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Introduction
1. Playing the Scottish Card and its Boomerang Effect
2. « Wake up, wake up » to the Valence Problem
3. The English Question?
4. In Conclusion: One Nation but which?

In tro duc tion
In the very year that sees the three hun dredth an niversary of the
sign ing of the Act of Union between Scot land and Eng land in 1707 the
Con ser vat ive and Uni on ist Party, a party that parades it self as the
party of the union, faces a con sid er able di lemma re gard ing the for‐ 
mu la tion of policy that will un der pin the fu ture of that union. An in‐ 
creas ing body of evid ence points to an in ex or able road to wards sep‐ 
ar a tion; not least of which was the vic tory for the Scot tish Na tional
Party at the 2007 Scot tish Par lia ment ary elec tion. And in an ICM
opin ion poll in Novem ber 2006, 52 per cent of Scots fa voured in de‐ 
pend ence while 31 per cent were against but more im port antly the
poll also found that 59 per cent of Eng lish re spond ents be lieved « it
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was time to let Scot land go it alone » with just 25 per cent dis agree‐ 
ing (Sunday Tele graph, 26 Novem ber 2006). The rise in the level of re‐ 
sent ment found south of the bor der con cern ing a pu tat ive fa vour able
po s i tion of Scot land and Wales vis- à-vis Eng land, post de vol u tion of
1999, has thrown into sharp re lief the di lemma that faces the Con ser‐ 
vat ive Party over its policy on de vol u tion. As we shall see, through out
the 1980s and for most of the 1990s the party was vir tu ally alone in its
po s i tion of de fend ing the con sti tu tional status quo while warn ing
against the an om alies that de vol u tion en tailed being a slip pery slope
to dis solv ing the union.

How ever, in the wake of the New La bour vic tory of 1997 and the set‐ 
ting up of the Scot tish Par lia ment and Welsh As sembly there was a
volte- face on such policy; the Con ser vat ive Party now whole‐ 
heartedly sup por ted de vol u tion while es pous ing the man tra that only
they «  could make de vol u tion work  ». What was meant by this was
that the Con ser vat ive Party would ad dress the major an om aly of the
West Lothian Ques tion, which was now in creas ingly re ferred to as
the « Eng lish Ques tion », and which, in con junc tion with the Barnett
for mula, were the main griev ances of those Eng lish re spond ents
men tioned above. In the same ICM opin ion poll 62 per cent of Eng lish
re spond ents thought that Scots MPs should not be able to vote on
Eng lish laws while 60 per cent thought it un jus ti fied that spend ing
per head was higher in Scot land than in Eng land (ibid). But, we will
see below that such a man tra as «  mak ing de vol u tion work  » bore
more the hall mark of an oxy moron than the in ten ded ef fect ive elec‐ 
tion eer ing slo gan it was meant to be, par tic u larly for Scot land and
Wales. In short, in de vel op ing the «Eng lish votes for Eng lish laws»
policy which was meant to ad dress the an om al ous po s i tion whereby
Scots MPs (and to a lesser ex tent Welsh MPs) could be the ar bit ers of
le gis la tion for Eng lish con stitu en cies while not hav ing the abil ity to
pro nounce on such policy for their own con stitu ents merely high‐ 
lighted the con sti tu tional im broglio that asym met rical de vol u tion had
now be come and which fur ther en dangered the very union that the
party wished to pro tect. Very soon after be com ing leader David
Cameron tasked Ken Clarke with set ting up a Demo cracy Task Force
to ad dress such prob lems arising from Tony Blair’s con sti tu tional
changes but one year later and the prob lem of the « Eng lish Ques‐ 
tion » was con spicu ous by its ab sence in its first re port (Con ser vat ive
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Table 1.1. The Con ser vat ive Share of the vote in Eng land, Scot land and Wales,

1950-2005

  1950 1951 1955 1959 1964 1966 1970 1974F 1974O 1979 1983 1987 1987 1997

Party, 2007). In deed, in the sum mer of 2006 a Scot tish news pa per
claimed that David Cameron, fear ing that the ar gu ment over the con‐ 
sti tu tion could get out of hand, « has ordered his troops to stop talk‐ 
ing about it » (The Her ald, 12 July 2006). But, with the in creas ing level
of re sent ment found in Eng land that will be no easy task and it is not
only asym met rical gov ernance which is an issue for Con ser vat ive
con cern; for some time now the Party has had to face the real ity of
asym met rical sup port, as out lined in table 1.1.



1999* 2001 2003* 2005

Eng ‐
land 44.0 49.2 50.6 50.2 44.1 42.8 48.4 38.9 40.2 47.2 46.0 46.2 45.5 33.7 n/a 35.2 n/a 3

Scot ‐
land 46.2 49.6 50.1 47.6 40.6 37.6 38.5 24.7 32.9 31.4 28.4 24.0 25.7 17.56 15.6 16.6 16.6 1

Wales 28.3 33.1 33.5 33.8 29.4 27.9 27.7 23.9 25.9 32.2 31.0 29.5 28.6 19.6 15.8 21.0 19.9 2

*These are the « de volved » elec tions for Scot land and Wales and fig ures rep res ent the
« first or con stitu ency vote » of the Ad di tional Mem ber Elect oral sys tem for dir ect com par- 

ab il ity with the Single Mem ber Plur al ity Sys tem used for West min ster elec tions.

Sources: West min ster Elec tions: data from the Nuf field Stud ies, The Brit ish Gen eral Elec tion
of 19xx – 2005. Scot tish and Welsh Elec tions: data from Jones, R. W. and Scully, R. (2006).

“De vol u tion and Elect oral Polit ics in Scot land and Wales”, Pub lius: The Journal of Fed er al ism,
36 / 1.

Table 1.1 de lin eates the Con ser vat ive share of the vote in Eng land,
Scot land and Wales between 1950 and 2005 and neatly en cap su lates
for us the real ity that the party is now more the party of Eng land
than of Bri tain. In deed, the fact that it won a greater share of the
pop u lar vote in Eng land than La bour did in 2005 iron ic ally added to
this image prob lem and ex acer bated its de vol u tion di lemma. The
party had never had a tra di tion of win ning in Wales and its share of
the vote there var ies from a third to a fifth over the period but in
Scot land the trend is one of pre cip it ous de cline with its mar gin al ity
very clear from 1997 on wards. But, this was not al ways the case as in
the 1950s and early 1960s the con ven tional ap proach was to refer to
Brit ish ho mo gen eity in vot ing be ha viour (Budge and Urwin 1966).
And, in the fol low ing sec tion we note that the Con ser vat ive Party in
Scot land (or more ac cur ately the Scot tish Uni on ist Party between
1912 and 1965) was adept at play ing « the Scot tish Card » in its « suc‐ 
cess ful » post war period but such a strategy had con com it ant polit‐ 
ical dangers and would even tu ally re bound on a party that looked in‐ 
creas ingly Eng lish. With this in mind we then ex plore the prob lem of
a party being on the wrong side of a valence issue that de vol u tion had
now be come. This then leads us to an ex am in a tion of the con tem por‐ 
ary issue of the «Eng lish Ques tion» for the Con ser vat ive Party be fore
con clud ing with a view on the fu ture pro spects for party policy on
de vol u tion. After all, Dis raeli was fond of the re frain that the « Tory
party, un less it is a na tional party is noth ing » (Kebbel 1882 : 524) but
the party’s claim for One Na tion (see Sea wright, forth com ing) begs
the ques tion, which na tion? The em phasis here is on Eng land’s re la‐ 

3


