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Henry McLeish, as a former UK Government minister and former Scottish First Minister, is 

well placed to provide a broad overview of the direction of travel in Scottish politics and the 

extent to which we are witnessing the initial breakup of the Union.  Indeed, this is a suitably 

ambitious and far reaching book.   

The book’s main advantage is its broad overview of a range of important topics: the game-

changing election wins for the SNP in 2007 and 2011 and the inevitability of at least one 

referendum on independence; the earlier background of ‘old politics’ in Westminster as a 

backdrop to the devolution agenda in the 1990s; the growing, constraining effect on all 

parties of the need to appear ‘Scottish’ and to ‘stand up for Scotland’ (and, for UK parties, to 

avoid a sense of London-based interference); the difference in voting patterns in Westminster 

and Holyrood elections; a general sense of public disengagement from politics and/ or 

distrust of politicians; the changing meaning of independence to reflect multi-level 

government and wider interdependence between states; and, the rather vague but important 

‘English question’ (including topics such as English attitudes to constitutional change and the 

future of England and the devolved territories within a new Union).  

There is also some interesting information based on insider knowledge, including: a general 

frustration with the inability of the Labour party to alter its structure and devolve more 

powers to Scottish Labour; the ironic levels of Labour centralism during discussions to 

introduce Scottish devolution; and, tensions within Labour over the second devolution 

question (on the ‘tartan tax’).  This insider knowledge is used to great effect, to make some 

interesting points about how the Labour Party might reform to reclaim its position as the 

largest party in Scotland and, perhaps, the main defender of a new Union.  

There is also the occasionally entertaining dig at the SNP, with McLeish asserting: that it has 

become adept at populism and an image of governing competence without delivering on 

promises (p58) or having a deep ‘moral or ethical base’ (p60); and, that its discussions of 

independence are based more on fantasy than reality (p114).  This may reflect McLeish’s 

identification of the traditional hatred between Labour and SNP enthusiasts. 

However, importantly, McLeish argues that it would be a waste of everyone’s time and 

energy to let this hatred stand in the way of a mature debate on constitutional change; to 

devote two years to saying ‘no’ to independence when it would be better to spell out why it 

would say ‘yes’ to further devolution. Similarly, instead of basing a campaign on rubbishing 

the SNP, why note base it on a more positive and less insular argument? This is the mature 

debate that McLeish so desires: what sort of a devolved settlement would make sense and 

capture the hearts and minds of the Scottish population? 

In this context, the book makes for essential general reading.  It perhaps offers less for the 

narrower academic seeking to add the book to a body of research (which is, of course, not a 



reliable standard to use, since the book was not written for academics in their clichéd ivory 

towers).  Indeed, the text may be frustrating for academics because it does not conform to 

academic convention.  This can be seen from its initial questions, including: How has 

devolution altered Scotland’s national perception of itself?  The question is reminiscent of a 

party political or electoral speech which can ask and answer rather vague questions in a rather 

vague way to appeal to a broad range of people in a diverse audience.  The same might be 

said for: Is there a fusion of identity and nationality politics with traditional politics and 

priorities taking place in Scotland? Is this creating a serious realignment of political thinking 

and ideas and the possible demise of the old politics of both the UK and Scotland? The latter 

question is initially more problematic because ‘old’ and ‘new’ politics are not well defined 

throughout and, more importantly, because the idea of ‘new politics’ in Scotland has been 

subject to 13 years of critical academic discussion producing general calls to move on to 

more fruitful debates.   

McLeish’s important point is that a new political culture takes more than 13 years to develop 

– something that might remind academics not to move on from a focus on ‘new politics’ 

simply because it is no longer a fashionable concept. However, while he argues that he can 

see a new sense of political maturity in Scotland, as the basis for ‘new politics’, he does not 

provide much evidence of it. This is fair enough if the claim is made as part of a speech to 

rally the troops, or as the first statement of a long debate, but the book is not really devoted to 

either of those things.  Rather, its main aim is to encourage mature, new politics inspired, 

discussions about Scotland’s constitutional future without first demonstrating that Scotland’s 

political culture will entertain such a discussion. 

Similarly, from an academic point of view, the conclusions of the book are difficult to pin 

down.  For example, McLeish argues that the Union can only be saved if ‘politicians across 

the Unionist spectrum are prepared to be open-minded, face up to uncomfortable truths, shed 

out-dated prejudices, realise the need for new political ideas and accept pragmatic solutions’ 

(p16).  This is the written equivalent of a ‘cold reading’, much like a GP telling you to stop 

smoking and lose weight or a clairvoyant telling you that they are sensing something with the 

letter ‘i’ in its name.  

Still, McLeish reinforces the important argument that the fate of the Union depends less on 

the strategy of the SNP and more on the ability of the UK parties to reform themselves: to 

recognise the developing Scottish party system and the pervasive importance of a Scottish 

narrative on events; to avoid the appearance of interference in Scottish affairs; and, to take 

devolution more seriously as part of a broader process of constitutional renewal.  

Unfortunately for McLeish, the book was written and published before we found out that 

there would be a simple yes/ no question on Scottish independence.  There is less need 

among Unionist groups to do the sort of soul searching required to provide a new devolved 

settlement.  Rather, the strategy seems to be to devote all of their energies on undermining the 

case for independence.  Then, perhaps the UK parties might promise some form of further 

devolution in the 2015 UK General election. Consequently, this book may now provide some 

rather depressing reading; as a call for new ideas on a mature debate that may not take place. 


