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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the relationship between the claims advanced by
regional nationalist parties for the re-organisation of state structures based on the
recognition of their distinct national groups and the process of territorial restructuring in
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium. The objectives are to examine the conditions under
which regional nationalist parties have influenced the reform of state structures and to
assess the factors that condition the relation between their electoral and policy success.

The thrust of the argument advanced is that the influence of regional nationalist parties
on the reform of state structures can be understood as the result of processes that take
place during the agenda-setting and the decision-making phases. To provoke institutional
change, regional nationalist parties must firstly set the political agenda by exerting
pressures on mainstream parties in the electoral, parliamentary and governmental arenas.
Secondly, institutional change is likely to occur, if nationality claims are accommodated by
mainstream parties that are ideologically open to political decentralisation and the
recognition of regional nationalism and if the question of territorial autonomy has a
broader resonance for political competition between mainstream parties. Finally,
institutional change is likely to occur, if the government undertaking reforms is cohesive
and there is no ideological opposition by any partisan veto players to those reforms.

These arguments are examined through a comparative-historical analysis of political
decentralisation in Great Britain, Spain and Belgium, over a time period spanning the late
1960s to the late 1990s. Each case study is disaggregated into time periods that represent
moments in the process of territorial restructuring, bounded by significant changes in the
assertiveness of regional nationalist parties and the occurrence of territorial reform.
Within each period, the process tying the claims of regional nationalist parties to
institutional change is examined. Theses different observations are used as evidence for
undertaking a comparison of the accommodation of nationalism across space and time.

The thesis finds that regional nationalist parties exert a strong influence on the creation of
decentralised state structures when they can set the political agenda. It is also necessary
for nationality claims to be accommodated by mainstream parties that are open to the
accommodation of nationalism and for them to feature as a salient issue of party
competition, and for constitutional reforms to be undertaken by a cohesive centre-left
government. The ideological opposition of a partisan veto player in government to
institutional change is sufficient for bringing about the failure of reform. The second
finding is that the configuration of factors producing reforms tends to diversify with the
development of restructuring. During the empowerment of regional governments,
regional nationalist parties can set the political agenda and their claims may feature as an
issue of party competition, but the reforms must be undertaken by centre-left
governments. The subsequent deepening of territorial autonomy is stimulated by regional
nationalist demands but undertaken by governments of different ideological persuasions
whose mainstream parties may compete on the territorial dimension.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

The ways in which a political regime manages the ‘nationalities question’- a
situation engendered by the lack of fit between national groups and political borders- are
vital for its stability and legitimacy, for it obliges governing elites to address the claims of
national groups, while ensuring the territorial cohesion of state and the continued support
of other social and territorial constituents. Contemporary developments in the politics of
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium, constituted a powerful reminder of the prevalence and
unrelenting potency of nationalist political mobilisation, making it abundantly clear that
the type of discord generated by national and territorial differences bear pervasive and
consequential implications for the territorial structures of states.

The formation of a minority government in Scotland by the SNP in May 2007 was
a landmark in British political history, as it revealed the adaptation of the Scottish
electorate to the devolution settlement and constituted the first occasion in which the
SNP entered office. It also generated an atmosphere of incipient crisis, as the
predominant mainstream political force in Scotland, the Labour party, intervened in the
electoral campaign warning against the costs of separatism. Against this, the SNP vouched
to make good on its commitment to call for a referendum on the question of
independence, an initiative that was however shrouded with questionable constitutional
legitimacy. In June 2000, the Catalan Autonomous Community (AC) obtained a new
statute of autonomy after lengthy and testy negotiations with the central government, an
initiative that was spearheaded by the Catalan government composed of ERC, the Catalan
separatist party. The vindication of Catalanist claims stood in stark contrast with the ill-
fated ‘Plan Ibarrexte’, the proposal issued by the Basque nationalist party PNV, for the
establishment of a regime of ‘free-association’ between the Basque Country and the
Spanish state. In March 2008, Belgium ended the longest governmental crisis of its
political history. The political claims of the winning party, the Flemish Christian
democratic CD&V, forming an cartel with the Flemish nationalist party NVA, for the
coherent decentralisation of policy-making and fiscal resources, and for a re-drawing of
electoral boundaries met against the obdurate position of its francophone counterparts
which refused to take part in a government whose agenda would be dominated by the

initiation of a wholesale constitutional reform
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History provides scholars with a mirror and map for making sense of the present.
Thirty years earlier, the SNP had just recorded its best performance and had managed to
exert a sufficient degree of electoral pressure on the Labour party to compel its leadership
to change its policy and to draft legislation for devolving power to Scotland and Wales.
Ideological rifts within the party however proved to deep to overcome and the issue
which had generated crises, deadlock and instability was eventually defeated in a
referendum. In Spain, the democratic transition awakened the tensions between centre
and periphery that had been both fomented and repressed during the Franquist era.
Conscious that the successful management of the nationality claims voiced by the
nationalist parties of the Basque country and Catalonia was a key ingredient to a
successful democratic consolidation, political elites devised an ingenious territorial
formula that inserted the recognition and autonomy awarded to ‘nationalities’ within a
generalised quasi-federal system. The disputes between linguistic communities in Belgium
had erupted a decade earlier, but the task of implementing a system of territorial
autonomy repeatedly stumbled on the thorny issue of Brussels, generating a protracted
and rancorous negotiation, that was only temporarily resolved by the constructive
participation of the Flemish and Francophone regional nationalist parties.

Across Western Burope, the territorial cleavage has found expression in the
existence and political activity of regional nationalist parties, whose principal political
claim is the re-organisation of state structures based on the recognition and empowerment
of distinct national groups. Emerging from different historical contexts and processes of
political development, these parties have risen to electoral prominence in Great Britain,
Spain and Belgium, and have introduced the question of political decentralisation and
constitutional reform on the political agenda. Their presence in the electoral arena has
enabled them to sway the substance of public debate, to change the attitudes of
mainstream parties and to heighten the salience of the territorial issue-dimension; while
their presence in the parliamentary and governmental arenas has enabled them to
instigate, and at times shape, the reform of a country’s territorial structures. Governing
elites in these countries have had to confront the difficult task of crafting institutional
compromises that are capable of meeting the objectives of regional nationalist parties and
preserving the legitimacy of state rule over areas and social groups that express a strong
desire for greater self-government, and even in some instances, for independence. They
must at the same time however, ensure that these compromises do not imperil the

territorial integrity of the state or compromise the effective functioning of the national
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political system, and attend to the preferences of other constituent groups that may hold
strong reservations about or be openly hostile to the concessions awarded to assertive
nationalist groups. The overarching aim of political elites is thus to ‘manage’ the tensions
generated by the ‘nationalities question’, by accommodating nationalist demands and by
continuously brokering compromises that transform the open confrontation between
nationalist communities and the state into a form of everyday politics.

The importance for political elites for this compromise to take place within the
parameters of the established political system has increased the appeal of territorial
autonomy as an instrument for diffusing nationalist claims, and has ushered the gradual
transformation of democratic political systems from unitary into regional and federal
states. The logic underlying this formula is that by granting regional self-rule, the central
government provides minority nationalities with the opportunity to protect and develop
their distinct culture, identity and set of values, to participate in the making and
implementation of their own laws, and to establish and maintain their political interests
and priorities, and thus diminishes the incentives for regions to seek their own
independent states. Territorial autonomy is a ‘flexible’ solution that offers a wide range of
possibilities for the central government to relieve the tension resulting from social
heterogeneity, because it allows for the continuous negotiation of the division of powers
between tiers of authority-from a minimum degree of autonomy to the full trappings of
statehood, short of independence (Lapidoth 1997). It represents the institutionalization of
a mutual compromise between the claims of ethnic groups for self-determination and the
need for the central government to preserve the unity of the state while respecting the
diversity of its population. Yet, while governing elites have shared an appreciation of the
logic underlying the use of territorial autonomy as an instrument for satisfying nationalist
demands, they have nevertheless also exhibited a notable variety in the manner in which it
has been deployed- in the timing, direction and in the pace at which reforms to state
structures were carried out, in the level of legislative autonomy, administrative and fiscal
capacity granted to regional governments and in the constitutional protection of their
status and powers. Moreover, the responsiveness of mainstream parties to the claims of
regional nationalist parties and the evolution of adjustments to the structures of the state
has not been strictly correlated or commensurate with the electoral and parliamentary
strength of regionalist nationalist parties. This notable disjuncture between the strength of
the regional nationalist parties and the transformation of state structures is an enigma that

has yet to find a satisfactory explanation.
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This thesis aims to explore the consequences of regional nationalist parties on the
reform of state structures. It sets out to answer the following questions:

1) Under what conditions have regional nationalist parties exerted

influence on the reform of state structures?

11) What factors explains the variation in their relationship between the

electoral and policy success?

By examining the impact of regionalist parties and the evolution of state
structures, this thesis seeks to uncover the different channels through which their
demands are translated into issues placed on a government’s political agenda, to discover
the factors that have conditioned the willingness of mainstream parties to change policies
and to initiate discrete changes to state structures that can simultaneously accommodate
the aspirations of nationalist parties, ensure the integrity of the state and maintain the
support of their constituents, and finally, to evaluate the success of the transformation of
these initiatives into substantive constitutional outcomes.

The argument that this dissertation advances is that the influence of regional
nationalist parties can be understood as the result of processes that take place during the
agenda-setting and the decision-making phases, that ‘filter’ their claims into substantive
changes to the structures of the state. In the electoral arena, regional nationalist parties
can set the political agenda by exerting pressures on mainstream parties and compelling
them to adjust their position on the territorial dimension. It is argued firstly that the threat
that regional nationalist parties constitutes is determined by their electoral performance,
the operation of the electoral system- which conditions their parliamentary strength- and
the vulnerability of mainstream parties to the electoral losses they incur. Secondly, it is
argued that the willingness and capacity of mainstream parties to respond to this threat by
deploying an accommodating electoral is conditioned by their ideology, and in particular
by whether they can plausibly adopt a policy in favour of territorial autonomy. In the
parliamentary and governmental arena, regional nationalist parties can set the agenda by
obliging mainstream governments to undertake institutional reforms and by participating
in shaping the content of those reforms, in exchange for their support to their governing
authority, either via parliamentary alliances or coalition governments. It is argued that the
prime determinant of the capacity of regional nationalist parties to set the agenda in this
sphere of action is their bargaining power- the determinants of which are the range of
alternative feasible coalitions, their position in the party system and institutional

constraints- as well as by the receptivity of mainstream parties to their demands
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Whether this influence the political agenda is subsequently transformed into
substantive outcomes will be determined in the second phase by the decision-making
process regulating changes to the territorial distribution of authority. In defining the
identity of the partisan actors whose agreement is necessary for a governmental proposal
to be transformed intro law, decision rules conditions the likelihood that the proposals
can replace the institutional status quo. The most relevant factors in this process are the
number of partisan veto players and the ideological distance separating their positions.
Given that mainstream parties dominate the party system and access to government, their
position on the territorial dimension is a cardinal consideration in understanding the
reform of state structures. Their ideology will reflect their attempt to reconcile multiple
objectives- reacting to the pressures exerted by regional nationalist parties, maintaining the
electoral support of established constituent groups, ensuring the internal cohesion of the
party and the various ideological currents it comprises, and lastly, maintaining a
consistency with the other components of their ideology.

The purpose of investigating the relationship between regional nationalist political
mobilization and institutional adaptation rests on a basic normative concern for assessing
the responsiveness of different types of democratic systems to the demands of national
groups and the political parties that claim to represent them. While there exists an
voluminous literature that examines the consequences of the institutional arrangements of
political systems on the overall control of citizens over policy making (Huber and Powell
1994; Powell 1989) the present dissertation focuses specifically on the sensitivity of
different types of political systems and political parties to demands of sub-state nations
for recognition and empowerment. A second motivation underlying the present research
is an interest in understanding the dynamics of institutional change. The current
paradigm informing the ontology of ‘normal science’ in comparative politics, the new
institutionalism, has been praised for drawing attention to how institutional arrangements
set the constraints that define the incentives and strategies of political actors, distribute
power between them, and shape the collective behaviour that structure political outcomes.
However, when applied to micro-level interactions between actors driven by instrumental
rationality, institutions have tended to be narrowly conceptualised as formal rules. In
addition, historical interpretation of institutional change have relied on explanations that
rely heavily on contingency and stability for explaining the birth and persistence of
institutions. The aim of this dissertation is to investigate what the analysis of territorial

restructuring can bring to our understanding of institutional change.
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It should be borne in mind that this dissertation does not venture into the thorny
and possibly unanswerable question of whether territorial autonomy actually functions
effectively as an instrument for mitigating the intensity of the ‘nationalities question’, for
defusing nationalist and territorial conflict and for preventing the break-up of states.
Sceptics have pointed out that territorial autonomy increases the likelihood ethnic conflict
and secessionism by furnishing ethnic identities with a sense of legitimacy, by locking into
place historical differences between groups, by supplying ethnic groups with institutional
support and material resources that facilitate engaging in conflict (Cornell 2002; Snyder
2002). This scepticism has found a more nuanced articulation by authors that show that
decentralisation’s capacity to dampen the flames of secessionism are contingent on the
details of a particular setting, such as the presence of regionalist parties or of a core ethnic
region that can organize rival claims to sovereignty (Brancati 2006; Hale 2004) These
ominous judgments have however been contested by research that has found that ethno-
political conflicts are not as intractable as widely believed, and that strategies of
accommodation have in fact greatly contributed to a substantial decline in the intensity of
these conflicts. There is moreover, no evidence that autonomy claims tend to escalate to
outright secessionism (Gurr 1993, 1994). As Ted Gurr (2000: 52)concludes:

“the logic calling for disputes over self-determination to be regulated by
accommodation goes a long way to explain the transformation of conflicts from violent
confrontation into prosaic politics.”

The effects of territorial autonomy on reducing the intensity of ethnic sentiment
and on the eventual preservation of state integrity thus remain largely indeterminate; but
the implications of this question merit an entirely separate investigation.

The remainder of this dissertation is structured into three main parts. The first
part sets the framework for analysis: chapter two offer an examination of the literature on
the matter at hand, focusing on the sociological, party political and institutionalist
approaches to territorial restructuring; chapter three elaborates the analytical framework
and research design employed in the thesis, elaborating on the importance of the agenda-
setting and decision-making processes, and justifying the selection of cases and the
strategies of causal inference. The second part of the thesis is devoted to an empirical
analysis: chapters four to six offer an in-depth case analysis of the three countries selected.
The final part provides a comparative perspective: chapter sever teases out the main
findings of the thesis through a systematic comparative analysis; the conclusion dwells on

the implications and validity of these findings and suggests further avenues for research.
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CHAPTER TWO

Regional Nationalism and Territorial Restructuring

The capacity of accommodative measures, via the establishment of regional and
federal institutions, to check the centrifugal pressures of a multinational society and to
create a responsive yet stable polity have long lied at the heart of academic inquiry, which
has traditionally exhibited a normative concern for unveiling how political institutions can
manage social conflict (Knight 1992). But while there exists an extensive lineage of studies
that provide ample justifications of federalism per se, as a mechanism for decentralising
conflict, precluding regional resentment from degenerating into national conflict and
creating a path to peaceful communal co-existence (Elazar 1994; Hechter 2000) the
manner in which regional and federal institutions have emerged and evolved in response
to nationalist political claims remains under-studied; there is a dearth of systematic
comparative analyses that have examined how regional nationalist parties have prompted
and influenced substantive changes in the territorial structures of the state.

The existing literature provides a set of insights that can inform the selection of
variables that have conditioned the interaction between regional nationalist and
mainstream political parties. Riker’s work highlights the importance of bargains between
rational political actors as critical variables relating societal pressures to the dynamics of
federalism; studies on the institutionalisation of the territorial cleavage have isolated the
role of ‘ethnic entrepreneurs’ in heightening the salience of national divisions; Sartori’s
criteria of ‘relevance’ distinguishes between the likely sites of their influence in a political
system and work on the adaptation of mainstream parties to changes in electoral markets
furnishes a catalogue of policy responses to the presence of nationalist competitors;
enquiries into the influence of regional nationalist parties have identified political
institutions and party competition as the primary determinants of the policy responses of
mainstream parties, but have relied on simplistic accounts of party competition and have
not explored how the empirical conditions underlying party competition have conditioned
the variable responses of different parties within political systems. In the final section, this
chapter argues that the analysis of the relationship between these different variables and
actual political outcomes needs to be organised more systematically and suggests that a
two-stage analytical framework, isolating the agenda-setting power of regional nationalist

parties and the decision-making process regulating institutional change, can fulfil this task.
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The Structures of Multinational Societies

Inspired by the sociological tradition of Marx, Durkheim and Parsons, there exists
an influential current of thought that claims that the presence of national and territorial
differences within the fabric and territorial boundaries of a country was a characteristic
that would wither away under the ineluctable forces of political and socio-economic
modernisation. Modernisation would invariably establish the functional socio-economic
cleavage as the main fault-line stratifying society and would replace traditional patterns of
authority with rational-legal forms of legitimacy. In parallel, there developed a normative
current that cautioned that multinationalism generated intractable social and political
struggles that undermined the stability of political institutions. This pessimistic outlook
boasts an equally reputable pedigree- J.S Mill (2001) argued that the incompatibility of
values between national groups would descend into cultural polarization, political disorder
and authoritarian rule, and that one of the preconditions of liberal institutions was
therefore a coincidence of the boundaries of government with those of nationality.

The vision of the functionalists and the admonition of the liberals found
resonance in the research of a generation of political scientists in the post-war period that
couched their theories in the powerful teleological and normative templates offered by
modernisation theory. These scholars espoused structuralist approaches that lent primacy
to macro-social categories, in particular social class, and to broad historical developments-
electoral enfranchisement or the patterns of alliances between social groups- in their
explanations of explicitly political ‘variables’, such as the configuration of a party system,
that underpinned the different stages of a country’s political development (La Palombara
and Weiner 1966; Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Sartori 1969). Modernisation theory made no
allowances in its prophetic pronouncements for the persistence of territorial differences
and national identities within a state. These parochial forms of identity were anomalous
relic from the pre-modern past that held on to obscure traditional values and opposed all
the progressive changes implied by the state and nation building efforts of political elites.
They would be wiped out, either through the ‘diffusion’ of the dominant culture or
through the political separation of national groups, leading to the creation of a
homogenous society and polity (Deutsch 1953; Gellner 1983). When ethnic and
nationalist cleavages did persist, they were viewed as inherently detrimental to the stability
of a political system because they produced irreducible forms of political conflict.
National ties constituted ‘primordial attachments’, essentialist forms of identity analogous

to that of kinship, that were deeply rooted in human existence and provided the natural
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boundaries of political communities (Geertz 1963). The popular conviction of the singular
origin and evolution of a nation provided the ‘emotional wellsprings’ that made nationalist
sentiment an essentially psychological experience that enabled individuals to commit to
the nationalist cause, not for reason of interests but for the stirring of passions (Connor
1994). The upsurge of nationalist mobilisation constituted a clear source of political
instability, because the claim to self-determination, a principle investing nations with
popular sovereignty, was an immediate threat to the legitimacy of the existing boundaries
and structures of the political system. The claims of national groups and the interests of
rulers were perceived to be irreconcilable, since:

“as against a claim of a right to self-determination, the government proclaims the
duty to stamp out secession... what is self-evident truth to those desiring independence is
treason to those in custody of the government.” (Connor 1967:44)

The modernisation paradigm was beset by a teleological bias that precluded an
appreciation of the persistence of national diversity and consciousness, while works that
warned of the subversive consequences of the nationalist cleavage largely ignored the fact
that governments can ‘manage’ communal conflict by adjusting the capacity of national
groups to exercise autonomy within the political system (Esman 1973). One of the most
cited justifications for a federal system is that it provides the best government possible for
a country with considerable ethnic and national differences, simultaneously allowing for
the recognition of regional diversity and the maintenance of political integration, for the
maintenance of ‘self rule’ and ‘shared rule’ (Elazar 1987). By providing institutional
recognition to the distinctiveness of national groups and allowing regional electorates to
control regional matters, federalism discourages the alienation that national groups may
feel towards a distant central government that may lead them to question their allegiance
to the political system. In an influential argument, W.S. Livingston (1956: 2-6) explained
the federal political structures as the result of the congruence between patterns of societal
diversity and political institutions: “federal government is a device by which the federal
qualities of the society are articulated and protected....federalism is a function not of
constitutions but of societies.”' However, like his contemporaries, Livingston adopted a
strongly structuralist approach, endorsing the notion that territorial structures would
invariably adapt to reach a better ‘fit with their underlying social bases’ (Etk 2007). The
empirical relationship between the presence of national and territorial diversity and the

existence of a federal system is indeed striking. In his Patterns of Democracy, Arendt Lijphart

The concept of federal society is one which denotes a country in which the most political salience aspects of human
identification and conflict are related to specific territories.
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(1999) asserts a positive correlation between sociological pluralism and the existence of
federal structures conceived as the institutional expression of the territoriality of social
cleavages. Yet, while a strong correspondence may exist, the structuralist approach to
federal institutions suffers from the same deterministic bias displayed by the political
development and modernisation paradigms. It provide little understanding of the causal
mechanisms relating a multinational society to its federal structure, it fall short of
explaining the ways in which a territorial cleavage provides impetus for the creation and
evolution of a federal system and it fails to specify the roles political actors play in
advancing or resisting the reform of territorial structures. As Lichbach (1997: 258) puts it:

“structural causes are so powerful that everything becomes predictable: there are
imperatives not possibilities, dictates and not contingencies. This perspective leads to
historical fatalism, an iron-cage determinism, and the absence of voluntarism.”

A more politically-oriented approach has been offered by William Riker (1964),
who offered an explanation of historic federal bargains as an exchange between the rulers
of constituent units, that gave up their autonomy in return for the promise of security
against external threats, and the rulers of the federal unit, that accepted local autonomy in
return for expanding their area of influence by peaceful means. The value of Riker’s
contribution was that it highlighted the critical significance of the rational cost-benefit
calculations featuring during inter-governmental negotiations in determining the success
and failures of federal bargains. However, it nevertheless displayed a number of
limitations: it did not explicitly incorporate the significance of national diversity as a
variable affecting the propensity to engage in a federal bargaining, it assumed that
federations were created by pre-existing political units, overlooking situations in which
they could emerge from the presence of societal pressures for creating separate
autonomous units within the prevailing political system, and it did not explore the
dynamics of federalism after a decision to create a federal state was made. Riker (1964:
1306) did nevertheless point to the critical role of the party system as a variable relating the
societal pressures stemming from territorial diversity to federal-state relations, suggesting
that “the structure of the party system may be regarded as the main variable intervening
between the background social conditions and the specific nature of the federal bargain.”
His two principal arguments regarding the importance of rational calculations underlying
grand bargains and the intervening role of the party system have the merit of re-
introducing political agency at the heart of federalism, highlighting the relevance of

partisan actors and negotiations in driving institutional change in a federal direction.
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The Institutionalisation of the Territorial Cleavage

The persistence of distinct national identities and the sudden electoral surge of
regional nationalist parties on the political scenery of western industrialised societies
during the 1960s and 1970s became an inconvenient incongruity for those scholars that
had espoused the teleological outlook of modernisation theory. These parties employed
national identity as the primary category for social identification and political mobilisation,
and stood in opposition to the dominance of the political centre, demanding the re-
organisation of territorial structures in recognition of the national distinctiveness of their
constituents (Hooghe 1992).” The appearance of these parties suggested that the nation-
building project was not as robust as imagined and that new forms of political activity had
re-introduced the territorial cleavage to the centre stage of political conflict. Given the
lack of adequate theoretical grounds for expecting nationalist conflict to emerge and in
view of the tendency of political science “to display little sympathy for groups that are
thought to have lost the historical game” (Urwin 1983b: 223), there were few explanations
at hand that were capable of post-dicting the resurgence of regional nationalism. The
framework devised by Stein Rokkan was thus outstanding in attempting to account for
the persistence of territorial forms of political identity and mobilisation.

In a series of works, Rokkan demonstrated how the process of state formation
and external boundary building was intimately linked to the subjugation of the periphery,
through military, administrative and economic and political means. In the framework
devised by Lipset and Rokkan (1967), the centre-periphery cleavage is an outcome of the
National Revolution, a period when the central nation-builders came into conflict with
peripheral cultures that resisted bureaucratic penetration and cultural standardisation.
Early political conflicts were hence territorial in nature: pitting one group protecting its
particularity, against the intrusion of another that aimed to bring conformity to its
territory. The authors recognised however, that the process of territorial integration is
nowhere complete due to the timing separating the different ‘critical junctures’ that
shaped a country’s political development.’ In addition, Rokkan and Urwin (1982; 1983)

later argue that even across the states that were marked by territorial distinctiveness, the

: Though variously labelled as ethno-nationalist (Connor 1994), ethno-regionalist (Newman 1994, 1996), this thesis will
classify these parties as regional nationalist. Using the term ezbnos and nationem in the same term is redundant if both
refer to the presence of subjective identification with a particular group, while the group these parties claim to represent
may not constitute either a distinct ezhuie.

? For instance, a high distance from the city-trade belt of Western Europe, early territorial consolidation and the
creation of national churches during the reformation, facilitated eatly nation-building and cultural standardisation and
made it easier to overcome cultural-territorial cleavages before the age of mass mobilization, reducing the territorial
cleavage’s impact on the formation of party system.
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territorial cleavage is not evenly salient: peripheral nationalism would emerge if there was
a distinct culture in the periphery and few ties of communication between centre and
periphery, if there was an imbalance in economic, political and cultural power between the
centre and the periphery and if the centre attempted to impose a policy of state and
nation-building that did not reflect existing power structures. The centre-periphery
framework has the merit of demonstrating how the timing and interaction between
complex macro-historical forces involved in the process of state formation and nation-
building produced the variety of outcomes in the types and depth of divisions stratifying
west Buropean societies. Yet, Rokkan’s framework is concerned primarily with the
potentiality of territorial conflict and remains fundamentally static: it falls short of specifying
the mechanisms through which the dissonance of power between the centre and the
periphery becomes translated into a politically mobilized organisation with distinct claims.

It is reasonable to assume that the key elements of national identity- whether
grounded in a distinct ethnicity, language, culture or common historical experience-
provide strong conditions for the establishment of national consciousness. But it does not
follow that this will automatically be translated into a political conflict- the national
cleavage may cross-cut other cleavages and remain dormant, individuals from specific
national groups may have multiple national identities, and national groups may expand or
contract their social boundaries. National identities are fluid artefacts, whose
intensification and politicisation are instigated by political entrepreneurs, individuals who
“manipulates natural social cleavages, who makes certain of those cleavages politically
salient, who exploit, use, and suppress conflict” (Rabushka and Shepsle 1972: 606).
Regional nationalist parties have been characterised as ‘ethnic entrepreneurs’ that serve as
‘systems of channelment’ for the preferences of regional electorates, translating territorial
divisions into distinct political movements and patterns of political opposition (De Winter
and Tursan 1998). The significance of their emergence is attributable to the nature of their
claims upon the state; regional nationalist parties constitute a challenge not simply to the
content of government policies, but also to the existing territorial distribution of political
authority, to the legitimacy of the constitutional principles underpinning the democratic
regime, and in certain cases, to the very definition of the political community.* Yet,

despite the resilience of the territorial cleavage, the longevity of certain regional nationalist

* Political parties play a role as agents of conflict and integration: although they represent different social groups, they
serve as essential agencies for integrating their constituents into the political system. However, from the perspective of
state builders, nationalist claims were less acceptable than socio-economic demands, due to their inherent challenge to
the boundary control of the political elite (Bartolini 2004).
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parties, and the far-reaching implications of their political claims, they have only recently
attained a significant electoral prominence.

Existing scholarly efforts have concentrated on the breakthrough and electoral
performance of regional nationalist parties, isolating as key variables the macro-historical
trends transforming western electorates. The revival of regional nationalism has been
characterised as a ‘revolt against modernity’ (Lipset 1985). The postulate of ‘conflictual
modernisation’ is that in culturally plural societies, the differential rate and territorial scope
of capitalist development will exacerbate status differentiation among communal groups,
multiplying the coincidence of social cleavages, increasing the competition for resources
between different groups, and increasing the ‘carrying capacity’ of ethnic identity relative
to other social bases such as class (Nielsen 1985). Moreover, regional nationalist
movements are associated with the broader sources of protest against the concentration
of power that characterises the bureaucratic ‘democratic Leviathan’ that emerged in the
aftermath of the Great Depression and the Second World War (Dahl 1966). The changing
character of contemporary western society provided a fertile environment in which the
nationalist political entrepreneurs could instigate political struggle and encourage
discontent. The onset of the ‘post-industrial’ revolution- comprising the
‘embourgeoisement’ of society, the restructuring of the labour force towards the tertiary
sector and the cognitive mobilisation of voters- provoked acute disruptions to stable
political alignments, inducing the emergence of new social and political divisions.’
Regional nationalist parties thus act as ‘mobilizers and challengers’ (Newman 1997,
Rochon 1985), mobilising electorates on the basis of the territorial cleavage and
challenging existing political parties by competing for their share of the electorate.

The affinities existing between regional nationalist parties and ‘post-materialist’
movements are evident in the social origins of their political leadership and bases of
electoral support. The leaders of these parties have typically emanated from the well-
educated, professional strata and their electoral support has derived form the formation of
broad inter-class alliances within their region, with a skew towards the white-collar
salaried classes. Although this does not hold for all regional nationalist parties, they
generally obtain less support from less educated, traditional elements that continue to
favour material interests (Esman 1977a). Micro-level analyses that focus on the

motivations for supporting regional nationalist parties confirm that this may represent a

This created patterns of de-alignment- a decline in partisan identification and an increase in electoral volatility, as well
as patterns of realignment- the emergence of a new post-material cleavage, embodied in the ecological parties, and the
revival of the territorial cleavage, incarnated in the rise of regional nationalist parties (inglehart 1977; Dalton et al. 1984)
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sincere vote reflecting territorial variations in socio-economic and cultural factors (Gordin
2001; Hearl, Budge, and Pearson 1996; Urwin 1983a). Others authors have adopted
rational choice approach, in which electoral support is driven by the protest of citizens
dissatisfied with the prevailing system but that declines either when mainstream parties
have co-opted the nationalist programme or have deployed public policies that attenuate
the intensity with which parties press their demands (Hechter and Levi 1985; Rudolph
and Thompson 1985). A number of works have also sought to isolate the ambiguous
effect of the electoral system in conditioning the access of regional nationalist parties to
the parliamentary arena: the discriminatory effects of a majoritarian electoral system will
depend on whether they can concentrate their support, while the weaker threshold of a
proportional representation (PR) system is offset by higher multi-partism at the district
level and the extensive ‘reach’ of the party system that helps maintain voter loyalty to
mainstream parties (Gordin 2001; Pereira, Villoders, and Nieto 2003). All these efforts
have the value of highlighting the structural conditions underlying the resilience and
politicisation of the territorial cleavage. But the main shortcoming of this body of research
is that it continues to regard regional nationalist parties as the objects of study. Yet, what
is interesting is precisely the far-reaching nature of their political claims, a significance
captured in Derek Urwin’s (1983a:55) statement that “expressions of regional
distinctiveness are rather less interesting than the ramifications of their potential impact

upon the state and the consequent implications for territorial structures”.

Territory and Nation in Party Competition

The immediate ‘consequent implication’ of the breakthrough of regional
nationalist parties is their insertion into the party system, the pattern of competitive
interaction between political parties.® An examination of their influence on party
competition has been undertaken principally through an analysis of their ‘relevance’, using
Sartori’s (1976:123) criteria of ‘blackmail’ and ‘coalition’ potential- the capacity to affect
the tactics of competition and to determine the formation of governmental majorities.
The first variable affecting the ‘relevance’ of regional nationalist parties is their size,
measured in terms of their absolute electoral support and patliamentary strength, which is
in turn due to the size of the region, the nationalist disposition of voters and the effective

threshold of the electoral system. But relevance is also a systemic property that cannot be

6 Party competition is a mechanism that lies at the heart of ‘minimal-procedural’ conceptions of democracy, in which
rival teams engage in a competitive struggle for people’s vote (Schumpeter 1954). Partisan actors share similar goals-
winning electoral majorities and government office- but they are conscious rivals in attaining these objectives, the result
being a process of continuous ‘outbidding” between them for marginal electoral gains.
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understood independently of the format and mechanics of the party system, ie. the
number and strength of interacting units and the direction adopted by the electoral
‘outbidding’. Smith (1991) finds that smaller parties are likely to possess the greatest
relevance in ‘two-and-a-half’ or in ‘dominant multi-party’ systems, where they can be
‘pivotal’ in providing support to the dominant party for the formation of majorities.
Conversely, they are irrelevant in ‘one-party-dominant’ and ‘two-party’ systems, given the
absence of alterations or coalition governments, while in ‘undifferentiated” multi-party
systems, the number of parties is too high for them to exercise any leverage.’

The ideology of regional nationalist parties is the second variable affecting their
relevance for it determines the incidence of their insertion in a party system.” However,
efforts at classifying regional nationalist parties according to their ideological profile have
been complicated by the pluralism of aims that they display both on the territorial and
left-right dimensions. As Derek Urwin (1983a:227) states, “there is little in the way of a
common view of the structure of society. Few if any, could be said to have a
‘weltanschaung’. Yet, this verdict is not particularly accurate if attention is directed
towards the principle of self-determination, the key idea underpinning nationalist ideology
that denotes the right of nations, g#a social and political entities endowed with sovereign
power, to determine their type of government and to exercise control over their national
policies. This principle has often been equated with a crude claim to independent
statechood (Connor 1967; 1973), overlooking the fact that certain stateless nations forgo
the option of independence in favour of exercising territorial autonomy within the state
and pursuing different degrees of self-government. If emphasis is instead placed on their
‘controlling goals’ for the reform of territorial structures (Dahl 1966), it can be
appreciated that the members of this party family have a lot more in common than Urwin
presupposed. When it comes to the left-right dimension however, the diversity of
positions adopted by regional nationalist parties is difficult to refute. The complex
relationship between class and territory and the stance that nationalist parties have
adopted on socio-economic issues is influenced by the deep-rooted historical factors that
shape the productive structures and class composition of regions, the choice of alliances

and strategies during the ‘critical juncture’ of democratisation, as well as by the incentives

7 'The size of regional nationalist parties and the number of parties in the system are the numerical criteria at the basis of
a power index that provide a single objective measure of the potential power of parties, calculated as the number of
possible winning majorities in which the party is a necessary coalition partner (Shapley and Shubik 1954)

¥ In social and political theory, ideology is defined as a system of normative beliefs, a moral compass that provide
political parties with a structured order and set of linkages between different concepts, values, goals that conjure images
of utopian futures and guide and legitimate their political action (Freeden 1998).
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and constraints of party competition (Erk 2005; Keating 1992; Van Houten 2003). Given
the sociological profile of their leadership, regional nationalist movements have been
typically characterised as bourgeois in orientation (Esman 1977b; Harvie 1994), but
depending on the relative wealth of the region for which they speak and the social bases
of their electoral support, regional nationalist parties can espouse social democratic or
liberal economic policies, or even remain relatively ‘detached’ from such questions.
Efforts at classifying the regional nationalist party family in terms of their ideology have
therefore been less successful than for other party families. Commonalities can
nevertheless be found in the internal rifts prompted by the strategic decisions of the party
leadership. With respect to their cardinal political objective, regional nationalist parties are
typically split between the gradualist and fundamentalist currents that hold different views
on whether to accept the compromises offered by the mainstream parties as steps towards
whatever final political utopia they may hold, and on whether to radicalise or moderate
their claims, once these are either satisfied, defeated or lose their salience. Lastly, there is
the matter of how to relate to mainstream parties and whether to adopt an isolationist
strategy or a governing strategy (Aguilera de Prat 2002). The dilemma between office,
policy and votes is particularly acute for regional nationalist parties, as whatever decision
they reach is likely to be met by electoral punishment, either for not having seized the
chance to participate constructively in national politics and advance the party’s goal for
autonomy or for having compromised on its objectives. Although regional nationalist
parties have exercised coalition relevance on numerous occasions, these conflicting
pressures are reflected in their ambiguous commitment to government coalitions and in
their propensity to produce a high level of government instability (Brancati 2005).
Establishing the ‘relevance’ of regional nationalist parties offers an insight into the
likely sites of their influence in a political system. However, the concept fails to supply any
clues regarding the broader consequences for party competition and for the formation of
governments. The voluminous literature on party system change suggests that in spite of
the profound transformations affecting the social bases of mass politics, and their
consequence for the volatility of electoral behaviour and for the fragmentation of party
systems, mainstream parties ‘adapt and control’, adjusting to theses challenges to sustain
their position as the dominant actors (Mair 1983; Mair 1993). A primary objective is
therefore to identify how mainstream political parties have reacted to electoral flux and to
the emergence of new political actors and issue-dimensions of party competition. Mair,

Muller and Plasser. (2004) have sought to chart the range of possible responses,
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distinguishing between the targets and methods of strategic responses: the adaptation of
party programmes with a view of co-opting the policies of new parties; the co-optation of
new parties in pre or post electoral coalitions; the reform of state institutions; the reform
of party organisational structures. Yet, while this provides a comprehensive picture of
available strategies, the set of circumstances that will determine which of these are
selected remains unclear. This question has been partially addressed by work exploring
mainstream responses to extreme-right and populist parties. Downs (2001) provides a
preliminary explanation of the selection of different ‘arrows in the quiver’ of mainstream
parties. The deployment of repression and containment strategies, through the imposition
of legal restrictions or the formation of blocking coalitions, will depend on the radical
ideology of the pariahs as well as the cohesion of the governing alliance between ‘normal
combatants’ (cf. Capoccia 2005). The decision to engage the extremist threat, either by co-
opting their policies or collaborating in different arenas, is then explained as a trade-off
between electoral incentives and the constraint of democratic responsibility. In an
interesting elaboration, Minkenberg (2001) ties the strategic responses of mainstream
parties to the agenda-setting and policy effects of extreme right parties in the areas of
immigration, asylum and citizenship laws, and finds that their greatest effect have been
achieved in the electoral arena, where mainstream parties have shifted their position as a
pre-emptive or reactive initiative designed to eliminate the electoral threat, whereas
progress in the parliamentary and governmental arenas has been more limited.

This strand of literature offers a fruitful platform from which to explore the policy
consequences of regional nationalist parties, but it remains incomplete in two crucial
respects. The first issue to clarify is how the institutional arrangements of a political
system that condition the concentration and dispersion of executive authority determine
the type of ‘relevance’ and the arena from which regional nationalist parties set the
political agenda. Secondly, the trade-off between incentives and constraints in different
arenas must be further explored: it is important to get a sense of what magnitude of
nationalist pressure and of broader changes in electoral markets, have influenced the
dynamics of party competition and to understand how the origins and attitudes of
mainstream parties will condition their willingness to accommodate nationality claims and
undertake institutional reforms. Thus, in order to evaluate the ‘potential impact’ of
regional nationalist parties on the structures of the state it is necessary to examine the
variety of electoral, institutional and ideological factors that have conditioned the

responses of mainstream parties in different spheres of political action.
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The Influence of Regional Nationalist Parties

The political system exercises a primary influence. Drawing on the traditional
distinction between majoritarian and consociational systems, Newman (1996) argues that
the latter will be more accommodating towards regionalist challengers because they pose
both an immediate electoral threat to individual parties, as well as a common systemic
threat to the prevailing balance of power between mainstream parties. The desire for
system-maintenance encourages elites to draw the regionalist challengers into the
bargaining process and to pacify their claims through policy concessions. On the other
hand, mainstream parties in majoritarian systems only perceive an individual electoral
threat and will make direct appeals to the regional electorates on question of autonomy,
rather than reward regionalist parties with an active role in government.

Although this thesis will broadly concur with Newman’s (1996: 20) assessment
that: “the rules of the political systems and its structure play in some cases the most
decisive role in determining the success of regional movements”, it is an endorsement that
must be qualified. The first problem with Newman’s argument concerns the logic to
which he appeals; the author resorts to electoral survival and system-maintenance as the
primary motivating forces, but there is little to support his claim that parties in
majoritarian systems are less vulnerable. The electoral threat of regional nationalist parties
could deprive a mainstream party from winning government, a more likely possibility in a
winner-take-all system than in consociational system, where government coalitions are the
norm. Moreover, as Newman (1996:16) himself acknowledges, in majoritarian systems,
“the legitimacy of mainstream support is closely intertwined with the legitimacy of the
state”, articulating the notion that political parties in these systems, in particular those
with a weak tradition of statehood such as Great Britain, play a greater role in sustaining
the identity and sovereignty of the state (cf.Nettl 1968). A more intuitive and verifiable
argument would appeal to the logic of party competition and government formation:
mainstream parties accommodate regional nationalist demands in order to maintain a
competitive position in electoral markets or to form a government with a secure
parliamentary majority. The distinction that Newman makes is pertinent insofar as the
first of these considerations would be more important in majoritarian systems, while the
second would be relevant in consensus systems, but it would nevertheless require a more
explicit articulation of the incentives and constraints faced by partisan actors. The second
weakness in Newman’s argument is that he presents a vague postulate correlating

mainstream responses to a political system’s placement on a majoritarian-consensus
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spectrum, without distinguishing the respective effect of different types of institutions. A
more nuanced explanation requires an analysis of how different institutions, such as the
electoral system, the party system and executive-legislative relations condition the power
relationship between regional nationalist and mainstream parties in different arenas and
how the decision-rules regulating changes to the territorial distribution of authority
condition the likelihood of institutional change. This effort would, moreover, enable the
placement of systems that do not fall clearly into the established categories.

In an unpublished paper, Rogowski (1981) isolates the effects of the electoral
threshold and the party system across different types of political system, positing the
‘accessibility’ of a regime as the key factor explaining a political system’s ‘vulnerability’ to
regional nationalism. He argues that the least vulnerable systems are uni-dimensional
plurality system, where only local programmatic concessions are made by mainstream
parties in order to undermine the nationalist newcomers; the intermediate category
comprises PR systems in which policy concessions are made during coalition negotiations;
and the most vulnerable are multi-dimensional plurality systems, where mainstream
parties are likely to make local electoral concessions in their scramble for the median
voter’s support, as well as policy concessions in the process of coalition bargaining. The
merit of Rogowski’s approach lies in its capacity to provide a set of testable hypotheses
that relate the institutional setting and the dimensionality of the party system to the type
of mainstream response. However, by leaning on Downs’(1957) proximity theory of
competition, his explanation is exposed to some of the theory’s theoretical and empirical
shortcomings. Attractive in their elegance through they may be, spatial models overlook
the full range of responses and ignore the empirical conditions underlying the demand
and supply side of electoral markets that will determine these responses (Bartolini
1999).The central flaw with Rogowski’s explanation is that the responses of mainstream
parties in the electoral arena are correlated, strictly and automatically, with the institutional
parameters of the different political system in which they compete. It fails to consider the
full range of different possible strategies that mainstream parties can deploy and to explain
how these strategies vary across different types of parties, according to the nature of
competitive interactions with regional nationalist parties, as well as with one another, and
according to their distinct attitudes regarding the accommodation of nationalism. As a
result, the analysis overlooks a good deal of the variation that occurs within political
systems and neglects factors that explain the timing and substance of policy responses and

are thus necessary for understanding the nature of political outcomes across countries.
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When analysing the strategic choices of mainstream parties, the first issue is to
consider is that party competition takes place simultaneously between all partisan actors.
Thus, mainstream parties may select a strategy of accommodation not simply in response
to the competitive pressures of regional nationalist parties, but in order to register gains
against their mainstream rival (Adams, Merrill, and Grofman 2005; Meguid 2008). The
second issue to consider is that mainstream parties dispose of a range of possible
responses. Saliency theory suggest that parties do not compete on all issues but rather
emphasise the issues on which they have a distinct advantage; mainstream must therefore
first decide whether to acknowledge or dismiss nationalist claims and compete on the
territorial dimension (Budge, Robertson, and Hearl 1987). If they do so, the directional
theory of issue-voting suggests that parties will adopt an accommodating or adversarial
strategy, adopt a broadly positive or negative stance on the issue of territorial autonomy
(Rabinowitz and MacDonald 1989). If an accommodating stance is adopted, the proximity
theory suggests that mainstream parties will the reposition themselves at the different
points on a scale of alternatives that maximises their electoral support.

The choice of strategy will be determined by the two empirical conditions that
affect the balance of incentives and constraints that mainstream parties face. The first is
their asymmetric vulnerability to the pressures of regional nationalist parties: the
availability of voters will have uneven consequences across the party system since each
mainstream party is supported by a separate constituency that exhibits a different degree
of partisanship and ‘encapsulation’ in social and political organisations and thus a different
predisposition to defection towards new issues and parties (Bartolini and Mair 1990). A
related determinant is the geographical distribution of electoral support: the establishment
of the functional cleavage as the main dimension of competition belies the persistence of
an uneven territorial distribution of support that may see mainstream parties draw a
disproportionate share of votes in the regions in which regional nationalist parties
compete (Agnew 19906). It is expected that the mainstream parties that are most
vulnerable to the pressures of regional nationalist parties are more likely to adopt an
accommodating stance. The second is the openness of their ideology to the
accommodation of nationalism. The susceptibility of mainstream parties will be
determined firstly by the operational goals of regional nationalist parties. Rudolph and
Thompson (1985; 1989) posit an inverse relationship between the radical nature of
regional nationalist parties’ political objectives and the responsiveness of mainstream

parties: movements concerned with expanding their region’s share of government output
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are more easily catered for than those championing independence. When it comes to
responding to nationality claims for the re-organisation of territorial structures however,
mainstream parties must reconcile these demands with the different beliefs rooted in their
ideology. Ideology imposes two significant constraints on the willingness of mainstream
parties to respond to nationality claims. The first is one of reputation: the strategy of
mainstream parties must be consistent with an existing record and a historic tradition of
policies. Political parties belonging to different party families will exhibit different
traditions that reflect the specific historical circumstances in which they were founded, as
well as the collection of common ideas that have shaped their identity (Przeworski and
Sprague 1986). Certain parties are historically associated with a particular issue- for
instance Socialist parties with the welfare state- and it is more plausible for them to adopt
a policy in the direction of greater redistribution than a Liberal or Conservative party,
which has little tradition of enthusiasm or support fort this policy. The second is one of
coherence: ideologies are complex systems of inter-related values, goals and beliefs and
the adjustment of a party’s stance is not an isolated occurrence; a mainstream party must
ensure that the adjustment of its position on the territorial dimension is compatible with
its other values and objectives (Downs 1957: 64; Robertson 1976). Thus, it is expected
that the mainstream parties whose ideologies are open to territorial autonomy will more
readily accommodate the demands of regional nationalist parties.

It transpires from this body of work that institutional arrangements and the
empirical conditions underling party competition are critical in conditioning the responses
of mainstream parties. However, these set of variables must be organised in a more
systematic fashion into an analytical framework that considers the set of electoral,
institutional and ideological factors that affect the responses of mainstream parties in
different spheres of political action. In addition, a proper investigation of the process of
territorial restructuring must explore the dynamics of the decision-making process that
condition whether the initiatives of mainstream parties are translated into substantial
decisions to transfer political authority to the regional level. The aim of the next chapter is
to elaborate a two-stage analytical framework that centres on the agenda-setting capacity
of regional nationalist parties and on the decision-making process regulating institutional
change. This two-part framework will allow for a better appreciation of the set of factors
that determine the channels through which regional nationalist parties exert pressure on
and elicit responses from mainstream parties and that condition the feasibility and

substance of reforms to the structures of the state.
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CHAPTER THREE

Agenda-Setting, Decision-Making and Institutional Change

The mobilisation of political parties and electorates around the territorial and
nationalist poles of identity represents a particularly acute challenge for democratic political
systems since it constitutes an opposition to the variety of structures and institutions that
underpin their existence and functioning, such as the territorial unity of the state, the symbols
of state identity, and the formal constitutional rules allocating political power. For mainstream
political elites, regional nationalism raises a fundamental dilemma because it imposes the need
to respond to the constitutional preferences expressed by certain constituents of stateless
nations in order to compete successfully in electoral contests, while simultaneously limiting
the extent to which some of these are recognised or realized, lest their fulfillment disrupt the
very structures in which democracies operate, compromise the beliefs and ideologies that
have defined and guided their own identities and political actions, alienate other social and
territorial constituent groups with differing demands and thus compromise electoral support
across the rest of the country. The politics of accommodation is a process of engagement that
aims to mitigate the intensity of this dilemma by yielding compromises that regulate the
manner and extent to which these diverging claims and aspirations find satisfaction.

The aim of this chapter is to provide a theoretical framework in which the politics of
accommodation can be understood. In the first section, it offers a conceptualisation of
accommodation, elaborates on the policy responses to regional nationalist demands, and then
identifies the principal dimensions of territorial autonomy that lie at the heart of the
contention and negotiation between regional nationalist and mainstream parties. In the
second section, the chapter elaborates the theoretical framework used in this thesis, focusing
on the importance of agenda-setting and decision-making in conditioning the influence of
regional nationalist parties on the reform of territorial structures. The framework first
provides a definition of agenda-setting; it then distinguishes between the indirect influence
that nationalist parties can exercise from the electoral arena through their ‘blackmail potential’
by affecting the dynamics of party competition and the direct influence that they can exercise
from the parliamentary and governmental arenas through their ‘coalition potential’ by the
determining the formation and stability of governments. It establishes how the type of
agenda-setting power will vary with the electoral conjuncture, formal and informal political

institutions, and the attitudes of mainstream political parties towards the accommodation of
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regional nationalism and the decentralisation of authority. It then elaborates on how the
decision rules regulating changes to the territorial distribution of authority and the ideological
distance between partisan actors condition the likelihood and substance of institutional
change. The third section of this chapter justifies the research design and strategies of causal
inference employed in this thesis. The thesis adopts a ‘most similar system’ design comparing
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium, an area-studies approach that allows sufficient variation on
the principal variables of interest to examine the mains conjectures advanced in this thesis. To
overcome certain of the inferential limitations inherent to the ‘small-N’ comparative case-
study approach, this section highlights the value of within-case observations, made possible

with the use of pattern-matching and process-tracing methods.

Strategies of Accommodation

The notion of accommodation finds its origins in normative democratic theories
concerned with the type of safeguards and mechanisms that can be deployed to overcome the
potential marginalisation of the political views of minorities and denial of their political rights
(Dahl 1989). This concern has been particularly pronounced of late, with the growing self-
consciousness of stateless nations whose demands for the institutionalised recognition of the
plurinationalism of a society has forced the question of the cohesion of a polity into the
forefront of public debate. Beyond the manner in which these tensions are resolved in the
philosophical realm, they translate into a more immediate practical problem, since policies of
accommodation have fundamental implications for the long run cohesion of the polity. As
Rokkan and Urwin (1983:160) put it:

“the primary objectives of any state are to preserve the integrity of the territory and to

ensure within these boundaries the legitimacy of its existence through obtaining popular
support for and acquiescence to its political authority”.

The dilemma between the objectives of legitimacy and stability is managed through
the politics of accommodation, a concept that has gained currency in the stream of
comparative politics dealing with the management of sociological pluralism. It finds its
earliest articulation in the theory of consociationalism whose main proponent, Arend Lijphart
(1969:103) referred to “the pragmatic settlement of divisive issues and conflicts, where only a
minimal consensus existed”. The requisite consensus was a shared attitude among the elites
that the existing system should not be allowed to disintegrate, such that consociationalism
was “not so much any particular institutional arrangement, as the deliberate joint efforts by

elites to stabilise the political system” (Lijphart 1969:123). The aim of ensuring the stability of
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the political system through mutually acceptable compromise thus lies at the heart of
accommodation. In this thesis, accommodation is conceived more narrowly as the
deployment of territorial autonomy for the management of tensions generated by the claims
of regional nationalist political parties for greater self-government. Its purpose it to ‘contain’
regional nationalism by decreasing the intensity of the claims that parties advance (Hechter
2000). It is the reflection of democratic rulers’ objectives of preventing the disorder that may
be provoked by independentist or autonomist groups, while maintaining the legitimacy of
their rule and the territorial integrity of the state. An important departure from the
conception found in consociational theory is that the attitudes of the actors are not
necessarily characterized by a joint effort at stabilizing the political system. In fact, because
regional nationalist parties dispute the existing distribution of political authority, their claims
are inevitably sources of instability for the prevailing constitutional order. Furthermore, the
principal protagonists involved must realize their ambitions during the process of democratic
contestation- offering programs that embody their contrasting visions of the institutions that
offer a legitimate recognition of the plurality of national identities existing within the state.
The process is conditioned by the set of formal rules that regulate party competition, but
these rules are not crafted to induce self-restraining behaviour on the behalf of the elites of
the respective groups. On the contrary, they are designed to guarantee that the process of
competition is maximized by rendering it as fair as possible.” The only minimal consensus
that exists is that the protagonists display a joint respect for the rules of the democratic game.

The politics of accommodation displays two characteristics: permanence and open-
endedness. Contestation over the design and the content of territorial autonomy become an
enduring feature of political life in multinational states. The tensions generated by territorial
or nationalist conflict cannot be resolved once and for all; they can only be periodically
managed, entailing a continuous process of engagement, negotiation and mutual adjustment
on behalf of the main protagonists. Even if the intensity of nationalist fervour abates after an
alteration in the autonomy of a regional government, it will reappear at a later date, as
regional nationalist parties continue to make assertive claims for further autonomy,
prompting mainstream parties to respond once again with further accommodation.
Expressions of regional nationalism thus require continuous governmental management; as

Tully (2001:5) argues “stable and just forms of recognition are an open-ended question and

% In consociational theory, in contrast, the process through which actors arrive at substantive policy decisions is
structured by the variety of institutional devices- such as grand coalitions, mutual vetoes and proportionatlity that
encourage moderation in the behaviour of elites and lead to negotiated and respected compromises, and that are
ultimately conducive to systemic stability.
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constitute the long-term activity of politics”. The fact that there is no definitive answer
regarding how best to manage territorial and nationalist tensions is also reflected in the open-
ended trajectory that the process of accommodation adopts. Accommodation does not follow
any overarching design that dictates the order of phases that must be followed or the content
of the reforms that must be implemented. It evolves organically with the ebb and flow of
regional nationalist mobilization and reflects the content of specific compromises at discrete
moments in time. In this thesis, accommodation is thus defined as:

“the ongoing and open-ended response of mainstream political parties in a

multinational state to the demands of regional nationalist political parties for the recognition
of their distinctiveness and for the redistribution of political authority to the regional level.”

Table 3.1. Policy Responses to Regional Natioanlist Demands
Approach Measures Policy

Repressive Repression of regional spokesmen, political expression of regional identity
Rejectionist

Control Allocation of resources and positions to super-ordinate social segment

Depoliticisation through keeping regional matters off the political agenda

Neutralisin, . L . L ..
g Delaying Response: appointing commissions, special inquities, etc.

Symbolic Symbolic concessions- flags, cultural ceremonies, sports teams, etc.

Favourable language and education policies, pork-barrel projects, regional

Output
. P development funds
Managerial
Authority-Focused grand coalitions, mutual vetoes, proportionality, segmental autonomy
Territorial Autonomy Administrative, legislative, fiscal decentralisation
Community .
. Separatism
Restructuring

Source: Rudolph and Thompson (1989)

The literature on the management of ethnic and territorial conflict has generated an
extensive catalog of strategies available to political regimes to bring ethnic conflicts under
control. Most of these draw inspiration from the ‘consociational theme’ (Daalder 1974),
highlighting the variety of conflict regulatory approaches, such as depoliticisation, concession
and compromise (Nordlinger 1972), as well as specific practices that foster cooperation
between political elites, such as proportionality, mutual vetoes, grand coalitions, segmental
autonomy (Lijphart 1969). The aim of such practices is not to put an end to communal
rivalries but to diffuse power between elites sufficiently to enable contending groups to
function competitively and to ensure that bargaining, rather than coercion, becomes the main

instrument for regulating conflict. Consociational theory has the merit of emphasizing the
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importance of compromise and concession as central elements to the bargaining relationship
between rival elites, but its efforts remain too narrow as well as too broad: it overlooks the
full variety of strategies that political elites have fashioned in response to regional nationalist
demands, and fails to focus on the territorial autonomy, as a device for diffusing the specific
claims of regional nationalism. While preserving the spirit of accommodation that
consociationalism emphasizes, we must obtain a broader idea of the array of strategies
available to political elites. Rudolph and Thompson (1989:228) suggest a useful framework,
presented in Table 3.1, for grasping the range of policy responses.

The ontology of consociational theory is grounded in a conflict-oriented approach, in
vision of society in which collective groups originating from deep social cleavages have
naturally conflicting interests, where competition, disorder and breakdown are to be expected,
and where the stability of the political system is maintained by the predisposition of political
elites to compromise (Lipset 1985). This set of assumptions overlooks the possibility that
political regimes may opt to maintain political stability through methods of control, using the
state apparatus to forcibly assimilate minority groups, to institutionalize the dominance of a
super-ordinate segment and to allocate material resources and political, administrative and
judicial offices to its own members (Lustick 1979). For instance, in Spain the Franquist
dictatorship aimed to create a single Hispanic culture by putting into place a programme of
national homogenisation, brutally repressing all expressions of nationalist distinctiveness,
imposing the use of Castilian and banning regional languages in schools and in the media.

Democratic regimes are however limited in the ways in which they regulate conflicts
between national groups. The first source of constraint is an adherence to the principle of
constitutionalism which imposes an obligation to observe the rule of law and to respect the
equal rights of citizens; the forcible assimilation, cultural repression or systematic
discrimination of groups is fundamentally contrary to the notion that government operates
within certain parameters that delimit its capacity to infringe basic rights. Secondly, even if we
adopt a procedural definition of democracy, the minimal level of freedom necessary for
participation and opposition, the process of electoral competition regulating access to public
authority ensures that through the “mechanism of anticipated reaction” governments are
receptive to the preferences of their voters (Friedrich 1963). We can expect democratic
regimes to adopt a more managerial approach to regulating ethnic and territorial conflicts. But
the scope of options available remains wide, as De Winter and Tursan (1998:7) argue:
“between the extreme intransigence on the part of ethnic groups and intolerance on the part

of the state, a vast terrain of possibilities exists within which [ethnic]conflict can be solved.”
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At a minimum, governments can first deploy neutralizing tactics, by ignoring regional
nationalist claims or dismissing them as irrelevant, by refusing to acknowledge the issue in
public or by delaying any policy response by appointing a committee of experts to study the
question. A first type of substantive concession a government can grant in response to
regional nationalism is symbolic gestures, such as the recognition of flags, regional cultural
celebrations and other expressions of local culture. These gestures enable governments to be
seen to respond to demands without necessarily having to reform political institutions; it
merely implies a willingness to recognize the distinct cultural character of particular national
groups and to enable them to enjoy their cultural rights. Substantial policy responses can take
several different forms. Governments can make ‘output’ concessions that can be handled by
the prevailing decision-making process. These can be of a cultural type- recognizing the use
of a regional language in the education system, in public administration and in the judicial
system or of a material type- employing diversionary regional economic policies and regional
development funds to help sustain certain regions. Governments can also opt to alter the
existing institutional framework. This can be achieved through authority-focused concessions
implying the admission of regional nationalist leaders in the central decision-making process,
usually through consociational devices such as grand coalitions and representative
bureaucracies. The purpose of such measures is to eschew majority rule, to broaden the scope
of representation and participation to all political segments and to prevent the interests of
minorities from being permanently excluded from the decision-making process. Lastly, the
most draconian measure that elites can adopt is to restructure the political community and
grant independence to a communal group. This measure is rare and usually occurs after
violent conflicts, such as the secession of Ireland from the United Kingdom (1922).

A number of caveats must be borne in mind. Firstly, the managerial strategies 1 are
rarely employed individually, as government will typically respond with a bundle of symbolic,
output-oriented, authority-focused or territorial concessions whenever confronted with
regional nationalist demands. Secondly, the list does not imply that policy invariably unfolds
in the sequential and deterministic way in which it is presented in the table, with the initially
deployment of symbolic concessions and ‘output’ measures, followed by authority-focused
devices and territorial autonomy and so on. In fact, the analysis of accommodation in Great
Britain, Spain and Belgium presented in second part of this thesis, reveals that there is no
simple linear trajectory to its development and that there is no established rank-ordering of
policy responses. The selection of strategy will be a function of historical traditions, past

practices, specific nationalist claims and political circumstances.
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Symbolic questions can often be highly contentious if they touch upon question such
as the definition of national identity, the relationship between national identity and
sovereignty, or if they recall sensitive historical events, stirring emotional outbursts that defy
rational reasoning and disputation. Output concessions are purportedly easier to carry out
since they do not directly imply any revision to the prevailing decision-making process, but if
they have visible re-distributive implications in hard times, they may be equally as difficult to
undertake as changes to the institutional order. Authority-focused concessions may be
relatively easy to carry out if there is a tradition of consensus in the political system, but
would be unfathomable in a system that displays strongly majoritarian institutions, while
territorial autonomy may concern either administrative deconcentration, the transfer of
powers in policy areas with low political salience or the transfer of substantial degree of fiscal
autonomy with significant bearing for the national system of taxation and redistribution.
There does not exist therefore any currency with which the different types of policy
responses can be ranked, measured and compared, between political systems and over time.
The acceptability of the demands of the regional nationalist parties and of the responses by
mainstream parties will vary in function of the specific context- the historical experience, the
political culture and institutional configuration of a political system and the moment in time
in which demands are projected and accommodated. What must nevertheless be underlined is
the ways in which the different policy responses do relate to each other.

Symbols lie at the centre of disputes concerning the just and legitimate forms of
recognition of national groups. They can touch upon apparently trivial but deeply sentimental
topics such as allowing a nation to field its own football team in international tournaments, to
fly its own flag on public buildings or to celebrate the days of its national saints, heroes and
glories of yore. But symbols can also allude to issues with greater normative implications
because, as Keating (2001:102) states, “symbolism takes us to the very heart of political
legitimacy and self-determination.” Due to the customary association between statehood and
nationhood in the international order of sovereign states, the recognition that a particular
social group is a nation within a state implies that it constitutes a separate source of
constituent power and enjoys a right to sovereignty, that is, a right to self-determination. The
normative connotations inherent in the symbols underlying the term nation provide the
ideational backdrop that nourishes the political utopias of regional nationalist parties. It
allows them to claim self-government in the fields that reflect their cultural distinctiveness,
such as education or language, but also to extend this claim to the right to control and

redistribute resources within their own national group. Symbols also inform the regional
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nationalist parties’ vision of po/itical finalities and the type of restructuring that would, in their
view, produce a legitimate political order, such as the number of relevant entities that should
serve as the component units in a regionalized or federal state, and the degree of autonomy
and capacity conferred to them. Lastly, the symbolic right to self-determination entails that
regional nationalist parties are putting forth claims to determine its relationship with the
central government. This does not necessarily imply an ineluctable move towards separatism,
given that some nationalist movements do conceive of region and nation-building within the
confines of the existing state, but it does raise important questions regarding the
constitutionality of the procedures deployed for the attainment of their objectives. The quest
for territorial autonomy has been pursued with the greatest vehemence by regional nationalist
parties and is the strategy of accommodation that is at the source of the territorial

restructuring of states. A deeper examination of the concept is thus warranted.

Territorial Autonomy

Territorial autonomy is an intermediary solution that will most likely satisfy both the
claims of regional nationalist minorities for self-government and the desire of political elites
to keep state boundaries intact. It results from the process of political decentralisation, the
transfer of functions exercised by central governments to a subordinate elected body on a
territorial basis. It represents the main avenue through which regional nationalist parties can
realize their ambition, providing the elected political institutions, decision-making autonomy
and resources necessary for participating in the regional decision-making process and for
establishing their own political agenda. But the category encompasses a wide variety of
arrangements with respect to the degree of authority that is conferred to regional
governments. Keating (1992) has offered a useful framework for understanding the various
dimensions of autonomy pointing to the constitutional status, functions, resources and
capacities; this section adjusts it to the specific scenario of responses to the nationalist and

territorial cleavage, by emphasizing the asymmetrical format of regional government.

The Constitutional Status of Regional Government

The constitutional status of regional governments refers to the safeguards that they
enjoy against the potential encroachment of their jurisdiction and the unilateral revision of
their powers by the central government. In unitary states, the legal status and degree of
autonomy of regional institutions is determined by central government legislation; it is an

inherently top-down initiative that reflects the continued hierarchical predominance of the

40
Toubeau, Simon (2010), The Accommodation of Nationalism: Regional Nationalist Parties and Territorial Restructuring in
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium
European University Institute DOI: 10.2870/17572



central government, as it maintains control over the scope of regional governments’ functions
and continues to supervise the its legislative activities. In federal states on the other hand, the
status of constituent units is guaranteed in a written constitution. Federations exhibit a
polycentric sovereignty, in the words of Elazar (1997:239): “the federal model reflects a polity
compounded of arenas within arenas held together by common framing institutions.” The
sharing of sovereignty and the constituent power of regional governments are incarnated in
the federal principle that guarantees the division of power between levels of government,
secures the conditions of parity between them and impedes the unilateral revision of the
original set of powers and prerogatives. It is not unusual to find hybrid political systems
displaying a mix of unitary and federal features, in particular those regionalized political
systems encompassed in this thesis, in which the existence of regional governments is
enshrined in the constitution, while their specific powers are established in legislation. A
distinction may then be made between special laws with quasi-constitutional status that can
amend the competences and resources of regions and that usually require qualified majorities,
and ordinary legislation with no constitutional implications that demand simple majorities.
This represents an abandonment of the federal principle to the extent that the competences
of regional bodies could potentially be amended without their consent.

It is possible to make abstraction of whether the political system is categorized as
unitary, regional and federal, and instead to focus on the difficulty of the amendment
procedure associated with the legal device which regulates the legal status and powers of
regional governments. Although their have been a number of attempts at establishing
compound indicators that can capture the entire spectrum of amendment formulas in a
single measure of constitutional ‘rigidity” (Lutz 1994; Lorenz 2005), their adequacy has been
put into question by the absence of clear correlations between many of their component
measures, highlighting the fact that the sheer complexity of amendment procedures cannot
possibly be reduced to a simple index (Rasch 2003). Instead, it is preferable to analyse the
inertia of a legal device by examining the difficulty of surpassing the hurdles imposed during
the process of amendment. The entrenchment of the constitution is a double-edged sword
for both regional nationalist and mainstream parties. More demanding procedures tend to set
in stone the existing powers of regional governments, making it difficult for the regional
nationalist parties to expand regional authority and for the mainstream parties to claw them
back, should they wish to recant on their commitment. Conversely, more flexible solutions
enable regional nationalist powers to acquire more powers for regional governments, but

leave them exposed to the whims of simple majorities.
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The Asymmetrical Format of Regional Government

Asymmetrical regional government has conventionally been viewed as a suitable
method for recognizing the national distinctiveness of stateless nations while maintaining the
unity of the state. There naturally exist de facto asymmetries in the structure and outputs of
regional governments, even in the presence of symmetrical constitutional structures, since
there is no federal arrangement that is likely to be made up of equal states. This diversity can
be the result of differences in the size and population of units, in their levels of economic
development, in their social structures and traditions, in their capacities and resources, as well
as in the differences in the practices of self-government, that is, in their choice to exercise the
powers open to them (Duchacek 1970). Differences across component units are not
therefore produced by their constitutionally-assigned degree of self-government but by
environmental factors and political practices. De jure constitutional asymmetries imply on the
other hand, the establishment of legal-formal differences between the units of a federation
with respect to their constitutional status, autonomy and powers, and representation at the
centre. These legal-constitutional differences originate in the deeply-rooted characteristics of
the nations inhabiting a particular territory that arise when states become structurally
differentiated. They reflect the normative principle that defends the importance of respecting
and protecting national political communities, given their role in providing individuals with a
sense of belonging and with a cultural toolbox that can provide meaning to social interactions
(Kymlicka 1995). In multinational states therefore, it is likely that the regions with a distinct
cultural grouping, a particularly high intensity of nationalist sentiment and a greater appetite
for autonomy will have constitutionally-assigned advantages over other regions.

The presence of asymmetrical territorial autonomy in the states of Western Europe
that have undergone significant territorial restructuring is not a surprising feature. As John
McGarry (2005) points out, decentralizing unitary states will find it easier to create formal
asymmetrical arrangements than existing federations, because they do not have state
governments endowed with constitutional vetoes that are likely to regard asymmetry as
conferring first and second class status to different territorial units. This does not entail
however, that asymmetrical models do not conjure controversy. From the perspective of
stateless nations, the justification for introducing de jure asymmetry, is that it allows the
differential intensity of national identities and demands for self-government to find
institutional expression (Requejo 1999). But asymmetry exists also in order to obtain a sense
of political homeland and achieve a status that befits a national community; it serves a

method for establishing symmetry between constituent nations.
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For its opponents, the principal problem with asymmetry is that it threatens norms of
democratic representation and accountability by disproportionately enhancing the influence
of the asymmetric government in the central legislature, a perennial feature of devolution
debates in Great Britain known as the West Lothian Question. Secondly, asymmetric regional
government is blamed for increasing the level of inter-governmental friction because of the
important differences in the policies pursued by a constituent government and those of the
overall political system, and because of the privilege and discrimination that it may generate,
in particular when it comes to the redistribution of state resources. Lastly, asymmetrical
arrangements are said to have destabilizing effects on the political system by inducing a
continuous ratchet effect, encouraging other political units to demand similar levels of
autonomy to those enjoyed by the regional nationalities and by recognizing the plurinational
character of a state. Lastly granting autonomy on the basis of negotiations with constituent
nations, as the source of sovereignty or holders of original rights, asymmetry is also said to
facilitate the identification between the state and the nation at the regional level and to

encourage the ‘secession potential’ of a component unit (Keating 2001; Ventura 2004).

The Autonomy and Capacity of Regional Government

The powers attributed to regional governments lie at the heart of territorial autonomy
because they furnish the substance of self-government, the instruments that enable national
groups to establish distinct policy priorities, to realize different political programs and to
implement divergent goals. The concept of autonomy refers to the right of a regional
government to assert its own will and to make its own laws, a right that constitutes an
essential criteria in federal theory (Riker 1975). The legislative autonomy of regional
governments can either be exclusive to the regional government, concurrent or shared with
the central government, corresponding to the classical dichotomy between dual and
cooperative federalism. The presence of exclusive competences assumes that regional and
central governments operate in separate and distinguishable spheres. There is also an
underlying assumption that this neat separation implies a parallel decentralisation of
administrative, judicial and fiscal responsibility (Baldi 2003). The cooperative model
postulates an interdependence and coordination of legislative and executive activity between
the two levels of government. Under concurrent competences the federal government issues
framework laws in certain policy sectors, leaving regional governments to complement the
legislation with specific details, but ensuring that federal law prevails in case of conflict. With

shared competences, regional governments are empowered to execute federal legislation and
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possess no independent legislative functions, only the power to amend administrative
regulatory norms. A final important consideration when assessing the quality of territorial
autonomy is the location of the residual authority, i.e. the assignment by the constitution of
jurisdiction over areas that are not explicitly reserved for the state or devolved to the region.
If they benefit from residuary power, regional governments can enjoy immediate power over
future policy fields that may acquire political salience.

Administrative and financial resources endow regional governments with the capacity
to make effective use of their legislative autonomy. Administrative decentralisation denotes
the transfer of executive powers to central government field officials, for the purpose of
adapting the implementation of central government policy to local circumstances, the
paragon of which is the continental system of prefectoralism (Fesler 1965). Administrative
capacity refers to the transfer of the infrastructure of the administrative apparatus towards
regional governments, providing the authority to select staff and organize functional
ministries, and furnishing the discretion to manage the workload that follows from legislative
activity. The most important dimension underlying the capacity of regional governments is
the financial resources at their disposal, since it enables them to fund the public services for
which they are responsible. Financial resources can be acquired through different channels,
depending on whether of regional control is located at the level of public expenditure or
revenue-raising. The four principal means are: i) central government transfers that can be
earmarked or not for specific policy sectors, ii) shared taxation over which the central
government sets the base and rate, but over which regional governments can claim a specific
share, iii) autonomous taxation over which regional governments can set the rate or iv) set the
rate and base. The share over financial resources that accrue from control over revenue-
raising serves as the most accurate measure of fiscal autonomy (Rodden 2004). However, it is
important to underline that fiscal autonomy does not necessarily entail greater capacity. In the
case of poorer regions with narrower tax bases, an increase in fiscal autonomy and a decrease
in the size of central government transfers will hamper their ability to carry out their
functions. Thus, the capacity of regions to realize their political goals does not necessarily

depend on their independence from the centre.

Institutional Change and Territorial Restructuring
Changes in the principal strategies of accommodation and the dimensions underlying
territorial autonomy constitute the ‘dependent variable’ of this thesis. The notion of change is

inherent to the definition of accommodation adopted in this thesis, as a permanent and open-
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ended process, but it also underlies the dynamic approach to federalism adopted by Carl
Friedrich (1968), as an evolving patterns of changing relationships between federal centre and
constituent unit. The gradual accretion of discrete institutional changes brings about the
restructuring of territory, the transformation of unitary-centralized states into unitary-
decentralised, regionalised and federal states. These states have been classified as ‘holding
together” (Stepan 1999) or ‘post-modern’ federations (Elazar 1997), but irrespective of how
its institutional outcomes are categorized, what territorial restructuring entails is a continuous
‘re-bundling’ of authority to the regional level, with the aim of ensuring a coincidence
between national identity and politico-administrative boundaries (Ansell and Di Palma 2004).
Territorial restructuring is a highly uneven development that evolves in fits and starts,
and that exhibits occasional reversals, but it is nevertheless possible to delineate the process
temporally in order to undertake comparison across countries. This thesis will make a
distinction between the moments of creation of regional government, and the subsequent
empowerment and deepening of their autonomy and capacity. This delineation corresponds to
existing theoretical models of the process of decentralization (cf. Rodrigues-Pose and Gill
2003) that outline how the dimensions of territorial autonomy will exhibit a variable salience
over time: the issue of constitutional status will be settled during the moment of creation,
while matters regarding asymmetry and the correspondence between legislative autonomy and
fiscal capacity will be a continuous feature of subsequent phases in the bargaining between
regional nationalist and mainstream parties. This strategy is preferable to measuring
accommodation and/or tetritorial autonomy by producing single quantifiable indicators that
can be traced across time and place (cf. Marks, Hooghe et al. 2008). Although this exercise is
feasible and useful for measuring fiscal decentralization (Rodden 2004), it presents serious
limitation when the task is to assess the evolution of a multi-dimensional concept, the
respective components of which require different types of measurements (nominal, ordinal
and continuous) that can not be assembled into a single compound indicator. Valid indicators
employed in the measurement of institutional change and territorial restructuring must
therefore be tied to the dynamic nature of the concept and must focus on categorical changes
across the different strategies of accommodation (Adcock and Collier 2001). Such a temporal
delineation is also justified when the subject of investigation is a macro-process that covers an
extensive temporal space and which therefore features significant feedback effects that
influence the political context. A careful sequencing of the historical process can take into
account changes in the institutional context and in the preferences of actors, introducing

temporality as a distinct element in the explanation (Buthe 2002).
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Agenda-Setting Power and Decision-Making Threshold

The aim of this thesis is to draw on the increasing intensity and frequency of regional
nationalist political mobilisation in contemporary west European party systems, and through
a systematic comparative analysis, to provide an explanation of the influence of regional
nationalism on the process of territorial restructuring. The thesis adopts a state-centric
perspective that privileges the critical role exercised by parties and elections, formal and
informal institutions, political ideologies, decision-making processes. It advances the idea that
the confrontation between regional nationalist parties with the central government is not
simply limited to the disintegrative tendencies unleashed by the type of constitutional and
normative issues that are raised, it is also related to the notion that the form of state that
regional nationalist challenge will condition its likely responses and the eventual satisfaction
of their goals. To understand the factors affecting changes in the distribution of political
authority within a state, we must direct our analytical lenses not simply to the challenge itself,
but to the properties of the object of the challenge. As Rokkan and Urwin (1983:4)put it,

“the centre-simply because it is the centre- still occupies a crucial political position in
determining not only the generation of regionalist aspirations, but also their content and the
likely prospects of success.” (emphasis added)

The main thrust of the argument is that this influence hinges on the agenda-setting
power of regional nationalist parties and on the decision-making threshold for ratifying
institutional change. It is argued that the sphere of political activity from which regional
nationalist parties can advance their claims onto the political agenda will depend on the type
of political system in which they operate: whereas in a majoritarian system, their influence is
likely to be situated in the electoral arena, in a consensus system, their influence is likely to be
situated in the electoral as well as the parliamentary and governmental arenas. Secondly, the
thesis argues that the influence of regional nationalist parties in the electoral arena can take
two forms: they can compel mainstream parties to adjust their position on the territorial
dimension in an effort to stave off electoral pressures or in order to compete against their
mainstream rival. The capacity of a mainstream party to adjust its position will be determined
by the ‘plausibility’ of the change of policy on the issue of territorial autonomy: given the
openness of their ideology to political decentralisation and their tradition of accommodating
regional nationalism, Social Democratic and Christian Democratic parties are more likely to
undertake a change in policy than Conservative parties, which have traditionally displayed a
reticent attitude towards the reform of political institutions and the recognition of

particularistic identities. In the parliamentary and governmental arenas, regional nationalist
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parties can set the agenda either through lending patliamentary support to mainstream parties
or entering coalition governments, but in the two cases, their power is determined by the
strength of their bargaining position and their ideological proximity to the position of the
mainstream parties in government. Finally, the thesis contends that the extent to which the
demands of regional nationalist parties that are placed on the political agenda are translated
into substantive institutional changes will be determined by the interaction between the
decision-rules regulating changes to the territorial distribution of authority and the ideological
distance between partisan actors. If a mainstream party in government or if a coalition
government is deeply divided on its policy of reforming territorial structures, then

institutional change is unlikely to occur.

Rational Choice and Historical Institutionalism

The notion that ‘institutions matter’ has become conventional wisdom in political
science with the advent of neo-institutionalism as the paradigmatic approach informing the
work that seeks to construct models of interaction between institutions and political actors
(March and Olsen 1984; Hall and Taylor 1996; Peters 1999). The claims of this thesis draws
inspiration from rational choice and historical institutionalism, as they correspond to the two-
stage theoretical argument advanced in this thesis: relating micro-level scenarios, that specify
how the incentives and decisions of political actors are subjected to institutional constraints,
to the origin and complex development of macro-level institutions that are designed to
contain social and political conflict. The thesis moreover draws on the points of intersection
existing between rational choice and historical institutionalism (Katznelson and Weingast
2005). It posits that the preferences of political actors can be imputed, based upon certain
assumptions about rational political behaviour, but that their strategies can be influenced over
time by institutions and historical processes. It takes the foundations of institutional change
seriously, by providing an analysis of micro-level strategic interactions but also by tracing how
institutional arrangements are fashioned as a result of historical developments

The thesis will employ institutionalism as a methodology that distinguishes between
institutional theories and theories of institutions (Diermeier and Krehbiel 2003). Institutional
theories will be used in the first stage of the framework for analysis. It treats political
institutions and ideologies as exogeneous structural features that influence the incentives,
beliefs and behaviour of political parties and the choices of decision-makers, and is used for
explaining the competitive interactions between regional nationalist and mainstream parties,

the responses deployed by mainstream parties and the degree of influence that regional
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nationalist parties exercise on the political agenda. Institutions are conceived as formal and
informal sets of rules that structure the behaviour of political actors, which are driven by
vote, office and policy-seeking motivations (Strom 1990; Strom and Muller 1999); ideology is
conceived as a cognitive map that structures the linkages between the different values and
goals of political parties, colours their perception of certain issues, conditions their capacity to
incorporate them into their prevailing belief system and guides their political action.

The second stage of the framework makes use of theories of institutions, that seek to
understand institutions as objects of collective choices and that can be used to explain why
some institutional features come into existence and persist or mutate over time. The historical
institutionalist approach suggests that actors act under the influence of ‘bounded rationality’
which limits their cognitive capacity (Elster 1983; Simon 1991). Actors design institutions
according to expedient or pragmatic considerations but act in a world replete with existing
institutional models, are profoundly influenced by their past traditions and practices, and aim
to ensure the compatability of their different policies. Once created, institutional settlements
are reproduced over time through the maintenance of the specific coalition of partisan
interests that established them, but they also create a new institutional setting that conditions
the interaction between partisan actors. The earliest historical events thus exercise a strong
‘path-dependent’ influence on the overall sequence of territorial restructuring. But ‘path-
dependency’ does not in this context entail a deterministic inertial tendency, whereby an
institutional arrangement is reproduced over time through a self-reinforcing ‘lock-in’, in
which political actors respond to the logic of sunk costs and increasing returns (cf. Pierson
2000). Rather, it is argued that the initial institutional settlement will trigger a ‘reactive
sequence’ (Mahoney 2000) or ‘negative feedback loops’ (Greif and Laitin 2004) that compel
partisan actors to adapt their constitutional preferences and that shape the likelihood of
subsequent institutional change. The onset of a ‘reactive sequence’ implies the generation of a
series of analytically separate but interdependent episodes, in which there is a new partisan
distribution of power and an adjustment of partisan preferences with respect to the
institutional status quo. The outcomes of these successive episodes accumulate over time,
fashioning the dynamics of territorial structuring and giving shape to the emerging form of
state. Institutional settlements thus rarely find themselves in equilibrium: their different
feature produce conflict and contain the seeds of their subsequent replacement, replacements
that are prompted by changes that are endogeneous to the political system. It is essential now
to elaborate how this overall conjecture about the properties of the political system and the

attitudes of mainstream parties operate during the agenda-setting and decision-making phases.
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Agenda-Setting Power

The political agenda is an expression that is frequently employed to refer to the list of
goals that motivate a government’s actions. Drawing attention to the ability of regional
nationalist parties to shape the content of the political agenda is a worthwhile effort because
of the appropriateness of the level of analysis to which the concept pertains. In parliamentary
systems, agenda-setting constitutes the first stage of a broader decision-making process that
remains the prerogative of the executive (Tsebelis 2002). Moreover, the specific issue that
regional nationalist parties are raising- the political decentralisation of authority is a top-down
initiative that is subject to discretion of the central government. Lastly, taken at a higher level
of abstraction, the concept also captures the essence of the struggle taking place between
regional nationalist and mainstream parties- a control over the salience of the different issues
receiving the consideration of governments. As E.E. Schattschneider (1960) pointed out,
party systems do not only involve conflicts between parties, but also ‘conflicts of conflicts’,
conflict over the type of divisions that are adjudged sufficiently pressing, to be worthy of the
attention, time and resources of governments.

The relevance of this concept for our present purpose is that it points to the object
which regional nationalist parties must act upon in order to advance their objectives. To bring
about a change in the structures of the state, they must first be able to set the agenda by
compelling the mainstream party in government to adopt policy of institutional change. The
policy analysis literature has offered an understanding of agenda-setting that refers to the
process by which diffuse demands are transformed into specific issues that are explicitly up
for the consideration and action of decision makers (Cobb and Elder 1983; Kingdon 1995).
This offers a useful starting point that will be tailored to the objective of this thesis; agenda-
setting is defined in this thesis as:

“the capacity of regional nationalist parties to transform their political demands for
territorial autonomy into issues that receive the attention, consideration and action of
mainstream parties in government.”

Since mainstream parties dominate a country’s political scenery- as the principal
actors in the party system and in government- setting the political agenda is conceived as the
capacity of regional nationalist to influence mainstream parties to adopt a policy of
institutional change. This influence can take place in three different sites of action- the
electoral, the parliamentary and the governmental arena. This distinction can be brought to
bear on the analysis of the process by which regional nationalist parties exercise influence on
the agenda. In the electoral arena, they exercise an indirect influence on the agenda by

wielding ‘blackmail potential’ exerting electoral pressures on mainstream political parties,
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influencing the tactics of competition and compelling them to adjust their position on the
territorial dimension; in the parliamentary and governmental arenas they exercise a direct
influence on the agenda by wielding ‘coalition potential’, asserting their demands before
mainstream parties during partisan negotiations that precede the forging of parliamentary

alliances or the formation of coalition governments.

Electoral Arena

The electoral arena constitutes the primary sphere of political action from which
regional nationalist parties can set the political agenda. By appealing to the regional
electorate’s sense of national identity and winning their support, regional nationalist parties
constitute an electoral threat for mainstream political parties. The vulnerability of a
mainstream party to this vote loss is conditioned by its strength in and dependence on the
territory in which regional nationalist parties compete. The electoral system is the main
contextual variable that conditions the significance of the electoral threat since it affects the
ability of nationalist parties to win seats. In political systems with proportional representation
(PR), the low electoral threshold makes it relatively easy for them to dispossess mainstream
parties of their seats. In contrast, under a plurality electoral system, the high threshold means
that regional nationalist parties have to concentrate all of their support in a few districts in
order to obtain seats, reducing the significance of their electoral threat."

The response of mainstream parties to this threat is driven by the logic of strategic
interaction; parties are construed as rational utility-maximisers that seek to increase their share
of votes and seats, increase their power within government office and determine its policy
agenda (Strom 1990; Strom and Muller 1999). The saliency and directional theories of
competition suggest that the choices that mainstream parties must make are firstly whether to
address the demands issued by regional nationalist parties and secondly whether broadly to
reject or accept them. This generates three possible types of strategic responses: dismissive,
adversarial or accommodating (Meguid 2005; 2008). The first option is to deploy a dismissive
electoral strategy that downplays the relevance of the issues which regional nationalist parties
seek to bring to the forefront of public debate, and that instead highlights the issues on which
mainstream parties hold an advantage, principally the traditional left-right issues. The second

option is to deploy an adversarial strategy, the purpose of which is to oppose the demands of

10 .. . .. . . . .

In conditions of high electoral competitiveness at the district level, mainstream parties can lose a marginal seat as a
result of a small loss of votes to a regional nationalist party. In addition, the plurality system exaggerates a party’s
dependence on seats emanating from the particular region in which regional nationalist parties compete, amplifying their
vulnerability to vote and seat losses in that region. Thus, in spite of the presence of a high threshold, regional nationalist
parties can present a significant threat in a plurality system by affecting a mainstream party’s chances of governing
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regionalist parties, to polarise regional electorates and to secure the support of voters that are
uncommitted to the nationalist cause. The third option is to deploy an accommodating
strategy that acknowledges the demands of regional nationalist parties. The logic underlying
this response is that mainstream parties can maximise their share of the vote by co-opting the
demands of regionalist parties, converging towards their position or that of the median
regional voter, undermining the latter’s ownership of the issue of territorial autonomy and
convincing regional voter to switch allegiances (Downs 1957; Hinich and Munger 1997).

The main consequence of the institutionalization of the territorial cleavage for party
competition is the existence of the territorial issue-dimension, which mainstream political
parties can manipulate in their competitive interactions with one another. Mainstream
political parties may thus adjust their position on the territorial dimension not simply in
response to the immediate electoral pressures exerted by regional nationalist parties but also
in order to maximize their share of the vote relative to their immediate mainstream rival. The
circumstances under which this is likely to happen are spelled out by Meguid (2008: 99-104).
If the regional nationalist party is a centrist party threatening all mainstream parties, then they
will deploy accommodating strategies and compete against each other over the ownership of
the territorial issue. If the regional nationalist party is a flank party, the mainstream party
under immediate threat will deploy an accommodating electoral strategy and manipulate the
salience of the territorial dimension if it in opposition and is engaged in competitive electoral
contests with a mainstream rival, since it is under those circumstances that the electoral gains
it makes are likely to make a difference to the outcome of the election and to its chances of
winning office. In response, the non-proximal mainstream party may will seek to heighten the
salience of the territorial issue-dimension in order to strengthen the position of the regional
nationalist party, to thwart the efforts and weaken its mainstream rival in opposition, and can
do so by deploying either an accommodating or an adversarial electoral strategy.''

The capacity of a mainstream party to deploy an accommodating electoral strategy in
its contests against regional nationalist and mainstream parties is however constrained by
electoral, ideological and organisational factors. In order to undertake a policy shift on the
territorial dimension, the party leadership must firstly be certain that it is a vote-maximising
policy, that is, that the gains in votes it will generate will be higher than the loss of votes it

may provoke. The reason a shift in policy may occasion a loss of support is if the party’s

1 Meguid (2008) argues that non-proximal parties will invariably deploy an adversarial strategy because the objective of
the strategy is not to win over the supporters of the regional nationalist party but to polarise regional electorates around
the issue of territorial autonomy, thereby strengthening the regional nationalist party and weakening the mainstream
rival. Although there is evidence to support this claim, this thesis argues that Meguid overlooks the ideological
constraints and that a mainstream party adopts an adversarial strategy because that is the only ‘plausible’ policy.
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traditional followers feel that the party leadership is sacrificing the party’s ideology. In the
study of party competition, ideology has been conceived by Philip Converse (1964: 207) as “a
configuration of ideas and attitudes in which elements are bound together by some form of
constraint.” Ideology thus acts as a cognitive straightjacket that colours the perception that
parties hold of certain issues and that condition their capacity to respond to them or to
incorporate them into their prevailing belief systems. In Robertson’s(1976)formal theory of
competition, ideology limits the party’s capacity to undertake a shift on the territorial
dimension by conditioning the ‘plausibility’ of the new policy. This constraint works in four
different ways. Firstly, the policy must be seen to be credible, that is, consistent with a party’s
record of action and policy initiatives. This suggests that a party’s past behaviour acts as an
important catalyst or an impediment to a policy shift in the short-run as well as the long-run.
Secondly, the policy shift must signal a return to an older tradition or set of practices. Certain
parties are historically associated with a particular issue- for instance Socialist parties with the
welfare state- and it is more plausible for them to adopt a policy in the direction of greater
redistribution than a Liberal or Conservative party, which has little tradition of enthusiasm or
support fort this policy. Specific policies are therefore not party-neutral. Thirdly, a policy
must be compatible with other aspects of the party’s programme; for example, a party cannot
coherently propose to increase spending on schools and defense while maintaining taxation
constant. Lastly, a policy must be aligned with the party’s ideology, that is, it must be situated
as a component part of the realisation of the party’s broader social and political objectives.
The constraint that is imposed by a party’s ideology is not merely cognitive, is also
acts on a party’s capacity, as an organisation, to formulate a policy. There may exist within the
party’s different organs- the party executive, the parliamentary group, the regional and local
branches- as well as among the rank-and-file different degrees of attachment to the facets of a
party’s ideology or traditions, and thus there will exist different interpretations of the value of
a change in policy for the purpose of vote-maximisation (Iversen 1994; Kitschelt 1994).
Although, the party leadership’s actions will tend to be driven by electoral expediency, the
same cannot be said for the rank-and-file which may be devoutly tied to ideological purity or
individuals candidates, which may be concerned with fulfilling their constituents’ preferences.
This suggests that the existence of policy differences or the co-existence of competing
traditions within the party will make it difficult to undertake a policy shift. The conclusion
that follows is that an accommodating strategy is rarely a party-neutral, automatic policy; it is
an incremental process of adaptation that takes place within a specific party, according to the

openness of its ideology, in an evolving environment of party competition.

52
Toubeau, Simon (2010), The Accommodation of Nationalism: Regional Nationalist Parties and Territorial Restructuring in
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium
European University Institute DOI: 10.2870/17572



It is possible to evaluate the openness an ideology to the accommodation of regional
nationalism by tracing the place that this policy occupies in the belief systems of mainstream
party families, classified according to their origins and ideologies (Mair and Mudde 1998).
Liberalism has revealed a good deal of ambivalence on the issue of territorial autonomy and
the recognition of national pluralism. Traditionally, the preference of liberals from Locke to
Rawls is for any type of political arrangement that will defend the rights and liberties of
individuals and will allow them to pursue their conception of the good life. In the libertarian
tradition, articulated most forcefully by Nozick (1974), the state is conceived as a necessary
evil that exists purely for the protection of property rights and the regulation of social
interactions in the market place; there follows a general suspicion of any initiative that may
lead to the growth of government.. Related to this view, classical liberalism is founded on an
economistic conception of the individual driven by instrumental rationality and there are few
justifications in this tradition for paying heed to cultural particularities (Freeden 1998).
However, a separate tradition, articulated by James Madison (1987) in the Federalist Papers
presents the creation of regional government as an additional sphere of democratic activity
and a bulwark against a democratic majority and over-mighty state, supplementing the role of
the executive, legislature and judiciary in ensuring the diffusion of authority across the
political system. The recognition and acceptance of national pluralism resonates moreover,
with one of the core principles at the origins of liberalism, that of toleration

Against the winds of liberal progress have stood the forces of Conservatism.
Intellectual historians have resisted labelling Conservatism as an ideology, or as a coherent
system of ideas and beliefs; rather, it been defined by Michael Oakeshott (1962) as a
disposition that is suspicious of social and political change, that upholds existing institutions
as the treasured bequest of history, and that is unreceptive to the abstract visions and empty
promises of political utopias. The hostility traditionally displayed towards the accommodation
of nationality claims has therefore stemmed primarily from a reluctance to reform existing
political institutions. In Edmund Burke’s(2003) view, a country’s system of goverernment is
the product of a complex historical development that has guided the actions of generations of
statesmen, the authority of which cannot be challenged for the purpose of either realising a
grand project or satisfying short-term wants. This lack of sympathy for particularist claims
also derives, in certain strands of Conservatism, from a strong commitment to the national
community as an integrative force underlying an organic society, which, alongside social
constructs such as the church and the family and the values of social hierarchy and discipline,

are necessary for maintaining a stable social order.
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One the main variants of Conservatism found on the European continent is Christian
Democracy, a political movement which strove to transcend the purely negative reaction of
the ancient régime to revolutionary democratic convulsions and to reconcile the Catholic
Church’s teachings with democratic political institutions. Christian Democratic ideology
displays a more accommodating stances towards particularistic nationalist claims, an attitude
that is induced by a paternalistic concern for ensuring the rights of all segments of society, a
commitment to ‘personalism’, the belief that individuals can only fully develop through their
relationship with organic social entities such as the local community, as well as the claim to
represent all sections of society. In addition, as a result of a deep distrust of the power of the
sovereign states, Christian Democracy has traditionally advocated federal forms of social and
political organisation. The Catholic encyclicals encouraged the productive bases of society to
be organised on the basis of autonomous guilds and promulgated the principle of
‘subsidiarity’, according to which it is unjust to assign to a larger and higher society what can
be done by smaller and lower communities (Pombeni 2000).

Social democracy has produced the most diverse set of traditions regarding the
economic alternatives to capitalism and the nature and purpose of the state. Early ‘utopian’
socialist doctrine, expounded by thinkers such as Fourrier, Owen and Proudhon, developed
their vision of the economic basis of society in opposition to large-scale industrial systems,
opting instead for the establishment of industrial and agrarian local communities working on
the basis of the principles of cooperation. Their views resonated with syndicalist theory, a
form of revolutionary trade unionism that saw the emancipation of the working class as
something to be achieved by local trade unions- autonomous, democratic organisations that
would collaborate on a voluntary basis in their common action (Lichtheim 1969). This
tradition was gradually supplanted with the growing hegemony of statist ideology, explicit in
Marxism socialist doctrine, in the First and Second International, and then with the advent of
reformist social democracy, the advance of parliamentary socialism and the recognition of the
possibilities offered by democratic politics and the control over the state machinery. During
the inter-war period, Socialist parties began to regard the state as an instrument that could be
used for the redistribution of power and resources, and began to develop policies for
economic planning and social welfare. On the basis of this comparative analysis of the origins,
beliefs and traditions of different party families, we can expect that, because of their tradition
of support for territorial autonomy, the Liberal, Christian Democratic and Socialist parties
will be able to effect a ‘plausible’ shift in policy and deploy accommodating electoral strategies

in their competitive interactions against regional nationalist and mainstream parties.
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Parliamentary and Governmental Arenas

The parliamentary and governmental arenas constitute the second sphere of
political action from which regional nationalist parties can set the agenda. By obtaining
parliamentary representation, regional nationalist parties can become associated with
majority power by wielding power over the formation and dissolution of governments
and over the ratification of their legislative programme. Unlike the influence exerted from
the electoral arena which can, theoretically, be observed across all types of democratic
political systems, ‘coalition relevance’ is more likely to be exercised in consensus than
majoritarian systems. In a majoritarian systems with a single-party government and a
dominant executive which fosters adversarial relations with parties in opposition, there is
tendency to narrow the scope of governmental power. In consensus political system
featuring multiparty systems, coalition governments and weaker executive that fosters
collaborative relations with the opposition, there is a tendency to broaden the scope of
governmental power, and regional nationalist parties can expect to exercise direct agenda-
setting powers. The consequences of this power is situated not at the level of the attitudes
of mainstream parties, but in the actions that they take in government. In offering their
parliamentary support to a government or entering a coalition, regional nationalist parties
can oblige mainstream parties to instigate reforms to the structures of the state or can
participate in shaping the content of the measures designed to accommodate nationality
claims. The extent to which they can influence the content of the reforms will depend on
the strength of their bargaining position and on the ‘coalitional’ character of their alliance.

The contemporary debate in political science on the composition of governments
has isolated three key variables of significance for explaining the bargaining power of
parties and the types of governments are formed: power, ideology and institutions (De
Winter 2002). These have often been presented in opposition to one another, but
empirical work has demonstrated that all of these variables are necessary for
understanding substantive political outcomes (De Vries 1999; Martin and Stevenson 2001).
The first determinant of a party’s bargaining power during coalition negotiations is its
size- measured by the number of parliamentary seats it controls. Power-oriented theories
that conceive parties as rational actors concerned purely with maximizing power stipulate
that if a party controls enough seats to provide a parliamentary majority, it will be
included in a minimum winning coalition, one that includes the minimum number of seats
and political parties. (Riker 1962). Variants of these power-oriented theories have sought

to produce a priori indices to measure the ‘potential’ bargaining power of parties by
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incorporating the format of the party system as an additional variable that affects the
probability that any single party can delivery a qualified majority (Shapley and Shubik
1954). Thus, the number of seats under a party’s control is not an efficient predictor of
outcomes, the constellation of partisan forces in the party system and the distribution of
power between them must also be taken into account. The location of regional nationalist
parties in ideological space, determined by their policy position on the left-right and
centre-periphery issue-dimensions, will also determine whether or not they will be
incorporated into a governing coalition. Policy-oriented theories stipulate that ideological
proximity in a multi-dimensional space will facilitate the negotiation process between
parties by reducing conflicts of interest and lowering the transaction costs of bargaining
across different issue-dimensions, and predict that the only coalitions that will form at
those that included parties that are ideologically adjacent (minimum-connected-winning)or
that engender the minimum policy distance in cabinet (Axelrod 1970; De Swaan 1973). It
is important to consider that the format and mechanics of the party system also play a role
here: the bargaining power of regional nationalist parties will be a function of the number
of alternative feasible coalitions, a feature that is, in turn, determined by the ideological
affinity existing between other political parties.

Finally, institutions also play a decisive role in structuring political outcomes and
determining the bargaining power of regional nationalist parties, by restricting the set of
feasible cabinet coalitions (Strom, Budge et al. 1994). The most important institutions are
those set of rules governing the process of government formation, such as an investiture
rule that stipulates whether or not and with that kind of majority an incoming government
must pass a formal vote in the legislature or specific requirements regarding the partisan
composition of a government and the size of its parliamentary majority for the ratification
of particular policies, such as constitutional reforms. The presence of an investiture
procedure provides regional nationalist parties with strong bargaining power because, in
the event of a hung parliament, it prevents the formation of a minority government and
forces the incoming mainstream party to broker a governing arrangement with parties in
parliament in order to win their support and obtain the formal sanction of the parliament.
The specification of a government’s composition or the size of its parliamentary majority
also enhances the bargaining power of regional nationalist parties, because it allows them
to impose their demands before other mainstream parties as an exchange for their
participation in a coalition government. Thus, when considering the bargaining power of

regional nationalist parties, it is important to look at strength, ideology and institutions.
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Decision-Making Threshold

Agenda-setting is a critical and inevitable stepping stone for understanding the
influence of regional nationalist parties, but it remains just that, an intermediary step. It
cannot offer insight into how their capacity to impose their preferences on the political
agenda is translated into the actual transfer political authority to the regional level. A
proper investigation of the influence of regional nationalist parties on state structures
must therefore explore how the decision-making process- which denotes the ways in
which collective goals are formulated and ratified- conditions institutional change. The
angle of the framework shifts at this stage to a theoretical analysis grounded in the veto
players approach, which explores the variable capacity of political systems to produce
‘policy change’ (Tsebelis 1995; 2002). The veto player framework is a micro-analytic
model that places partisan actors in a decision-making situation, veto players being
defined as those collective and individual actors whose consent is necessary before a
policy can be changed (Tsebelis 1995: 293-294). The two main components to this
theoretical framework are i) the number of partisan veto players and ii) the ideological
distance between them. The basic proposition that follows is that an increase in either of
these two components will reduce size of the win-set, viz. the set of possible outcomes
for which there exists a majority that can defeat the status quo.

Tsebelis establishes a distinction between institutional and partisan veto players: the
former are set by the constitution and include the institutions involved in the decision-making
process endowed with a veto while the latter are set endogeneously by the party system and
the governing coalition. This thesis will maintain this distinction but will focus primarily on
the actions of partisan veto players. In parliamentary systems, parties in government are the
agenda-setters and the majority at their command is expected to ratify their legislative
initiatives, political parties therefore exercise the greatest discretion in instigating and ratifying
institutional changes. However, institutional veto players should not be entirely discounted.
Parties can and do suffer a lack of cohesion, and the parliamentary party or a parliamentary
faction can trouble the government by refusing to ratify its proposal. Thus a congruence in
the identity of majorities in government and parliament does not necessarily entail the
‘absorption’ of institutional veto players. If parties lack cohesion, the parliamentary
institutions which they occupy will become the relevant veto players. Lastly, it is important to
appreciate the crucial role of the institution of the referendum. Whether stipulated by the
constitution or not, legislative initiative with constitutional implications often require popular

sanction, introducing the median voter as an additional veto player.
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The decision-rule attached to the specific legislative device used to decentralise
political authority stipulates the legislative thresholds necessary for ratifying institutional
change and thus determines the identity of institutional and partisan veto players involved in
the decision-making process. The hurdles imposed by decision-rules can be analytically
distinguished firstly, by the different stages through which the proposed amendment must
pass, e.g. the constitutional committee, the parliament, the parliament following an
intervening election, the referendum, and secondly, by the height of the thresholds during
each stage, e.g. simple majority, absolute majority or qualified majority (Rasch 2003). Formal
decision rules will affect the relationship between government and opposition parties: should
the government not possess the requisite majority to satisfy the legislative threshold, it will
rely on parties in the opposition to approve the bill, bestowing them with the power to
impose amendments and to bring the outcome closer to their own preferences. The decision
rule thus exercises a decisive influence on the number of veto players, on the feasibility of
institutional change and on the substance of the legislative outcome.

In the second stage, ideology plays a decisive role by determining the height of the
decision-making threshold. Tsebelis (2002)assigns an important causal weight to ideology,
arguing that an increase in distance separating the position of veto players will decrease the
size of the win-set and increase policy stability. In this respect, ideological distance is a more
decisive factor than the number of veto players, since the only two partisan veto players that
are relevant for understanding a system’s propensity for ‘policy change’ are those that are
ideologically furthest apart. The height of the decision-making threshold and the distance
between veto players is however difficult to calibrate accurately. Existing data sources that
measure the position of parties in ideological space that rely on content analysis of
manifestos (Comparative Manifesto Projects, CMP) (Budge, Klingemann et al. 2001)or have
relied on the placement of parties on an ordinal scale by expert surveys (Castles 1984; Laver
and Hunt 1992; Laver and Benoit 2006) do not distinguish between the variety of the
different formats that decentralisation can adopt, a detail that lies at the heart of partisan
contention. Moreover, the CMP only provides data on the salience of the issue for parties,
and while expert surveys do provide information on position, the time series is seriously
limited. A simple solution to this problem is to analyse individual party statements and to
gauge their overall position on the issue of territorial autonomy by establishing their position
on four different dimensions of territorial autonomy identified in the first section-

constitutional status, asymmetry, legislative autonomy, fiscal autonomy.
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Summary of Hypotheses

This section has presented in a detailed fashion the framework for analysis employed
this thesis and has isolated the role of electoral, institutional variables during the agenda-
setting and decision-making phases that will condition the capacity of regional nationalist
parties to influence the process of territorial restructuring. On the basis of this framework it is

possible to advance four conjectures that can be verified in the empirical part of this thesis

H1: Regional nationalist parties are likely to set the agenda from the electoral arena if they are
competing in majoritarian systems and are likely to set the agenda from the electoral and
parliamentary and governmental arenas if they are competing in a consensus systems.

H2: In the electoral arena, regional nationalist parties are likely to compel a change in the
position of mainstream parties on the territorial dimension, if they exert significant electoral
pressures on Christian Democratic, Social Democratic or Liberal parties, parties that are
ideologically open to the accommodation of nationalism.

H3: In the electoral arena, regional nationalist parties are likely to compel mainstream parties
to compete on the territorial issue-dimension, if they exert significant electoral pressures on
Christian Democratic, Social Democratic or Liberal parties, that find themselves in
opposition and engaged in highly competitive contests against their mainstream rivals.

H4: In the parliamentary and governmental arenas, regional nationalist parties are likely to
oblige mainstream parties to instigate institutional reforms or to participate in shaping those
reforms, if they wield strong bargaining power and issue demands that are in proximity to the
median position of the mainstream party (ies) in government

H5: During the decision-making process, ideological distance between partisan veto players is
a more decisive factor than decision-rules, and institutional change is likely only if there is no
ideological opposition by any of the partisan or institutional veto players.
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Research Design

This final section attends to the critical matter of elaborating a research design that can
provide the appropriate methods for the empirical investigation of the institutionalist
theoretical framework. A key concern underlying the selection and deployment of
methodological tools is their alignment with the ontology of a theory, ie. the set of
assumptions about the nature of causal relations that are being investigated (Hall 2003).The
focus of this thesis on a large-scale outcome such as the restructuring of territoriality and the
importance assigned to temporality in the unfolding of this process implies a commitment to
undertaking a comparative historical analysis. This approach offers the degree of
contextualisation necessary for uncovering the complex causal mechanisms underlying the
protracted institutional adaptation of the state posited in the theoretical framework, namely,
the interaction effects between independent variables and the feedback effects of institutional
change via the onset of ‘reactive sequences’. It is thus aligned to the vision of causality
projected in this thesis as a branching tree whose tips represent the outcomes of events that
unfold over time (Sewell 1999). The comparative historical approach is also matched to the
aim of producing a configurational analysis that identifies the multiple causal pathways
through which regional nationalist parties have influenced the process of territorial
restructuring, (Ragin 1987)." This remainder of this chapter is devoted to justifying the

selection of cases and the type of comparative method used is this thesis.

Case Selection

Although the problems associated with the ‘nationalities question’ are prevalent across a
high number of countries, few have reached the degree of institutionalization witnessed in
mature democratic systems, and it is useful to turn our attention to these comparable set of
cases. The framework for analysis sets the ‘scope conditions’ of the thesis, the set of
necessary conditions that delimit the universe of cases appropriate for comparisons, namely,
parliamentary democracies exhibiting the presence of important regional nationalist parties
that have experienced a significant restructuring of territory. Moreover, it assigns causal
importance to the effects of intervening variables found at the level of the political system; it
is argued that the properties of the political system themselves are key for understanding
inter-systemic difference (cf.Easton 1990). This entails that a ‘Most Similar Systems Design’ is

the most appropriate choice of design; it is a strategy that aims to select countries that are as

" The comparative historical method represents a useful strategy because it ensures a greater degree of conceptual and
measurement validity,l avoiding the conceptual stretching often associated with statistical methods, a risk that is
heightened when dealing with thick multi-dimensional concepts such as ‘accommodation’, that often vary across
contexts in their empirical manifestation and are often difficult to translated into thin quantitative data (Coppedge 1999)
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similar as possible, controlling for the number of inter-systemic factors that could explain
differences, and allowing for the set of variables that differentiate systems to be considered as
explanations for the observed differences of behaviour (Przeworski and Teune 1971: 34)."
Contemporary Western Europe offers a fertile setting in which to study the accommodation
of regional nationalism for it has undergone a common set of experiences which Bartolini
(2005) has labelled the modalities of state formation: state-building, capitalist development
and industrialisation, nation-building, democratization, social sharing through the creation of
welfare states and more recently the process of Europeanisation. One could add the ‘post-
industrial revolution’ (Inglehart 1977) and the emergence of a post-material cleavage which
has increased salience of a ‘new’ politics related to such questions as cultural and political
identity and rights to collective self-determination.

The way in which regional nationalism has influenced the transformation of territorial
structures will be evaluated in the cases of Great Britain, Spain and Belgium, over a time
period spanning the late 1960s to the mid and late 1990s. These are multinational states where
the territorial and linguistic cleavage has long featured in domestic politics, where significant
regional nationalist parties have made claims for territorial autonomy, but which have only
recently embarked on the process of creating politically decentralized polities; they are
therefore ideal candidates for analysing how the tides of regional nationalism have provoked
cumulative institutional changes. The three decade-long time period is ideally suited for
examining the claims of the theoretical framework. It enables an appreciation of the variation
in the dynamics underlying a large-scale transformation; it facilitates a dis-aggregation of the
process into different sequences that feature institutional change or stasis, and allowing the
investigator to deal with the endogeneity of institutional change, by tracing its effects on the
power and preferences of partisan actors (Buthe 2002). The reader will immediately object
that the analysis is fundamentally biased because all of these countries display positive values
on the dependent wvariable- all have experienced significant processes of political
decentralisation over recent decades. The analysis excludes cases that either have not
displayed any substantial reform to their territorial structures or have broken up as a result of
the secessionist pressures exerted by regional nationalist parties. Scholars have pointed out
that ‘selection on the dependent variable’ leads to a significant systematic error in the (over)
estimation of the causal impact of independent variables and to a dramatic reduction in the

internal and external validity of a theory (Geddes 1990; King, Keohane et al. 1994).

B The logic of comparative inquity employed in this thesis corresponds to Mill’s Method of Concomitant Variation,
since it is concerned with identifying patterns of variation in certain outcomes across countries. The choice of design in
this thesis is thus determined by system-oriented nature of the research, i.e. the level of analysis to which the hypotheses
pertain, and by the quest to explain within system variation in observed outcomes (Przeworski and Teune 1970)
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The methodological pitfalls imputed to a ‘no-variance’ research design however
appear to be exaggerated. The study of specific uniform outcomes is particularly relevant
when the aim is to explore processes that lead specific substantive political developments
(Brady and Collier 2004). This implies the analysis of a process that ties the presence of
regional nationalist parties, the pathways through which they have set the agenda, the
behaviour of partisan actors during the decision-making process, to the actual outcome of
institutional change. As argued below, if accompanied with a systematic process-tracing
method, this type of design can produce valid findings. Moreover, as the country chapters will
demonstrate, these three countries have displayed a considerable degree of variation in the
value of both the independent and dependent variables. All countries have introduced
asymmetrically devolved, regional and federal systems in response to the intensity of
nationalist claims, but have done so at different moments, and have also experienced periods
of pause and reversals in the process of decentralisation. All three countries are parliamentary
regimes, but there is considerable variation in the strength of the regional nationalist
pressures, in the operation of political institutions and decision-rules, and in the ideology of
mainstream parties- the key variables that condition the agenda-setting powers of regional
nationalist parties and the decision-making threshold. The selection of cases has therefore
been driven by a theoretical concern. By displaying variation in the principal phenomena of
interest in this thesis, these three countries present ideal conditions in which to examine the
accommodation of regional nationalism. This thesis considers those regional nationalist
parties that can pose a ‘credible’ threat to the political system, and include only those that
have competed in more than one consecutive election and obtained a minimum of five
percent of the regional vote at national elections.'* The main parties that this thesis will
examine are the Scottish Nationalist Party SNP), Plaid Cymru (PC) in Great Britain, the Partido
Nacionalista Vasco (PNV), Convergencia i Unio (CiU), in Spain; the Rassemblement Walloon (RW),
Front Démocratique des Francophone (DY), Volskunie (NU) and VVlaams Blok in Belgium.

Table 3.2. Range of Policy Demands of Regional Nationalist Parties

Protectionist Autononist Nationalist-Federalist Independentists Irrendentist
Claim | -demand for the - demand for minimal -demand greater autonomy -demand full -demand annexatic
preservation of a  degree of territorial  and share of resources within independent of of their region tc
cultural identity autonomy, and politically decentralized or sovereignty for another state
within the differential treatment federal state. region

framework of the  from tertitorial entitie
state
Party PC FDF, RW, VU, CiU VB, SNP, PNV,

14 : . . . .
This threshold enables the exclusion of a number of small and ephemeral parties that have appeared in Spain, where a
number of non-historic regions have witnessed the occasional appearance of regionalist parties
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The common denominator underlying the goals of regional nationalist parties is their
demand for the greater recognition of their national group. The range in the type of political
demands that this may entail is however rather wide, as illustrated in the continuum of
ideologies depicted in Table 3.2, which shows the majority of parties straddle the nationalist-
federalist, independentist distinction. Though there have been attempts to maintain
distinctions between the claims for outright independence and support for some degree of
territorial autonomy, scholars agree that regionalist preferences tend to be mixed and may
change over time (Keating 2001). We should not therefore aim to distinguish between
movements for outright secession and those which aim for territorial autonomy, since
secessionist have adopted a variety of strategies to suit the prevailing political climate.
Furthermore, it is often genuinely difficult to determine whether a given strategy represents a
sincerely held belief or only a tactic. Ostensibly moderate aspirations today may serve to
mask certain far reaching objectives held in abeyance; conversely, an extreme aspiration may
be satisfied with a moderate concession. This trend enables us to perform comparisons
between countries, and draw valid inferences about the conditioning effects of electoral,

institutional and ideological factors on their agenda-setting power

A Structured, Focused Comparison

The purpose of the comparative method is to verify the propositions specified in the
framework for analysis, by searching for systematic patterns of similarity and differences in
the features of political systems and drawing inferences about the strength of the posited
causal relationships. As Sidney Verba (1967) put it, the key challenge of the comparative
method is to identify and characterise the relevant factors in ways that do not do injustice to
their essential character, but that still place them within the categories of an overarching
framework. To this end, this thesis deploys a ‘structured, focused comparison’, in which the
same theoretical claims are used to focus on the choice of variables, and to guide and
structure the collection of data, thereby making systematic comparisons and the accumulation
of findings possible (George 1979). It should be borne in mind that this study constitutes
principally an effort at theory-development. The analytic framework aims to improve on
existing accounts by developing the concept of agenda-setting and refining its
operationalisation, and by assigning decisive causal importance to the decision-making
threshold. The examination of the framework in the three cases should yield findings which
can simultaneously uncover its empirical robustness, while allowing for the appreciation of

the influence of different interaction effects between variables.
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Like all research designs reliant on a small number of countries, this thesis is
confronted with the ‘Fundamental Problem of Causal Inference’ (King, Keohane et al. 1994),
the impossibility of knowing whether or not the variation in the phenomenon is in fact
caused by those factors posited and not by other factors or by random fluctuations. The
analysis suffers from a ‘degrees of freedom’ problem inherent in ‘small-N’ comparative
political science, i.e. that the number of cases are still too few for checking the validity of the
hypotheses (Lijphart 1971)."> However, it is possible to follow Lijphart’s counsel for
managing the ‘degrees of freedom’ problem, by increasing the number of observation within
each case and by verifying the causal mechanisms tying the independent and dependent
variables. This dual comparative strategy allows us to enhance the ‘leverage’ of our theoretical
framework and mitigate the problem of indeterminacy (King, Keohane et al. 1994).

Given the significance of accommodation as a process that takes shape over time, this
thesis will opt for a ‘middle range diachrony’ (Bartolini 1993), by comparing the degree of
accommodation across space- national political systems and political parties- and across
time- institutional change within the same political systems. The congruence procedure
enables the examination of the relationship between the independent, intervening and
dependent variables, across temporal units within a country. The periodisation strategy
employed for disaggregating the historical chronology of each case is theoretically informed:
distinct periods are bounded by significant turning points that affect the value of independent
and dependent variables, that is, moments in which regional nationalist parties have exercised
strong or weak agenda-setting powers that have subsequently translated into either an
adjustment or a maintenance of the existing territorial distribution of authority (Lieberman
2001). This method affords a greater validation of the causal mechanism by enabling the
investigator to hold more factors constant- the fundamental properties of a single country are
unlikely to vary across time to the same extent as those same properties are likely to vary
across cases. In addition, disaggregating a case-study into distinct observations also allows us
to analyse the impact of temporality on the dynamic of accommodation and to take into
account the importance of path-dependent dynamics, in which the origins and evolution of

regional government exercise strong feedback effects on the preferences of partisan actors. '

" The problem of indeterminacy is compounded by a problem of over-determination,. because as Przeworski and
Teune (1970:84)“since the unmber of systems is often limited... most system-level variables will be overdetermined:
several system-level variables will equally well account for the same differences of within-system relationships and which
of these variables causes the dependent phenomenon will not be known.”

1 This periodisation strategy introduces two distinct but related methodological problems. The periods selected in
different countries as the relevant temporal unit are not homogeneous in terms of e, since they take place over a
wide-ranging number of years that feature differences in the frequency of elections and the length of the legislative
period. Rather, each temporal unit is to be treated as homogeneous, to the extent that they exhibit is a clear relationship
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Separating the causal process into distinct sequences, allows us to appreciate how decisions
taken during one period may affect the context of subsequent periods, and to incorporate
temporality as an element in the causal explanation (Buthe 2002).

Since the analytic framework is inspired by the process-oriented perspectives developed
in public policy and hinges on the process through which the demands of regional nationalist
parties are translated into substantive institutional changes, it is natural to employ a method
that centres on the intervening steps in this process. One method that is particularly suited to
this purpose is process-tracing, a form of theory-oriented historical explanation that seeks to
uncover the precise causal mechanism linking a particular observed outcome to a putative
cause (George and McKeown 1985; George and Bennett 2005). There are two distinct steps
in the process tying the demands of regional nationalist parties to institutional change,
corresponding to the two intervening stages in the institutionalist theoretical framework. The
first step in the analysis is to examine how the electoral conjuncture, the set of formal and
informal institutions and the ideology of mainstream parties condition the agenda-setting
powers of regional nationalist parties. The second step is to analyse how this interacts with
the decision-rules regulating institutional change and the ideology of partisan veto players to
condition the feasibility, direction and substance of institutional change."” The aim of the
method is to examine the decisions reached by political actors during two crucial steps in a
sequence, in particular, the decision of mainstream political parties to adapt their position on
the territorial dimension and/or to co-opt regional nationalist patties into government and
the decision of partisan actors to endorse or to obstruct the attempts of the executive to
instigate institutional change. Process-tracing offers the benefit of complementing the causal
inferences drawn from the comparative method by corroborating the significance of certain
variables and by eliminating the role of other potentially significant variables in a particular
context (Hall 2008). Lastly, process-tracing is a useful tool for investigating the causal
complexity presented in the framework for analysis, such as the presence of interaction
effects and of ‘equifinality’, the possibility that specific outcomes are produced by different

causal pathways.

between the different variables, which are distinct from the relationship in other time points. In spite of the differences
in the duration of each temporal unit, they are therefore assigned equal weight in the subsequent comparative analysis.

17 Process-tracing requires that observations in a sequence be linked in particular ways, that is, their value cannot be
independent (George and Bennett 2005: 207). In this framework, agenda-setting and decision-making are dependent,
since they are consecutive steps in an overall sequence that characterising the formulation of collectively binding choices.
The value of each observation are also dependent because they are tied together by the formal and informal institutions
regulating the exervise of anthority, e.g. high agenda-setting powers exercised in consensus-based systems are matched by a
demanding decision-making process with a high number of veto players. However, the ideological position of partisan
veto players can intervene in the causal process, facilitating or hindering the decision-making process across different
types of systems, rendering the value of the two observations more independent of each other.
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Collection of Evidence

The process-tracing method bears important implications for the type of evidence that is
conjured in the empirical analysis. The affinity of process-tracing with historical explanations,
grounded in their joint quest to establish the micro-correlations tying the steps in a causal
sequence, entails that the investigator employs the historian’s method of examining data from
a variety of sources- archival materials, memoirs, histories, newspapers- as an important part
of understanding the contextual developments in which political actors are operating and of
examining whether the causal process a theory hypothesizes is in fact evident in that case
(George and Bennett 2005: 97). This thesis will rely on a variety of evidence for evaluating the
value of the independent and dependent variables: survey data and electoral data for depicting
the nature of the electoral conjuncture; primary and secondary literature on political
institutions to grasp the operation formal and informal political institutions; party manifestos,
and declarations for understanding the position of political parties; white papers, bills, laws
and constitutions for assessing the magnitude of institutional change; as well as newspaper
sources, memoirs and secondary sources on the details of specific historical events.

In addition, this thesis makes uses of elite interviews, for corroborating information that
has been collected from other sources, and for gathering information about the context in
which political actors were operating. This latter justification is not to be equated with the
premise held by ‘constructivists’ that the aim of social research is to interpret the meaning
that certain types behaviour have to the participants who perform them. Rather, it seeks to
understand the views and beliefs that participants held of different events and to examine the
motivations for certain actions, in order to probe certain assumptions that the analytical
framework posits about different political actors’ incentives and interests, and to understand
the sequence of actions that under lied specific events. Specifically, this thesis will make use
of semi-structured interviews, using a questionnaire with a set number of theoretically-guided
questions that seek to uncover the ideological beliefs, the motivations and decisions of
political parties, but which remains sufficiently flexible to allow new questions to be brought
during the interview as a result of the responses of the interviewee. It will opt for a non-
random sampling of interviewees, since the aim of the investigation is to obtain information
of their experience of very specific events. Given the momentous nature of the events leading
to institutional change, involving political developments at the highest level of government, it
is necessary to interview those individuals that were involved or influential during the process.
The thesis employs positional and reputational criteria to identify ex ante the identity of the

relevant respondents, interviewing the party leaders of regional nationalist and mainstream
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political parties, in government and in opposition. It also relies on chain-referral sampling,
requesting each interviewee to suggest other potential subjects who were active in the process
(Tansey 2007). However, given that some of the historical events under scrutiny have taken
place more than three decades ago, the investigation also settles for availability sampling,
selecting those respondents that are most readily available.

To summarise, the accommodation of nationalism is an ongoing and open-ended
response to the nationality claims of regional nationalist parties. It unfolds in fits and starts,
develops at an irregular pace and to uneven degrees across countries, it is the product of the
accumulation of a series of discrete choices by political actors. The influence that regional
nationalist parties have exerted on this process is what this thesis is about. The framework for
analysis developed in this chapter posits that this influence will be conditioned by two factors:
their agenda-setting powers and the decision-making threshold. It is argued that regional
nationalist parties competing in majoritarian systems are likely to set the agenda from the
electoral arena, while those competing in consensus political systems, are likely to set the
agenda both from the electoral and from the parliamentary and governmental arenas. If they
exert strong electoral pressures in the electoral arena, they can compel Liberal, Christian
Democratic and Social Democratic mainstream parties to undertake a shift in policy on the
territorial dimension, in order compete better against their regional nationalist and
mainstream rivals. If they wield strong bargaining power in the parliamentary and
governmental arenas, they can exchange their support to a mainstream party’s governing
authority for the instigation of institutional reforms. Whether their influence on the political
agenda is translated into substantive decisions to reforms the structures of the state will
depend on the decision-making threshold, and in particular on the ideological distance
between partisan veto players, which condition political systems capacity for policy change.

Having established the framework for analysis, we can now turn to the examination
of the politics of accommodation in Great Britain, Spain and Belgium. The case studies will
be structured in a comparable fashion. They begin with a brief account of the nationality
claims articulated by regional nationalist parties and with a synopsis of how electoral,
institutional, and ideological factors are likely to condition their agenda-setting powers and
the decision-making threshold for ratifying institutional change. This will give way to an
analysis of distinct periods, marked by changes in the mechanics of party competition and by
the presence or absence of institutional change, distinguishing between the moments of
creation, empowerment and deepening. Such a historical delineation will provide a panoramic

view of the influence of regional nationalism on the territorial structures of the state..
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Part II/ Case Studies
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CHAPTER FOUR

Great Britain

At the end of 1997, when the British Labour government issued two legislative
proposals devolving power to a Scottish parliament and a Welsh Assembly, it instigated
the most profound reforms to the structures of the British state in contemporary history.
The initiative represents a landmark in British political history. By irreversibly modifying
the unitary character of the British state, it opened a new chapter in the way in which
regional nationalism was accommodated. But it also featured a strong degree of historical
continuity, as an asymmetric and piecemeal settlement that reflected the varying intensities
of nationalist sentiment and that nevertheless retained a profoundly unitarist spirit. The
aim of this chapter is abstract from the unique features of devolution in Great Britain and
to examine how the timing and magnitude of the institutional change that took place in
the late 1990s can be traced to the influence exercised by regional nationalist parties from
Scotland and Wales on the process of party competition '*

The chapter is divided into four main sections. The first briefly outlines the
political development of the British state and the nationality claims of the SNP and PC;
the second examines the implications of the Westminster system and the attitudes of
British mainstream parties towards territorial autonomy for the agenda-setting power of
regional nationalist parties and for the decision-making process regulating institutional
change. The remainder of the chapter deals with two consecutive time periods in
contemporary British political history during which the SNP and PC have advanced their
demands for independence and territorial autonomy. In the first period, spanning the late
1960s and late 1970s, the regional nationalist parties exercised strong agenda-setting
powers by exerting electoral pressures on mainstream parties in the electoral arena and
compelling mainstream parties to shift from a dismissive to an accommodating electoral
strategy. This was more easily undertaken by the Labour party than by the Conservative
party, as the former was under a more significant electoral pressure and displayed an
ideology that was more open to the principle of devolution. However, the party remained

deeply divided between its centralist and Home Rule tradition as there was little in terms

" The case of Northern Ireland will be excluded from the analysis of Great Britain. It cannot be compared with the
other regions of the country fitstly because it featutes a unique patty system representing the protestant/unionist and
catholic/nationalist fault line, in which British mainstream political partiecs do not compete and secondly because the
dynamics of devolution to the Stormont Assembly since the 1920s have been dictated by the patterns of social
mobilisation and armed sectarian conflict rather than by patterns of party political competition.
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of existing support for the party’s devolution policy, which had been deployed largely for
reasons of electoral expediency. These divisions ead to the multiplication of veto points
during the legislative process and to the defeat of the government’s devolution bills. The
cohesiveness of the Labour party constitutes the main point of contrast with the second
period, dating from the late 1980s to the late 1990s. This time round, the SNP set the
agenda by exerting electoral pressures exclusively on a Labour party that had become
anchored in Scotland and by compelling it to change its policy on the establishment of a
Constitutional Convention. Given the party’s existing commitment to devolution and the
presence of support for such an initiative within its Scottish branch, the Labour party was
more unified on this choice of policy. However, in contrast with the 1970s, when the
Labour party was forced to adopt a position that reflected an internal compromise
between its different current, in the mid-1990s it forced to make adjustments to its
devolution policy for Scotland that reflected the imperative of competing against an

adversarial Conservative party in a nationalised party system.

Scottish and Welsh Nationalism

The resilience of national identities in the peripheral regions of Great Britain has
been an inherent feature of country’s political development. This process was driven by
the expansion of the English state, which progressively held sway on the territories of the
‘Celtic Fringe’ through an ‘informal’ empire, built on complex relationships between the
crown and local landed elites, which were charged with managing local problems within
the parameters established by their English rulers (Hechter 1975; Bulpitt 1983). However,
Great Britain has remained an unusual arrangement of pragmatically assembled territorial
institutions that does not fit into the traditional categories of federal or unitary states. It
represents what Rokkan and Urwin (1983) refer to as a ‘union’ state. This ideal-type of
state is one in which territorial integration has developed in a highly asymmetric fashion-
while certain territories are integrated and assimilated as a result of straightforward
conquest and are governed by the standardised system of administration, others are the
incorporated as a result of dynastic union or treaty, entailing the survival of pre-union
rights and institutions. The territorial structures of the ‘informal’ empire were thus far
from uniform and tidy. The distinct paths that Scotland and Wales adopted in their
incorporation into the union state, and the different degree of institutional autonomy that
the two regions enjoyed, shaped the variable strength of nationalist sentiment that the

regional nationalist parties could exploit.
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Political nationalism in Scotland was articulated by the Scottish National Party
(SNP), a party founded in 1934 under the leadership of John MacCormick. In its early
years, the SNP made few electoral advances and appeared to be little more than a folkloric
political grouping. In the 1960s, under a new leader William Wolfe, the party began to
extend its membership and to develop as a professional political organisation committed
to independence. The steps for achieving this goal were clear:

“when a majority of the Scottish parliamentary seats are held by the SNP, they will
ask the UK parliament to set up a Scottish legislature, with full control over all the affairs
of Scotland. Failing such agreement in London, the SNP MPs and any other Scottish MPs
who care to join them, will form a Scottish government” (SNP 1968).

Scottish national consciousness had been preserved and reinforced by the civil
bodies that were safeguarded in the Treaty of Union of 1707- the Presbyterian Church,
the Scottish educational system and Scots Law."” Although Scotland had relinquished its
parliament in the new British unitary state, it nevertheless preserved the institutional
infrastructure that allowed it to maintain a degree of autonomy. As Tom Nairn (1975: 24)
put it Scotland “preserved an extraordinary amount of the institutional baggage normally
associated with independence-a decapitated national state as it were.” The struggle for
independence was inspired by the perception that these institutions were threatened by
the increasingly interventionist British state and by the failure of the movement for Home
Rule to create a new constitutional settlement in which they would be protected. The SNP
grew out of a collection of social movements, the Scots National League (NLS) and the
Scottish Home Rule Association (SHRA), that were frustrated with the Labour party’s
failure to advance the establishment of a devolved Scottish parliament.

There existed within the party a pluralism of constitutional goals; the SHRA
preferred Home Rule, while the NLS aimed for outright independence. Although the
SNP had become explicitly a party of independence by the 1940s, internal divisions
persisted between the ‘gradualist’” wing which is willing to support devolution as a
platform for advancing the project of independence, and the ‘fundamentalist’ wing which
wants ‘independence and nothing less” and is suspicious of home rule as a sop that would
hinder the attainment of the party’s cardinal political aim (Lynch 2002a: 13). Initially, the

party adopted a classless-inclusive strategy, remaining detached from the traditional class-

" The Treaty of Union has been subjected to divergent interpretations. The predominant Dicean view is that the Union
was adapted to the pre-existing English constitution, grounded in the doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty, and that the
provisions of the Treaty could be repealed by acts of patrliament. The alternative view is that the Treaty of Union
overrode all prior constitutional law in both countries, creating a new constitution that acknowledges the Scottish
constitutional tradition of popular sovereignty, and whose provisions cannot be repealed by acts of parliament..
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based issues of British politics. In the 1960s, the party leader repositioned the party on a
more social-democratic platform, a shift that was reflected in the evolving social bases of
its political support from its early small-town base in the Highlands and remote rural areas
into the industrial regions of the central belt. However, the electoral support that it drew
at its electoral peak in 1974 was drawn principally from the upwardly mobile middle-
classes, that resented the intransigence of the ‘landed, anglicised upper-class Tories’ and
the ‘massed ranks of trade unions and aging councillors’ (Fusaro 1979: 369).

Nationalist sentiment in Wales was much weaker because the region had been
more thoroughly absorbed by its English neighbour. The constitutional goals of Plaid
Cymrmu reflected its origins as a literary movement dedicated to defending the Welsh
language and culture, and the Welsh way of life in the rural hinterlands. Although
ambiguous about its ultimate political ambitions, it viewed self-government as a way of
safeguarding Welsh culture in domains of public life such as education and the media.
The Welsh nationalist movement was thus the defensive reaction of a dwindling minority
culture. Since its incorporation into the English state, Wales was governed as part of
England, there was little recognition of the linguistic or cultural distinction of the region
and the Welsh elites became assimilated into the developing English class system,
facilitating the cultural amalgamation of the two countries. In contrast to Scotland, there
was little institutional infrastructure in place to act as a focal point for Welsh national
identity. With the Act of Union of 1526 and 1542, the legal system of Wales was annexed
to that of England. It was enacted in parliament that Wales “was to stand and continue
forever henceforth incorporated united and annexed to and with the realm of England”
(quoted in Williams 1982: 147). As a result, Welsh awareness of national identity has
experienced a more precarious existence, and the Welsh have fitted with what Engels
disdainfully referred to as the “peoples without history” (Rawkins 1978: 524).The only
carrier of nationality was the Welsh language, Welsh nationalism was therefore a
predominantly cultural phenomenon. The party soon realized however, that in order to
win seats in the populated, industrialized and English-speaking areas of the South-East, it
needed to leave behind its exclusively Welsh-speaking image. This shift was reflected in
the social base of its electoral support among the agrarian groups of the rural hinterland
and industrial classes of the South. On the traditional questions of class-based politics, PC
espoused a genuinely social democratic vision, supporting a higher degree of state
intervention, improved social security, and better social services in health care and

education, and continuously calling for large-scale public investments in the region.
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Setting the Agenda in the British Political System

In reviving the territorial cleavage as a form of political identification and a
dimension of party competition, the electoral breakthrough of Great Britain’s regional
nationalist parties laid to rest the notion that class-based politics was the norm guiding
British political life, and that all else was mere ‘embellishment and detail’ (Pulzer 1967)
Their appearance shook public confidence in the stability of the two-party system, an
institution that was seen to be essential to the functioning of British democracy, and fed
the perception that their claims could eventually lead to ‘the break-up of Britain’ (Nairn
1975). The agenda-setting power of the SNP and PC is situated primarily in the electoral
arena. As is well known, the British political system is the paradigmatic incarnation of a
majoritarian democracy, a ‘winner-take-all’ system founded upon the two-party system,
which sustains the pattern of party alternation in government. Given the closed nature of
the party system and the distaste for the muddled politics of coalition governments,
regional nationalist parties will have little opportunity to play a direct role in shaping the
government’s agenda. Instead, the principal site of agenda-setting is the electoral arena
where they aim to influence the position of mainstream parties.

Their capacity to do so is determined by the significance of their electoral threat
which is, in turn, determined by the size of their electoral support, the threshold of the
electoral system, and the electoral strength of mainstream parties in Scotland and Wales.
The SMP electoral system exercises an important intervening effect, since the threat will
vary with how efficiently the regional nationalist party can concentrate its vote and on

. . . 20
whether the mainstream party’s seat is safe or marginal.

If the nationalist party’s share of
electoral support is scattered uniformly across a high number of constituencies, then the
threat will be negligible since it will only gain a low percentage of votes in each
constituency and will be unable to win any seats; if, on the other hand, its share of
electoral support is concentrated in a few districts then the threat will be much higher,
since it will gain enough votes to have a chance of winning the seat or forcing the
incumbent out. If the threat is located in a safe district, then the mainstream party will be
relatively invulnerable; if, on the other hand, the threat is situated in a marginal district the

mainstream party will be highly sensitive to the nationalist vote, since even a small degree

of support could lead to the loss of a seat.

20 . . N . .
The electoral system is a ‘strong’ electoral system, whose basic features are i)a single ballot structure i) a simple

plurality electoral formula, iii) the absence of any stipulated legal thresholds. The electoral formula is the simplest of all:
voters cast their votes for one candidate, the candidate receiving the largest number of votes is elected, and each
constituency returns one member. The electoral system has a very low district magnitude of 1 seat and a high effective
threshold of 35 percent (Lijphart 1994)
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The responses of mainstream parties are strongly conditioned by their prevailing
attitudes to regional nationalism and political decentralisation. In spite of displaying a
highly centralist ideology at the time at which the SNP and PC first broke onto the British
political scenery, the Labour party was more open to their political claims as its ideology
contained a repertoire of traditions that were sympathetic to the principle of Home Rule
(Jones and Keating 1979; Keating and Bleiman 1979). The Labour party developed its
centralist creed gradually during the inter-war period and especially after the Great
Depression. The economic slump, which had gravely affected the industrial areas of the
British periphery, coincided with its political ascendancy and growing appetite for
governmental power. The Labour party came to believe in the need for state intervention
in the economy for the purpose of redistributing wealth, improving living conditions and
directing economic development, and it focused on winning office in Westminster, where
the concentration of executive authority provided the power necessary for tackling the
country’s economic problems. This transformation was also tied to electoral
considerations, as the party focused on mobilising popular support from the industrial
working-class in order to expand its electoral base and maintain the support of the
industrial regions of the periphery. The party’s centralist ideology crystallised following
the Second World War, when the Labour government built the foundations of the
modern welfare state, increased public ownership of the economy and used central
planning to deal with the territorial dimension of economic development and public
policy. With a secure foothold in Scotland and Wales and little demand for territorial
autonomy, the conversion to centralism was completed when it officially abandoned its
commitment to Home Rule in 1958. But this position should not be interpreted as
essential to the party’s ideology, because, as Keating and Bleiman (1979: 15) put it “within
the Labour tradition, there has always been room for decentralist ideas and, despite the
frequent characterisation of Labour as a centralist party...decentralist views are regarded
as ideologically respectable and can boast a good deal of pedigree.” When it was
established in the last decade of the 19" century, the Labour party grew strongest in
Scotland and Wales and developed a natural affinity with the radical strand of the
dominant Liberal party, committed to the destruction of privilege and to state provision
of welfare (Fry 1987: 147). It emerged in favour of Home Rule ‘all round’ in the run-up
to the First World War and took a leading part in the formation of the Scottish Home
Rule Association (SHRA). This policy reflected organisational and ideological

considerations. The Labour movement was an amalgam of left-wing organisations- the
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Scottish Labour Party lead by Keir Hardie was formed by a coalition of Home Rulers, the
Highland Reformers and the Socialist League- and the party needed to address the issues
which its different parts advocated. Moreover, Home Rule was associated with a broader
programme of democratisation, which included the extension of the franchise. In
addition, the Labour party’s vision was profoundly inspired in this period by guild
socialism and syndicalism, socialist theories that advocated workers’ control of industry
through the medium of professional guilds and which called for the management of
industry by a federation of trade unions and co-operatives. The Labour party thus
emerged in this period as a party with strong electoral ties to the industrial and nationalist
petiphery, and promoted political decentralisation as a means of recognising the
distinctiveness of Scotland and Wales and as a means of deepening democracy.

The Conservative party on the other hand, has long held an essentially unitary
outlook; maintaining a deeply-held devotion to the doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty
and to the ideology of Unionism. Parliamentary sovereignty is identified with the political
settlement of 1688, the transfer of sovereignty from the Crown to Parliament, and the
birth of English parliamentary democracy; the establishment of a rival source of legislative
authority is interpreted as an infringement of this supremacy and a defilement of its
associated symbolic values. The ideology of Unionism is grounded more explicitly in a
commitment to the maintenance of the Union between the different nations of the
United Kingdom. The Conservative party’s attitudes were most evident during the
debates on Irish Home Rule, when it opposed Gladstone’s two Irish Home Rule bills in
1886 and 1893 and forged an alliance with the unionist wing of the Liberal party when the
issue lead to the latter’s unravelling. The Conservative party has always maintained a
stronger presence in England than in the rest of the country. It has been weakest in
Wales, a region with a strong non-conformist tradition, where the party is associated with
the defence of the established Anglican Church. It was more vibrant in Scotland, where
the Scottish Unionist Party (SUP) grew among the industrial bourgeoisie defending the
icons of Protestantism, Imperialism and Unionism, but nevertheless remained a secondary
political force to the pre-dominant Liberal and then Labour party (Brown et al. 1998). The
ideology of Unionism was in no way inimical to the recognition of Scotland as a distinct
nation or opposed to making marginal adjustments to the structures of the state in
response to nationalist demands. The Conservative party believed that the economic
development and cultural flourishing of the Scottish nation were intimately bound to the

prosperity of the Empire and the Union but was prepared to provide Scots with
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administrative autonomy and channels of influence in the policy-making process at the
centre in recognition of their particularity, as was the case when it created the Scottish
Office in 1885. The party was also prone to stirring nationalist emotions from the
benches of the opposition if it thought it could be rewarding, as Churchill did when he
appealed to Scottish nationalism to compete against the Labour party in 1950, implicitly
advocating Home Rule by suggesting that “I would never adopt the view that Scotland
should be forced into serfdom of socialism as a result of a vote in the House of
Commons 7 (cited in Miller 1981: 21). But this occasional support for territorial autonomy
belied the existence of an essentially centralist ideology. For Conservatives, the British
Union and parliamentary sovereignty were institutions that transcended political divisions,
providing the continuity necessary for engaging the loyalty of citizens and enabling the
government to undertake its functions effectively. And while the Scottish Unionist Party
was divided on the desirability of setting up a Scottish Assembly when it enjoyed the
luxury of opposition in the late 1940s, the objective not to pursue a separate legislature for
Scotland became official policy in 1949 (Seawright 1999: 116). This preparedness to
acknowledge the national distinctiveness and to make pragmatic, piecemeal adjustments
to territorial structures of the state while preserving Britain’s constitutional architecture
intact would remain the mainstay of Conservative ideology

Lastly, although it was the third political force in the country with no access to
power in the post-war era, the Liberal party has continuously recognised Scotland and
Wales as distinct national entities, and called for the establishment of separate parliament
within a federal United Kingdom. The Liberal party has therefore not experienced any
difficulties in sympathising with the demands of the nationalist parties. This position
reflects the party’s former hegemonic position in Scotland and Wales during the 19"
century. In Scotland, the Liberal party appealed to a wide number of sectional interests,
drawing upon two different ideological strands, the Presbyterian democratic tradition,
committed to the Union, and a radical strand committed to the destruction of privilege
and to state provision of welfare (Fry 1987: 147). In Wales, it appealed to the tradition of
non-conformism and to the deep opposition to the Conservative party, which was
associated with the Anglican Church. Although internal divisions within the Liberal party
regarding its commitment to the Union lead to a split in 1886 over the question of Irish
Home Rule, and to its gradual decline across the country, the departure of the Liberal
Unionist allowed the party to maintain a more genuine and committed posture towards

the devolution of power for Britain’s national groups
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Decision-Making Process

If the regional nationalist parties can compel the mainstream party in government
to undertake a genuine adjustment in its position on the territorial dimension, they can
expect to gain satisfaction, as the decision-making process does not present significant
obstacles to the ratification of the government’s legislative programme. The capacity of a
British mainstream party to enact its programme will depend primarily on the cohesion of
its parliamentary group. The fusion of executive and legislative power and the
manufacturing of parliamentary majorities mean that the party in government acts as the
principal agenda-setter and its parliamentary group acts as the sole partisan veto player.
The parliament is a weak institution which merely ‘criticizes and publicizes’, while the
government legislates(Crick 1970: 41). The government can curtail partisan debates in the
House of Commons and in parliamentary committees by imposing ‘allocation of time’
motions. In addition, the government controls the agenda of parliamentary committees
since these only have the power to submit amendments to government bills to the floor
(Doering 1995). The agenda-setting power of the executive is enhanced by the doctrine of
parliamentary sovereignty and the absence of entrenched constitution. This doctrine
entails that there is no superior corporate body in which authority is invested or from
which authority can be derived, and therefore that there is no document that can restrict
the legislature’s activity. The corollary to this particularity is a highly flexible constitution;
the laws which form Britain’s constitution can be amended by simple majority and do not
require the complex amendment process customarily found in other democracies.

To summarise, we expect the SNP and PC to set the agenda from the electoral
arena by exerting electoral pressures on mainstream parties. They are more likely to
influence the position of the Labour party as, despite its strongly centralist attitudes in the
post-war period, the party displays traditions of support to Scottish nationalism and
Home Rule. The Conservative party is however unlikely to revise its position, save
perhaps for making short-term concession while it is in opposition; the glorification of the
principles of Union and parliamentary sovereignty prevent the party from undertaking a
genuine shift in policy. While the Labour party is more likely to deploy an accommodating
electoral strategy, it displays competing ideological traditions, which can lead to divisions
between different factions or organisational branches of the party. This division is more
likely erupt when it is in government than in opposition, and can produce serious
obstacles during the decision-making process given that the government depends on its

party’s parliamentary group’ cohesiveness to enact its bills.
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A False Start (1966-1979)

The capacity of the SNP and the PC to influence the territorial structures of the
British state during the late 1960s and 1970s can be analysed during two distinct periods.
In the first period, from 1966 to 1974, the nationalist parties were unable to set the
political agenda; the Labour and Conservative parties continued to dominate the British
party system and the regional nationalist parties were considered to be an ephemeral
expression of regional discontent at the fringe of the two-party system. Moreover, the
British mainstream parties remained ideologically committed to maintaining the unitary
state. As a result, each mainstream party individually deployed measures designed to
placate nationalist parties and to keep devolution out of electoral contests. In the second
period, from 1974 to 1979, the SNP set the political agenda by exerting pressures on the
Labour party to adjust their position on the territorial dimension and to embark on a
programme of constitutional reform. The persistence of conflicts between the divergent
ideological traditions existing within the Labour party concerning the desirability and
extent of devolution however engendered a situation of ‘divided” government, leading to
the establishment of additional institutional veto players during the ratification process

and to the defeat of the devolution legislation.

Nationalist Parties at the Fringe (1966-1974)

From being virtually non-existent in the 1950s, the SNP stepped into the electoral
arena in 1964 winning 2.4 percent of the Scottish vote; the PC won 3 percent of the
Welsh vote. The nationalist parties made further inroads in the subsequent election. In
1966, the PC maintained a steady performance while the SNP experienced its first major
electoral advance, doubling its share of the Scottish vote to 11 percent. This support was
concentrated in Labour constituencies in the area of Forth and Tay, where the party
obtained 35 percent of the vote, as well as in the Conservative rural strongholds of Perth
and Kinross, where it came second with 20 percent of the vote (Steed 1966: 322). The
Labour party had returned to government for less than year when further nationalist
tremours were felt. In a 1966 by-election, the PC captured a seat in the industrial zone of
Carmarthen, and came close second in a by-election in Rhondda West, the safest Labour
seats in the country. In March 1967, the SNP won 28 percent of the vote in a by-election
in Glasgow Pollok, a marginal seat which Labour lost to the Conservatives. In November
1967, Winnie Ewing won a momentous by-election in Hamilton, a Labour stronghold

outside Glasgow, obtaining the party’s first parliamentary seat. In the local elections of

80
Toubeau, Simon (2010), The Accommodation of Nationalism: Regional Nationalist Parties and Territorial Restructuring in
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium
European University Institute DOI: 10.2870/17572



1968, the SNP won a third of the vote in the Labour seats and secured the balance of
power in Glasgow, depriving the Labour party of overall control for the first time since
1952. However, this groundswell of support for the nationalist parties failed to propel the
expected triumph in the General Election of 1970. Although the PC doubled its share of
the Welsh vote to 11.5 percent, extending its support to the central Welsh-speaking
constituencies, it nevertheless lost its seat in Carmarthen. The SNP doubled its share of
the Scottish vote to 11.4 percent, but since it contested three times the number of seats it
had in 1966, its average vote per seats contested in fact dropped from 14.1 to 12.2 percent
(Butler and Pinto-Duschinsky 1971: 181). The SNP fared poorly throughout industrial
Scotland, but polled well in the North East and Highlands; the Labour party recovered its
seats in Pollok and Hamilton but lost one in the Western Isles. Overall then, the
nationalist electoral threat to mainstream parties had diminished.

As the party of government, the dominant political force in the periphery and the
principal victim of the nationalist advance, the Labour party had to address the sudden
rise in grievances in the Celtic fringe. However, there were few electoral incentives for the
party to adjust its position on the territorial dimension and to abandon its centralist
ideology. In 1966, the Labour party held a predominant position in the Celtic fringe,
winning 49.9 percent of the vote and 46 seats in Scotland, and 60.7 percent of the vote
and 32 seats in Wales. This performance was mirrored England, where it secured a clear
majority of support with 48.2 percent of the vote and 286 seats. Having obtained an
emphatic nation-wide mandate, the Labour party was thus invulnerable to the advances of
the nationalist parties in the periphery.” In addition, the Labour party’s position in
government was secure. In 1966, there was a uniform swing of 3.5 percent to Labour
which won 48.1 percent of the vote and 364 seats. The mechanism at the heart of the
two-party system- the periodic party alternation in power and the manufacturing of
parliamentary majorities- allowed the Labour party to carry out its programme and to
defend the material interests of the working-class and peripheral regions. In the 1960s,
class-based politics were the norm guiding British political life, reflecting the strong hold
of the class cleavage on voting behaviour. The British Election Study (BES) shows that in
1966, the Labour party enjoyed clear support among the working-class; the ratio of

Labour to Conservative partisanship in the manual working class was 2.7:1. The

*! What the outcome of this General Election concealed however was the Labour party’s high dependence on the seats
obtained in Scotland. In the previous General Election of 1964, the high competitiveness of elections in England meant
that Scottish votes had proven to be critical in tipping the balance in favour of the Labour party. While Labour had
obtained 246 seats in England and 43 seats in Scotland, the Conservatives had won 256 seats in England and 24 seats in
Scotland; Scottish seats had thus provided the Labour government with a slim majority
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partisanship of the working-class was reinforced by their identification with the Labour
party; the BES reveals that 58.4 percent of the manual classes identified ‘very’ or ‘fairly’
strongly with the Labour party (Crewe et al. 1970). The existence of a nationalized, class-
based two-party system enabled the Labour party to align the three cardinal
considerations which guided its policies and political action. It fulfilled its role as a
socialist party, advancing the material well-being of the working-class; it operated as an
electoralist party that deployed the strategies necessary for winning a plurality of electoral
supportt; it upheld the ideology of socialism, influenced at the time by statist and centralist
traditions (Jones and Keating 1979). The party reconciled its electoral strength in the
periphery with it commitment to the centralized British state by inserting a distinctive
territorial dimension to public policy, through the deployment diversionary regional
industrial policies, designed to generate a territorial equilibrium in the use of economic
resources, and through the establishment of regional planning boards, charged with
integrating regions into the national plan (Jones and Keating 1985: 108). In doing so,
Labour maintained its function as a party of territorial integration, representing the
economic interests of the peripheral regions in the policy-making process at the centre,
fomenting a sense of identification with the political institutions of the British state.

The predominant view in the Labour party was that the nationalist vote was
atemporary vote of protest, stirred by the grievances associated the economic slump and
the devaluation of 1966, which could be contained with the existing strategy of territorial
management and the return of economic growth. In addition, the Scottish and Welsh
representatives in the Labour party were married to the existing institutions of territorial
representation. The Scottish and Welsh Offices offered a degree of administrative
discretion in the implementation of national legislation and constituted important arenas
of lobbying for regional interests, while the Secretaries of State provided a privileged
access to the cabinet for modifying legislation and for obtaining central government
resources. Lastly, the Labour party was hostile to the idea of devolving political power for
the specific reason that devolution might lead to a reduction of Scottish seats in
Westminster, on which the party had depended in the past to be in government. The most
instinctive reaction to the nationalist advance was to maintain a hard line and to refuse
any concession on the question of devolution. There were some proposals examining the
possibility of devolution on the agenda of the 1968 Scottish conference, but these were
met by strong opposition by the Secretary of State Willie Ross (Keating and Bleiman

1979: 155). However, a minority of devolutionist elements in the government expressed

82
Toubeau, Simon (2010), The Accommodation of Nationalism: Regional Nationalist Parties and Territorial Restructuring in
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium
European University Institute DOI: 10.2870/17572



their dissatisfaction with the maintenance of a centralist strategy which had failed to bear
fruit and demanded that the Labour party consider alternative constitutional arrangements
for accommodating the regions of the periphery. Richard Crossman pushed for the
establishment of a Royal Commission on the Constitution, appointed in 1969 to
“investigate the case for devolving responsibility to the new institutions of government in
the various countries and regions of the UK” (1973b).But the Commission was, in the
words of Vernon Bogdanor (2001: 98), “the favourite expedient of a harassed
administration”, a strategy that enabled the government to neutralise the issue by
entrusting it to a committee of experts. Even sceptics such as Ross endorsed the measure
as a useful way of keeping the issue off the government agenda long enough for the
nationalist threat to recede. Thus, the incursion of the nationalist parties was insufficient
to shake the Labour party’s confidence in the virtue of its ideological beliefs and in the
effectiveness of its strategy of territorial management.

Although it was less severely affected by the advance of the SNP than the Labour
party, and less dependent on Scottish votes and seats, the Conservative party adjusted its
position in favour of greater self-government for Scotland. The Conservative party had
witnessed the steady erosion of its electoral support in Scotland; from winning 50.1
percent of the vote and over half the Scottish seats in 1955, the party obtained 37 percent
of the vote and 23 seats in Scotland in 1966, a disconcerting outcome for the party of
Unionism.” The party was in opposition and it chose to play the nationalist card in order
to distinguish itself from the centralist Labour party and recover electoral ground in
Scotland by regaining votes lost to the SNP and by competing against the SNP for anti-
Labour votes. The party’s room for manoeuvre was constrained by its belief in the
ideology of Unionism and its conservative disposition, which implied firstly a staunch
commitment to preserving Scotland’s constitutional position in the United Kingdom and
secondly, a preparedness to countenance only piecemeal changes to the prevailing
constitutional framework. In addition, the Conservative party had played a leading role in
developing the prevailing system of territorial management. Notwithstanding Churchill’s
vociferous opposition to Labour’s collectivist policies, by the time they returned to power
in 1951, the Tories had incorporated into their governing programme the various

commitments that formed part of the Keynesian post-war consensus- a mixed economy,

** The distortive effects of the SMP electoral system and the spatial concentration of the Labour and Conservative
parties’ electoral support exacerbated Labour’s dependence on Scottish seats and exaggerated the Conservative
party’s decline as a parliamentary force representing Scotland. With 48.7 percent of votes, Labour won 43 Scottish
seats (64 percent), while the Conservatives obtained almost half as many seats (23), with 37 percent of the vote.
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social security, national wage bargaining, full employrnent.23 During the 1950s, the party
began to use regional policies to tackle Scotland’s economic stagnation, providing
financial inducements to firms to move northwards, with flagship industrial projects such
as the Ravenscraig steel mill and by establishing the Scottish Development Department in
the Scottish Office for coordinating industrial development and planning functions. These
ideological constraints meant that there was little enthusiasm in the party for legislative
autonomy, and the leadership would only be able to bring about a marginal adjustment
the party’s policy. In the summer of 1967, the party set up two groups to investigate the
reform of the Scottish government, for making it more responsive to Scottish needs. In
1968, Ted Heath (1968) made a statement during the Conference of Scottish
Conservatives, known as the ‘Declaration of Perth’, showing an appreciation of the rising
tide of Scottish nationalism:

“People feel that they are taking little part in making or even influencing those
decisions.. It is right that Scotland, which has for so long had her own legal system,
her own local authority organisations and her own arrangements in so many other
spheres should give lead in new developments in which she is governed.”

Heath subsequently set up a Scottish Constitutional Committee under the
chairmanship of Sir Alec Douglas-Home, a Scottish Unionist, to consider the modalities
in which the autonomy of Scotland could be realised. The Committee proposed the
establishment of a directly elected Scottish assembly with responsibility over the second
reading, committee and report stages of bills that were exclusively Scottish measures,
reserving the third reading and House of Lord stages for Westminster. The scheme was
Unionist in spirit- it ensured that the activities of the Scottish Grand Committee would be
accountable to the Scottish electorate, but it retained final say over any decisions with
Westminster, ensuring that the sovereignty of parliament remained intact.

Despite its electoral pledge to establish a Scottish assembly, the Conservative party
was unwilling to take any decisive action towards this end once in office. The threat of
regional nationalism had receded; the SNP did gain support in four of the Conservative
party’s marginal seats, but the Tories had also gained three seats in the North-East at the
expense of the Labour and Liberal parties. Although the Conservative party had failed to

win a plurality of votes and seats in Scotland- in spite of narrowing the gap between itself

* The Conservative party’s electoral appeal among the middle classes meant that they adopted a different strategy for
meeting the ‘consensus’ objectives of full employment and welfare state, maintaining a commitment to using fiscal and
monetary policy to stimulate demand and to some measure of indicative planning, but emphasising the reduction of
government controls and focusing on ‘supply-side’ micro-economic factors- greater domestic competition, reduced
taxation on personal income and corporate profits, and greater industrial training (Tomlinson 1995: 73-8)
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and Labour- this asymmetry was not by itself sufficient to compel the Tory government
to gain further electoral support in Scotland by implementing the Home Report. The two-
party system continued to operate according to well-established parameters- there was a
nation-wide swing of 4.8 percent towards the Conservative party, which won 46.4 percent
of the vote and 330 seats, while the Labour won 43.1 percent of the vote and 287 seats.
Class-based electoral alignments were beginning to loosen and electoral behaviour was
more volatile than in the previous election, with total volatility jumping to 6.1 percent.
However, 4.9 percent of the electoral interchange took place between the two blocs
suggesting that the class cleavage remained the principal dimension of competition.
Having deflected the nationalist threat and returned to government with a confident
majority, the Conservative party could now concentrate on its core business- negotiating
the country’s entry in to the EEC and pressing ahead with the local government reform.

The government made little progress on the question of devolution, stating that it
wished to wait for the report of the Royal Commission, to ensure that the devolution
legislation it eventually enacted did not differ significantly from the recommendations of
the report (Bogdanor 2001: 135-136). The Tories prevaricated on their devolution policy
throughout Ted Heath’s period as a Prime Minister. A resolution requesting the
government to re-assert its commitment to establishing the Scottish Convention was
eventually defeated by a majority at Scottish Conference in May 1973. While Heath was a
forceful defender of devolution, he was isolated, and the policy had a significant number
of opponents, such as Ian Sproat, who were apprehensive of the difficulties of handling
what was likely to be a Labour-dominated assembly. The publication of the Kilbrandon
Commission’s report in October brought to light the enduring vitality of Unionist
sentiment; a number of prominent MPs opposed the recommendations of the report on
the basis that they would simply lead to the creation of an additional layer of bureaucracy
and diminish the influence of Scotland at the centre (Mitchell 1990: 67). The behaviour of
the Tory party in government was a far cry from its electoral pledge. The party leadership
had manipulated the issue of devolution as a part of its opposition to the Labour
government, and strategically fused its appreciation of Scottish nationalism with its belief
in the modernization of public administration to issue a moderate proposal for enhancing
Scottish self-government. Once in government, the Unionist creed prevailed

When it found itself back in opposition, the electoral incentives for the Labour party
to adjust its position on the territorial dimension had scarcely grown. It had lost five

percent of the vote and three seats in Scotland, but only one seat was lost to the SNP.
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Moreover, the SNP had lost support across the industrial parts of Scotland, and thus did
not threaten Labour’s electoral strongholds in the region. The Labour party resumed its
role as defender of regional interests, opposing the Conservative government’s Housing
(Scotland) Act, which would have entailed significant rises in the rents charged by Scottish
local authorities. However, disagreements persisted within the party’s different
organisations regarding the desirability of devolution. The different responses of the
Welsh and Scottish Executive varied according to whether there was a pre-existing
commitment to decentralisation. Enjoying a hegemonic position in Wales, the Welsh
Executive had developed its own project for the establishment of an elected Welsh
Council within the context of local government reform. In contrast, the Scottish
Executive remained committed to existing channels of influence at the centre and feared
that a policy shift towards devolution would simply serve to raise the salience of the issue
and benefit its nationalist competitor. It remained resolutely opposed to the idea of a
Scottish self-government, maintaining in its evidence to the Kilbrandon Commission that
‘any new fangled assembly’ would reduce Scottish influence at Westminster, undermine
the economic unity of the UK and fail to bring substantial benefits to the people of
Scotland (Jones and Keating 1982: 185-8). Instead, it proposed the expansion in the remit
of the Scottish Grand Committee and the creation of a planning agency to tackle the
region’s economic problems. Thus, the pressure to shift strategies and adopt devolution
when it appeared to be an accommodating strategy for Labour’s regional rivals caused
serious internal dissent within its regional branches.

The tone of the independence debate in Scotland had been transformed by 1973
with the discovery and exploitation of North Sea oil, which altered the economic calculus
of separatism and undermined Labour’s argument that only a socialist government in a
centralized British state could resolve Scotland’s economic problems.* This year also
witnessed the publication of the Kilbrandon Commission’s recommendation for the
establishment of a Scottish assembly and the revival of nationalist electoral pressures,
spurred by the victory of Margo MacDonald for the SNP in the Govan by-election, one
of Labour’s traditional strongholds around Glasgow. This was an ominous defeat for the
Labour party, given that a general election was expected in the next year. Placing territorial
autonomy for Scotland and Wales within a broader initiative of symmetric

decentralization offered a possible way out for the party to endorse devolution without

24 : . s .

However, not too much should be made of this new development. Miller ez 4/ (1977) found that prevailing attitudes
to self-government, satisfaction with the performance of the British government and trust in British political institutions
were much more influential determinants of support for the SNP than attitudes towards oil revenue.
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compromising its core ideological tenets. This became evident in the speech by Harold
Wilson (1973) , in which he proposed the creation of regional assemblies:

“...we need.. first, to decentralize and democratize more and more work
presently undertaken by the central government either from Whitehall or through their
own regional machinery, and second, to create democratic regional authorities
accountable to the people they serve”

The Labour party was gradually moving away from its staunchly centralist outlook;
devolution was compatible with the ideology of the Labour party when it was undertaken
on a symmetric basis across the regions of Great Britain, including English regions.
Nations, it seemed, did not have a distinctive entitlement to self-government. In spite of
enjoying the possibility of quelling regional nationalist demands from the opposition
benches, the Labour party was still afflicted with ideological rigidity, a legacy of decades of
orthodox centralist socialism; it remained opposed to devolution for Great Britain’s
national groups, preferring instead to defend territorial interests at the centre when
necessary and to situate devolution within a broader process of regionalization.

The dismissive attitudes of both mainstream parties towards the nationalist parties
were exposed in the campaigns for the General Election of 1970 and February 1974,
during which devolution remained an issue of low salience. The Labour party’s manifesto
defended the performance of the existing system of territorial management and re-iterated
its commitment to ensuring economic prosperity through regional development funds
and economic planning councils (LP 1970). The Conservative party on the other hand
promised to use the Home report as the basis for legislative proposals to be put before
parliament, but the question did not feature highly in the party’s programmatic agenda,
which was on the whole dedicated to the issues that mattered most to the British
electorate, such as inflation, taxation and public spending, industrial relations and so on.
Moreover, devolution was included as a component of a programme for the
modernisation of government, and it would need to take into account, and implicitly take
second place to, the reform of local government (CP 1970). Despite enjoying the
possibility of recovering electoral ground in Scotland by raising the salience of the
devolution issue in its confrontation with the Labour party, the Conservative party
focused its energy during the campaign on attacking the Labour government’s economic
record, on re-iterating its commitments to reforming industrial relations and entering the
EEC (Butler and Pinto-Duschinsky 1971). The issue of devolution had been picked up by
the Tories as part of a broader strategy of opposition to the Labour government, but it

was kept off the agenda during the electoral contest.
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Even the momentous events of 1973 failed to enliven the devolution debate
between the mainstream parties. The SNP entered the electoral campaign with the two
slogans ‘Scotland’s oil’ and ‘Rich Scots, Poor Britons’, claiming that a British government
would not extract the oil at a rate that corresponded with Scottish social needs and
priorities (SNP 1974). But despite these developments, mainstream parties remained
indifferent toward the issue of devolution, and it was once again dismissed as an issue of
competition during the campaign. The Conservative party mentioned in passing, at the
end of its manifesto, that it would continue to study the recommendations of the
Kilbrandon report (CP 1974a). The Labour party did not acknowledge the work of the
Commission and stood against devolution, rejecting any proposal that would lead to a
reduction in the number of Scottish MPs at Westminster (LP 1974a). Devolution was
overshadowed by the graver concerns of industrial organization reform, economic
growth, inflation control, public ownership of the economy (Butler and Kavanagh 1974:
94-129). Thus, although the mainstream parties were competing in an increasingly
polarized atmosphere, they were unwilling to bring the question of devolution into the
debate. Like the nationalist parties that called for the restructuring of the British state,

devolution was an issue that remained at the fringe of British party politics.

Setting the Agenda from the Fringe (1974)

After the February 1974 General Election however, devolution could not longer
be ignored. The election produced a hung parliament and provided an unprecedented
opportunity for the regional nationalist parties to push their claims to the forefront of the
Labour government’s agenda. The Labour party was highly vulnerable to the electoral and
parliamentary pressures exerted by the SNP. The SNP had a triumph, increasing its share
of the Scottish vote from 11.4 to 21.1 percent, winning four Conservatives seats in the
North East, winning two Labour seats in Dundee and East Stirlingshire, and coming
second in 16 seats, draining votes from both Conservatives and Labour.” In Wales, the
support for PC fell from 11.5 to 10.7 percent, but it did well in most Welsh-speaking areas
and took two seats from the Labour party. Having lost four seats to the SNP and PC, the
Labour party was in office as a minority government, holding on to 301 seats, and was

dependent on informal parliamentary support of the regional nationalist parties (Steed

* The SMP electoral system and the spatial concentration of electoral support for mainstream and regionalist parties
conditioned vulnerability of the mainstream parties to the SNP. The SNP won as much as 10.5 percent of the Labour
party’s 1970 electorate and 9 percent of the Conservative party’s electorate. However, the SNP was concentrating its
support in the Conservative constituencies, resulting in a greater loss of seats for the Conservative party; the SNP won
four Tory seats, three of which had been considered safe.
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1974: 326).° Moreover, the Labour party had lost the election in England, winning 237
seats against 268 seats for the Conservatives, and relied on its forty Scottish seats to be in
government. As in 1964, the Labour party once again desperately needed the Scottish
electorate to govern and was thus highly attuned to its preferences.

Labour’s vulnerability was exacerbated by the crumbling of the two-party system.
For the first time since 1929, an election had failed to manufacture a parliamentary
majority. There was a low nation-wide swing from the Conservative to the Labour party
of 0.6 percent, which proved to be insufficient for producing a clear alternation of party
in power. The sources of this systemic crisis were tied to the eroding social foundations of
the two-party system. Mark Franklin (1984: 500) argues that by February 1974, class-
measured by a number of different social structural variables- lost its capacity to structure
voting alignments; at the height of class voting in 1964, class forces contributed more
than half of the influence on voting choice, but by 1974, this effect had diminished by a
third. The BES corroborated this trend. Between 1966 and 1974, the ratio of Labour to
Conservative partisanship among the manual working class fell from 2.7:1 to 2.3:1, and
among professional classes it fell from 1:3.7 to 1:3. Moreover, the partisanship of the
electorate also fell dramatically, the share of respondents that volunteered a ‘fairly’ strong
identification with the Labour and Conservative parties dropped from 71 to 63 percent,
while the share that volunteered a ‘very’ strong identification fell from 39 to 28 percent
(Crewe et al. 1975). The fickle predisposition of the electorate was manifested in its voting
behaviour; there was a sharp increase in total volatility to 15 percent, but only 5 percent
the interchange took place between the two blocs, providing a rush of support for the
SNP and for the Liberal party, which won 24 percent of the vote. The electorate had
expressed its dissatisfaction with the performance of the Labour and Conservative parties,
by supporting third parties, portending the possibility of a profound transformation of the
British two-party system. For Labour, this was deeply worrying. The territorial asymmetry
in electoral support had reinforced its dependence on the periphery, and now, it could no
longer count on its traditional base of support in the working-class to be returned safely
to government. The erosion of the two-party system thus magnified Labour’s vulnerability
to the incursions of the nationalists.

The outcome of the October election reinforced the threat of regional nationalism.

The SNP’s victory was astounding; it made advances everywhere, raising its share of the

*® The Labour party did not reach a formal governing pact with SNP, the Cabinet Minister Shirley Williams argued
that: “there is no way that Labour would have brought into a pact with the nationalists, since they were still going
for independence”. But, the leader of the SNP parliamentary group, Gordon Wilson, confirmed: “that there was an
understanding among the whips that the government depended on the SNP to get things though patliament.”
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Scottish vote from 21.9 to 30.4 percent, returning 11 MPs to Westminster and becoming
the second party in Scotland. The Conservative party was routed, losing four seats to the
SNP in the North East, and was reduced to winning a quarter of the Scottish vote and a
mere 16 seats. The Labour party on the other hand put a halt to the electoral
haemorrhaging which it had continuously suffered in Scotland since 1966, winning 36
percent of the vote and 41 seats. But, the territorial imbalance in electoral support
exacerbated Labout’s sensitivity to potential future nationalist advances. Although the
Labour party had won the election in England, the situation remained highly competitive,
with Labour obtaining 40.1 percent of the vote and 255 seats, against 38.9 percent of the
vote and 253 seats for the Tories. With such a competitive situation, any erosion of
support in Scotland would prevent the Labour party from being in government.
Ominously, the SNP had come second in 36 of Labout’s 41 Scottish seats, and within 15
percent of victory in 24 seats; it thus posed a present and future danger to the Labour
party’s capacity to govern (Steed 1975: 345-51). Moreover, the attenuation of electoral
flux also meant that the Labour government remained in a precarious position; the swing
in favour of Labour was insufficient to manufacture a government with a strong majority,
and the party held on to power with a slim majority of three. As a result, the Labour party
was vulnerable to voting defections and to the loss of seats in by-elections.

With the growing electoral threat of the SNP, the Labour and Conservative parties
changed their tack on devolution and deployed accommodating electoral strategies. In
Scotland, there were powerful incentives for them to adjust their position. The survey
conducted for the RCC in the summer of 1970 revealed that 50 percent of respondents
wanted either more decisions to be made in Scotland or a new system of government in
Scotland, and 23 percent were in favour of full independence (1973a). There existed
moreover, an important relation between devolution and partisanship, as support for the
SNP was closely related to the demand for self-government; 58 percent of SNP identifiers
were in favour of independence and 91 percent in favour of devolution (Miller 1981: 104-
111). In Wales, the demand for devolution was a less significant, as 60 percent of
respondents were in favour of the status quo, and only 30 and 15 percent were in favour
of devolution and independence. By adopting a pro-devolution policy in Scotland, the
Labour and Conservative parties could undermine the SNP’s ownership of the devolution
issue, move towards the median voter in Scotland, appeal to a significant share of the

Scottish electorate and bolster their electoral prospects in the region.
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The Labour party moved cautiously towards an accommodating strategy. The
erosion of class-based electoral alignments had disrupted the harmonious configuration of
criteria that had hitherto guided the party’s electoral strategy and informed its ideological
profile. The support of the traditional working-class was no longer sufficient to ensure the
Labour party’s electoral success, and the party leadership was thus prepared to make
adjustments to its prevailing centralist ideology in order to win the support of voters in
Scotland and Wales. Although the shift in the Labour party’s position was driven
primarily by the party leadership’s concern for electoral success, the move was facilitated
by the plausibility of a pro-devolution policy. The support for a regional assembly with
legislative powers could be presented as the extension of the party’s programme for
regionalism that had been developed only the year before; having accepted the principle
of territorial autonomy, the Labour party could now endorse the idea of forging ahead
with the initiative in Scotland. Moreover, save for the period between 1958 and 1974,
Home Rule had always been a policy of the Labour party: it had been supported by the
industrial wing of the Labour movement in the early 20" century; it had been endorsed by
the Labour party’s Scottish founder, Keir Hardie; it was congruent with the radical
ideology adopted by many of the early socialist movements active in Scotland and Wales.
Political deecentralisation was intimately bound with the Labour party’s earliest vocation
as a progressive political force rooted in the periphery. Although the party was internally
divided on the issue, it did not coincide with existing ideological divisions within the
party, as did for instance, the question of EEC membership which reinforced divisions
between the radical left-wing and pro-market right-wing currents. Lastly, unlike questions
such as the public ownership of the economy, the devolution issue was not perceived as
“vital for the continuing battle for the party’s soul” (Keating and Bleiman 1979: 169).

However, hostilities to devolution persisted. Although an accommodating strategy
would have helped the party to challenge the SNP, the Scottish Executive remained
divided on the likely electoral rewards of such a strategy, and at a sparsely attended
conference, it voted the devolution policy down. The National Executive Committee
(NEC) exercised pressure on its Scottish branch by re-iterating its commitment to
devolution and by recalling the Scottish conference. The ‘Dalintober Street’ conference
voted in favour of two propositions that called for the setting up of a ‘directly elected
assembly with legislative powers within the context of the political and economic unity of
the UK’ In September, the government issued a White Paper, Democracy and Devolution

(1974)which proposed the establishment of directly assemblies in Scotland and Wales,
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elected with a SMP electoral system, in which only the Scottish assembly would enjoy
legislative powers in matters administered by the Scottish Office, while the Welsh
assembly would enjoy secondary powers of legislation only, an asymmetric arrangement
that reflected the intensity of nationalist sentiment and demand for devolution in the two
regions. In continuity with the existing financial arrangements, the assemblies would be
financed by block-grants and there would be no devolution of revenue-raising. The
number of Scottish and Welsh MPs would remain; the Secretaries of State would continue
to sit in Cabinet, exercising control over the appointment of the regional executive and
wielding a veto over the decisions of the Scottish assembly.” The White Paper was a
compromise that represented the only feasible option for the leadership for overcoming
the party’s deep internal divisions, preserving the structure of the unionist settlement by
maintaining the institutions of territorial representation and upholding the economic unity
of the country by ensuring that autonomy was limited to matters of ‘low’ politics.

In opposition, the Conservative party leadership also attempted to produce a policy
that could reconcile recognition of the surge in support for the SNP with the persistent
hostility to constitutional change among the Unionist elements within the party. The party
had abandoned its devolution policy in May 1973, but after the February 1974 election,
the party leadership needed to respond to the important electoral losses suffered at the
hands of the SNP and it once again recanted the existing policy. Ted Heath established a
committee on devolution and proposed a new ‘Charter for Scotland’, an indirectly elected
assembly composed of local councillors with autonomy over spending Scotland’s share of
UK income. By adopting an accommodating strategy that stopped short of devolution,
the leadership hoped to overcome the party’s instinctive reticence for constitutional
change (Mitchell 1990: 67-70).

The postulates of the directional and proximity theories of competition offer only
partial accounts of the adaptation of mainstream parties. In accordance with the
directional theory, the two parties abandoned their dismissive strategies and adopted
accommodating electoral strategies, shifting their position in a broadly ‘pro-devolution’
direction and heightening the salience of the devolution issue in their competition against

the nationalist parties, in order to undermine the nationalist parties’ ownership of the

" The RCC recommended elections by the Single Transferable Vote (STV), assemblies with exclusive competence
over the existing jurisdictions of the Scottish and Welsh Offices, a reduction in the number of Scottish and Welsh MPs
to a level proportional to their population, and suggested that the role of Secretary of State be maintained to ensure
Scottish representation in reserved matters, but that the role be combined with a Cabinet position. (RCC 1973)
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devolution issue and to bolster their own electoral position in the region.® However
contrary to the expectations of the proximity theory of party competition, they did not
fully converge towards the position of the regional median voter or the position of the
challenger nationalist party; they adopted very distinct positions on an ordered scale of
alternatives for territorial autonomy. As a result, devolution remained a ‘positional’ issue,
as they adopted differentiated policies in favour of a directly and indirectly elected
assembly. This reflected the fact that mainstream parties put forth proposals that were
within an ideological boundary, set by the party’s different beliefs and raditions and the
intensity of their articulation within the party. The existence of a tradition within the
Labour party which was sympathetic to political decentralisation as a method for
recognising national distinctiveness and promoting greater democracy, meant that the
party was more receptive to the demands of the nationalist parties and willing to adjust its
position to a further degree than the Tories, whose very identity was intimately bound to

the preservation of the Union.

Decision-Making under Divided Government (1975-1979)

In November 1975, the Labour party submitted to patliament a second White
Paper, Our Changing Democracy. Devolution to Scotland and Wales (1975). The decision-rule for
the ratification of the devolution proposals was straightforward, requiring a simple
majority of votes in parliament. But the devolution legislation nevertheless needed to
surmount a high ratification threshold, as the persistence of deep ideological differences
within the Labour parliamentary party over the desirability and extent of devolution
engendered a situation of ‘divided government’, in which the executive and legislative
branches of government came into conflict as a result of the divergent positions adopted
by the NEC and Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) (Laver 1999) The main consequence
of this lack of partisan cohesion was the introduction of two institutional veto players- the
parliament and the referendum. The parliament represented the most significant obstacle
to the enactment of the devolution bill; the dissenting behaviour of members of the PLP
lead to the defeat of the bills and to the introduction of a mandatory referendum clause
with a high ratification threshold. Thus, an otherwise ‘flexible’ British constitution was

offset by the deep ideological divisions within the Labour party.

* The two parties also put forth an extensive list of financial goodies to allure Scottish voters. The Tories proposed the
establishment of a Scottish Development Fund for financing Scottish infrastructure projects tied to the oil industry, as
well as greater financing for industrial renovation programmes. The Labour party promised to establish a British
National Oil Corporation and a Centre for Oil Drilling Technology in Scotland, to move civil service jobs to Scotland
and to continue with increases in public spending (Butler and Kavanagh 1975b)

93
Toubeau, Simon (2010), The Accommodation of Nationalism: Regional Nationalist Parties and Territorial Restructuring in
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium
European University Institute DOI: 10.2870/17572



The immediate consequence of the White Paper was to expose the diversity of
attitudes within the PLP towards the government’s devolution bill both over the
desirability of devolution sout conrt, as well as over the specific measures contained in the
devolution Bill. Although the Welsh Executive had been more encouraging of a territorial
assembly than its Scottish counterpart, the proposal for devolution faced significant
opposition from some prominent MPs, most notably Neil Kinnock, which articulated his
conviction in maintaining the solidarity of the working class:

“I believe that the emancipation of the class which I have come to this House to
represent can best be achieved in a single nation and in a single economic unit...I believe
that the organised strength of the working-class people has brought the only benefits to
have been secured by those whom I cam here to represent. Their misfortunes are not the
result of being British, Welsh or Scottish.” (cited in Bogdanor 2001: 186)

Within the Scottish Labour Party, the most vocal opponent of devolution, Tam
Dalyell, argued that the lack of significant revenues at the disposal of the Scottish
Government would reduce its scope for making substantial changes in its areas of
responsibility, aggravate grievances in Scotland and increase the level of conflict with
Westminster. In addition, Dalyell (1977: 25) warned of the pathology of asymmetrical
devolution in unitary states, one that became known as the “West Lothian’ question

“we would have the absurd situation in which Scottish and Welsh MPs could
continue to legislate on subjects which had been devolved to the assemblies in their own
countries. They would not be responsible to their own constituents for such legislation,
nor would they be answerable to the English voters who would be affected by it.”

This problem would not be resolved by the establishment of a federation in view
of the disproportionately large size of England in the UK and the lack of public support
for regional assemblies. Objection to the Bill was justified in terms of the impracticability
of the measures rather than in terms of how they would compromise socialist ideology.

These reservations contrasted with the perspectives of the proponents of
devolution, such as John MacKintosh (1968) who argued that divergent interests and
traditions in Scotland entailed that distinct policies should be devised by a representative
government that could control the Scottish Office. This need not necessarily turn into a
continuous accretion of powers and appetite for independence, given the stable character
of demands for self-government in Scotland. More activist exponents, such as Jim Sillars,
advocated the creation of an assembly with economic, industrial and tax-raising powers.

In an interview, Sillars defended his perspective, arguing:
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“A Scottish assembly could not be bereft of economics powers. It was precisely
the decline in Scotland’s economy, its heavy industry, which fanned the popular feeling
that Scotland should run its own affairs.”

A separate economic policy would be the best method for resolving Scotland’s
industrial crisis, while revenue-raising powers would ensure that the executive could
pursue a distinctly socialist agenda. This strongly pro-devolution position fomented a
dispute among Scottish politicians that broke out in the 1975 Party Conference over the
devolution White Paper- and specifically over the devolution of the Scottish Development
Agency (SDA)- leading to the defection of ‘maximalist’ elements, lead by Jim Sillars, and
to the formation of the Scottish Labour Party (SLP) (Drucker 1978: 47).”

A final source of opposition to the White Paper emanated form representatives
from Northern England. Some were opposed to devolution on purely constitutional
grounds, fearing that the government’s rushed accommodating strategy would
inadvertently lead to the break-up of Britain; others simply sought to obtain pork-barrel
concessions for the North, in exchange for support for regional assemblies. There was
widespread resentment toward the idea of maintaining the number of Scottish and Welsh
MPs at Westminster, even though Scotland and Wales were already over-represented and
there was anger at the fact that the SDA would be obtaining a sizeable budget for
industrial promotion, although Scotland already received a greater share of public
expenditure per head of population than Northern England, a region with comparable
economic needs (Guthrie and McLean 1978: 194)

The conflict within the PLP went to the heart of the very matter that the
government’s bill was meant to have settled, namely, how to ensure that the autonomy of
regional assemblies did not endanger the economic unity of the country or jeopardise the
economic interests of the working-class. The ideological polarisation had predictable
repercussions on the party’s cohesion during the enactment of the devolution bill. The
period 1974-1979 witnessed a dramatic fall in party discipline, with an increase in the
number of divisions and in the number of dissenting votes. The issue of devolution
attracted the highest degree of dissent. In total, out of the 24 Labour votes defeated
because of Labour MP defections, 13 concerned Scottish and Welsh devolution (Norton
1980: 429). The enduring hostility of the centralist elements within the PLP was clearly

visible in their voting behaviour during the different stages of the enactment. The bill

Y Asa result, the government published in August 1976 Devolution to Scotland and Wales. A Supplementary Statement
which made a concession by repealing the powers of the Secretary of State over the appointment of the Chief
Executive and the cabinet of the Scottish administration and over the legislation of the Scottish government.
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passed the second reading in December 1976 by 292 votes to 247, but with a significant
degree of cross-voting; 10 Labour MPs voted against the bill, and 45 abstained; five
Conservative MPs voted for the bill, and 42 abstained; 13 Liberal MPs voted for the bill.
The rate of defection was high among Labour MPs during this stage, but the government
could rely on the support of the Conservative and Liberal members.

By the time it reached the committee stage however, mustering a majority looked
improbable, as the Conservative pro-devolutionist signalled their intention to rejoin their
party, while the Liberals stated that their support for the bill in the committee stage
hinged on the adoption of amendments introducing proportional representation and
revenue-raising powers. But making concessions to the Liberal party would alienate
Labour backbenchers, which were already sceptical of the whole exercise. As a result, the
government, Bogdanor writes (2001: 180), “seemed caught in a revolving door situation”
incapable of halting at a point at which its proposal would satisfy a majority of MPs. The
government decided to make a concession to the Labour dissidents, by inserting a clause
making the implementation of the bill subject to referendums in Scotland and Wales.
However, the delay in the bill’s approval, raised the troubling prospect that it would be
filibustered until the end of the session. The government moved to impose an allocation
of time or ‘guillotine” motion. The Prime Minister Callaghan (1987: 502) argued:

“if the government had given up the bill without testing the House, the SNP
would have had an electoral field day... the demand for independence might reach
dangerous proportions if not effort was made to accommodate the middle ground”.

In February 1977, the guillotine motion was defeated by 312 votes to 283, by a
combination of Conservative, Liberals and Labour MPs. The dissent of Labour MPs
proved to be fatal. Twenty-two Labour MPs voted against the motion, while twenty-three
abstained; of these, five were from Scotland, seven were from Wales and nine were from
the North of England (Norton 1980: 240).”" The second notable feature of the defeat was
that cohesive behaviour of the Conservative party, which had voted in unison against the
guillotine motion, signalling a dramatic shift in the party’s strategy.

Until late in 1976, the Conservative party presented itself as a party of devolution.
In January 1976, the Council had approved a resolution affirming a commitment to a
directly elected Scottish Assembly. But, while it supported devolution, the party was

careful to maintain its opposition to the government’s White Paper and articulated its

% The SNP parliamentary group voted in favour of the devolution Bills during their passage in parliament, but the party
remained divided on the issue. In 1976, the SNP party conference had accepted the government’s devolution proposal
with a compromise between the gradualist and fundamentalist positions: reaffirming the goal of independence and the
sovereignty of the Scottish people but accepting an assembly as a possible stepping stone (Lynch 2002: 147-8).
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reservations about the rivalry between the separate executive and the Secretary of State,
the lack of proportional representation, and the failure to make the assembly a chamber of
the UK parliament (Mitchell 1990: 77). However, by 1977, the Tories adopted a more
adversarial strategy, a shift that reflected ideological and electoral considerations. The new
leader of the party, Margaret Thatcher, was hostile to devolution, stating that:

“Ted had impaled the party on an extremely painful hook for which it would be

my unenviable task to set it free. As an instinctive unionist, I disliked the devolution
commitment.” (Thatcher 1995: 322).

The appointment of Teddy Taylor, a vehement opponent of devolution, as
Shadow Secretary of State in December 1976 confirmed the leader’s decision to carry the
party in a strong anti-devolution direction. In addition, it appeared that the Conservative
party would not reap any electoral dividends from maintaining a pro-devolution stance.
Results from the Scottish Electoral Study (SES) of 1979 show that the Labour party was
more widely viewed as favourable to devolution than the Tory party (Miller and Brand
1981). Labour had the benefit of being the party of government, and used this position to
put forth the only concrete bill on devolution; it was thus considered a more credible
proponent than the Tories which, in contrast, had prevaricated continuously while in
government. Moreover, the Conservative party was aware that a high number of Tory
MPs and voters from England and Wales were unsympathetic toward devolution to
Scotland and Wales and that the continued support for devolution could come at a
significant electoral cost in its electoral bastions. Finally, devolution continued to be a
highly divisive issue for the Tories, which were split between the die-hard unionists,
moderates which pushed for a directly elected assembly, and a more radical group which
supported a quasi-federal scheme of devolution. It was quite telling that none of the 37
resolutions submitted on the devolution issue were debated during the Conservative party
conference of 1976; the party leadership preferred to keep it off the agenda than to
exposed internal splits (Mitchell 1990: 80) In the second half of 1976, the unionist faction
gathered momentum, by establishing a number of anti-devolution groups, such as ‘Keep
Britain United’, isolating the pro-devolutionists and pushing the party back to its
traditional Unionist roots. The party thus eschewed its stance in favour of devolution. A
document released in 1975 foresaw what the potential consequence of this strategy:

“the strictly party interest of the Conservatives in Scotland and Wales is limited

and probably declining. It is hard for any party to write off particular areas, but the

Conservative party may, whatever happens on devolution, be compelled to do this in
Scotland and Wales.” (cited in Meguid 2008: 218).
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After the failure of the guillotine motion, it appeared that the devolution bill had
effectively been killed. However, in November 1977, the government returned to the
issue and put before parliament two separate legislative proposals for devolution to
Scotland and Wales. The government’s decision to make this distinction reflected the
differential intensity of nationalist sentiment in the two regions and the asymmetrical
threat posed by the SNP and the PC. The government could simply not use the defeat of
the devolution bill as a pretext for disregarding Scotland’s constitutional future. After the
defeat, the Callaghan government found itself in a minority, following a series of
defections and by-election defeats to the SNP, on whose parliamentary support it now
depended. Riding high in the opinion polls, which showed that it was the leading party in
Scotland with 36 percent of the electorate whilst Labour’s support slumped to 27 percent,
the SNP withdrew its support for the government, in the hope of precipitating a new
election and improving its strength. The motivations of the SNP parliamentary group
were fairly simple, as Gordon Wilson explained:

“devolution was a step towards independence and not necessarily vital...what was
vital was winning the support of the Scottish people...we gave support to the
government, only if we thought what it was doing was beneficial for Scotland.”

The Conservatives forwarded a ‘no confidence’ motion on the 18" March, forcing
the Labour party to establish a pact with the Liberal party- forming a majority government
‘in disguise’- and to establish a common legislative programme that included devolution.
Although sidelined from the negotiations, the SNP kept up the electoral pressure in local
elections in May, doubling its share of the vote to 24.2 percent, winning three local
authorities from the Labour party, compelling the government to begin anew with the
enactment of the devolution bill (Lynch 2002). In Wales on the other hand, the demand
for devolution was much weaker, the PC did not exert comparable electoral pressures and
the opposition from the Welsh group in parliament was more determined. Issuing a
separate bill, the implementation of which was subject to referendum, would help the
Labour party drop its commitment to devolution in Wales, by assigning responsibility for
failure to the Welsh electorate. In November 1977, the two devolution bills were given a

second reading and immediately guillotined.”

i Many of the Labour rebels fell back into line with government policy, fully cognisant that any further dissent on the
devolution issue would likely bring the government to its knees. A number of them supported the bills, even though
they disagreed with its content, , in the hope that they would be defeated at the referendum stage.
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The decision to introduce a referendum clause in February 1977 reflected a
number of pragmatic and ideological considerations. The immediate purpose of the
amendment was to placate sceptical Labour backbenchers- in particular Welsh dissenters,
lead by Leo Abse- that believed that the popular demand for devolution should be
verified by means of a plebiscite. Introducing a referendum clause would allow the Welsh
dissidents to support the bill in parliament, but then to oppose devolution during the
referendum campaign (Bogdanor 1979: 181). The measure also enabled the government
to shift the responsibility for any possible rejection of the bills from the English-
dominated House of Commons to the electorates of Scotland and Wales. It was believed
that the rejection of the bills by parliament would equip the nationalist parties with the
ammunition necessary to give further impetus to their demands for independence. This
was also the reasoning used for restricting the referendum to the residents of Wales and
Scotland, even though devolution was a measure that affected the constitution of the
whole country. Thus, the referendum amendment allowed the government to assemble
the majority necessary for the ratification of the bills, but to divest itself of any
responsibility for failure. The final justification was that devolution constituted a
significant transformation of the British constitution and that it could not simply be left to
parliament to ratify and that needed to meet additional thresholds of approval. During an
interview Cabinet Minister Shirley Williams argued that :

“there was a fairly strong view that, spread across people who were either for or
against, that like the accession to the EC, because this was an issue about the
constitutional future and identity of the entire country, it was right and proper that there
should be a final decision made by the people of that country.”

This rationalisation found resonance in January 1978, in the argument used by
George Cunningham, an expatriate Scottish MP, to justify a further amendment, the so-
called 40 percent rule, which required that 40 percent of the registered electorate support
the devolution bill in order for it to be implemented.” Since devolution was a practically
irreversible constitutional change, it was important to have evidence of widespread
supportt for it. By raising the threshold on turnout and support, the amendment ensured
that devolution would not occur without strong public support for it.

Held in March 1979, the referenda resulted in an emphatic defeat for the

government. In Wales, the proposals were decisively routed: the support amounted to a

32 .- . .

A critical aspect of the amendment was that it required the Secretary of State to lay down a repeal order before the
patliament if the yes vote was less than 40 percent. The patliament could however vote down the repeal order. The
amendment only settled whether the matter would go back to parliament in the event of an inconclusive referendum.
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mere 11.9 percent with 60 percent turnout. In Scotland, the result was ambiguous: there
was a narrow majority of 51.6 percent in favour, but this represented only 32.8 percent of
the electorate, falling short of the threshold (Balsom and McAllister 1979). The results
reflected the genuine disinterest in devolution in Wales and the mounting apathy with
constitutional reform in Scotland, the unpopularity of the Labour party and its highly
publicised divisions during the campaign. Prominent Labour members hostile to the
assembly such as Tam Dalyell and Robin Cook created the ‘Labour Vote No’ group and
actively campaigned against the referendum, creating confusion over the Labour party’s
position. The tremours of the referendum defeat breached the safety of the cabinet. The
devolution issue had lost all principled standing and the government was struggling to stay
alive. The SNP refused to let the issue lay to rest. It drew on the uncertainty of the result
in Scotland and invoked the ambiguity of the threshold amendment to give the cause of
devolution one last assist. Showing an unusual display of unity, the National Council of
the SNP called on the government to respect the decision of the democratic majority and
to reject the Order of Repeal, leaving the Scotland Act on the statute book. If parliament
was to reject the decision of the Scottish majority, the members of the SNP were
instructed to seck an eatly election. Gordon Wilson stated:

“the SNP decided that it should try to get a Scottish parliament, and we believed
tried to persuade the government to follow the rule of majority voting, disregarding the 40
percent threshold and using the clause of the amendment to introduce the bill.”

The Labour party remained deeply split. The bill’s shepherd, Michael Foot, wished
to keep the bill alive and demanded that the government call for a vote of confidence.
The Prime Minister was unconvinced, believing that the government had neither the
moral authority nor political ability to act, and that a vote of confidence would result in
defeat. The pressure coming from the SNP grew as it put forth a ‘motion of no
confidence’, intending for the government to demand that the Order of Repeal be voted
down. This was a highly risky decision for the SNP, whose popularity had been steadily
declining in Scotland since the passage of the devolution acts in February 1978. The SNP
was in a steep downward spiral and had chosen to produce a general election at the worst
possible time. Fully aware of the implications of the decision, Gordon Wilson stated:

“We faced a quandary: either we backed down and lost credibility or we stood firm

and watched the government fall. Fither way we would get a hammering.. In other words,
we decided to put our heads on the block for the sake of devolution.”

100
Toubeau, Simon (2010), The Accommodation of Nationalism: Regional Nationalist Parties and Territorial Restructuring in
Great Britain, Spain and Belgium
European University Institute DOI: 10.2870/17572



The Conservative Party latched onto the SNP’s motion, and on March 28, the
House voted against the government by a margin of one vote. Labour was out, and
devolution, was dead. The threshold amendment has, according to Bogdanor (2001: 186)
“some claim to being regarded as the most important back-bench initiative in British
politics since the war”, because it was the measure that effectively put an end to
devolution. But, the deeper significance of the amendment was to illustrate the decisive
importance of partisan ideology in conditioning the feasibility of institutional change. The
shift in the Labour party’s position was driven largely by the external pressure exerted by
the SNP. However, deep ideological differences regarding the desirability and extent of
devolution continued to exist within the PLP, and a resilient set of dissenters from
England, Wales and to a lesser extent Scotland, continued to place obstacles in the path of
the devolution bills during the various stages of its enactment, by delaying the bill and
subjecting its ratification to referendum. Ultimately, the ideological polarisation of the
PLP proved too difficult a constraint for a reluctant Labour government to overcome,
resulting in devolution’s demise. Thus, although it was the referendum that sealed the fate
of devolution, the ideology of the Labour party was the variable at the source of the
obstruction. As Philip Norton (1980: 429) put it::

“had a number of Labour members not opposed the government, the Scotland and
Wales Bill would have been guillotined (and presumably passed), there would have been

no referendums with a requirement for a “Yes’ vote by forty percent of eligible voters, and
presumably there would not be Assemblies in Scotland and Wales.”

The Settled Will (1979-1997)

The plausibility of Norton’s counterfactual would be substantiated twenty years
later, when the Labour party returned to power as a cohesive force committed to
devolution. The ability of the nationalist parties to advance their political objectives during
the eighteen-year period separating the defeat of the devolution referenda and the Labour
party’s return to power in 1997 can once again be analysed in two distinct phases. In the
first, from 1979 to 1987, the weakness of the SNP and PC and the emergence of a
dominant party system meant that they were unable to set the political agenda. Although
the Labour party retained a commitment to devolution as ‘unfinished business’, neither
mainstream parties had the incentive to raise the salience of the devolution issue in their
electoral battles. In the second period, from 1987 to 1997, the persistence of a dominant
party system featuring a profound territorial imbalance in the distribution of electoral

support and the rise in electoral support for the SNP in Scotland occasioned the
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“Tartanisation’ of the Labour party, whereby Labour was compelled to endorse the
establishment of a cross-party Constitutional Convention set-up to produce a blueprint
for Scotland’s constitutional future. The adversarial strategy adopted by the Conservative
party to polarise the Scottish electorate and weaken its Labour rival and the intensification
of competition between the two mainstream parties induced a heightening in the salience
of the devolution issue and provoked a number of adjustments in the Labour party’s
position. Once elected, the Labour party acted as a cohesive political force and fulfilled its

long-standing pledge to implement devolution for Scotland and Wales.

The Eclipse of Devolution (1979-1987)

The failure of the devolution referendum was a devastating blow to the SNP, who
paid for sacrificing the Labour government on the altar of devolution with a spectacular
decline in its electoral performance in the General Elections of 1979 and 1983. In 1979,
the SNP lost support across Scotland, its share of the Scottish vote fell from 30 to 17
percent and its parliamentary representation collapsed from 11 MPs to 2. It retained its
seats in Dundee East and the Western Isles, but lost two seats to Labour and seven seats
to the Conservatives. After an impressive electoral surge in October 1974, the
parliamentary activity of the SNP was subjected to greater public scrutiny and the party
was being punished for having failed to deliver the chief policy which its supporters were
expecting and for displaying an erratic attitude in its support to the Labour government.
In particular, the divisions between the gradualists and the fundamentalists on the relative
merits of devolution for achieving the party’s long-term goal of independence became
visible during the passage of the devolution act at Westminster, creating confusion among
the rank-and-file as well as among the party’s supporters. In addition, by siding with the
Tories against some Labour legislation and by provoking the fall of the government in
1979, the SNP was pray to being depicted as a group of ‘Tartan Tories’ and was
vulnerable to the claim that it had ‘let Thatcher in’ (Lynch 2002b: 141)

The electoral defeat resulted in bitter internal struggles to determine the party’s
ideological identity and electoral strategy, featuring divisions between the social
democratic current that wished to rebuild the SNP’s philosophy around a social
democratic consensus, the fundamentalist wing which believed the SNP had mistakenly
involved itself with British politics and should endorse a policy of ‘independence or
nothing less’, and the radical wing- a notorious faction called the 79 Group- composed of

a younger cohort of radical professionals that espoused independence, socialism and the
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establishment of a Scottish Republic (Kauppi 1982: 240). The latter’s call for the party
wholeheartedly to embrace socialism gradually influenced the party’s electoral strategy
(SNP 1987, 1983). There were strong electoral incentives for pursuing a leftward strategy.
For the SNP to win a majority of Scottish seats, it would have to concentrate its support
in the populated working-class constituencies. In addition, the social profile of the SNP
voter became increasingly similar to that of the Labour supporter, as it tended to perform
better among the working class and younger generations. Although the distinctive feature
of SNP voters was their position on constitutional change, they also emphasised the
material concerns of the working-class community, such as unemployment and industrial
closure (Brand et al. 1994). In these circumstances, it made sense for the SNP to make
inroads into Labour’s electoral stronghold. The idol of the 79 Group, Jim Sillars,
explained the rationale for the leftward repositioning:

“there was a general belief that our success depended on breaking the Labour
party in its heartlands- in the central belt of Scotland.. There was a long held influence of

socialism in Scottish nationalism, we were instinctively left of centre, and we knew that
beating the nationalist drum with kilts and haggis did not resonate with people.”

The internal wrangling that preceded the SNP’s ideological reconfiguration was
harmful to the party’s performance. In the local elections held between 1980 and 1982,
the SNP saw its share of the vote fall to 15 percent, while its rating in opinion polls fell
continuously, reaching some of its lowest level in the months preceding the General
Election of 1983 (Hassan and Lynch 2000: 381). In the General Election of 1983, the
SNP witnessed its share of the vote fall from 17.3 to 11.8 percent, slightly below the level
it had reached in 1970. It maintained its two seats and performed well in the rural
constituencies of the North East and South West, but everywhere else, the Alliance- a
coalition comprising the Liberal Party and the breakaway Social Democratic Party-
recovered the electoral ground that the Liberal party had lost to the SNP during the mid-
1970s. Crucially, it remained weak in Scotland’s central industrial belt. **

The fate of the Plaid Cymru featured a lesser degree of intrigue. Although the
failure of the devolution referendum was a clear defeat for the PC, whose share of
electoral support fell from 11 to 8.1 percent, it nevertheless maintained two seats in 1979,
in former Liberal strongholds at the centre of the country. Under the new leadership of

Dafydd Thomas, the party maintained the socialist-oriented platform that it had

The SNP incapacity to concentrate its electoral support- it won less than 20 percent of the vote in four fifths of
the constituencies- meant that it continued to suffer the distortive effects of the SMP electoral system, winning two
seats (2.8 percent) with 17 percent of the Scottish vote in 1979, and two seats with 11.8 percent of the vote in 1983.
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developed during the 1970s, in order to make inroads into the populated industrial areas
of the South-East, traditionally dominated by the Labour party. On the constitutional
status of Wales, the party adopted a deliberately ambiguous position favouring ‘self-
government’ in order better to fight elections in a territory that is divided on the question
of the status of Wales (PC 1983, 1987).In 1983, the PC fared little better, winning 7.8
percent of the Welsh vote and maintaining two seats.

The decline of the nationalist parties was matched by the advent of a dominant
party system and the onset of eighteen years of Tory rule, in which the party and its
assertive leader Margaret Thatcher steered the country through profound economic, social
and institutional transformations. Attending to the matter of self-government for the
stateless nations of Great Britain however did not feature in the party’s crusade to carry
the country towards its ideal free society. On the contrary, in continuity with its previous
policy, the party set itself against devolution. Moreover, the Conservative party’s macro-
economic objectives- in particular the reduction of public expenditure-produced a
significant centralisation of authority. The party’s territorial strategy throughout its time in
office reflected the absence of electoral pressures from the nationalist parties and the
consequent lack of any incentive to modify its centralist ideology. In 1979, it recovered
electoral grounds in Scotland, increasing its share of support from 24.7 to 31.4 percent by
winning the support of 20 percent of former SNP supporters and reclaiming seven seats
from the SNP in the North-East, obtaining a total of 22 seats (Miller and Brand 1981). In
1983, the party’s support fell to 28.3 as a result of losses to the Alliance party, but it
nevertheless maintained 21 seats. In Wales, it witnessed an unprecedented surge in
supportt, increasing its share of the vote form 23.9 percent to 32.2 percent and obtaining
11 seats; in 1983, it won 31 percent of the vote and 14 seats. The Tories thus seemed to
have revitalised their presence in the periphery. In addition, the party was relatively
immune from the electoral pressures of its mainstream and nationalist rivals due to the
overwhelming support it gained in England. In 1979, the party obtained 47.2 percent of
the English vote and 306 seats; in 1983, it obtained 46.5 percent of the English vote and
362 seats, a number sufficient for an outright parliamentary majority. As a result, the
party’s position at the national level was secure. In 1979, there was there was a substantial
swing of six percent towards the Conservatives party which obtained 339 seats with 43.9
percent of the vote, enjoying an impressive lead of 7 percent over the Labour party. This
dominance was amplified in 1983, when the party obtained 397 seats with 42.4 percent of

the vote and enjoyed a lead of 14.8 percent over Labour. The dominance of the Tories
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over the British party system and firm control over government business meant that they
were able to keep the question of territorial autonomy off the political agenda.

After having flirted intermittently with the idea of a directly elected Scottish
assembly, the Conservatives party returned to its Unionist tradition. In the period leading
to the 1979 General Election some Scottish Tories, led by notable figures such as Alick
Buchanan-Smith (shadow Secretary of State) and Russell Fairgrieve (Scottish Party
Chairman) still hankered after some form of devolved government, so Thatcher pledged
to contemplate an all-party conference on the question. However, this transpired to be a
vaporous commitment and the party quickly moved to consider reforms to parliamentary
procedures: adjusting the composition of the Scottish Grand Committee, increasing the
frequency of its meetings and the scope of its debates, enabling it to sit periodically in
Edinburgh, and establishing a Scottish Affairs Select Committee with powers of inquiry
into the activities of the Scottish Office (CP 1979). Devolution was thus laid to rest.

The Conservative party’s newly forged ideology- a heterogeneous collection of
ideas termed ‘New Right’- had no patience for either regional nationalism or political
decentralisation. The Conservative Party had always been the party of the Union, but
traditional Conservatism also embraced an organic conception of British society, giving
due recognition to the role of social entities such as nations in intermediating relations
between the individual and the state. There existed moreover a deep appreciation of the
traditions underlying the autonomy of civil bodies in Scotland and of the role of the
institutions of territorial representation in articulating regional distinctiveness. This
proclivity was brusquely brushed aside with the dawning of the ‘New Right’. Classical
liberalism was indifferent at best towards sentiments of national belonging; they were
perceived to be ascriptive forms of identity stirring irrational passions that were anathema
to the ideal of the autonomous individual. In addition, the Toties needed to foment a
strong sense of constitutional patriotism with the Briish nation-state if they were to
restore the authority of the state in certain areas such as public order and defence and,
paradoxically, if they were to strengthen the government’s hand in fulfilling their mission
to create a free economy and society (Gamble 1988). Finally, the Tories were hostile to
devolution not simply because it would put the country on a ‘slippery slope’ to the break-
up of the Union, but also because it was associated with the proliferation of tiers of
governmental authority, a development which was inimical to the party’s cardinal

objective of rolling back the scope of the state’s activity.
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As a result, devolution was kept off the government’s agenda; to quote Mitchell
(Mitchell 1990:109): “the Conservative position between 1979 and 1987 was simply to
deny that legislative devolution was an issue.” The party was purged of the ardent
devolutionists. Buchanan-Smith was ruled out as Secretary of State, and the post was
instead given to George Younger, a detached patrician that projected himself as a
guardian of Scottish interests, but who in fact exercised little influence on the cabinet’s
policies. Others, such as Malcolm Rifkind came to terms with the hegemonic intellectual
current in the party. There were thus hardly members left in the party that could bring the
issue of devolution to the forefront of the party’s internal debates. An analysis of the
reports of the party’s annual conferences show there was no resolutions submitted on
devolution between 1980 and 1986 (CP 1991). In her speeches to the Conservative Party
Conference, the Prime Minister never once mentioned the topic of devolution, and
instead spent considerable efforts arguing that the Conservative party had received a clear
mandate to put a halt to the vicious cycle of trade union militancy, inflationary pay
settlements and government profligacy unleashed by the Labour government. In her
speeches to the Scottish Conference, the Prime Minister repeatedly turned to a slanted
interpretation of Scottish intellectual history by tracing a lineage from Adam Smith and
David Hume to Friedrich Hayek and Keith Joseph, extolled the virtues of 19" century
Scotland as a country of science and invention, and urged Scots to rediscover their sense
of enterprise for overcoming their pernicious economic difficulties (Thatcher 1997).

Not only did the Conservative party spurn the issue of devolution, but the
economic policies that it deployed threatened the welfare of Scotland and Wales and
placed considerable stress on the institutions of territorial representation. The social
consequences of the economic recession were exacerbated in Scotland and Wales by the
government’s lambasting of the ‘dependency culture’ prevailing in the two regions and by
its faith in the ‘hidden hand’ of the market for allowing territorial disparities to even out.
Regional policy was gradually disregarded as a tool for tackling economic problems. The
concentration of unemployment in cities across the country meant that it was increasingly
difficult to justify automatic assistance to deprived regions, in particular to voters in
constituencies in the West Midlands, where the Conservatives had recorded important
electoral gains. The 1980s witnessed a reduction in the number of assisted areas, the
substitution of regional policy with European Community structural funds, public-private
partnerships and ‘inner cities’ policies, to the net detriment of Scotland and Wales

(Hogwood 1987). The late 1980s would also see the steady closure of flagship industrial
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projects of British regional policy such as the Gartcosh and Ravenscraig steel mills, and a
decline of the old heavy industry, leading to major job losses in Scotland.

The concern for limiting public spending produced a number of initiatives which
modified the relationship between local and central government in Scotland. The
Secretary of State for Scotland was given responsibility over the allocation of funds to
different programmes within the departmental budget and over expenditure limitations-
including local government expenditure. This distinctive administrative arrangement did
not however obstruct the centralist drive of Conservative policy when it came to limiting
the expenditure of local governments, which Mrs Thatcher perceived to be one the
‘immune target’ of the old collectivist order. This was achieved with the imposition of two
nation-wide pieces of legislation, the Local Government Act (1980) and Local Financing
Act (1982), which reduced grant support to any authority which spent over a level of
expenditure established by the central government and which abolished the right of local
authorities to set supplementary rates. With these initiatives, the government effectively
reduced the autonomy of local governments by controlling both the levels of capital and
revenue expenditure, as well as the discretion of the Secretary of State in satisfying
expenditure ceilings (Midwinter et al. 1991: 154-161).”

The central government’s hand in local finance was further strengthened
following the process of property revaluation in Scotland which produced a sharp increase
in local government rates that adversely affected some of the Conservative party’s
constituents in the wealthy suburbs of Edinburgh. This lead the government to introduce
in 1986 a flat-rate community charge for the funding of local government services. The
purported objective of this ‘poll tax” was to increase in accountability- informing electors
of the true cost of additional local government spending- but the net effect was an
increase in the central government’s control over public expenditure, since it set the rate
of tax and redistributed its receipts to local authorities on the basis of criteria which it
determined. Thus, the period of Conservative rule, committed to a sweeping reduction in
the role of the state, introduced a renewed centralism that profoundly affected the
territorial balance of power in the Union. There was little that was incoherent in this
approach, as Crouch and Marquand (1989: viii) point out, “if the market was to reign
supreme...then the political must be gathered into a tight, predictable, unit controlled by

the friends of the free market.”

* Revenue expenditure covered daily costs of services, such as the wages of local government employees and was
financed through rates levied on domestic and business. Capital expenditure are long-term expenditure on physical s
that are purchased over a number years. These are financed by borrowing and repayment through the revenue budget,
by central government capital grants or by European agencies. (Midwinter, Keating, Mitchell 1991: 150).
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From the benches of the opposition, the champion of the state maintained its
commitment to devolution for Scotland that it had adopted in 1974. This strategy can be
explained by the fact that although it had recovered its position in Scotland, the territorial
imbalance in electoral support and the persistent public demand for greater self-
government meant that it needed to maintain its policy on devolution in order to secure
its place as the leading party of the region. In 1979, the Labour party increased its share of
support in Scotland from 36.3 to 41.6 percent by capturing the support of 6 percent of
former SNP voters and winning 44 seats (Miller and Brand 1981). Moreover, Labout’s
control over Scottish seats was safe, as the number of marginally-held seats fell from
eleven to five, and the number of seats in which the SNP was second fell from eleven to
one. In 1983, the Labour party’s share of the vote dropped to 35 percent and it lost three
seats, but this loss was the result of the advance of the Alliance party rather than the SNP.
The growing territorial imbalance in the two-party system meant that the Labour party
was highly sensitive to changes in electoral behaviour in Scotland, including potential
future nationalist incursions. While Labour’s defeat in 1979 was felt across the country,
the swing against the party was more dramatic in the South (7.7 percent), than in the
North of England (5.1 percent) and Scotland (2.1 percent) (Curtice and Steed 1980: 394-
403). The Labour party had been wiped out as a parliamentary force in the South as well
as in the rural towns of Britain and retreated to the urban centres of the Midlands, to the
industrial districts of Northern England and to Scotland. The territorial polarisation
between Conservative South and Labour North was exacerbated in 1983, when the swing
reached 8.3 percent in South, 3.1 percent in the North of England, 2.2 percent in Scotland
(Curtice and Steed 1984: 336-45). Scotland thus remained the least hostile territory for the
Labour party. The net of effect of the territorial imbalance in support and the declining
electoral strength of the Labour party was an increasing dependence on Scottish seats.”
Between 1964 and 1974, the Labour party collected around 12-15 percent of its seats in
Scotland, but in 1979 and 1983, this figure had risen to 17 percent and 20 percent. This
territorial asymmetry in electoral support sharpened Labour’s attentiveness to the
constitutional preferences of Scottish voters. The SES (1981) reveals that there was a
general shift in mood away from the issue of territorial autonomy; the share of

respondents that supported devolution fell from 65 percent in October 1974 to 46

*The SMP electoral exaggerated the impact of the parliamentary representation of the territorial imbalance in
electoral behaviour and exacerbated Labour’s dependence on Scottish seats. In 1979, the Tories won 51.5 percent of
the vote and 146 seats (75.6 percent) in the South-East of England; in 1983 they won 50.4 percent of the vote and
162 seats (84.4 percent). In contrast, the Labour party won 41.6 percent of the vote and 44 seats (61.2 percent) in
Scotland, and in 1983, In contrast, it won 35 percent of the vote and 41 seats (57.7 percent) in Scotland.
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percent in 1979, and the share that wanted Scotland to ‘run its own affairs’ fell by more
than half. However, there was still a plurality of support for devolution and the survey
shows that the SNP supporters that defected to the Conservative and Labour party were
more likely to endorse devolution than SNP loyalist.

In Wales, the unambiguous defeat of the devolution referendum and the weak
public demand for territorial autonomy meant that there was no warrant for the Labour
party to endorse devolution. The Welsh Election Study (1979), reveals that the share of
Welsh voters that supported devolution remained in a minority (30 percent) , while those
supporting the institutional status quo stood at 60 percent. In addition, in contrast with
Scotland, the Labour party in Wales was under attack on both flanks by the Conservative
party and the Alliance party- losing ground both in the industrial areas of the South East
and in the rural central areas. In 1979, it experienced a modest retreat, but in 1983, it
suffered a significant loss of support from 48.6 to 37.5 percent, a crushing defeat for the
party that once projected itself as the party of Wales. The changing political colouring of
Wales indicated that the advocacy of devolution would yield few electoral gains.

The Labour party thus upheld its existing position on devolution for Scotland. It
was a plausible policy for the party to advocate, as it was in continuity with its previous
efforts in government to ratify the Scotland and Wales act. The sincere incorporation of
devolution for Scotland as a central tenet of Labour’s platform was first and foremost a
reaction to its turbulent experience in government during the late 1970s, one characterised
by internal party divisions, legislative deadlock and cabinet instability. During the 1980s,
devolution was widely perceived to be what party leader John Smith later called Labout’s
‘unfinished business’; a commitment that the party would honour and deliver as soon as it
returned to government, since failure to do so was intimately associated with a period of
discord and defeat. In a clear contrast with the internal politics of devolution of the 1970s,
this phase witnessed a convergence in the positions of the Scottish Executive and the
NEC. The Scottish Executive’s position was clarified in an Interim Policy Statement on
Devolution (1981) which issued a set of proposals that were later sanctioned in the Labour
party’s manifestos (LP 1983, 1987). The party endorsed the basic parameters of the
Scotland Act (1978), but also supported the devolution of certain economic powers, such
as control over the SDA, the Selective Assistance grants to industry and the training
programmes of the Manpower Services Commission. The boldest innovation was the
proposal to devolve tax-raising powers, for enhancing the financial responsibility of the

assembly and allowing it to resist public expenditure cuts imposed by the central
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government. The assembly was thus presented as Scotland’s bulwark against the Tories.
The Labour party nevertheless remained faithful to doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty,
stating that:

“because of parliament’s ultimate power to do anything and alter anything, this
difference in the handling of Scottish politics will be an expression of parliament’s view
that devolution is a more democratic and efficient way of dealing with Scottish
distinctions... it is not a loss of ultimate parliamentary power.” (LP.SC. 1981: 17)

The Labour party was able to present the endorsement of territorial autonomy as
wholly compatible with its internal political reforms, economic and industrial policies and
with its ideological traditions. Devolution was congruent with the decentralisation of party
structures, a process of party organisational reform that had begun in 1980 when the
radical current in the party successfully pushed for the mandatory reselection of MPs by
constituency parties, the establishment of an electoral college composed of trade unions,
constituency parties and the parliamentary party for the election of the party leader, and
the joint drafting of the party manifesto by the National Executive Committee and the
Shadow Cabinet (Whiteley 1983). In addition, devolution could be aligned with the
Labour party radical left-wing programme outlined in the Alternative Economic Strategy
(AES), an integral aspect of which was a formidable commitment to using state power to
rebuild industrial capacity in depressed regions and return the country to a state of full
employment. *°. It was believed that providing the Scottish assembly with important
financial resources, revenue-raising powers and with an autonomous industrial policy
would enable it to play a strategic role in the central government’s national plan for
reindustrialisation. Finally, the party’s position on political decentralisation coincided with
its policy for the decentralisation of authority within the industrial work place. In a joint
statement with the TUC, the Labour party’s Economic Planning and Industrial Democracy
(1982) proposed to enfranchise the workforce by giving workers the right to influence
management of the firm, bringing capital and labour on an equal footing in the decisions
that affected the operation of an enterprise. Thus, the party was able to present a coherent
ideological package in which the decentralisation of power would take place in the spheres
of party political organisation, economic production and state authority. Finally, this
package of reforms could moreover, be presented as genuine to Labour’s philosophical

beliefs, finding resonance with the tradition of guild socialism, associated with the

%% 'The Labour party’s commitment to devolution and the simultaneous adoption of a strongly left-wing stance on socio-
economic matters confirmed that the party’s position on the left-right and the territorial dimensions of competition
were wholly independent of one another. The party maintained a pledge to establishing a Scottish assembly, while
denouncing the deflationary policies pursued by the previous Callaghan government, because of its association with a
weak form of monetarism.
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libertarian ideas of G.D.H Cole, who promoted the social ownership of industry, not
through the nationalisation of means of production, but through the democratisation of
industry for workers (Beech 2007: 120). The existence of a tradition in the Labour party’s
ideology which was able to link the idea of political decentralisation to a broader set of
principles regarding the place of democracy in different spheres of life thus enabled the
party to present itself as a genuinely socialist and territorial party.

The Labour party however chose not to raise the salience of the devolution issue
during its internal political debates or during its confrontations with the Conservative
party. This decision can be explained by the fact that there were no immediate electoral
incentives for emphasising this policy since it would not determine the party’s capacity to
govern. The territorial heterogeneity of electoral support was so acute in 1979 and 1983
that even if the nationalist threat had been quashed with a highly visible advocacy of
devolution, the Labour party still would not have been able to win office. If Labour had
won all 71 Scottish seats in 1979 it would still have been 22 seats short of a majority and
43 seats short of the Conservative’s majority. The same holds for the general election of
1983. Given that it would have little consequence for its capacity to be in government,
there was little reason for the Labour party to place devolution as core component of its
electoral strategy against the nationalist party or against the Conservative party.

Instead, the Labour party needed to address the continued weakening relationship
between class and partisanship. The BES showed that the Labour party’s support among
the working-class crumbled; the ratio of Labour to Conservative partisanship in the
manual working class fell from to 2.5:1 in October 1974 to 1.4:1in 1979 and to 1.2:1 in
1983. The mass defection of the working was driven by a declining identification with the
Labour party and its policies. The BES reveals that the share of the manual classes that
identified ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ strongly with the Labour party fell from 82.5 percent in 1974 to
76.7 percent in 1979 (Crewe et al. 1979). Crewe (1982) demonstrates that there was
among Labout’s ranks a spectacular decline in support for the ‘collective trinity’ of public
ownership, trade union power and social welfare.”” The emphatic victories of the
Conservative party in the early 1980s were thus due to its ability to follow the movement
in public mood and reposition itself closer to the median voter.

This occasioned a protracted exercise in soul searching within the Labour party.

Like other social democratic parties across Europe, it was confronted with an acute

7 In 1964, a clear majority of Labour identifiers approved of further nationalisation (57 percent) and repudiated the
idea that trade unions were too powerful (59 percent); an overwhelming majority wanted more spending on social
services (89 percent). By 1979, support for these tenets was down to a third among manual workers and lower still for
the general electorate.
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dilemma regarding the direction in which to re-orient its ideological profile and electoral
strategy in light of the deep-seated changes that were breaking down the structure of
social class and changing the political orientation of British voters (cf. Kitschelt 1994).
The Labour party would spend the better part of the 1980s conjuring the electoral strategy
that would enable it to confront this dilemma. But the question of devolution never
featured as a highly salient consideration in the party’s choice of strategy since it was not
the issue on which it would win the election; that outcome would depend on the
credibility of the policies it put forth for tackling the country’s economic difficulties. The
Labour party did not however initially follow the centripetal incentives underlying the
majoritarian electoral system and seek to follow the distribution of political sentiments in
the British electorate (Cox 1990). Instead, under the sway of radical left-wing activists, the
party aimed to rebuild its standing by adopting an overtly left-wing profile dedicated to
the re-assertion of state authority in the management of the economy (Iversen 1994).%*
This gradual capture prompted intense battles over the party’s identity, heightening the
polarisation between left and right wings of the party. The struggle was visible in the
contests for the party leadership and deputy leadership; in the fragmentation of the party
into different factions; and in the efforts of the NEC to purge the party of Militant
Tendency- a Trotskyist faction that had taken over a number of local party organisations
in inner cities. There was little space in this polarised atmosphere to examine the question
of devolution, and an analysis of party conference reports reveals that the issue of
devolution did not feature as an item for debate (LP 1981-1983).

The electoral campaign for the 1983 General Election reflected the polarised
climate of politics; Labour distinguished itself from the Tories by presenting an equally
radical, but diametrically opposed, programme of action for resolving the country’s
economic woes. It highlighted the government’s failure to reverse the country’s economic
malaise- unemployment had reached four million and, for the first time since the
industrial revolution, Britain had become a net importer of manufactured goods. It vowed
to put Britain back to work through an ambitious programme of state-directed industrial
development. The Conservative party on the other hand, promised the continuation of
policies aimed at reducing inflation and public expenditure and lowering income tax

(Butler and Kavanagh 1984: 81-123).

¥ The position and influence of the radical left-wing elements within the Labour party was bolstered by the
organisational reforms carried out during the 1980s and by the formation of the breakaway Social Democratic Party
(SDP), which prompted the defection of many moderate Labour activists and MPs. The SDP was created in 1981 by
four former cabinet members in opposition to the proposal of the radical left-wing activists and their leader Tony Benn
to shift power away from the parliamentary party towards party conference.
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The disinterested attitude of the Labour party towards devolution persisted after
its humiliating defeat in 1983. The party elected a new leader, Neil Kinnock, who had
been at odds with party policy on devolution in the 1970s, but the issue nevertheless did
not feature in the leadership contest (Drower 1994: 52). The agenda of the Labour party’s
annual conferences was saddled with problems pertaining to the reselection of MPs and
the expulsion of Militant Tendency, with issues such as the Conservative party’s reform of
local authorities and the police’s handling of the miners’ strikes and with the traditional
issues of unemployment, social security and public ownership of the economy (LLP 1984-
1986). Kinnock’s speeches to conference aimed to revitalise Labour’s purpose and to
carry the party in a moderate direction, emphasising the need not to “make fanciful, self-
indulgent promises...that can be falsified by the realities we know we shall encounter.”
(Guardian October 2nd, 1985).

A the annual conference of the Scottish Labour Party in 19806, the Labour leader
came under pressure to support a motion tabled by Scottish Labour councils and trade
union for the outright defiance of government-imposed spending cuts. In his statement,
the leader maintained an ambiguous stance. He made it a clear that he expected lawful
conduct on behalf of party members but that he intended to put a devolution bill before
parliament in the first session of a Labour government. However, he also told the
conference that the fight against unemployment would take priority over other aims and
laid claim to the ‘patriotism of freedom and fairness’ as one of Labour’s principal values
(Guardian March 8th, 1986).Thus, although the Scottish branch was beginning to demand
assurances from the party leadership for a commitment to devolution, the pressures
exerted were not sufficient to compel a re-adjustment of the party’s priorities.

This stance was visible in the low salience of devolution during the 1987 contest.
The Labour party moderated its programme, accepting British membership of the EEC,
but remained committed to higher levels of taxation and public funding for industry,
education and training, and promised a major expansion of public ownership. The
Conservative party on the other hand advanced a bold programme of privatisation; after
having sold off local authority housing, the government wished to press ahead with the
denationalisation of public utilities as well as some of the leading British commercial
brands (Butler and Kavanagh 1988: 89-125). Thus, the Labour party continued to be far
too pre-occupied conducting traditional class warfare and emphasising issues of economic
management to devote much attention to the constitutional preferences of the Scots, and

the issue of devolution was kept off the agenda.
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The Tartanisation’ of Labour (1987-1997)

In the General Election of 1987, the SNP’s share of the vote rose to 14 percent; it
was a modest performance, far from the heyday of the 1970s, but it was the first time in
eight years that the party had increased its electoral support and parliamentary
representation. The SNP’s recovery was fuelled by the defection of both Labour and
Conservative supporters; the BES shows that the SNP captured 7 percent of former
Conservative voters and 14 percent of former Labour voters (Heath 1989). The party’s
capacity to concentrate its vote in the constituencies of the North-East meant that it was
able to win three seats from the Conservative party. The SNP increased its support in
some of Labour strongholds in the centre, such as Clackmannan, Linlithgow and Tayside
North, where it came in second place with 25-30 percent of the vote; but the SNP leader
Gordon Wilson and the long-standing MP Donald Stewart nevertheless lost their seats in
Dundee East and the Western Isles to the Labour party. The recovery of the SNP was
confirmed in a by-election a year later when Jim Sillars won the safe Labour seat of
Glasgow Govan. Although the SNP’s parliamentary representation remained modest, this
victory was highly symbolic- it was where Margo MacDonald had won her seat in 1973, a
year before the tidal wave of nationalist support that besieged the Labour party, and it was
won by a strongly pro-devolutionist former Labour MP. The SNP thus appeared once
again to be making a significant threat to Labout’s position in Scotland.

In spite of this notable revival of regional nationalism, the Conservative party
refused to compromise its Unionist ideology. This intransigence reflected the balance of
electoral considerations: although it had lost three seats in the nationalist attack, it
remained relatively immune from electoral developments in Scotland. The first source of
this immunity was the Conservative party’s predominance in England and its reliance on
English seats to be in government; in 1987, the Tories won 46.6 percent of the English
vote and 358 seats, enough to win an outright parliamentary majority. The second source
was the continued dominance of the Conservative party over the British party system and
the security of its position at the national level. With a swing of 3.7 percent towards
Labour, the Tories lost some electoral ground, but they were nevertheless able to win 376
seats with 42.3 percent of the vote, enjoying a solid parliamentary majority of 51 seats and
a substantial lead of 11.5 percent over Labour (Curtice and Steed 1988: 333-5). There was
thus little immediate pressure for the party to revise its position. The Conservative Party
Conference in 1988 voted by a margin of 50-1 against any measure of legislative

devolution. Although there were some demands on behalf of Scottish councillors that the
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party recognise the wishes of the Scottish electorate, these calls were effectively muffled
(Mitchell 1990: 111). In her speech at the Party Conference, the Prime Minister stated: “as
long as I am Leader of this Party, we shall defend the Union and rejected legislative
devolution unequivocally” and she urged Scottish Tories to revitalise their fortunes by
championing the Thatcherite gospel (Guardian May 14th, 1988)

What the Tories lost in this election however was the claim to being a mainstream
party with a state-wide basis of electoral support. Its share of the Scottish vote fell from
28.4 to 24.1 percent and it lost 11 seats, leaving it with a mere 10 Scottish seats. For the
third consecutive election, a majority of Scots had voted for a left-wing pro-devolutionist
Labour party but were being governed by a right-wing Unionist party, generating a serious
democratic deficit in the British polity. This situation exposed the questionable relevance
of the institutions of territorial representation. The drop in the number of Scottish MPs
created difficulties for the parliamentary system since there were too few Tory MPs to
staff the Scottish Office, the Scottish Grand Committee and the Scottish Selected
Committee. Moreover, although the Secretary of State continued to act as the guardian of
territorial interests, he had been externally imposed and was anyway incapable of
influencing macro-economic debates or determining the budget of regional offices. As
Midwinter, Keating and Mitchell (1991: 108) explain: “the British political programme was
applied, with the Scottish Office refraining from independent policy initiatives, and
concentrating on a conventional defence of Scottish interests within the framework of
that programme.” The policies of the Conservative party were increasingly at odds with
the preferences of the Scottish electorate, which maintained its distinctively collectivist
ethos. The government’s industrial strategy, the progressive dismantling of the welfare
state and the privatisation reforms reduced the material benefits that Scots could expect
from membership to the Union and undermined their loyalty to Britain (Mitchell 1996:
53). Polls taken in Scotland revealed that respondents viewed the Conservative
government and Mrs Thatcher as antipathetic to Scottish interests: with 32 percent
considering the PM to be good for the UK, while only 9 percent as good for Scotland
(Kavanagh 1990: 22). By highlighting the disjuncture between the unitary political system
and the absence of a unitary national identity and political culture, the period of
Conservative rule gave substantial impetus to demands for the establishment of a Scottish
parliament, and both the Labour party and the SNP would seek to manipulate the

widespread disaffection of Scottish voters with Tory policies for electoral gain.
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In the opposition, the Labour party faced much more powerful incentives to
address the rise of the SNP. Although it experienced a significant improvement in its
electoral performance in Scotland, winning 42 percent of the vote and 50 seats, there were
intimations that the SNP was threatening to break into its electoral strongholds.
Moreover, the growing territorial heterogeneity in electoral behaviour increased the
Labour party’s vulnerability to competition from the SNP. This trend was evident in the
territorial variation in the magnitude and direction of electoral interchange: whereas the
mean change in vote share was 1.2 percent in favour of the Conservative party in the
South/East, there was a change of 2.7 petcent against the patty in the North/West. In
contrast, whereas there was a mean change in favour of Labour of 6.5 in North/West, the
increase in South/East was merely 1.6 percent (Curtice and Steed 1988: 320). The
difference in the fate of the two mainstream parties in Scotland was remarkable: the
deviation in the Labour’s share of the vote from the British-wide mean increased from 5.1
to 7.8 percent between 1979 and 1987, and the deviation in the Conservative share of the
vote increased from -13.3 to-19.3 percent (McAllister and Studlar 1992: 172).”

The implications of these trends were significant for two reasons. The first was
that a fifth of Labour’s seats now emanated from Scotland, making it all the more
sensitive to the growth SNP. The second was that, in spite of a net rise in its share of the
total vote, the Labour party remained weak in England and was thus incapable of winning
office. As a result, the 1987 General Election turned out to be the so-called ‘Doomsday
Scenario’ for the Labour party, in which had won a majority in Scotland but not in
England, and would therefore be unable to satisfy the demands and protect the interests
of its regional electorate. This type of problem was very distinct from the one posed by
the nationalist threat. The incapacity of the leading party in Scotland to win access to the
centre constituted a challenge to its function as an agent of territorial integration (Jones
and Keating 1988). The break-down of the central mechanisms underlying the functioning
of the two-party system- an even territorial distribution of support and a regular
alternation of parties in government- meant that management of the periphery during the
late 1980s was not merely a question of staving off an external nationalist threat, it meant

rescuing the two-party system.

% The SMP electoral system exaggerated the territorial imbalance in electoral support and the regional basis of
patliamentary support and exacerbated the perception that the British nation was dividing. In Scotland, the Labour party
won 50 seats (70.5 percent) with 42 percent of the vote. In contrast the Conservatives won 11 seats (15.5 percent) with
24 percent of the vote. In England, the Labour party won 155 seats ( x percent) with 29.6 percent of the vote. In
contrast, the Conservatives won 376 seats (x percent) with 42.4 percent of the vote.
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In response to this momentous conjuncture in British party politics, the Labour
party deployed over the course of the late 1980s and 1990s a dual-edged electoral strategy
for winning office and restoring its status as a party of territorial integration; the first
component would serve to maintain the party’s electoral support in the Scottish periphery
while the second would help the party to pierce the Conservative party’s electoral bastion
in the populated southern English region. It is this dual-edged electoral strategy that
shaped the character of the devolution settlement proposed by the Labour party and that
determined the place that the issue of devolution was to occupy in its competitive
interactions with the Conservative party.

The Labour party adjusted its strategy by seeking to accentuate its “Tartan’ profile
(Geekie and Levy 1989). The shift in the Labour party’s position was most evident in the
re-assertion of its commitment to devolution. Shortly after the 1987 General Election, the
Labour party issued a White Paper signalling its renewed commitment to a Scottish
Assembly and after the SNP’s victory in Govan in 1988, Neil Kinnock gave his firmest
commitment on the establishment of a regional assembly, stating:

“we hold it to be self-evident that there must be established in the capital of
Scotland a democratic assembly to govern with the Scottish people, for the Scottish
people and by the Scottish people in Scotland” (T7zmes March 11th, 1989)

The most remarkable change in the Labour party’s position was the acceptance of
the Scottish mandate, the idea that Scottish political sovereignty is vested in its people
rather than in parliament. It found its principal expression in the argument that the
Conservative party had ‘no mandate’ to govern Scotland, given that it had failed to win a
plurality of seats and votes.” The argument captured the democratic deficit that beset the
British polity: the people of Scotland had shown their support for the Labour party and
for devolution at successive General Elections, but their preferences had been
continuously denied by the Conservative party. For some within the Labour party, this
justified disruptive tactics; the pressure group Scottish Labour Action (SLA) called for the
Scottish Labour party to withdraw its MPs from Westminster and establish a parliament
should the Tories win at the next election. For the moderates, it enhanced the appeal of
devolution, which was increasingly interpreted as a corrective to the disjuncture between

the central government’s and the Scottish electorate’s policy priorities. Robin Cook, a

4 The argument stood on thin grounds since it implied that to be legitimate a government needed to obtain a
concurrent majority across all parts of Great Britain. The no-mandate argument thus amounted to an argument for self-
determination, the right of Scotland to determine its own constitutional preferences in the United Kingdom and to
negotiate its constitutional status with Westminster (Jones and Keating 1988)
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leading Scottish Labour politician and erstwhile opponent of devolution stated that in the
1970s, devolution had been a ‘compromise with nationalism’, a decade later it was a
means of protecting Scotland from Thatcherism (Mitchell 1998: 486). The corollary to
this shift was the abandonment of Labour’s long-standing opposition to the establishment
of a ‘Constitutional Convention’, a forum comprising representatives of political parties,.
trade unions, local authorities and the Churches, charged with drawing-up a blueprint for
Scotland’s constitutional future. Devolution had long been accepted as a programmatic
commitment but the realisation of this objective was envisaged to be in conformity with
the institutional provisions of the Westminster system, in which the Labour party would
legislate for devolution once it returned to government. Establishing a cross-party extra-
parliamentary convention represented a departure from the tradition of ‘responsible party
government’, since it would give other parties the power to steer government policy, as
well as an infringement of the doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty, since it recognised
Scottish people’s right to determine the status of Scotland within the British state."

Nevertheless, in setting the agenda of the Convention while simultaneously
cooperating with other parties and civil institutions during the debates, involvement in the
Convention allowed Labour to project itself as the national party of Scotland. Moreover,
even if the exercise was highly unlikely to wrest an assembly from the Conservative
government, it would enable the party to ward off the external threat of the SNP. The
idea of establishing convention had always been a favourite rhetorical device of the SNP
since it reinforced the idea of a Scottish mandate- harking back to Scottish constitutional
tradition of popular sovereignty- and resonated with its efforts in 1939 to establish a
Convention to discuss Scotland’s social and economic problems as well as changes to the
legislative and administrative machinery of the British state (Mitchell 1996: 122).
Advocating the establishment of a Constitutional Convention and recognising the
sovereignty of Scots would thus enable the Labour party to steal the SNP’s thunder.

The change in policy would help the party reconcile internal differences. These
differences were not, as in the 1970s between a unionist Scottish Executive and a pro-
devolutionist Labour leadership, since there was no disagreement over the need for
devolution. Rather, they were due to the reticence of the party leadership to compromise
its ideological commitment to the doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty and to the

willingness of Scottish MPs to jump on the nationalist bandwagon. After the referendum

*! The Convention was established in March 1989 with the signing of the ‘Claim of Right’ by 58 of Scotland’s 71 MPs.
The preamble of which stated that: ““we gathered as the Scottish Constitutional Convention do hereby acknowledge the
sovereign right of the Scottish people to determine the form of Government best suited to their needs, and do hereby
declare and pledge that in all our actions and deliberations their interests shall be paramount”
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defeat in 1979, a number of Scottish MPs had joined members of the SNP in the pressure
group Campaign for a Scottish Assembly (CSA), which called for the establishment of a
Convention; others had formed their own pressure groups, such as the Scottish Labour
Action (SLA), which endorsed disruptive tactics such as the establishment of an extra-
parliamentary interim assembly should the Conservative party be returned to government;
others followed the SNP’s lead in endorsing the non-payment of the poll tax. Thus,
contrast to the 1970s, the Scottish Executive was less reticent to embrace an
accommodating strategy: although it would heighten the salience of the devolution, it had
an existing policy commitment to the issue, its position a plausible one. The Scottish
Executive was able to exert pressure on the party leadership because they could threaten
to withdraw their loyalty to a party that was incapable of winning power at the centre. The
leadership came to believe that inaction on its behalf would push the nationalist elements
within the Labour party into the arms of the SNP. Participating in the Convention was
thus a method of maintaining the party’s cohesion.

Finally, there was a precedent to which the Labour party could refer in order to
make the shift in its strategy come across as a plausible one. During the 1920s, the Labour
Party had taken a leading role in the Scottish Home Rule Association (SHRA) and had
repeatedly undertaken efforts to establish a Scottish National Convention (SNC),
comprising professionals, local authorities, trade unions and the Churches, for the
purpose of submitting a proposal to the British government for the establishment of a
Scottish parliament. Although it was intended to represent the cross-section of Scottish
interests, the Convention was quickly dominated by the Labour party and its Secretary
Roland Muirhead. The National Convention submitted a bill to parliament in 1926, but it
was criticised as being an overtly partisan bill and fell on the deaf ear of the Conservative
government, pushing Muirhead to form alongside John MacCormick a party with a
distinctly national profile (Mitchell 1996: 113-21). Thus, the Labour party had a history of
steering the Conventions that were meant to project the voice of Scotland’s citizens.

Agreeing to participate in the Convention however also meant accepting the
recommendations that it eventually produced. The principal negotiators were the Labour
party and the Liberal Democrats, as the Conservative Party and the SNP had refused to
take part in the talks. The two parties arrived at a compromise embodied in the draft
document Towards Scotland’s Parliament (1990). The proposal listed the powers devolved to
the Scottish parliament, while also stating Westminster’s reserved powers. This shifted the

balance of power to Scotland as compared with the Scotland Act (1978), but it left
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Westminster with its sovereignty intact. The most important concession that the Labour
party made was on the voting arrangement. Initially, the Scottish party conference rejected
an executive statement that ‘seats won by any party should reflect the votes cast for that
party at the Scottish level’ but supported a resolution calling for ‘a system that fairly
rewards parties with representatives broadly equal to the number of votes cast.” (Mitchell
1998: 490). Thus, there was a consensus that the assembly needed a fairer system than a
SMP electoral system, but little agreement on the specific details. Finally, some technical
issues were not resolved in particular, the delicate questions of finance; the number of
Scottish MPs at Westminster; the position of the Secretary of State.

While Wales did not witness the pageantry of the Constitutional Convention, it
nevertheless also experienced a modest revival of nationalist sentiment in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. During the 1980s, the Conservative had made certain ‘output’ type
concessions in recognition of Wales’ distinct language and culture. But the outcome of the
General Election of 1987 placed the constitutional question back on the agenda. The
Labour party regained its predominant position in the region, winning 45.1 percent of the
vote and 24 seats in 1987 and 49.5 percent and 27 seats in 1992. Plaid Cymru also
strengthened its performance, winning 8.8 percent of the vote and 4 seats in 1992,
principally in the Welsh-speaking regions. As a result, the Welsh Labour party resurrected
its earlier policy but resisted the pressures from the Campaign for a Welsh Assembly
(CWA) to emulate the grassroots democratic exercise in Scotland. The party was still torn
between its centralist and devolutionary traditions and was reluctant to expose publicly a
policy on which it was divided; it thus opted to settle the issue quietly within the party.
However, after the 1992 defeat helped to revive the devolution issue and the new party
leader John Smith asked the new Shadow Secretary Ron Davies to develop policies and
gather support for a Welsh Assembly. Another spell in opposition thus strengthened the
devolution commitment in a region that was otherwise never more than lukewarm

towards the issue (Morgan and Mungham 2000: 87-100).

A Decisive Moment for Devolution (1998)

The response of the Conservative party to the Labour party’s constitutional
proposals was at first rather hesitant. There was a good rationale for the Tories to play the
Home Rule card: the departure of Margaret Thatcher from office in 1990 and the
intensification of competition between the SNP and the Labour party opened a political

space for them to consider a change of position on the issue of devolution. This could
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help them to soften their image as a predominantly English party unsympathetic to
Scottish social and economic needs and to reverse the losses they had suffered in some of
their traditional strongholds. However, in early 1992, the Secretary of State, Ian Lang,
ruled out devolution, a position that was backed by the Prime Minister John Major. The
party leadership realised that a sudden conversion to devolution so close to an election
and so patently motivated by the pressures exerted by its mainstream rival would not have
appeared plausible, in particular in light of the previous years of ardent opposition to
Home Rule (Mitchell 1992: 623). Crucially, there was no tradition that offered a normative
template for legitimating such a shift and there was no genuine record of supporting
Home Rule. The commitment to devolution had been abandoned in 1976 and the Tories
had not since contemplated any proposals for constitutional change. The Conservative
party’s attitudes imposed a rigid straightjacket on its room for maneuver.

During the campaign leading to the 1992 General Election, the Tories made the
calculated gambit of opposing devolution. Mr Major was intent on salvaging the party’s
fortunes in Scotland by polarising the climate of competition and offering Scottish voters
a clear choice between the pro-Union Conservatives and the pro-independence SNP. It
hoped to squeeze out the Labour party, by depicting devolution as little more than a step
towards independence, downplaying the relevance of this constitutional option, and by
forcing devolution supporters to choose their political camp. The Conservative party
spent considerable efforts during the electoral campaign re-iterating its steadfast defence
of the Union, warning that the proposals for devolution and the return of Labour ran the
risk of inadvertently leading to the break-up of Britain. Devolution would deprive
Scotland and Wales from a seat in the Cabinet and the additional layers of government
would exacerbate rather than solve regional grievances. The Conservative party manifesto
detailed how the government’s various initiatives for supporting business and local
investment had encouraged the region’s gradual economic recovery (CP 1992). In an
interview, lan Lang, defended the record of the Conservative party in Scotland and its
position on devolution:

“during my tenure, we brought down unemployment in Scotland, brought in new
investments to replace the declining coal and steel industries, advancing the Scottish
economy. I went into the campaign on a strong anti-devolution platform. Devolution was

a low priority issue for Scots; it was an artificial issue that was turned into a grievance by
the Labour party, which would destroy the existing structures. ”
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In the last stages of the campaign, John Major transformed devolution for
Scotland into an issue for the whole of Britain, warning with alarm that the election of
Labour to government would lead to the break up of the Great Britain:

“If I could summon up all the authority of this office, I would put it into a single
warning- the United Kingdom is in danger. Wake up, fellow countrymen! Wake up now
before it is too late I”” (cited in Butler and Kavanagh 1993: 130).

The strategy paid off unexpectedly well. In 1992, the Tories recovered support in
Scotland, increasing their share of the vote by 1.6 percent and winning an additional seat
from the Labour party. The threat of the SNP had been kept at bay; in two of the three
seats where it hoped to make a gain from the Conservative party, in Galloway and Perth,
the SNP experienced only a five percent increase in support and fell short of winning the
seat (Curtice and Steed 1993: 341). The SNP’s increase in support in Scotland from 14.5
to 21.5 percent, just short of the level it achieved in February 1974, was primarily
concentrated in the Labour districts of Clackmannan and Fife and in the outskirts of
Edinburgh and Glasgow, where it registered a 10 percent increase in support. Thus,
although the Tories had put a halt to their electoral decline while the competition between
the SNP and Labour party escalated. The Tories won the election against all odds; defying
an adverse economic climate and electoral fatigue, they obtained 336 seats with 41.2
percent of the vote. Their position was thus precarious, their parliamentary majority was
reduced to 11 seats and their lead over the Labour party narrowed to 7.5 percent. In spite
of a historic fourth victory, the competition between the Conservative and Labour party
was intensifying, portending the revival of the two-party system.

Convinced that their hostility to devolution had helped to shore up their electoral
fortunes, the Tories persisted with their adversarial strategy. In a speech to the
Conservative Party Conference in 1993, the Secretary of State proposed to improve
existing patliamentary arrangements by allocating more time to Scottish legislation and to
emphasise the distinct nature of government policy in Scotland. Lang re-iterated the
Conservative party’s opposition to the establishment of a Scottish Parliament and,
maintaining the party’s campaign tactics, intentionally placed the SNP and the Labour
party in the same category as separatists and semi-separatists, arguing that the credibility
of the devolution scheme had been ‘torn to shreds’ by Labout’s performance in Scotland
(Paterson 1998: 2306). Lang added that the ill-though out proposals to devolve tax-raising
powers would increase the tax burden on Scottish voters. The taxation powers of the

Scottish assembly became the main rallying point for the Tories. In 1995, Lang’s
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successot, the libertarian ideologue Michael Forsyth, emerged as a vocal critic of the
Constitutional Convention’s final report Scotland’s Parliament, Scotland’s Right (1995) which
included what he called the ‘Tartan Tax’- a three percent tax-varying power for the
Scottish parliament.” Forsyth argued that the tax was an ingredient in a sinister plot
hatched by Labour and the SNP to bring about socialism in one country. He warned that
it would place a ball and chain around Scottish people, by increasing the tax-burden and
discouraging inward investment (Scotsman August 28th, 1995). And in the backdrop to this
opposition surfaced the shadow of English nationalism, a suddenly aroused form of
national self-consciousness in the parochial parts of ‘Middle England’, that was as hostile
to the accretion of powers towards the European Union as it was to Home Rule.

The Conservative party’s adversarial strategy placed the Labour party between the
proverbial rock and hard place. It was under increasing pressure from the nationalists in
Scotland whose new slogan ‘Independence in Europe’ had proven to be electorally
rewarding (SNP 1992); although the diffusion of its electoral support meant that the SNP
had not deprived the Labour party of any seats, it had nevertheless made significant
inroads into its electoral strongholds. In addition, Scottish seats still amounted to around
a fifth of the Labour party’s total parliamentary representation, such that any loss of seats
would harm its chances of beating the Conservatives. The Labour party needed to defend
its commitment to the proposals of the Constitutional Convention if it wanted to
maintain its hold over Scotland and maintain the momentum of its pursuit for office.
Thus, although the party’s new leader Tony Blair was not particularly enthusiastic about
devolution, he nevertheless kept the policy which had been bequeathed to him.

The most serious difficulty posed by the Conservative party’s taunting of the
‘Tartan Tax’ was that it threatened to derail the Labour party’s repositioning towards the
centre on the left-right dimension. Following the abject failure of its leftward lurch in the
first half of the 1980s and the plummeting of its support in the South, the Labour party
followed the centripetal incentives of the majoritarian electoral system and moved to the
middle ground. It realised that to succeed it would have to broaden its electoral appeal
beyond its dwindling base in the working-class and become a ‘catch-all party’ that targeted
voters in what Blair called ‘middle-income middle-Britain’ (Seyd 1998). To do so, the
Labour party would have to adapt to the politics of Thatcherism and to the new set of

values which were slowly taking root in British culture, such as thrift, self-reliance and

*2 The final report also established the agreement on the electoral system: there would be 129 MSPs elected on the basis
of an Additional Member System (AMS), 73 of which would stand for Westminster constituencies and 56 of which
would be elected on the basis of the multi-member districts.
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enterprise. This endeavour began with the Policy Review (1988-1991) which sought to
enhance the party’s electability with a conversion to ‘supply-side socialism’- abandoning
the commitment to nationalisation and redirecting the state’s activity towards the
regulation of industry and support for training, investment and research. The party’s shift
to the right was also evident in the priority assigned to the reduction of inflation and
public spending (Shaw 1993). The strategy paid off. The BES shows that the Labour party
extended its appeal among the Conservative party’s social basis of support. In the non-
unionised salariat its support rose from 11 to 14 percent, in the routine non-manual class
it rose from 24 to 28 percent and in the non-unionised working-class home-owners it rose
from 34 to 38 percent (Heath 1993). The Labour party also recovered support in the
geographical ‘middle’ Britain. The narrowing divide between North and South was visible
in the territorial variation in the electoral swing away from the Conservative party which
was 4.8 percent in the South of England the Midlands and 1.2 percent in the North of
England and Scotland (compared to a nation-wide average swing of 2.4 percent). The
Labour party increased its share of the vote from 29.9 to 33.9 percent in England, leading
to a net gain of 40 seats (Butler and Kavanagh 1993: 2806).

When he was elected party leader, Tony Blair therefore had good reasons to press
ahead with the Labour party’s modernisation; the Policy Review had proven to be
rewarding, but having just missed the mark, the party could not take victory for granted.
The most symbolically important changes were the revision of Clause IV in the party’s
constitution and the corollary commitment to nationalisation; the abandonment of the
Keynesian demand-management interventionist strategies with the associated obligations
to wealth redistribution through general taxation; the distancing of the party from the
trade unions and the preservation of the Conservative government’s trade union reforms
(Hindmoor 2004). A central element of the ‘New’ Labour party’s move onto Conservative
territory was the pledge not to increase income tax rates. Gordon Brown, the Shadow
Chancellor made a clear public commitment to remain within the Conservative spending
plans with the first two years of parliament (Heath et al. 2001: 109). Having staked its
electoral success on acquiring the image of a moderate party committed to fiscal
prudence, the Labour party was thus highly vulnerable to the Conservative party’s
repeated criticisms that it was inconsistent or disingenuous in its position on economic
issues. The Labour party thus needed to refashion its position on the question of

devolution, lest it jeopardise its bid for power.
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The first tactic deployed was to re-adjust the importance assigned to taxation
powers: Blair refuted that there would be an automatic increase in income tax. But amid
increasing unease over the success of the Tory campaign, the Labour leader instituted a
progressive u-turn in its position. It first highlighted the negligible fiscal autonomy of the
assembly, it then stated that the Scottish Labour party would not raise taxes for its first
term, and in the summer of 1996, it announced devolution would be subject to a two-part
referendum, overturning the previous position that a referendum was unnecessary. Thus,
Scots would be asked two separate questions, one on the desirability of a parliament and
the second on whether it should have tax varying powers, putting paid to the idea that a
vote for a Labour would automatically mean a vote for the “Tartan Tax’.

The second tactic was to place devolution squarely within the vision of the “Third
Way’, as a critical ingredient of the modernisation of the British constitution to the needs
of the 21" century. The accommodation of nationalism was painted in colours that were
designed to neutralise its ramifications. Devolution offered the best available means of
strengthening the Union and removing the threat of separatism. Moreover, the policy as
aligned with the remainder of the party’s programme: it was a component of a wholesale
programme for modernising Britain’s constitution *’; it coincided with the party’s long-
standing project of extending decentralisation to English regions by democratising
Regional Development Agencies; it was aligned with the party’s rhetoric on the doctrine
of subsidiarity, devoted to enhancing the accountability and effectiveness of government
by bringing it closer to the citizens (LP 1997).In addition, in order to quell English fears
that Home Rule would signify the thin end of the wedge for the Union, the red lines of
the party remained clear: the constitution would be a reserved matter and sovereignty
would remain with Parliament. Tony Blair depicted the Scottish Parliament as a subsidiary
territorial assembly, stating unequivocally that ‘sovereignty rests with me as an English
MP’(Scotsman April 4th, 1997). Thus, in spite of having kow-towed to the Scottish
tradition of popular sovereignty by putting its signature to the ‘Claim of Right’ and
accepting the need for a pre-legislative referendum on the question of devolution, the
party maintained the strictly Diceyan, and English, view of the constitution in which all
sovereignty rested with parliament. The decision rule regulating the reform of the
Scotland Act and the Government of Wales Act was thus left untouched, and sovereignty

remained intact, in Westminstet.

 This included the reform of the House of Lords, the incorporation of the European Convention on Human Rights
(ECHR), electoral reform, and changes to procedures at Westminster (Hazell and Sinclair 2000)
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The competitive interactions between British mainstream parties during the 1990s
thus had a decisive effect on the Labour party’s position on devolution; while it did not
affect the content of the devolution proposals, it certainly did modify the party’s proposed
method of ratification and alter the frame in which the proposals were presented to the
electorate. In contrast to the late 1970s, when the Labour party produced proposals that
sought to minimise internal tensions, in the 1990s, it needed to adapt to the pressures of
the Conservative party which threatened its bid for power by conflagrating its position on
the territorial and left-right dimensions of competition and questioning the credibility of
its move to the centre. This highlighted the transformation of the territorial dimension in
the British party system, as one on which mainstream parties competed in order to stave
off the external threat of regional nationalism to one on which mainstream parties
competed against each other, in order to record marginal electoral gains in contests which
were becoming increasingly competitive.

Once again, the directional and proximity theories of competition offer partial
explanations of the dynamics of party competition in this period. Faced with rising
electoral pressures from the SNP and with the need to orchestrate an attack against a
centralist Tory government in order to win power at the centre, the Labour party
maintained its accommodating strategy but changed its policy on the establishment of a
Constitutional Convention, a plausible shift in view of the party’s tradition of organising
and participation in the SNC. However, the extent of the party’s repositioning was
circumscribed by its ideology and it proved unwilling to recognise the original sovereign
right of Scotland, implicit in the spirit of the ‘Claim of Right’ and the Convention, and
maintained its Diceyan view of the constitution in which sovereignty was vested in
parliament. The Conservative party on the other hand chose instead to maintain its ‘anti-
devolution’ position. With little tradition of support to territorial autonomy, and having
opposed devolution since 1976, it would have been implausible for the party to have
competed against Labour by adopting an accommodating strategy. Although it could have
sought to shore up its fortunes in Scotland by dismissing the issue of devolution, it chose
to maintain its broadly adversarial posture in order to heighten the salience of the
devolution issue, polarise the regional electorates, reduce the relevance of the devolution
option, undermine Labour’s efforts to thwart the nationalist threat and regain power at
the centre. The choice of adversarial strategy was thus not simply determined by its
position in the party system as a non-proximal party but by the reputational constraints

imposed by its beliefs and traditions. That strategy however failed.
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The Labour party’s emphatic victory in the 1997 General Election ensured
devolution’s success. It published the White Paper, Scotland’s Parliament (1997a) largely
based on the Convention’s final document save in one crucial respect- it defined the
reserved powers for Westminster rather than enumerated the devolved powers for the
Scottish parliament.” In addition, the Labour party issued a separate White Paper for
Wales, A Voice for Wales (1997b), comprising a more modest set of proposals for the
devolution of executive powers and powers of secondary legislation. The decision-making
threshold for the ratification of the devolution bills was low: the Labour party enjoyed the
largest majority in post-war British history and there were no substantial intra-party
conflicts over the format or the content of the devolution settlement, save perhaps for
some residual differences over the representation of Scottish and Welsh MPs in
Westminster, a matter for which there was no foreseeable solution other than an
imperfect modus operandi (Keating 1998). However, any divergence was neutralised by the
Labour party’s decision to hold a two-part referendum before introducing the devolution
legislation, ensuring that there was a sufficient level of support for the initiative prior to
embarking on the process of parliamentary ratification The approach was justified in the
party’s campaign manifesto: “popular endorsement will strengthen the legitimacy of our
proposals and speed their passage through parliament”(LP 1997).

The Labour party displayed a remarkable degree of cohesion during the
referendum campaign and, in contrast to the 1979 campaign, there was no organised
Labour opposition to the government’s bill. In the Scottish referendum, held in
September of 1997, of the 60 percent of those that voted, 74 percent supported the
creation of a Scottish parliament, and 64 percent supported tax-varying powers for that
parliament. The proposal for devolution in Wales was endorsed by a wafer-thin margin:
on a turnout of 50.1 percent, only 50.3 percent voted in favour. The result reflected the
intensity of national identities in the two regions but was also swayed by the clear
positions that parties adopted and by their resolute and united commitment to their
constitutional preferences (Denver 2002).The endorsement of the devolution bills by
referendum, the Labour party’s large majority and the lack of internal divisions over the
content of the proposals meant that the government did not face any veto players during
the legislative process, and the bills emerged unchanged from their passage in parliament.

In 1998 devolution had become a constitutional reality

* While the adjustment may have been justified for pragmatic reasons-as it made for a neater schedule that would not
require regular updating, it represented a significant extension of the law-making powers of the Scottish parliament by
providing it with exclusive responsibility in a wide range of domains, comparable to the authority of states and
provinces in federal countries (Intreview with Robert Hazel, Constitution Unit, UCL)
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In conclusion, the influence of the SNP and the PC on the territorial structures of
the British state hinges principally on their capacity to influence the position of
mainstream parties on the territorial dimension. In the mid-1970s, a sudden surge of
support for the SNP and PC, taking place in the context of a sharp decline in partisanship,
compelled the two mainstream parties to change from a dismissive to an accommodating
electoral strategy. The Conservative changed its policy, but in view of its ideological
beliefs and traditions, as well as its prevarication in government and opposition, this was
not a plausible shift. The SNP constituted an important threat to the Labour party, which
found itself in a minority government and dependent on its Scottish seats to be in office.
Its ideology was more open to the accommodation of nationalism, but the party was
divided between its centralist and Home Rule traditions, largely becau