been granted primary legislative powers. Its major function will 
be to elect an executive to run the Welsh Office and its numerous Quangos, to 
oversee their work and to adjust UK laws to Wales by means of secondary legis­
lation. None of these bodies will be elected by the traditional first-past-the-post 
system. Instead the assembly in Northern Ireland will be elected by single trans­
ferable vote (STV), while the others will use an additional member system, intro­
ducing an element of proportional representation. All bodies will be funded by a 
block grant from Westminster, though the Scottish Parliament will be able to vary 
the basic rate of income tax up to 3p in the Pound.

The devolved nations will still be represented by MPs in Westminster, though the 
number of Scottish MPs will be reduced, eliminating Scotland’s over-representa­
tion relative to her share of the population.7 The role of the central government 
territorial ministers will change. After securing the passage and implementation of 
die legislation to establish the new bodies, their main task will be to liaise between

6 For an exploration of this argument see Peele (1996).
7 At the next boundary review the Scottish Boundary Commission will be obliged to use the same 

electoral quota as the English Commission. However, from then on, the two quotas will again be 
calculated separately, making it highly probable that Scotland will again be over-represented in 
due course. For a detailed explanation o f the legal provisions and their probable result see Cur­
tice (1998).
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the devolved and the central executive. In the long run, the territorial ministries 
may be abolished in favour of one minister for territorial affairs. As long as there 
is no other mechanism to resolve political conflict, questions of judicial dispute 
between the two executives will be referred to the Judicial Committee of the Privy 
Council.

The major benefit of the devolution scheme is that it provides an answer to the 
perceived “democratic deficit” in Scotland and Wales. In contrast to the situation 
between 1979 and 1997, the Scottish and Welsh executives will not be formed by 
a party continuously rejected at the ballot box. The establishment of devolved as­
semblies and the introduction of an element of proportional representation will 
make it highly likely that each future government will command a majority in its 
respective nation. With the move from administrative to executive and even legis­
lative devolution, traditional forms of limited self-government will be superseded 
by structures of democratic accountability. This is a big change and it will matter a 
lot. However, it does not constitute a break with either the unitary principle or 
with traditional territorial politics.

Violated by Thatcher’s assimilationist tendencies, and challenged by peripheral 
demands for popular sovereignty, the system of managed autonomy had run out of 
steam. It had to be institutionally upgraded. This upgrading took the form of a 
major institutional change, simply because the underlying crisis was so deep. De­
mands from the periphery were stronger than ever because of their popular sup­
port. In order to accommodate the peripheral nations, a new compromise had to be 
found, but, to use Urwin’s words again, “a compromise at minimum cost at the 
centre and within the prevailing constitutional structure” (Urwin 1982: 65).

Basically, the terms of Scottish and Welsh self-government are still dictated from 
Westminster. The new structure of the Union has not been negotiated between 
equal partners, but is founded on the incorporatist view and the prevalence of the 
unitary principle. Despite the existence of parliaments and assemblies, self-gov­
ernment (even in its parliamentary form) is not a right, but only a favour granted 
by the sovereign. As Blair’s ill-famed comparison of the Scottish Parliament to an 
English parish council illustrates, the government has simply devolved a greater 
share of “Low Politics” to a more democratic form of government in the periph­
ery.8 This is a gradual shift rather than a radical change in principle. There is nei­
ther an acceptance of peripheral claims to sovereignty nor a real federal division of 
authority.

8 For the distinction between “High Politics” and “Low Politics” see Bulpitt (1983: 3): “The for­
mer involved matters, which at any time, were regarded as primarily the responsibility of the 
Centre, the latter covered those residual matters which in normal circumstances could be left to 
governments and interests in the periphery”.
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There is no collective body of the devolved executives or any other form of me­
diation and aggregation of conflicting territorial interests other than the Westmin­
ster Parliament.9 In the absence of other institutional rules and entrenched rights, 
the successful accommodation of peripheral interests will still depend on the 
pragmatism and the bargaining skills of the government of the day. New Labour is 
confident that it will keep this asymmetric and highly fragile structure together. At 
the same time, Blair’s presidential style and his control over his party suggest that 
he is not willing to transfer more power from the centre than absolutely necessary.

Although rhetorically dressed as a fundamental alternative to Britain’s present ter­
ritorial constitution, Labour’s devolution programme is in fact an attempt to leave 
the crisis of the 1980s behind and return to the traditional mode of territorial poli­
tics. Whether this is at all possible remains to be seen.

3. U nintended C onsequences

Turning to the problem of unintended consequences, three aspects will be empha­
sized: first, the visibility of anomalies and conflict; second, the problem of rising 
expectations, and third, the possible formation of a distinct political class in Scot­
land.

As one academic commentator has pointed out, the problems of the new devolved 
structure are not the new anomalies which it will create, but their visibility (Mac- 
Cormick 1998). In the past, territorial politics were largely confined to the Cabi­
net, where the Scottish or Welsh secretary would represent territorial interests. So 
far, territorial conflicts have been hidden under the cloak of territorial manage­
ment. Now this negotiation process will be open to public scrutiny. For the first 
time, territorial interests of Scotland, Wales and even London will be discussed, 
aggregated and defined in a democratic process by elected representatives. While 
some of their decisions (on devolved matters) can be implemented, others will 
certainly touch on reserved matters. The question of Scotland’s share of public 
expenditure (the block grant) has already come under heavy attack from the 
would-be London mayors. The main problem, however, is that there is no forum 
for conciliation for this form of territorial conflict other than the Parliament in 
Westminster.

This path leads directly to another anomaly, which Winston Churchill once termed 
the “English problem”: While the powers of the Welsh assembly might be up­
graded over time, a layer of regional English parliaments with legislative powers is

9 The new British-lrish Council, the so-called Council of the Isles, is another example of La­
bour’s ad-hoc response to territorial demands. Without any legislative or executive powers (and 
with the inclusion of members from British and Irish central government) it is anything but a 
federal chamber.
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hardly conceivable. But as long as there is no separate English parliament, West­
minster will function both as Parliament for the UK and as the English Parliament. 
England is the big void in the devolution-scheme.

The fact that a Scottish MP can vote on purely English matters, while devolution 
will bar English MPs from the reciprocal privilege (the so-called West-Lothian 
Question) is surely not properly addressed by a reduction of the number of Scot­
tish MPs in Westminster. There still is the possibility that Scottish MPs could 
make the difference in a vote on English matters. However, this problem is not 
caused, but merely highlighted by the creation of a Scottish Parliament. Far from 
solving the bipolarity of Britain’s territorial constitution, devolution actually em­
phasizes the tension between the unitary principle and the politics of accommoda­
tion and compromise. This will make the arrangement highly vulnerable. Whether 
fuelled by English regionalism, or, more likely, by English nationalism, demands 
for a federal division of power are bound to get stronger.

My second point is a specification of the old ‘slippery slope’ argument. In Scot­
land, the establishment of a Parliament can easily lead to rising national expecta­
tions, both at a symbolic and at a material level, that cannot be fulfilled within the 
unitary framework. As Tom Naim argues, by addressing the representational crisis 
in Scotland, devolution might actually sharpen the crisis of sovereignty. On the 
basis of the nationalist stance apparent in the ‘Claim of Right’ -  a position that 
emerged in the 1980s and now is held by large parts of Scottish society, including 
sections of the Labour and even the Conservative Party -  the new Scottish Parlia­
ment will unavoidably be informed by “some sense of sovereignty regained” 
(Naim 1997: 12). The government’s decisions about the location of the Parliament 
and the terminology used for its office-bearers have already shown Labour’s at­
tempts to discourage such nationalist aspirations.10 Even before its inauguration, 
the Scottish Parliament is challenging Westminster’s sovereignty. Yet in future, 
the battle over the question as to where the ultimate authority rests might not be 
restricted to symbolic issues.

As a recent study indicates, the most substantial battleground might be the welfare 
state. Using data from the 1997 Scottish Electoral Study in a multivariate regres­
sion analysis, Paula Surridge et al came to the conclusion that the referendum re­
sult cannot be explained by concepts of economic rationality or national identity 
but requires a model of “welfare rationality”. “People supported a parliament” this 
study claims, “because they believed that it would improve the quality of public 
welfare in Scotland” (Surridge et al 1998: 46). Yet with fiscal, economic and so-

10 One of the reasons why Labour did not choose the long-designated Royal High School on Edin­
burgh’s Calton Hill as the home for Scotland’s Parliament has been seen in Labour’s fear that 
this site has become a “nationalist shibboleth” (Scotsman 24/02/1998). Similarly, the leader of 
the Scottish executive will not be known as Scotland’s Prime Minister, but as its First 
Minister, for fear of symbolic rivalry (.Scotsman 17712/1997).
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dal policy reserved to Westminster, the Scottish Parliament seems ill-equipped to 
meet these expectations.

These data provide further support for a hypothesis dating back to Scotland’s re­
jection of Thatcher’s neo-liberalism. Scotland’s integration into the British state, it 
was said, was very much an integration into a welfare state that just happened to 
be British. Take the welfare state away and there is not much left in terms of a 
common British project. From this perspective, the strong position of the SNP in 
the opinion polls for the election of the first Scottish parliament could be inter­
preted as a direct reaction to New Labour’s welfare-cuts. With many of Blair’s 
“tough choices” still to come, the future of a Scottish Parliament may well depend 
less on its own record than on decisions taken at Westminster.11

My final point will regard another central unitary pillar of Britain’s political sys­
tem: its political class.11 12 Up to now, Westminster has been the unrivalled centre of 
all professional politics in Great Britain. It is the place where political careers are 
pursued. While Scottish (or Welsh) politicians may represent specific policy inter­
ests, their interest as professional politicians (their ‘class’ interest) does not differ 
from their English counterparts. In territorial terms the British political class has 
been fairly homogenous.

With the establishment of a Scottish Parliament this might change. The new legis­
lature offers new professional positions and therefore new career options. The in­
stitutional structure, however, in which these career interests will be pursued will 
be completely different from the Westminster model. We are looking at a four- 
party system, an electoral system with strong elements of proportional representa­
tion and (most probably) a coalition government -  to name only the most impor­
tant features. Thus, Scottish politicians will be socialized in an institutional con­
text reflecting the consensual rather than the majoritarian model of democracy.13 
The formation of a distinct Scottish political class would certainly question the 
core of Britain’s political system. Tensions between political classes representing 
different modes of decision-making could strengthen the demand for codification 
and federalism or lead to a further institutional divergence of Scotland (and even­
tually even to independence).

And we might be already witnessing the first steps in this direction. The Scottish 
Tories’ attempts to strengthen their organisational and policy autonomy of the 
Scottish Tories against the party centre have been accompanied by demands for 
filli tax-raising powers for die Scottish Parliament and even for a federalist con­
stitution (New Statesman 20/02/1998; Scotland on Sunday 03/05/1998). At the 
same time, the Labour leadership’s tight grip on the process of candidate selection

11 For this line of argument see Mitchell and Bennie (1996) and Mitchell (1996).
12 For the concept of political class see Borchert/Golsch (1995), Beyme (1996).
13 For these two models see Lijphart (1984).
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in Scotland can be seen as an attempt to safeguard the party against similar de­
mands from within its own Scottish ranks.

Even the Westminster Parliament itself might be affected by the emergence of in­
ternal territorial divisions, too. Even if Scottish MPs keep their full voting rights, 
they will be unencumbered by Scottish domestic matters and will hardly develop a 
keen interest in those of England. So while English MPs are confronted with con­
stituency work and “Low Politics” decisions, Scottish MPs will be free to concen­
trate their efforts on the “High Politics” of social, economic or foreign policy. 
Such a specialization would certainly strengthen their influence in these areas.14 
However, any further increase of the number of Scottish MPs in leading govern­
ment positions, where they are already over-represented, would certainly cause 
serious problems with their English counterparts. From this perspective, the West 
Lothian Question changes from a mere problem of constitutional theory to one of 
interest conflict between members of what had been a coherent political class.

4. C onclusion

In response to the original question, I would argue that the return of Labour does 
not in itself constitute a turning point in British territorial politics. This govern­
ment is determined to make devolution work in order to preserve the constitutional 
basis of the British state. And it is exactly this flexible constitution which provides 
a British government, more than any other democratic government in the world, 
with the means to implement its firm intentions. English pragmatism, Scottish 
(small c) conservatism and the centralism of the British Labour party provide fur­
ther support for a successful territorial reform within the traditional parameters.

However, as I have shown, there is considerable scope for unintended conse­
quences. While certainly intended as a means to preserve Britain’s territorial con­
stitution, devolution might actually be paving the way for a more fundamental 
break. Thus at some point in the future, it might retrospectively be identified as the 
crucial turning point in British territorial politics.

14 For this scenario see also Robbins (1998).
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