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    Introduction

    Le 18 septembre 2014, les Écossais se prononcent sur la question de l’indépendance de leur nation, unie à l’Angleterre depuis 1707. Même si le Non l’emporte à plus de 55 %, Londres ne peut que tenir compte des aspirations autonomistes des 45 % d’électeurs en faveur de l’indépendance, ce que souligne le Premier ministre britannique David Cameron, sur le perron du 10, Downing Street, dès le lendemain du scrutin : « Il est maintenant temps pour notre Royaume-Uni de se rassembler et d’avancer. Une part primordiale de ce processus impliquera un accord équilibré – juste pour les habitants d’Écosse et de façon importante pour chacun également en Angleterre, au pays de Galles et en Irlande du Nord. » Un débat doit donc s’ouvrir au Royaume-Uni sur la distribution du pouvoir entre le centre et la périphérie, débat qui va ainsi concerner non seulement la frange celtique mais aussi l’Angleterre.

    La ferveur nationaliste suscitée par la consultation écossaise et les demandes indépendantistes dépassent néanmoins les frontières du Royaume-Uni. Le Washington Post lui-même, grand quotidien américain, titre sur la montée des séparatismes, en listant huit régions à surveiller. En plein scrutin, le Président français, François Hollande, ainsi que le Premier ministre espagnol, Mariano Rajoy, et Barack Obama appellent les Écossais à voter Non dans des déclarations qui sont autant d’aveux de crainte face à la montée des séparatismes en Europe. Leurs craintes semblent justifiées puisque le Président catalan signe le 27 septembre 2014, de façon unilatérale, le décret officialisant la tenue, le 9 novembre prochain, d’un référendum sur l’indépendance de la Catalogne. Cette décision est suspendue deux jours plus tard par la Cour Constitutionnelle d’Espagne, le temps d’examiner si cette consultation respecte la Constitution espagnole. La Catalogne n’est pas la seule région autonome espagnole animée par un fort sentiment nationaliste et séparatiste. Les mouvements nationalistes radicaux du Pays Basque et de la Navarre font du droit à l’autodétermination un objectif prioritaire à court ou à long terme. En France, les nationalistes corses, qui dirigent à présent la région, souhaitent s’inspirer du référendum écossais qu’ils ont suivi de près : les nationalistes modérés de Femu à Corsica ont fait le voyage à Édimbourg, emmenés par François Alfonsi, président de l’ALE (Alliance libre européenne), organisation qui regroupe, au sein de l’Union européenne, des partis régionalistes et minoritaires comme le SNP (Scottish National Party).

    Cet ouvrage propose donc d’étudier les nationalismes et les mouvements séparatistes au XXIe siècle, qu’ils soient culturels, économiques ou politiques, en s’interrogeant sur les revendications d’autodétermination. Il convient en effet de se pencher sur les répercussions du référendum écossais, non seulement à l’échelle européenne, mais aussi dans le reste du monde, en s’intéressant plus particulièrement au nationalisme au Royaume-Uni, puis en Espagne.

    Pour commencer, Kenneth Morgan, membre de la Chambre des Lords britannique et de la Commission sur la constitution, dresse un tableau historique des sentiments unionistes et nationalistes en Grande-Bretagne entre 1914, début de la Grande Guerre qui entraîne le resserrement des liens entre les nations britanniques, et 2014, date du référendum écossais. Il montre à quelles périodes et dans quelles circonstances le sentiment nationaliste s’est développé non seulement en Écosse, mais aussi au pays de Galles. Élizabeth Gibson s’intéresse ensuite aux répercussions de la consultation référendaire, et surtout de la dévolution élargie telle que promise par David Cameron, sur le schéma constitutionnel britannique. Le Royaume-Uni, qui ne possède pas de constitution écrite sur le modèle français ou américain, va devoir revoir et certainement réformer son modèle institutionnel, inadapté à l’évolution progressive du cadre de la dévolution.

    Gilles Leydier et Élise Cordonnier se penchent plus précisément sur le cas écossais. Dans son article intitulé « Nationalisme, autonomie et indépendance en Écosse aujourd’hui », Gilles Leydier montre comment le référendum sur l’indépendance de septembre 2014 a illustré de façon spectaculaire la force du nationalisme identitaire ainsi que les enjeux du débat autour de l’autonomie politique. Il analyse les ressorts de la domination actuelle du Scottish National Party sur la scène écossaise, les différentes solutions envisagées au sein du cadre institutionnel britannique, ainsi que les perspectives liées aux projets de réforme de l’Union et au débat sur l’intégration européenne. Élise Cordonnier, quant à elle, cherche à dresser le bilan du référendum écossais pour le SNP. Malgré la victoire du Non, le parti nationaliste semble ressortir vainqueur de la consultation compte tenu de la hausse importante du nombre de ses membres. Elle montre cependant comment la campagne a été entachée d’actions radicales et parfois extrémistes de la part de certains partisans du Oui.

    Il convient alors d’élargir le cadre de la réflexion en dépassant les frontières du Royaume-Uni et le domaine historique. Jeanne-Marie Carton-Charon, dans « The Senator and the People : new paradigms in Colum Mc Cann’s TransAtlantic », s’intéresse à l’un des personnages du roman de Colum Mc Cann, le Sénateur George Mitchell, qui contribua à la signature d’un accord de paix en Irlande du Nord en 1998, l’Accord du Vendredi Saint. Par l’étude d’un chapitre de 50 pages consacré à cette période, elle montre comment le romancier rend hommage au sénateur tout en rappelant par divers moyens que c’est un homme ordinaire, parmi d’autres. Grégory Albisson se penche quant à lui, dans « Le jumeau de la Nouvelle-Zélande », ou la question des liens entre l’Écosse et la Nouvelle-Zélande à l’heure du référendum », expose les effets du référendum de septembre 2014 en Nouvelle-Zélande. Il étudie la question du nationalisme écossais du point de vue néo-zélandais, une des terres d’accueil de la diaspora écossaise, ainsi que le traitement médiatique qu’a reçu l’événement et l’impact qu’il a pu avoir dans le Pacifique sud – malgré la grande distance qui sépare ces deux nations.

    L’Espagne représente également un berceau de mouvements nationalistes forts. Cette étude porte donc aussi sur les mouvements nationalistes et séparatistes en Espagne. Alberto Lopez Basaguren porte un regard croisé sur les référendums québécois, écossais et la consulta catalana. Tandis que le gouvernement britannique a collaboré à l’organisation d’un référendum légal, en concertation avec les forces séparatistes écossaises, le gouvernement de Madrid a toujours refusé le dialogue sur cette éventualité, en évoquant la légalité de la Constitution espagnole de 1978 qui affirme l’unité indissoluble de la nation espagnole et par conséquent l’illégalité de la démarche souverainiste catalane. Dans le cadre des aspirations sécessionnistes catalanes, Orlando Manzano aborde les motivations économiques du mouvement souverainiste catalan. En effet, la crise de 2008, le chômage et la récession économique en général ont contribué à développer la conscience d’une Catalogne riche qui serait en train de sauver du naufrage les autres Communautés Autonomes, et cela grâce aux impôts que les Catalans payent au gouvernement central. Dès lors, le besoin de gérer leurs propres finances et leurs propres impôts est devenu la pomme de discorde entre Barcelone et Madrid. Quant à Michel Martinez, il retrace le développement du nationalisme aragonais, confronté aux alliances avec les partis nationaux au gré des élections régionales. Lors des élections locales de mai 2015, la Chunta Aragonesista (CHA), mouvement nationaliste de gauche, s’est vue concurrencée par la force émergente de Podemos. Toutefois, elle a réussi à jouer en rôle dans le gouvernement régional grâce à l’alliance conclue avec le parti majoritaire aux élections, le PSOE. Comme Michel Martinez le souligne, c’est la première fois que la Chunta arrive à jouer un rôle de premier plan dans le gouvernement aragonais. Cette montée du nationalisme aragonais s’accompagne-t-il de revendications de nationalité historique et d’indépendance ?

    Hughes Didier, pour sa part, évoque les avatars des Occitans en regard des Catalans d’Espagne. La différence de politique linguistique menée en France et en Espagne se trouve à la racine du destin de l’occitan et du catalan de part et d’autre des Pyrénées. Alors que les langues et les cultures de l’ensemble occitan-catalan atteignent aujourd’hui la phase finale de leur agonie en territoire français, la Catalogne résiste assez victorieusement à la poussée du castillan, pourtant langue mondiale.

    Jaime Cosgaya García, dans « Antonio Fontan’s autonomy roadmap (1979-1980) » s’intéresse aux deux années pendant lesquelles Antonio Fontan a été Ministre de l’administration territoriale. Partisan d’un ralentissement du processus d’autonomie, celui-ci a tenté de restaurer le Statut basque adopté en 1936 lors des négociations pour le statut autonome de la Catalogne. Jaime Cosgaya García montre comment le projet de Fontan n’a pas été soutenu, ce qui conduisit à sa chute.

    Cet ouvrage étudie enfin le nationalisme dans le reste du monde, notamment en Europe de l’Est, marquée par la chute de l’URSS et toujours affectée par la domination russe. Dans « Nationalism and identities in the Baltic Republics : the case of Latvia », article très bien documenté, María Elósegui Ichaso se penche sur le cas de la Lettonie. Elle s’intéresse plus particulièrement à la nationalité lettone et à ses conditions d’acquisition depuis l’accession de l’ancien satellite russe à l’indépendance. Une partie de la population en effet est classée « non citoyens », donc exclue de la vie politique du pays. Des réformes ont été introduites afin d’apporter des solutions à une telle aberration juridique, mais comme le souligne María Elósegui Ichaso, elles reposent toujours sur une vision problématique de la nationalité. Yana Payoli, quant à elle, étudie dans son article « Le référendum sur l’autodétermination en Crimée (2014) à travers les guides de voyage » la position de la Crimée, fréquemment au cœur de l’actualité. Elle réfléchit sur les représentations du référendum sur l’autodétermination organisé en 2014 en Crimée dans les guides touristiques russophones et francophones récents (2014-2015). À l’aide de la méthode combinée (approches comparative, discursive et générique), Yana Payoli analyse les éléments des discours politique et médiatique qui imprègnent les guides touristiques et le rôle qu’ils jouent, et montre que le guide de voyage devient un espace où interagissent l’opinion publique et le discours officiel. Pour finir, Roy Carpenter porte son étude sur la Pologne. Dans « The Spectrum of identity : the example of Poland », il s’intéresse tout d’abord à la notion d’identité, puis prend l’exemple de la Pologne, dont l’identité politique semble proche de celle du Royaume-Uni. Pourtant, la définition de l’identité polonaise s’avère beaucoup plus complexe, du fait de tensions possibles entre la dimension ethnique et légale/politique.

    Pour conclure, les communications publiées dans cet ouvrage posent les questions de l’identité nationale et des fondements culturels, linguistiques, historiques ou économiques du nationalisme au XXIe siècle. Quel avenir pour le Royaume-Uni et l’Espagne ?

    
      Lyon, le 2 février 2016.
Stéphanie Bory & Paloma Otaola
    

     

    Le nationalisme au Royaume-Uni

    “Le changement c’est maintenant”: Unionism and Nationalism in Modern Britain

    
      Kenneth MORGAN
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    Abstract:

    This article studies unionism and the emergence of nationalism in Britain since 1914, the First World War, seen as a unifying factor. The author considers the effects of the interwar economic depression on the unity of Britain, before concentrating on the Labour policy after the Second World War. A first referendum on devolution was unsuccessfully organised in Wales and Scotland in 1979, followed by the Conservative victory and Margaret Thatcher’s coming to power. The Thatcher years, characterised by centralisation, still fuelled nationalist feelings both in Scotland and Wales, which led to the second referendum on devolution, held in 1997, after which an asymetrical form of devolution was set up.
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    For historians, two events of particular interest stood out in 2014. One was the beginning of the commemoration of the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War. The second was the referendum on Scottish independence in September 2014. But the two pointed in opposite directions. The two world wars emphasise the strength of unionist sentiment in Britain today. The solemnity of Remembrance Sunday implies the idea of common sacrifice by all the nations of the union. By contrast, the Scottish referendum illustrated, perhaps in exaggerated form, the notion of the disunity of the United Kingdom. It underlines the transition from the confident, imperialist, centralized state led by a coalition in 1915 to the disenchanted, multicultural, divided country led by another Coalition in the early twentieth century.

    For most of the twentieth century, Scotland and Wales felt themselves to be essentially a part of the Union. The British were strongly Unionist in sentiment. It was an era marked by civic and symbolic Britishness, the Crown in parliament viewed against the background of Empire. It was perhaps most powerfully illustrated by the emotions kindled by the state funeral of Winston Churchill in 1965, buried without ostentation in a small Oxfordshire churchyard as a simple free-born English citizen. No grand ceremonial in the Pantheon for him.

    Two factors in particular served to foster this unionist sentiment. First there was the powerful impact of two world wars. The Armistice in 1918 spoke of a common patriotism in which the Scots and the Welsh fully shared. The Scottish and Ulster regiments testified to wartime glory at the Somme and elsewhere, while the Welsh could point to the battle of Mametz Wood while the wartime prime minister was one of their own. This feeling was stronger still in relation to the Second World War, Britain’s lieu de memoire, a unifying legend unlike the impact of that war on the French, torn apart by rival memories of Vichy and a left-wing and Gaullist resistance. For decades to come there was to be celebration of the images of Dunkirk and the Battle of Britain, Britain’s “finest hour” when “we fought alone”. There grew up a cult of Churchill, hailed in some opinion polls as the greatest Briton of all time. Films and television for instance at Christmas time, replayed the old much – loved anti-German themes of wartime, sinking the Bismarck, escaping from Colditz, usually just after the Queen’s annual Christmas message of peace and goodwill. It was seen as a very British war, indeed a very English one, with the famous radio chanteuse, Vera Lynn (later made a Dame) recalling bluebirds over the white cliffs of Dover and nightingales singing in Berkeley Square, both of them in south-east England. This wartime memory continued long into the years after 1945 when a People’s War was believed to be followed by a People’s Peace. The Second World War was seen as a vindication of the British way of life, the constitution and the union-state. The literature of the Army Bureau of Current Affairs, attended by many thousands of servicemen on active duty and allegedly driving them to the left politically, told the troops what they were fighting for – Magna Carta, the Levellers, the Chartists, the rule of law and the movements for reform. The prestige of parliament and of the royal family (who had carried on bravely in London after Buckingham Palace had been damaged by Luftwaffe bombing) was never higher. In a famous Eurosceptic speech in the later 1980s, Margaret Thatcher spoke of Big Ben chiming out for liberty in 19401.

    The other background element reinforcing the sense of the Union was the social and economic impact of the inter-war depression. After 1918, mass unemployment and industrial stagnation afflicted the United Kingdom nationwide. This nurtured the idea of British-wide economic planning to promote recovery. A national crisis of capitalism required a national remedy. On behalf of the working class, the Labour Party and the trade unions placed the emphasis on social class not national identity, a feeling especially strong in Scotland and Wales where the impact of social deprivation was especially severe. This continued into the war years, The Second World War left a legacy after 1945 of national planning policies, paternally administered from the centre. The socialist author Douglas Jay confidently assured the public in his book The Socialist Case that “the gentleman from Whitehall knows best”2.

    The Labour government after 1945 applied British-wide remedies, although the Scottish Office was given some wider additional powers to nullify what was believed to a possible Scottish nationalist challenge. But there was no devolution to Scotland and Wales in the nationalized industries. Keynesian economic policies ignored the idea of national or ethnic identity, as did Anthony Crosland’s Future of Socialism (1956) which viewed all citizens in a wholly uniform way. The welfare state was strongly centralist and integrating. Social citizenship was central in its emphasis as in Aneurin Bevan’s National Health Service which created a system run from Whitehall centrally rather than at the local government or municipal level. Aneurin Bevan’s approach was strongly unionist, a unionism common to the Tories and Labour. Nationalist parties, the SNP in Scotland (which briefly elected an MP at a by-election at Motherwell in 1945), Plaid Cymru in Wales (whose first president was neo-fascist) lay on the margins or even beyond.

    A major social and cultural transformation occurred in the 1960s, an era when in the view of many commentators British post-war optimism was replaced by a sense of long-term national decline. It was in that decade that Britain twice attempted to enter the European Common Market, a body previously rejected by a country which looked confidently at its strength flowing from the Commonwealth, the Sterling Area and the supposed “special relationship” with the United States. In that period of cultural upheaval, the British psyche underwent profound changes. Central concepts and traditional institutions lost some of their appeal – the Empire, the monarchy, “the establishment” with its implicit male dominance, the party system, in time bodies like the National Health Service and the BBC, and certainly the idea of a Union binding the nations of the country together. One of the key forms that this new outlook took was in the re-emergence of nationalism in Scotland and Wales. It appealed particularly to the young, especially in its anti-militarism: witness the rise of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and associated environmental protests notably amongst women as in the Greenham Common protests against Trident missiles. The new culture was broadly anti-imperialist, seeing the end of Empire, but also less isolationist and more sympathetic to Europe. The nationalist parties of Scotland and Wales were one major response. It was those nations’ version of youth culture and the permissive society. Dramatic by-election victories for the SNP in Motherwell and Plaid Cymru in Carmarthen in 1966-67 were tangible evidence of it.

    From now on the public agenda was transformed so far as the constitution was concerned. In addition to the background of communal violence in Northern Ireland, governmental debate on reforming local government within the Harold Wilson administration gave way to the wider question of how to deal with the Celtic nations. The Crowther-Kilbrandon commission was set up almost in panicky mood, with very broad terms of reference. It reported in 1973 in dramatic fashion. It called for a law-making Scottish parliament and also an elected Welsh assembly with more limited executive powers. The Labour government in 1976 was forced to give it priority because it was a minority government, at the mercy of Nationalist votes in the Commons. Ironically the minister in charge of taking both Scottish and Welsh devolution through the Commons was Michael Foot, the disciple and biographer of that dogmatic Welsh centralist, Aneurin Bevan. Labour, centralist throughout the years since 1918, now seemed to go back to its earliest roots when Keir Hardie and the ILP endorsed both Scottish and Welsh home rule and called for the harmony of the Red Dragon and the Red Flag in Wales.

    Devolution had to struggle in parliament in 1976-78. It was a weakness that it was being debated before a confirming general election, not after one as in 1997. Amendments weakened it from the start. It was really doomed by one amendment put through by George Cunningham, a Scottish Labour member who sat for a London seat, which laid down that the referendums on devolution should have an approving vote of 40 % of the electorate for it to pass. In Scotland, Unionist sentiment was still robust, and the Scottish Office was clearly hostile. There was damaging emphasis on the specific powers to be devolved to the Scottish parliament; in 1997 reserved powers passed to the Edinburgh assembly. In Wales, there was very little enthusiasm anywhere for Cardiff, as opposed to Westminster, rule, while English MPs were largely indifferent or, in the case of Labour MPs in the north-east actually hostile. In the referendums on 1 March 1979 devolution failed badly. In Scotland it failed to get enough backing from the voters; in Wales it was lost by four to one. Labour lost the general election in May 1979 to the Conservatives led by Mrs. Thatcher, a vehemently Unionist English MP, and the public priorities changed henceforth. In the 1980s little seemed to be heard of devolution or Celtic nationalism. There was a general belief that the issue had gone away.

    Yet in fact, to a degree often ignored, devolution soon bounced back, even under the centralist and authoritarian regime of the passionately Unionist Thatcher and her strongly English regime. In part, this was because what was seen as the political extremism of Thatcherism was destined strongly to alienate voters in Scotland and Wales where the Conservative party was supported by a minority, and the Thatcherite variant of it was especially hated. They saw a government for which they had not voted lay waste their basic industries, close all their coal mines along with steel works like Ravenscraig and Brymbo, and shipyards on the Clyde, unemployment rising sharply and the welfare state undermined. The last straw was the introduction of the hated poll tax in Scotland which led to widespread violent and vocal protests. Civil society in Scotland among the professions swung strongly to favour devolution. The Scottish Constitutional Convention that assembled in 1990 – with no Conservatives present – was a major breakthrough and produced a general consensus on devolution. Donald Dewar, Labour’s leader in Scotland ensured that his party took a leading part and that a much stronger, more credible form of devolution would be proposed by his party at the next election.

    In Wales, the response was different. There was no Constitutional Convention proposed there. But the Thatcher government, almost by inadvertence, provided Welsh national feeling with some encouragement. Peter Walker, a liberal Conservative of Keynesian views at the Welsh Office was given his head by Mrs. Thatcher. A growing sense of Welsh national identity was encouraged in quangos and other public bodies. A stronger sense of territoriality emerged. There was even a Welsh-language television channel set up after the president of Plaid Cymru, Gwynfor Evans MP, threatened Gandhi-like too fast unto death. Welsh-language schools, primary and secondary, grew rapidly with much success. There were also a new vitality in the arts encouraged including in such novel art forms (for Wales) as the cinema, where a Welsh-language film Hedd Wyn, based on the life and death of a young Welsh poet, a shepherd boy, killed at Passchendaele in 1917, made an impact at the Cannes film festival in the 1990s. There was also for the first time a lively Welsh-language pop scene. The pop group Catatonia caused a stir with their lyric “Every morning I wake up and thank the Lord I’m Welsh”. It was a remarkable shift in mood from the 1960s when the pop singer Dafydd Iwan had sung mournfully “Da ni yma o hyd” (We’re still here). The music of defiant hope had supplanted that of mere survival.

     

    Another aspect that encouraged devolutionary sentiment in Scotland and Wales was the growing enthusiasm for Europe and the idea of the EU in both nations. The success at the time of another Celtic people, the Irish, the Celtic Tiger so-called, within the EU and its evident prosperity at the time, had much impact across the Irish Sea. Devolution and the idea of Europe evolved together side by side over the next twenty years. I saw this myself when serving as Vice-Chancellor of Wales’s national university down to 1995, not least when I went to Brussels to promote it. There were international symposia on the idea of a Europe of regions and nations, including so-called “unhistoric” nations like the Welsh. The reference to this in the Maastricht treaty in 1992 gave this idea much encouragement. The debate over Scottish independence at the time of the referendum in 2014 was much influenced in both Scotland and Wales by the importance of membership of the European Union. There could be a serious political crisis in the future and peril for both Unions, if pro-Europeans in Scotland and Wales were overborne in a referendum by Eurosceptics in England, though some progress for UKIP in Wales after 2010 (where they gained an MEP) was a complicating feature.

    After the referendums on devolution in 1997, Scotland and Wales followed somewhat different trajectories. The form of devolution proposed for Scotland and Wales, and shortly after for Northern Ireland, was highly asymmetrical, reflecting the varied histories and traditions of the various nations. The results of the referendums in September 1997 were highly revealing. The Scots carried devolution by a large two-thirds majority; taxation powers for the new Parliament were endorsed by a similar margin. In Wales, by contrast, where the Labour Party was still somewhat divided on the issue, devolution won through by just 0.3 % of the vote on a lowish poll. The Scottish Parliament had from the start full law-making powers. It also enjoyed reserved powers vis-à-vis Westminster, very much the achievement of Labour’s Donald Dewar, and its new Labour-Liberal government under Dewar began at once to exercise them significantly, with markedly different (and more progressive) policies emerging in such areas of policy as health and university tuition fees. The Welsh assembly had no reserved powers and only limited executive powers. But in time Wales began to catch up. Encouraged by the success of the Scottish government, the 2006 Government of Wales Act gave Wales primary legislative powers too, admittedly in a tediously convoluted form. The Calman Commission for Scotland which proposed fiscal devolution, later largely implemented in the Coalition government’s Scotland Act, was followed soon after by very similar proposals by the Silk Commission for Wales3. The 2012 Scotland Act gave the Scottish government substantial fiscal powers, including a Scottish income tax, and was followed by somewhat similar measures in the Wales Act of 2014. The Welsh government was accorded significant new borrowing powers to develop the infrastructure. In addition, after pressure in the House of Lords from Welsh peers, the government agreed eventually that reserved powers should be granted to the Welsh Assembly in Cardiff, as with its counterpart in Edinburgh.

    But if the constitutional changes followed a similar pattern in the two nations, there were still immense political differences which spoke of the contrasting cultures and histories of the two. From the 2007 Scottish elections, there was a Scottish National Party-controlled parliament in Edinburgh. In 2010 the SNP swept to power to form a single-party government under Alex Salmond and later Nicola Sturgeon, something which the voting system had been carefully designed to prevent from happening. Triumph in Edinburgh was matched by similar success in Westminster. In the 2015 general election the Labour Party, tired and uninspiring, collapsed and the SNP won 56 Scottish seats out of 59, with just one each for Labour, the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats. The nationalist cause had been defeated in the independence referendum the previous September, but only by 10 % (55 % to 45 %), and it seemed inevitable that there would be another referendum soon with every likelihood of success this time as support for the SNP in the opinion polls soared to over 60 %. In 2015 Nicola Sturgeon, the new SNP leader and First Minister, threatened a form of blackmail, calling for another independence referendum if the government’s forthcoming Scotland Bill was deemed inadequate – something quite contrary to what she had said during the referendum campaign. The post-election Smith Commission suggested that Scotland be granted, in effect, total autonomy in terms of raising income and public spending. In Wales, there was a total contrast. In the 2015 general election there, Plaid Cymru won only three seats out of 40, all of them in Welsh-speaking rural areas with declining population, and clung on to a mere 12 % of the vote. The self-styled “party of Wales” ended up a poor fourth, behind Labour, the Tories and even UKIP in terms of votes cast.

    Two scenarios were spelt out after the 2015 general election. The first, enunciated by Labour’s shadow spokesman on Welsh affairs, Owen Smith was that “Wales is not Scotland”4. There was no demand there for independence or even “devo-max”, and much reluctance to ask for independent financial and taxing powers for fear that the Welsh budget would shrink thereby. If Wales did have full control of income tax, it was pointed out that two-thirds of the population lived very close to the English border where a different tax regime would necessarily remain. The Welsh were also, deeply and rightly, hostile to the Barnett formula, an ancient scheme dating from 1978 for redistributing revenue between the different nations, which hugely benefited Scotland and massively disadvantaged Wales. The second scenario was, echoing the old entry in the nineteenth-century Encyclopaedia Britannica, “For Wales, see Scotland”. This could generate pressure for more devolution whatever the post-election outcome in Scotland, and see Welsh governance emerge very much along the same lines as those north of the border. A key imponderable here would be the outcome for England where some element of English nationalism had emerged in the wake of unduly favourable treatment for Scotland to bribe or persuade its disenchanted electors to remain within the United Kingdom. There was now a proposal of “English votes for English laws” (EVEL) to redress the anomaly whereby the Scots could vote on English legislation whereas this was not possible the other way around (the famous “West Lothian question”). For a time, in the autumn of 2015 this lay in abeyance as critics claimed it would create two different classes of MPs, in itself against the spirit and perhaps the letter of the constitution. Lord Butler, former head of the Civil Service, himself argued this case strongly in a Lords debate… There was much talk, even by the Conservative government, of devolution in England, based on historic urban or metropolitan areas mainly in the industrial north. Conservative claims to be creating a “northern powerhouse” harmonising and integrating the economic strength of cities there gave further credence to these promises.

    Without doubt, great change was coming, and for the British constitution, even under a more cautious Conservative government. Something odd was happening when David Cameron, the Prime Minister, declared in Cardiff that “this is a government that believes in Welsh devolution”, while his “vows” during the Scottish independence campaign pledged something very close to devo-max for Scotland, whatever the result of the referendum. Mrs. Thatcher, the champion of unionism, need never have been. The Queen’s Speech in May 2015 spoke boldly of extensive constitutional change, even in Tory-led England. Labour, in a state of confusion after its heavy defeat at the polls, also spoke of localism and devolution, and seemed to be turning back to its devolutionist roots in the days of Keir Hardie and George Lansbury, though whether its new leftist leader, Jeremy Corbyn, shares this enthusiasm was unclear, like much else of his political ideology. Perhaps what may emerge now is a new kind of Unionism, a formal recognition of what may be happening informally, a more coherent structure for what has been incoherent following the piecemeal reforms of the Blair government, a more democratic system instead of what has been secretive and class-ridden. Leading authorities such as the Bingham Centre through Professor Jeffrey Jowell asked for a written constitution to underline the growing pluralism of a less United Kingdom, of which a Charter of the Union would be a central element. It strongly criticised the “devo-max” proposals of the Scottish Nationalists as unworkable and inevitably leading to the break-up of the United Kindgom5. The House of Commons Constitutional Committee under Graham Allen MP made similar proposals in a volume A New Magna Carta? drafted mainly by London University academics. At least such a scheme would given shape and centrality to the Union whereas government policy, by Labour, Coalition and Conservative administrations between 1997 and 2007 had been one of piecemeal withdrawal and surrender in the face of nationalist pressure, mainly from Scotland. Such a restructured, pluralistic model might also be more compatible with the constitutional structures of our partners in Europe – and perhaps help to ensure that Britain decided to remain within the European Union after the “In/Out” referendum threatened by David Cameron for 2017. An updated, codified version of the relationship between the four British nations could thus be more enduring and also more internationalist in spirit. What seems certain is that, after the erratic course of nationalism in Scotland and Wales over many centuries, the traditional United Kingdom, sanctified over the centuries with its muddle-through constitution, is on the cusp of major change. In the year of its eight hundredth anniversary, Magna Carta itself may have to be reassessed. All the textbooks over the years, from Bagehot and Dicey onwards, will have to be re-written. In the most unlikely of spheres in Britain, we are on the cusp of major change, and it is happening right now. As French politicians used to say not so many years ago, Le changement, c’est maintenant.
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    Abstract:

    The 2014 referendum on the independence of Scotland did not settle the question of the status of the Scottish nation, but unexpectedly enhanced the popularity and determination of the Scottish National Party (SNP). It could also provide a new momentum for UK-wide constitutional reform. There could be a national Constitutional Convention like the one that paved the way to the setting-up of the Scottish Parliament gathering energies and ideas from all four nations. The 2014 Scottish Constitutional Bill which was to be the blueprint for a new Scottish independent state provided Scotland with a fully-written constitution. British constitutional experts could build on it and examine various options including a confederal, or even, a federal United Kingdom.
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    On 18 September 2014 the British Constitution was seriously challenged when one of the four nations forming the United Kingdom – Scotland – held a referendum on its potential independence from the Union. It could have transformed the country’s constitutional arrangements and the whole Union in an irrevocable way by putting an end to the political and parliamentary union between Scotland and the rest of the country established in 1707 via an official Act of Union. A clear majority of Scottish people (55 %) asked whether “Scotland should be an independent country” rejected independence for Scotland whereas 45 % expressed their attachment to an independent Scotland – especially young people aged sixteen and over who were allowed to vote for the first time, fully aware that their vote could make a difference. The...
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