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1. The SNP, a representative party?
1.1. A dominant party
1.2. Territorial representativeness
1.3. Social representativeness

2. A consensual representation of Scotland on immigration?
2.1. Dominant public discourses about Scotland as a welcoming nation
2.2. Representativeness of individual constituents
2.3. A poor representation of public opinion

3. Immigration, a minor topic likely to turn into an electoral issue?
3.1. Immigration: a low saliency in the 2016 referendum?
3.2. Immigration: a low saliency at election times
3.3. Immigration, an issue for a second referendum on independence?

Conclusion

Be fore its in tro duc tion, de vol u tion had long been re garded as a
means to im prove Scot land’s rep res ent a tion in the UK, the gov ern‐ 
ment of which had be come “un rep res ent at ive” (Con sti tu tional Steer‐ 
ing Group’s Claim of Right 1988� 8.1). The Scot tish Par lia ment and
Gov ern ment, elec ted in Scot land, would offer Scot tish solu tions to
Scot tish prob lems in de volved mat ters.
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As de vol u tion failed to be im ple men ted in in ter war years, the Scot tish
Na tional Party (SNP) was set up in 1934 to ad voc ate a more rad ical
solu tion, full in de pend ence. Nev er the less, its lead ers took an act ive
part in the run ning of the de volved in sti tu tions that were even tu ally
set up in 1999. The SNP gained a plur al ity of votes in the Scot tish Par‐ 
lia ment from 2007, suc ceed ing La bour as the main party. It also be‐ 
came the main rep res ent at ive of Scot land in the House of Com mons
that is still in charge of “re served mat ters” under the Scot land Act
1998.

2

The SNP has por trayed Scot land as a pro gress ive coun try, an
outward- looking, in clus ive na tion, open to im mig rants (Leith 2011�
133). Such views are deeply- rooted. The Scot tish elite had long pro‐ 
moted a civic na tion al ism, which is not un com mon amongst in tel li‐
gent sias (Smith 1991� 116). In deed, Bri tain’s eco nomic de cline in the
1960s and 1970s gen er ated two di ver ging re sponses in pub lic de bates:
de mands for re strict ive im mig ra tion policies in Eng land, and de‐ 
mands for con sti tu tional re sponses in Scot land (Miles/ Muir head
1986� 128). The scape goats that were blamed were thus on the one
hand im mig rants from the Com mon wealth, and on the other hand
Eng lish politi cians. There was already a con trast between Brit ish and
Scot tish is sues in the 1974 gen eral elec tion cam paigns, as un der lined
by polit ical sci ent ist Wil liam Miller (Miller 1974� 153).

3

Like wise in the early 21  cen tury, Scot tish polit ics re mained im mune
from the growth in iden tity polit ics in Eng land that fo cused against
in creas ing im mig ra tion from the EU, which would lead to the 2016
ref er en dum on con tinu ing EU mem ber ship (So bolewska/ Ford 2022�
22). The Scots re jec ted Brexit on ref er en dum day. Main stream polit‐ 
ical protest was dir ec ted against Brit ish in sti tu tions, as al most half of
voters had cast a vote in fa vour of Scot land’s in de pend ence in the
ref er en dum held in 2014.

4 st

Brexit triggered a new crisis of rep res ent a tion for Scot land, since
Conservative- led UK gov ern ments im posed their policies over re‐ 
served mat ters—whereas they used to con sult their Scot tish coun ter‐ 
parts— and over some de volved mat ters “re pat ri ated” from Brus sels—
whereas they had re frained from in ter fer ing until then. In ad di tion,
Scot tish min is ters failed to in flu ence UK im mig ra tion policies—the
main con cern for Leave cam paign ers in the 2016 ref er en dum—which
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were in creas ingly re strict ive in the af ter math of Brexit, even though
de volved au thor it ies deal with the day- to-day lives of im mig rants.

Dis may was wide spread amongst Scot tish politi cians. SNP politi cians
ar gued that Scot land’s voice had been re peatedly ig nored by “Lon‐ 
don”, i.e. UK in sti tu tions, which, ac cord ing to them, ought to jus tify a
second ref er en dum on in de pend ence, but suc cess ive UK Gov ern‐ 
ments re spon ded that the mat ter had been settled in 2014.

6

How ever, even though the SNP rep res en ted Scot tish opin ion in the
sense that it was the main Scot tish party at every elect oral level, one
may won der to what ex tent it was rep res ent at ive of local views on an
issue that had been so di vis ive in the rest of Bri tain, and to what ex‐ 
tent its dis courses were per form at ive (Aus tin 1962� ninth con fer ence).
In other words, was the party pay ing at ten tion to voters’ opin ion
(Dion 1996� 330; Touraine 1983� 132), or did it have an elit ist view of
power (Riley 1988� 8), try ing to shape an image of Scot land in con trast
to that of Eng land, thus en abling its lead ers to claim that their na tion
was being ig nored, which might point to a de ferred crisis of polit ical
rep res ent a tion?

7

This art icle will first show that the SNP was in deed rep res ent at ive of
Scot tish elect ors in nu mer ical terms in 2023. It will then try and as‐ 
sess whether the dom in ant view of the polit ical elite on im mig ra tion
was rep res ent at ive of pub lic opin ion post- Brexit. Even tu ally it will
argue that al though the topic of im mig ra tion had little im pact on
elect oral be ha viour, it might be come an issue in an in de pend ent
state.

8

1. The SNP, a rep res ent at ive
party?
At the time of writ ing, the SNP was un ques tion ably rep res ent at ive of
Scot tish elect ors. From 2007, when the party had first come to power
in the Scot tish Gov ern ment, it had gained ground both in Scot tish
polit ics and in the wider UK polit ics. Its leader Alex Sal mond man‐ 
aged to hold a law ful ref er en dum on its his tor ical goal, in de pend ence
for Scot land. Even though 55.3% voted against this pro spect in
Septem ber 2014, the SNP be came the largest party in Scot land. Its
mem bers surged from 16,000 to 120,000 in a few months (Bur ton/
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Tunnicliffe 2022� 15), while party mem ber ship was glob ally col lapsing
in the UK (Schnap per 2022� 61). It be came the third- largest party in
the House of Com mons from 2015. In early 2023, it still had over
70,000 mem bers and it was ahead of all other parties at every elect‐ 
oral level. Nic ola Stur geon, its leader as well as Scot land’s First Min is‐ 
ter from the 2014 ref er en dum until 2023, was the most pop u lar politi‐ 
cian in Scot tish polit ics. She did not seem to be held elect or ally ac‐ 
count able for any fail ure to meet the tar gets she had set—over child
poverty, edu ca tion in equal it ies, or cli mate change.

In deed, the SNP had been dom in ant for over ten years, gradu ally ex‐ 
tend ing its ap peal across the whole ter rit ory and across so cial
groups.

10

1.1. A dom in ant party

The SNP may be re garded as a dom in ant party in Scot land, a po s i tion
long held by La bour. A dom in ant party has to gain shares of the vote
that ex ceed 30-35 per cent and that are much higher than those of
its rivals. La bour used to meet the con di tions set by French polit ical
sci ent ist Maurice Duver ger (Schwartzen berg 1988� 479), with more
than 40 per cent of the votes and a num ber of seats that was at least
twice as high as that of the second largest party, the Scot tish Con ser‐ 
vat ives. When it first entered the House of Com mons in the late 1960s
and in the dec ades that fol lowed, the SNP was a small party with
shares of the vote below the 20 per cent mark, apart from a his toric
break through in Oc to ber 1974 (table 1).

11

In the Scot tish Par lia ment, Scot tish La bour was ahead of its nearest
rival, though with lower shares of the vote as some MSPs were elec‐ 
ted under pro por tional rep res ent a tion to com pensate for the
overrep res ent a tion gen er ated by the first- past-the-post sys tem. In
the 2007 elec tion to the Scot tish Par lia ment, both parties were very
close but the SNP gained one more seat than its rival. Over the fol‐ 
low ing years, SNP lead ers proved that they were com pet ent and they
ap pealed to those who wanted to cast votes for a party that only had
Scot tish in terests to de fend (Johns/ Den ver/ Mitchell/ Pat tie 2010�
96). The party then went on to win 45% of the vote and an over all
ma jor ity of seats at the fol low ing elec tion to the Scot tish Par lia ment
held in 2011. This gave it full polit ical le git im acy to re quest from the
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Table 1: SNP votes and seats in some elec tions to the House of Com mons

  1970 Oc to ber 1974 1992 2001 2015 2017 2019

Votes % 11.4 30.4 21.5 20.1 50.2 36.9 45

Num ber of seats 1 11 5 5 56 35 48

Source: House of Com mons lib rary.

Table 2: SNP votes and seats in elec tions to the Scot tish Par lia ment

  1999 2003 2007 2011 2016 2021

Votes % 28.7 23.7 32.9 45.4 46.5 47.7

MSPs (in clud ing con stitu ency MSPs) 35 (7) 27 (9) 47 (21) 69 (53) 63 (59) 64 (62)

Source: Scot tish Par lia ment In form a tion Centre.

UK Gov ern ment a ref er en dum on Scot tish in de pend ence. Even
though in de pend ence was re jec ted, the SNP re mained the dom in ant
party at every elec tion to the Scot tish Par lia ment. The party also be‐ 
came dom in ant as for the rep res ent a tion of Scot land in the House of
Com mons from 2015 (tables 1 and 2). It also had the highest num ber
of coun cil lors in local elec tions (453 out of 1223 in 2022).

The 2014 ref er en dum was a turn ing point which led to a new po lar‐ 
isa tion of Scot tish polit ics. The SNP suc ceeded in win ning over more
than 80 per cent of in di vidu als in fa vour of in de pend ence, whereas in
the past it was sup por ted at best by 50 per cent of them (Johns/
Mitchell 2016� 217). The other main pro- independence party, the
Scot tish Green Party, was a minor party. Mean while the uni on ist vote
was split between the Con ser vat ives, La bour and the Lib eral Demo‐ 
crats, the first two com pet ing to be Scot land’s second- largest party.
They were con strained by their UK lead er ships. Turnout that was
boos ted in the ref er en dum—to a his toric 84.6 per cent—later re‐ 
mained rather high, around 65 per cent at West min ster and Ho lyrood
elec tions, sug gest ing re newed in terest in polit ics.

13

Yet the SNP was not he ge monic, as half of the pop u la tion did not vote
for it. It only con trolled one local coun cil. It had few out right ma jor it‐ 
ies. In the Scot tish Par lia ment, it had to form a part ner ship with the
Greens in 2021 to se cure its ma jor ity.

14



The SNP, Brexit and immigration: a crisis of political representation in Scotland?

Licence CC BY 4.0

Be sides, the SNP be came rep res ent at ive of dif fer ent parts of Scot tish
so ci ety, across the coun try and across so cial groups as its lead ers
Alex Sal mond (1990-2000) and John Swin ney (2000-2004) seized all
polit ical op por tun it ies while stream lin ing its struc ture in the 1990s
and early 21  cen tury.

15

st

1.2. Ter rit orial rep res ent at ive ness
The SNP be came in creas ingly rep res ent at ive of the pop u la tion across
the whole ter rit ory. The SNP gained its first par lia ment ary seats in
Labour- held con stitu en cies: Mother well in 1945 (for a few weeks),
Hamilton in the 1967 by- election and the West ern Isles in the 1970
gen eral elec tion. Yet its 1974 break through was achieved in 11 seats
that were held by the Con ser vat ives in rural areas. The new SNP MPs
were thus nick named tartan Tor ies by La bour. The seats rep res en ted
by the party af ter wards—5 or 6 at most—did not have any spe cific
pro file: they were re tained thanks to per sonal votes for the in cum‐ 
bents (Cain/ Fere john/ Fior ina 1987), in clud ing a few in the rural
North- East. How ever, from 2011, the SNP was able to win most con‐ 
stitu en cies in Scot land, often at the ex pense of La bour in urban
areas. At Ho lyrood, it gained most of its seats in con stitu en cies,
under the first- past-the-post elect oral sys tem (table 2), as op posed
to list MSPs elec ted under PR in re gions. In the House of Com mons, it
se cured al most all seats in 2015 and then held on to a ma jor ity of
them until the 2019 elec tion al though it briefly lost some in 2017
(table 1).

16

Moreover, the SNP also be came more rep res ent at ive of dif fer ent con‐ 
stitu en cies across Scot land. In deed, one has to go bey ond mere av er‐ 
age shares of the votes to study their ter rit orial dis tri bu tion. When
the SNP peaked at 30 per cent of the vote at the Oc to ber 1974 elec‐ 
tion to the House of Com mons, it gained less than its na tional av er‐ 
age in more than half of con stitu en cies. In elec tions to the Scot tish
Par lia ment, it also used to hold minor ity shares of the votes in most
con stitu en cies (table 3). In the late 2010s/early 2020s, not only were
its av er age shares of the vote close to 50 per cent, but about half of
its con stitu ency shares of the vote were in the 40-49.9 per cent
range, and 80 per cent were above 40 per cent.

17
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Table 3: Ter rit orial dis tri bu tion of SNP’s shares of the votes (pro por tion of con- 

stitu en cies where vote was in a given range)

Share of the
vote

HC Oc to ber
1974

HC
2005

HC
2015

HC
2017

HC
2019

SP
1999

SP
2016

SP
2021

Below 10% 0 13.6 0 0 0 0 0 0

10-19.9% 8.5 59.4 0 0 0 13.2 0 0

20-29.9% 46.4 16.9 0 6.7 1.7 44.1 4 1

30-39.9% 26.7 6.7 8.5 62.7 13.6 38.2 16 13.7

40-49.9% 15.5 1.7 32.2 30.5 67.8 3 44 45.2

Over 50% 2.8 1.7 59.3 0 16.9 1.5 36 39.7

Av er age % 30 18 50.2 36.9 45 28.7 46.5 47.7

Note: HC (House of Com mons); SP (Scot tish Par lia ment).

Source: au thor’s cal cu la tions based on res ults pub lished by the House of Com mons and the
Scot tish Par lia ment.

Table 4: Elec tion spend ing in se lec ted elec tions: pro por tion of con stitu en cies

with SNP shares of spend ing (as a pro por tion of the max ima for every seat)

Such an ad vance was due to its grow ing na tional ap peal, fuelled by
ad di tional means. The party was able to raise more private dona tions
—both from wealthy donors and or din ary mem bers. The pro cess was
stream lined as it was su per vised by headquar ters at the ex pense of
local branches (Camp 2014). The party also re ceived higher pub lic
funds as it had a grow ing num ber of elec ted rep res ent at ives. This
money was al loc ated on a ra tional basis, which fur ther proves the
party’s abil ity to con duct a ra tional strategy so as to be come more
rep res ent at ive. Such strategies may be as sessed by ana lys ing elect‐ 
oral spend ing that must be re por ted by parties after elec tions, on the
as sump tion that “parties are ra tional al loc at ors of their cam paign
funds”, ac cord ing to geo grapher Ron John son (1977� 101). The SNP
used to focus on a few seats dur ing elect oral cam paigns, the tar gets
that it was likely to win or try ing to re tain (table 4). After the 2014 ref‐ 
er en dum, it could af ford to spend higher amounts of money in a
greater pro por tion of seats. Fewer con stitu en cies had low SNP
spend ing (below 30 per cent of the max ima), sug gest ing that the
party in ten ded to be a ser i ous com pet itor in most of them.

18
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within a given range

  House of Com ‐
mons 2010

House of Com ‐
mons 2019

Scot tish Par lia ‐
ment 2011

Scot tish Par lia ‐
ment 2021

0-9.9% 3.4 0 0 2.7

10-
19.9% 15.3 1.7 4.2 2.7

20-
29.9% 25.4 5 11.1 4.1

30-
39.9% 11.9 45.7 13.9 4.1

40-
49.9% 6.8 35.7 16.7 4.1

50-
59.9% 6.8 6.8 13.9 13.7

60-
69.9% 8.4 3.4 8.3 8.3

70-
79.9% 8.4 1.7 11.1 19.3

80-
89.9% 11.9 0 8.3 20.5

90-
99.9% 1.7 0 12.5 20.5

Av er ‐
age % 43.6 40.2 55.9 69.5

Source: au thor’s cal cu la tions based on data on party spend ing in con stitu en cies col lec ted
by the Elect oral Com mis sion. Max ima are set ahead of every elec tion de pend ing on the

type of seat (rural or urban).

Not only was the SNP rep res ent at ive of vari ous ter rit orial con stitu en‐ 
cies, it was also rep res ent at ive of so cial groups.

19

1.3. So cial rep res ent at ive ness
In the 1970s, there were few dis tinct ive fea tures of the SNP vote.
While both main parties (La bour and the Con ser vat ives) ap pealed to
dif fer ent so cial classes, the SNP was not a class- based party. It was
sup por ted by so cially mo bile in di vidu als—the lower middle class or
semi- skilled work ers—without strong class iden ti fic a tion. It was at‐ 
tract ive to young people (table 5). As the years went by, it re tained
the sup port of this co hort and be came pop u lar with middle- aged
people. It made sub stan tial ef forts to win over some work ers, who

20
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Table 5: SNP vote and so cial class 1974-2003 (per cent ages)

   
House of
Com mons
1974

House of
Com mons
1992

House of
Com mons
2001

Scot tish Par ‐
lia ment 2003

Oc cu pa ‐
tional
class

Pro fes ‐
sional 16 9 5 10

  In ter me di ‐
ate 21 12 12 13

 
Routine
non- 
manual

16 20 19 15

  Skilled
manual 18 23 16 24

 
Semi- 
skilled
manual

30 24 15 21

  Un skilled
manual 18 24 16 20

Source: Pa ter son 2006: 49.

still mostly voted La bour, al though it did not ap peal to the pro fes‐ 
sions.

In the 21  cen tury, not only did the SNP double its share of the vote
but it re tained a na tional ap peal. Suc cess ive lead ers—Swin ney, Sal‐ 
mond (2004-2014) and Stur geon (2014-2023)—were key fig ures, able
to shape policies without much in ternal op pos i tion in the first two
dec ades, since se cur ing in de pend ence was the pri or ity.

21 st

First, at the 2007 elec tion to the Scot tish Par lia ment, the SNP came to
power and up held its na tional ap peal bey ond the class di vide. The
SNP ad voc ated re dis tri bu tion, that is, higher pub lic spend ing in fa‐ 
vour of pub lic ser vices. This in cluded ab ol ish ing tu ition fees which
was at tract ive for the work ing class, al though those it would be ne fit
most were those who could af ford to pay them, i.e. the middle class.
Like wise, the SNP had dropped its com mit ment to raise (a little) the
basic rate of in come tax or to in tro duce a local in come tax to pay for
this re dis tri bu tion. Its lead ers even froze the coun cil tax which be‐ 
nefited the middle class most. They mostly re lied on the block grant
from the UK budget. Yet from 2020, faced with Covid- 19, Brexit and

22
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Table 6: SNP vote and so cial class 2011-2021 (per cent ages)

    Scot tish Par ‐
lia ment 2011

Ref er en dum
2014/Yes

Gen eral
Elec tion
2015

Scot tish Par ‐
lia ment 2016

Scot tish Par ‐
lia ment 2021

Oc cu pa ‐
tional
class

AB 44 40 43 41 42

  DE 48 53 58 51 52

Source: Ben nie/ MacAn gus 2020: 291; Hende r son et al. 2021: 21.

the en ergy crisis, their in come tax policies be came more pro gress ive
with five tax brack ets and rates com pared to three in Eng land.

Second, in the cam paign lead ing up to the 2014 ref er en dum, the SNP
and its al lies ad voc at ing in de pend ence—the Greens and many other
small parties and move ments– suc ceeded in at tract ing the sup port of
in di vidu als from de prived back grounds, in clud ing some who were
used to vot ing La bour or who ab stained at elec tion times, with plans
for a genu ine re dis tributive new state, that would en tail, for some,
major eco nomic and polit ical re forms (table 6). In de pend ence voters
would then vote for the SNP at elec tion time, while more rad ical
parties failed to get enough sup port to be rep res en ted. The SNP was
more at tract ive for former La bour voters, i.e. working- class voters
(DE), as well as Cath olic voters and young people.

23

Con sequently, between the 1990s and the late 2010s, the party’s sup‐ 
port in creased markedly in all so cial classes: at least two fold amongst
skilled and un skilled work ers—who had voted La bour or ab stained—
and threefold amongst the higher middle class, that had turned to
La bour in Scot land (Mc Crone 2017� 241). Yet the work ing class re‐ 
mained more likely to vote for the SNP than the middle class.

24

Be sides, over 50 per cent of for eign na tion als liv ing in Scot land voted
SNP (Hende r son et al.: 22). In deed, the SNP has long been pro mot ing
a civic na tion al ism—as op posed to an eth nic one, ex pli citly tar get ing
re li gious com munit ies (Cath ol ics in the 1990s, Muslims in the early
21  cen tury) and new im mig rants.

25

st

The SNP has thus be come closer to a catch- all polit ical party as
defined by Otto Kirch heimer in 1966 (Char lot J./ Char lot M. 1985�

26
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458). In deed, the party sought to ap peal to voters from dif fer ent so‐ 
cial groups. Its lead ers con sul ted in terest groups rep res ent ing civil
so ci ety on a reg u lar basis. They used centre- left rhet oric based on a
few flag ship policies, while their po s i tions on tax a tion and on private
en ter prise aimed at ap peal ing to busi nesses. Even though an nual
con fer ences dis cussed dis puted mo tions, key de cisions were made by
a few in di vidu als at headquar ters and in the Na tional Ex ec ut ive Com‐ 
mit tee (NEC)—and two thirds of party mem bers be longed to the
middle class (study car ried out by Tim Bale et al., quoted by Hende r‐ 
son et al. 2021� 22).

The SNP was thus prov ing its new, na tional status in Scot land, even
though the defin i tion of catch- all parties was not meant to in clude
re gional parties or single- issue parties (Seiler 1993� 98). It aimed at
rep res ent ing all the res id ents in Scot land.

27

SNP politi cians—as well as most of their Scot tish rivals—re tained this
in clus ive view of the Scot tish na tion in the 2016 ref er en dum on
Brexit, while many Eng lish Leav ers were openly hos tile to im mig‐ 
rants. Even though the Scots voted against Brexit, such a view may
not be fully con sen sual, as dis cussed below.

28

2. A con sen sual rep res ent a tion of
Scot land on im mig ra tion?
Until the late 20  cen tury, Scot land was an emig ra tion coun try.
There were few im mig rants from the Com mon wealth. Yet the coun‐ 
try at trac ted na tion als from the new EU mem ber states after the
2004 en large ment—they could move freely within the single mar ket.
It also wel comed asylum seekers while their ap plic a tion was handled
under dis persal policies dealt with by UK au thor it ies. Net mi gra tion
was pos it ive. In late 2022, there were about 240,000 EU na tion als (in‐ 
clud ing 141,000 with settled status in 2021) and 165,000 people from
else where in the world. Amongst the lat ter, there were 4,700 asylum
seekers, 3,800 re settled in di vidu als—a pro por tion per in hab it ant
twice as high as the Brit ish av er age—(Sturge 2022).

29 th

As far as im mig ra tion was con cerned, MSPs be haved as rep res ent at‐ 
ives of the na tion and as rep res ent at ives of their in di vidual con stitu‐ 
ents, being both trust ees and del eg ates as politi cian and philo sopher
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Ed mund Burke put it in a 1774 speech de livered in his Bris tol con stitu‐ 
ency (quoted by Cat ter all 2021� 83). They de pic ted Scot land as a wel‐ 
com ing na tion, and they blamed im mig rants’ dis con tent on policies
con duc ted by UK au thor it ies. How ever, the people liv ing in Scot land
were more cau tious than their politi cians.

2.1. Dom in ant pub lic dis courses about
Scot land as a wel com ing na tion
From the out set of de vol u tion, MSPs from all parties, as well as Scot‐ 
tish MPs who in creas ingly de fen ded ter rit orial in terests (Shel don:
809), praised im mig ra tion. Such dis courses were based on eth ics—the
pro mo tion of human rights—but also on eco nom ics. In deed, all re‐ 
ports—draf ted by com mit tees in the UK Par lia ment where the SNP
was in a minor ity or in the Scot tish Par lia ment—showed that Scot‐ 
land’s pop u la tion was de clin ing until the early 21  cen tury (House of
Com mons, Scot tish Af fairs Com mit tee 2018� 21; Scot tish Par lia ment,
Eco nomy, Jobs and Fair Work Com mit tee 2017� 131). This de cline was
only hal ted after 2004 thanks to EU im mig ra tion. Scot land had a
“spe cific chal lenge” un der lined by politi cians and busi nesses alike
(Scot tish Gov ern ment 2020� 53). In the fu ture, only im mig ra tion
would en able the Scot tish pop u la tion to in crease and thus gen er ate
eco nomic growth.

31

st

There was an ad di tional di men sion: politi cians from all parties, bey‐ 
ond the ranks of the SNP, wanted to pro mote a dis tinct ive Scot tish
image, dis tinct ive val ues that jus ti fied de vol u tion. The fol low ing quo‐ 
ta tion from Jack Mc Con nell, La bour First Min is ter between 2001 and
2007, em bod ies both di men sions: “Across the world, Scots enjoy a
repu ta tion for being warm, wel com ing, friendly people. It is now time
to ex tend that tra di tional Scot tish wel come to the new Scots who will
help our coun try grow” (Scot tish Ex ec ut ive 2004� fore word). This
image was al ways as so ci ated with that of Scot land’s pat ron saint:
“That the Par lia ment […] hopes that [Saint An drew’s] Day will also […]
ex press the de sire for unity and cel eb ra tion among the di versity of
faiths, cul tures and eth nic ori gins that it be lieves is the real ity of the
na tion today.” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2015� 65).
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Scot tish politi cians were will ing to in teg rate im mig rants even though
their powers were con strained. How ever, al though there was a con‐
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sensus on in teg ra tion, the Con ser vat ives were keen on de fend ing im‐ 
mig ra tion policies con duc ted by UK gov ern ments led by their party,
es pe cially from 2016.

MSPs al ways de fen ded asylum seekers liv ing in Scot land while their
ap plic a tion was being pro cessed. Hence Adam In gram, the SNP Min‐ 
is ter for Chil dren, de clared in 2009� “The Scot tish Gov ern ment be‐ 
lieves in the in teg ra tion of asylum seekers from day one. We firmly
be lieve that that policy is in the best in terests of not only asylum
seekers but the settled com munity.” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2009� 21787).

34

Suc cess ive Scot tish Gov ern ments act ively pro moted their in teg ra tion
in their local com munit ies, fo cus ing in par tic u lar on edu ca tion, a de‐ 
volved mat ter. They provided ad di tional fund ing for the teach ing of
Eng lish as a for eign lan guage and for cul tural events. In 2001, Jackie
Bail lie, La bour min is ter for So cial Justice, lodged a mo tion that re‐ 
ceived un an im ous sup port, in clud ing that of the Con ser vat ives who
ad voc ated “every pos sible step to wel come and in teg rate asylum
seekers and refugees to Scot land and grant them the same rights of
cit izen ship as en joyed by the rest of the com munity (Scot tish Par lia‐ 
ment 2001� 3481, Lord James Douglas- Hamilton). Under the SNP, such
chil dren also be nefited from the ab ol i tion of uni ver sity tu ition fees.
As for adults, Scot tish politi cians wanted them to be al lowed to work.
They were as sert ive, both in the Scot tish Par lia ment and in the House
of Com mons. Carol Mon aghan SNP MP thus said in late 2022� “Work‐ 
ing while wait ing for a de cision on an asylum claim al lows for bet ter
in teg ra tion, is eco nom ic ally sens ible and al lows us to learn from
other cul tures. It provides eco nomic be ne fits to our com munit ies and
al lows them to thrive.” (House of Com mons, 2022� 328WH). But la bour
le gis la tion was a re served mat ter.
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In 2022, this wel come en com passed asylum seekers flee ing Ukraine.
Neil Gray, the Min is ter for Cul ture, Europe and In ter na tional De vel‐ 
op ment, had his port fo lio ex ten ded to spe cial re spons ib il ity for
Refugees from Ukraine. MSPs un an im ously passed the fol low ing mo‐ 
tion in mid-2022� “The Par lia ment used the op por tun ity of World
Refugee Day to wel come people who have sought refuge in Scot land
from war and per se cu tion, in clud ing refugees, people seek ing asylum,
people re lo cated from Afgh anistan and dis placed people from
Ukraine; re cog nizes [their] con tri bu tion to Scot land over many years.”
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(Scot tish Par lia ment 2022b). The Scot tish Gov ern ment in tro duced its
own spon sor scheme to wel come Ukrain i ans within the frame work
de vised by Brit ish au thor it ies.

MSPs were thus ap palled by the new le gis la tion provid ing for the de‐
port a tion to Rwanda of asylum seekers ar rived “il leg ally” on Brit ish
soil, as evid enced by the mo tion put for ward by Neil Gray that they
sup por ted in early 2022 (ex cept for the Con ser vat ives): “The UK Gov‐ 
ern ment’s Na tion al ity and Bor ders Bill […] will dam age people liv ing
in com munit ies […]; [the Scot tish Par lia ment] con demns pro pos als
for dif fer en tial treat ment of refugees based on when they ar rived
rather than their pro tec tion needs, meas ures that crim in al ise vul ner‐ 
able people seek ing pro tec tion, ‘push- back’ pro vi sions that […] open
the door for off shore asylum ac com mod a tion and powers to re voke
cit izen ship without no tice” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2022b). The fol low ing
bill, en titled Il legal Mi gra tion, was equally des pised. La bour cas tig ated
it as “shame ful, im moral, un work able”, likely to do “real harm” and to
“un der mine the uni ver sal ity of human rights” (Paul O’Kane, MSP,
Scot tish Par lia ment 2023b).
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The mes sage, un changed, can be epi tom ized by the mo tion en dorsed
by all MSPs in 2016� “That the [Scot tish] Par lia ment re mem bers the
refugees and mi grants who have lost their lives while try ing to reach
safe har bour; wel comes the op por tun ity to cel eb rate the con tri bu tion
of those who have chosen to make Scot land their home; em braces a
cul tur ally di verse com munity that en riches Scot land’s in tel lec tual,
so cial and cul tural life; […] calls on the [UK Gov ern ment] to de liver a
fair and sens ible im mig ra tion sys tem that meets Scot land’s needs”
(Scot tish Par lia ment 2016d: 27).
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On the other hand, in 2016 MSPs from all parties were dis mayed by
Eng lish politi cians will ing to put an end to the free move ment of
work ers within the EU’s single mar ket. Soon after the ref er en dum,
they called for the “pro tec tion” of Scot land’s place in this single mar‐ 
ket. Al though Con ser vat ive MSPs dis tanced them selves from their
fel lows’ full mo tion, their leader Ruth Dav id son led them to en dorse
the part “af firm ing to cit izens of other EU coun tries that they re‐ 
main[ed] wel come and that their con tri bu tion [was] val ued” (Scot tish
Par lia ment 2016b: 16).
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Such a wel com ing stance was re peated on sev eral oc ca sions by Scot‐ 
tish min is ters, both in the rest of Bri tain and in EU mem ber states by
put ting em phasis on im mig rants’ con tri bu tions. Shortly be fore the
ref er en dum, Fiona Hyslop, the Cab inet Sec ret ary for Cul ture, Tour‐ 
ism and Ex ternal Af fairs, de scribed EU na tion als as “en rich ing our
cul ture, strength en ing our so ci ety and boost ing our eco nomy.” (Scot‐ 
tish Gov ern ment 2016� fore word).
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Like wise, be fore the for eign com mit tee of the French Na tional As‐ 
sembly in 2019, Nic ola Stur geon claimed: “EU cit izens [in Scot land]
in clude 13,000 French people, who are our col leagues, friends, neigh‐ 
bours and in many cases our fam ily. The Scot tish Gov ern ment is
proud that they have done us the hon our of mak ing Scot land their
home. We will al ways stand up for their rights. […] We will al ways
make it clear that EU cit izens are wel come.” (Scot tish Gov ern ment
2019).

41

MSPs also mon itored UK policies. They cri ti cized the ap plic a tions im‐ 
posed on EU na tion als liv ing in the UK to gain settled status after
Brexit, as they gen er ated un cer tainty. Hence the mo tion put for ward
by Ben Macph er son, the Min is ter for Europe, Mi gra tion and In ter na‐ 
tional De vel op ment and sup por ted by all MSPs, ex cept for Con ser vat‐ 
ive ones in late 2019, when Scot land was about to leave the EU: “The
Par lia ment wel comes cit izens from else where in the EU, […], and re‐ 
cog nizes [their] sig ni fic ant con tri bu tion […]; […] notes that the ap‐ 
proach of the UK Gov ern ment […] has cre ated long- running in sec ur‐ 
ity and anxi ety for mil lions […]; be lieves that EU cit izens should not
have to apply to re tain rights they already have” (Scot tish Par lia ment
2019).

42

One year later, as Scot land was forced to leave the single mar ket, the
mes sage con veyed by Ben Macph er son, then Min is ter for Pub lic Fin‐ 
ance and Mi gra tion, re mained sim ilar, hop ing to re tain EU cit izens
and to at tract new ones: “Let us send an un equi vocal mes sage to EU
cit izens across Scot land that they are val ued, ap pre ci ated and an in‐ 
teg ral part of mod ern Scot land. Let us com mit col lect ively to work
across Par lia ment to sup port EU cit izens and to help them to se cure
their right to stay in this coun try—their coun try.” (Scot tish Par lia ment
2020b). The Scot tish Gov ern ment would help them fill in their ap plic‐
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a tions. When the UK Gov ern ment in ten ded to charge a fee, it offered
to pay it for its pub lic em ploy ees.

In such cir cum stances, MSPs made a sym bolic move in 2020 as far as
the fran chise was con cerned. EU na tion als already had the vote in
Scot tish elec tions and in the 2014 ref er en dum on in de pend ence.
Then in 2020, a Fran chise and Rep res ent a tion Act was passed to
allow for eign na tion als with leave to re main—in clud ing refugees but
not asylum seekers, which would have been un law ful—to vote in elec‐ 
tions to the Scot tish Par lia ment and to local coun cils. Mike Rus sell,
the Cab inet Sec ret ary for the Con sti tu tion, Europe and Ex ternal Af‐ 
fairs, stated: “We must re cog nise the enorm ous con tri bu tion that is
made to our coun try by people from all over the world. […] Vot ing
must be based on act ive par ti cip a tion in so ci ety […]. I hope that those
re forms will con tinue to re flect a Scot land that is com mit ted to the
treat ies that safe guard human rights […], which wel comes those who
seek to join our com munity” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2020a: 122-123).
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The de cision was rep res ent at ive of the will of the Scot tish Par lia ment
for it re quired a “super”, two- third ma jor ity. Only the Con ser vat ives
still clung to the link between cit izen ship and fran chise.
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Moreover, MSPs often re ferred to in di vidual con stitu ents suf fer ing
from Brit ish policies.

46

2.2. Rep res ent at ive ness of in di vidual
con stitu ents

MSPs—es pe cially those elec ted in con stitu en cies (Parker/ Ritcher:
688)—and MPs did rep res ent their in di vidual con stitu ents. They often
quoted them and told their life stor ies to prove their point with their
fel low elec ted rep res ent at ives, a rhet or ical strategy of which there
are count less ex amples.
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As for asylum seekers, SNP politi cians elec ted in Glas gow were keen
on re port ing their plight when their ap plic a tion was being pro cessed
or after it had been re jec ted, in spite of their con tri bu tion to so ci ety.
Al ison Thewliss, MP for Glas gow Cent ral, men tioned Sandra, a trainee
nurse, and a vo lun teer dur ing the pan demic, who had “no as sur ance
from Home Of fice” (House of Com mons 2022� 337WH). Stephanie
Callaghan, MSP for Ud ding ston and Bell shill, spoke about “Mo ‐
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hammad, a refugee who ar rived in the UK ten years ago after flee ing
per se cu tion. Now in his 30s, Mo hammad has no status, so cial se cur‐ 
ity or right to work”, adding that he had to “sur vive each day” along
with his fam ily (Scot tish Par lia ment 2022b).

There were also many ref er ences to con stitu ents will ing to pre vent
the de port a tion of asylum seekers from their local areas by UK au‐ 
thor it ies. Al ison Thewliss re minded her fel low MPs of “the Glas gow
girls, in clud ing [her] friend Coun cil lor Roza Salih, and the Glas gow
gran nies, Jean Don nachie and Noreen Real, who stood up against
dawn raids in Glas gow in the mid-2000s.” (House of Com mons 2022�
1137). Carol Mon aghan, MP for Glas gow North West, paid trib ute to
her con stitu ent, Jean, who “mo bil ised the local com munity […]”
(House of Com mons 2022� 328WH). In deed, six school girls had suc‐ 
ceeded in pre vent ing the de port a tion of one of their friends, after
lead ing a cam paign against Home Of fice dawn raids that took whole
fam il ies of failed asylum seekers to the Dun gavel centre, await ing de‐ 
port a tion to their coun tries of ori gin. Their protest at trac ted at ten‐ 
tion from the media and then from the Scot tish Par lia ment, as the
co ali tion gov ern ment formed by La bour and the Lib eral Demo crats
suc cess fully re ques ted from the UK La bour Gov ern ment the end of
the de ten tion of chil dren in Scot land (Scot tish Par lia ment 2005�
19 375).
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Thewliss also praised her “con stitu ents in Ken mure stand ing up for
their neigh bours and pre vent ing their re moval” in 2021. They were
Sikhs from India res id ent in Pol lok shields for many years who were
re tained by UK au thor it ies as their visas had ex pired. The MP con‐ 
cluded: “This is not what Scot land wants to see. […] We on these
Benches un der stand the plight of our fel low human be ings and we
know that we should treat them with the dig nity that we would ex‐ 
pect if we happened to be in their place.” (ibid.).
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Oth ers men tioned in di vidu als who had not been in the lime light. Bob
Doris, SNP MSP for Glas gow Mary hill spoke of “Abdul Bostani, now
coun cil lor Bostani, [who] has done ster ling work, in clud ing em power‐ 
ing women to stand for ward in their com munit ies”, adding that
“Mary hill in teg ra tion Net work has em powered a vast range of new
Scots, refuges and asylum seekers who have come to our shores over
the past 21 years.” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2022b).
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As for EU cit izens, Scot tish politi cians ac coun ted for their anxi ety to
gain settled status for they had to prove the length of their res id ence.
Wil lie Cof fey, SNP MSP for Kil mar nock and Irvine, felt upset for
“Laura Nani, [who] des pite hav ing lived in Scot land for 34 years—
since she was four years old—has been told that she can not demon‐ 
strate that she is ha bitu ally res id ent in the UK and has been denied
ac cess to the most basic as sist ance through the uni ver sal credit sys‐ 
tem.” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2018).
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EU cit izens no longer felt fully in teg rated as re por ted by Fulton Mac‐ 
Gregor, SNP MSP for Coat bridge and Chryston: “Last Decem ber, I
held a packed sur gery for EU cit izens. […] Many EU cit izens were
con cerned about the home they had bought, the rights of their chil‐ 
dren who were born here, where they stood in re spect of per man ent
jobs and pen sions, ac cess to health care. Those people are new Scots.
[…] The cur rent sys tem and pro cess make them feel like second- class
cit izens.” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2019).
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Liam Ma cAr thur, Lib Dem MSP for Orkney, brought out some con‐ 
cerns voiced by is landers: “Ant oine Pietri wrote to me: ‘I have felt
deeply of fen ded and dis crim in ated against. I have entered the UK in
1994 and made my life here in Orkney. Doesn’t it look like I am settled
enough? Why do I have to prove it to the UK Gov ern ment?’” (Scot tish
Par lia ment 2019). He also voiced the dif fi culties of local pro fes sions:
“A newly qual i fied GP look ing to make her home in Orkney has found
her self em broiled in the fal lout from Brexit. She ex plained how ob‐ 
struct ive the Gov ern ment’s re gis tra tion scheme is […]. To apply for
the scheme without an an droid phone, my con stitu ents were ini tially
forced to travel to Ed in burgh.” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2019).
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MSPs de nounced la bour short ages cre ated by Brexit. Hence Gil lian
Mar tin, SNP MSP for Ab er deen shire East, an af flu ent area: “Navin
Aziz, who is a dent ist in my con stitu ency […] told me that since the
Brexit vote, the in terest in va can cies from EU- trained can did ates has
com pletely fallen away […].” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2018).
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In early 2023, Stu art C. Mc Don ald, SNP MP for Cum bernauld, Kilsyth
and Kirk in til loch, de scribed the dis tress of EU cit izens that had been
gran ted pre- settled status in the UK—about 2 mil lion in di vidu als on
top of the 4 mil lion who had made an ap plic a tion—who often en‐ 
countered dif fi culties with ad min is tra tions or with their em ploy ers.
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Many of them were already “vul ner able”, sub jec ted to “chaotic life‐ 
styles”, or from “mar gin al ised com munit ies” (House of Com mons
2023a: 724). Such an un cer tainty might be in breach of the With‐ 
drawal Treaty signed between the UK Gov ern ment and the EU in Oc‐ 
to ber 2019, for they were at risk of los ing their rights and their en ti‐ 
tle ments.

SNP politi cians al ways praised the con tri bu tion of these in di vidu als to
Scot tish so ci ety, and they blamed UK au thor it ies for the dif fi culties
they ex per i enced. They ten ded to down play ra cism, con trast ing Scot‐ 
land and Eng land, es pe cially dur ing the 2016 ref er en dum cam paign.
Alas dair Allan, the Min is ter for In ter na tional De vel op ment and
Europe, thus con ten ded: “In other parts of the UK there has been a
sharp in crease in re por ted in cid ents of hate crime against eth nic
minor ity groups, in clud ing Pol ish people. […] The toxic de bate
around im mig ra tion that so dom in ated the EU de bate seems to have
cre ated an en vir on ment in which some feel that it is ac cept able to
show pre ju dice and to tar get oth ers on the basis of their na tion al ity.
[…] The surge in hate crime was ab sent from Scot land. I think that
that demon strates that, des pite polit ical dif fer ences, the de bate in
Scot land was con duc ted in a dif fer ent way (Scot tish Par lia ment
2016c). Like wise, John Finnie, Green MSP for High lands and Is lands
(the Greens do not have any con stitu ency MSP), de nounced Eng lish
news pa pers, and more spe cific ally “lurid head lines from the Daily
Ex press and the Daily Mail” (Scot tish Par lia ment 2016c).
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Even Roza Salih, one of the 2004 Glas gow girls who then be came the
first refugee coun cil lor, for Glas gow Pol lok, con ten ded that “[t]he
prob lem [was] not as ser i ous as in some other parts of the UK” (Smith
2022). How ever, she also keenly re membered hu mi li ations and ra cist
in cid ents ex per i enced by her fam ily. To her, ra cism was “still a ser i ous
prob lem in Scot land.”
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Im mig rants faced hurdles when they tried to enter polit ical life. Al‐ 
though the first MSP from an eth nic minor ity did be long to the SNP,
he was only elec ted in 2007. In 2021, there were only 6 minor ity eth‐ 
nic MSPs, in clud ing 2 for the SNP, Humza Yousaf and Kaukab Stew art.
How ever, the cam paign to en cour age their pro mo tion as can did ates
within the party had been cri ti cized.
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This chimed with sur veys car ried out by so ci olo gists. They re peatedly
re por ted the views of im mig rants en dur ing ex clu sion or even xeno‐ 
phobic in cid ents in Scot land in their daily lives with local people. In
the early 21  cen tury, data was col lec ted with asylum seekers and
refugees who had been gran ted leave to re main (Sim 2012� 99). From
the 2016 ref er en dum, sim ilar ex per i ences were re por ted by EU mi‐ 
grants, in clud ing young people, who thus ques tioned their pres ence.
They were being “oth ered” (Sime 2020� 350), and this could not be
en tirely put down to Brit ish policies.
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In ad di tion, the pop u la tion as a whole did not share the SNP elite’s
out rage against UK gov ern ment policies.
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2.3. A poor rep res ent a tion of pub lic
opin ion

Sur veys and polls sug ges ted that the Scot tish pop u la tion was less
con cerned than Scot tish politi cians with im mig ra tion policies con‐ 
duc ted at UK level, and that it had little ap pet ite for dis tinct ive Scot‐ 
tish policies.
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Scot tish re spond ents were far less crit ical of Brit ish policies than
Scot tish politi cians. Levels of im mig ra tion into Bri tain over the last
few years were re garded as too high by 40-45 per cent of re spond‐ 
ents in 2018-2019, about right by 38 per cent, while fewer than 10 per
cent reckoned they were too low (YouGov 2018, 2019a, 2019c). Views
were quite sim ilar about levels of im mig ra tion to Scot land, the pro‐ 
por tion of re spond ents claim ing that im mig ra tion was too high being
lower (32 per cent), while the pro por tion of those who didn’t have any
opin ion was higher (18 per cent) (YouGov 2019b). This con trast was
strik ing as al most all Scot tish politi cians did want im mig ra tion to in‐ 
crease, in clud ing Con ser vat ive ones in the fields suf fer ing from
short ages.
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Pub lic opin ion was not par tic u larly en thu si astic about the ef fects of
im mig ra tion for Bri tain. In 2021, they were con sidered as neg at ive by
42 per cent of re spond ents, pos it ive by 36 per cent while 21 per cent
had no view (Stack Data 2021). Such mixed views were con firmed by
other data (Sav anta 2021). Like wise in 2014, shortly after the in de‐ 
pend ence ref er en dum, 44 per cent con ten ded that im mig ra tion was
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good for Scot land while 40 per cent reckoned it was bad (Surva tion
2014). Once again this was in marked con trast with Scot tish politi‐ 
cians un an im ously point ing to an en rich ment of Scot tish so ci ety.

Be sides, even though the Scot tish Gov ern ment de man ded the pro‐ 
tec tion of the four freedoms of the single mar ket, voters made dif fer‐ 
ences between them. In 2016, after the Brexit ref er en dum, 65 per
cent agreed with the state ment that com pan ies in other EU coun tries
should be al lowed to sell goods in Scot land as eas ily as they could in
their own coun try (11 per cent dis agreed). Only 40 per cent agreed
that people from other EU coun tries should have an auto matic right
to come to Scot land to live and work should they so wish. Those who
dis agreed ac coun ted for 36 per cent of all re spond ents and 27 per
cent of those who had voted Yes in the 2014 ref er en dum (Pan el base
2016).
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Be sides, the Scots were not keen on sep ar ate im mig ra tion policies.
Two thirds of re spond ents to two opin ion polls in the spring of 2021
rightly be lieved that the UK Gov ern ment was re spons ible for im mig‐ 
ra tion policies in Scot land (Red field Wilton 2021; Surva tion 2021).
Pub lic opin ion was di vided as to which gov ern ment should be re‐ 
spons ible, 50 per cent men tion ing the Scot tish Gov ern ment and 41
per cent the UK Gov ern ment. Like wise, in the months lead ing to the
2014 in de pend ence ref er en dum, when the free move ment of people
was still in force within the EU (and un chal lenged), re spond ents had
op pos ite views about whether im mig ra tion should be run by the Brit‐ 
ish or by the Scot tish Gov ern ment (45 per cent each) (YouGov 2013a).
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The policies ad voc ated by the SNP, i.e. either some form of de vol u tion
that would lead to the cre ation of a Scot tish visa de livered by UK au‐ 
thor it ies and based on cri teria set in Scot land (Scot tish Gov ern ment
2020� 3), or full in de pend ence, had lim ited sup port. In deed, al most
two thirds of re spond ents in 2017 be lieved that Scot land and Eng land
should re tain sim ilar im mig ra tion policies after Brexit, with only one
quarter ad voc at ing easier im mig ra tion into Scot land (Scot tish So cial
At ti tudes 2017a, 2017b). When the word in de pend ence was added to
the ques tion, 50 per cent wanted com mon, UK policies, 31 per cent
pre ferred im mig ra tion policies de signed by an in de pend ent Scot tish
Gov ern ment, and 19 per cent only re ferred to the UK Gov ern ment
(Han bury 2021b).

67



The SNP, Brexit and immigration: a crisis of political representation in Scotland?

Licence CC BY 4.0

Such a dis crep ancy between elites and cit izens was not un com mon.
In Eng land, even though most voters iden ti fied with the Con ser vat‐ 
ives or La bour in the run- up to the 2016 ref er en dum, their pref er‐ 
ences were closer to im mig ra tion policies ad voc ated by UKIP (Ler uth,
Taylor- Gooby 2019� 166). In Scot land, while the elite is more lib eral,
re strict ive policies had some sup port. In turn, this raised ques tions
about the im port ance of the topic in Scot tish polit ics, which will be
as sessed below.
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3. Im mig ra tion, a minor topic
likely to turn into an elect oral
issue?
In Scot land, im mig ra tion was a valence issue for most parties that
broadly share the same goal—wel com ing greater num ber of im mig‐ 
rants—as op posed to po s i tion is sues which di vided them, ac cord ing
to the dis tinc tion made by polit ical sci ent ists David But ler and Don‐ 
ald Stokes (But ler/ Stokes 1974� 292). Yet the issue was not re garded
as an im port ant one by voters: it had low sa li ency under the defin i‐
tion given by Bo Crewe and Ivor Särlvik (Särlvik/ Crewe 1983� 222).
Voters did not seem to as sess parties on the basis on their po s i tion
on im mig ra tion—there were few dif fer ences between them—or on
their abil ity to de liver on their pledges as they were not leg ally com‐ 
pet ent (Den ver/ Mitchell/ Pat tie 2010� chapter 4). It could also be ar‐ 
gued that voters re lied on party cues that were quite sim ilar. Im mig‐ 
ra tion was there fore un likely to have an im pact on vot ing in Scot land.
Should the na tion be come an in de pend ent coun try, this might
change as voters were less con sen sual than politi cians. Im mig ra tion
could be come a po s i tion issue with higher sa li ency. Those as pects
will now be dealt with.
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3.1. Im mig ra tion: a low sa li ency in the
2016 ref er en dum?

In 2015, Scot tish voters were not more en thu si astic about the EU
than voters in Eng land and in Wales. About 8 out of 10 wanted to re ‐

70



The SNP, Brexit and immigration: a crisis of political representation in Scotland?

Licence CC BY 4.0

Table 7: At ti tudes to wards Bri tain’s re la tion ship with the EU, 2015 (per cent- 

ages)

  Scot land Eng land and Wales

Leave the EU 17 23

Stay and try to re duce EU’s powers 43 43

Leave things as they are 20 18

Stay and try to in crease EU’s powers 11 7

Work for a single European Gov ern ment 6 3

Source: Cur tice 2017: 46.

Table 8: Eval u ations of the con sequences of leav ing the EU, 2015 (per cent ages)

  Less in flu ence
in the world

Eco ‐
nomy
worse

Un em ploy ‐
ment higher

NHS
bet ter

End threat
to iden tity

Im mig ra ‐
tion lower

Scot land 40 41 34 22 39 50

Eng land
and Wales 34 34 27 33 47 55

Source: Cur tice 2017: 47.

main in the EU, and half of them wanted to try to re duce its powers
(table 7).

Scot tish voters had the same an ti cip a tions as the Eng lish and the
Welsh about the con sequences of leav ing. One out of two ex pec ted a
re duc tion in im mig ra tion as Bri tain would leave the single mar ket
(table 8). This was one of the main is sues put for ward by the Leave
cam paign ers.
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Yet, the ref er en dum cam paign was very dif fer ent in Scot land. The
vast ma jor ity of elec ted politi cians were in fa vour of Re main ing. UKIP,
the party that had suc ceeded in link ing im mig ra tion and Brexit, was
al most ir rel ev ant in the pub lic de bate and only had one MEP. The SNP
had es tab lished the slo gan “In de pend ence in Europe” in 1988 after
years of dis cord. In May 2016, 106 MSPs out of 129 en dorsed a mo tion
that sup por ted Re main ing in the EU after prais ing the single mar ket
and close co- operation across bor ders (Scot tish Par lia ment 2016a: 14).
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Table 9: Per ceived im pact of mi gra tion on the Brit ish eco nomy by 2016 EU ref- 

er en dum vote (per cent ages)

  Scot land Eng land and Wales

  Re main Leave Re main Leave

Bad 11 30 4 28

Neither 33 48 28 45

Good 56 22 70 26

Source: Cur tice/ Montagu 2018:17.

8 voted against (7 Con ser vat ives, 1 La bour MSP), 3 ab stained (two
Con ser vat ive, one La bour politi cians). There were very few Brex it eers
in the Scot tish Par lia ment and they were in a minor ity within their
parties. This un doubtedly gave cues that in flu enced voters on ref er‐ 
en dum day, es pe cially those who were un de cided.

As for voters, most of those who voted Re main had a pos it ive view of
the con sequences of mi gra tion on the Brit ish eco nomy in the dif fer‐ 
ent parts of Great Bri tain (table 9). Sim ilar sets of data were col lec ted
for Brit ish cul ture. Yet the pro por tions of those hold ing pos it ive
views were higher in Eng land and Wales, which ten ded to in dic ate
that those who thought that Bri tain be nefited from im mig ra tion were
more likely to vote against Brexit in these parts of the UK than in
Scot land. Brexit was never a ser i ous op tion in Scot land, all the more
so as it was framed by local politi cians as a policy de vised in Eng land.
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3.2. Im mig ra tion: a low sa li ency at elec ‐
tion times

Scot tish voters did not hold pos it ive views about the im pact of im‐ 
mig ra tion on the Brit ish eco nomy or on Brit ish cul ture—es pe cially
when com pared to voters of the same Brit ish parties in Eng land and
Wales. In Eng land and in Scot land alike, those who re garded im mig‐ 
ra tion as “good” for the eco nomy—or for Brit ish cul ture—were more
likely to vote La bour or Lib Dem than Con ser vat ive (table 10), which
sug ges ted that they were aware of the dif fer ences between polit ical
parties. Scot tish voters opt ing for the SNP—the ma jor ity of them—
were even more likely to praise im mig ra tion. Such fea tures were

74



The SNP, Brexit and immigration: a crisis of political representation in Scotland?

Licence CC BY 4.0

Table 10: Per ceived im pact of mi gra tion on the Brit ish eco nomy by vote in the

2017 Gen eral Elec tion (per cent ages)

  Con ser vat ive La bour Lib Dem SNP

  Scot land E/W Scot land E/W Scot land E/W Scot land

Bad 22 15 14 10 6 4 12

Neither 47 45 35 31 34 26 29

Good 30 39 51 59 58 64 59

Note: E/W Eng land/Wales

Source: Cur tice/ Montagu 2018: 12.

linked to parties’ over all im ages, even though they may not be taken
into ac count when it came to cast ing a vote.

In deed, the SNP, who had long re ferred to the Scot tish people, now
opted for “the people of Scot land”, which in cluded “new” Scots from
the 1990s. The will ing ness to in teg rate all those who had chosen to
make Scot land their home was pro moted as a Scot tish value (Hende r‐ 
son 1999� 138). Mean while, the Scot tish Con ser vat ives were more cau‐ 
tious about im mig ra tion than their fel lows, try ing to re con cile Scot‐ 
tish needs and UK Gov ern ment policies. Ruth Dav id son, who led
them from 2011 to 2019, at temp ted to put em phasis on the former. In
2017, her party gained ground at the ex pense of the SNP, as she was
able to ar tic u late a con vin cing uni on ist po s i tion. How ever, her suc‐ 
cessors were fur ther away from the Scot tish con sensus. Over all,
though, these dif fer ences did not have much im pact on votes as the
SNP re mained dom in ant.
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Be sides, the issue, which re mained a pri or ity after the 2016 ref er en‐ 
dum, lost sa li ency after Bri tain’s with drawal from the EU. Voters in
Eng land and in Scot land were mostly con cerned with their pub lic
ser vices and with liv ing stand ards (table 11). How ever, re du cing im‐ 
mig ra tion was men tioned lower down the list in Eng land and not in
Scot land. In the lat ter, in de pend ence re mained an issue, all the more
so as it was framed by the SNP as an in stru mental means to gen er ate
eco nomic growth, im prove pub lic ser vices, thus lead ing to a wealth‐ 
ier, fairer, and greener coun try.
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Table 11: What do you most hope will hap pen in Bri tain over the next dec ade?

  Eng land Scot land

1 Bet ter per form ance for the NHS Bet ter per form ance for the NHS

2 Lower levels of poverty and home less ‐
ness Lower levels of poverty and home less ness

3 Higher wages Higher wages

4 More af ford able hous ing Faster eco nomic growth

5 Lower taxes Lower taxes

6 Faster eco nomic growth Scot tish in de pend ence

7 Lower rates of crime Re join ing the EU

8 Lower im mig ra tion More af ford able hous ing

9 Re join ing the EU Higher levels of in vest ment and jobs in my local
area

10 Lower car bon emis sions Lower car bon emis sions

Source: Com mis sion on the UK’s Fu ture 2022: 47.

How ever, in the fu ture, im mig ra tion might be come a sig ni fic ant issue
in its own right.
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3.3. Im mig ra tion, an issue for a second
ref er en dum on in de pend ence?
In de pend ence was as so ci ated with in creased im mig ra tion given SNP
com mit ments. Voters often cast votes based on their gen eral per cep‐ 
tions of what parties stand for, and not on single is sues (Heath/ Jow‐ 
ell/ Cur tice 1985� 20). Yet the au thor it ies of the new state would have
to adapt their po s i tions to re main rep res ent at ive of the na tion as a
whole.
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The in de pend ence pro ject put for ward by the SNP was based on in‐ 
creased im mig ra tion to boost eco nomic growth. In the 2013 White
Paper on in de pend ence, the Scot tish Gov ern ment claimed “one of
the major gains from in de pend ence will be re spons ib il ity for our own
im mig ra tion policy” (Scot tish Gov ern ment 2013� 267-269). West min‐
ster had ad op ted an “ag gress ive ap proach”, in flu enced by the con di‐ 
tions in the South East of Eng land. Scot land had “dif fer ent needs. We
will wel come people who want to live and work in Scot land. We plan
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to con tinue with the Com mon Travel Area [between the UK, the Re‐ 
pub lic of Ire land, the Chan nel is lands], the EU’s free dom of move‐ 
ment. For non- EU mi grants, this Gov ern ment will take for ward a
points- based ap proach tar geted at Scot tish re quire ments; asylum
policies will be ro bust and hu mane fo cus ing on in teg ra tion from the
day they ar rive.”

By 2022, im mig ra tion had even be come an ar gu ment that may jus tify
Scot land’s in de pend ence, since UK gov ern ment policies were in‐ 
creas ingly re strict ive. The SNP ex pec ted an in de pend ent Scot land to
re join the single mar ket. EU na tion als (who, since Brexit, had been re‐ 
garded as na tion als from the rest of the world by Brit ish au thor it ies)
would once again be able to live and work in Scot land, which would
help meet the la bour short age. Mem ber ship of the EU and CTA would
open up op por tun it ies to at tract tal ent to Scot land, help ing to re‐ 
verse pop u la tion de cline and ad dress la bour sup ply chal lenges. Over‐
all, the sys tem would be “hu mane and re spons ive”, en cour aging
“long- term set tle ment”, in con trast to the West min ster Gov ern ment’s
“hos til ity” (Scot tish Gov ern ment 2022� 91-92).
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Moreover, an in de pend ent Scot land would also en cour age im mig ra‐ 
tion from the rest of the world, both on eco nomic grounds and on
eth ical grounds. This would be a marked con trast with the rest of the
UK’s policies that were not suited to Scot land’s la bour mar ket—the
salary threshold for eco nomic mi grants was too high—nor to Scot‐ 
land’s friendly image—as asylum policies failed to com ply with human
rights i.e. both the 1951 UN Con ven tion on Refugees and the 1951
Coun cil of Europe’s European Con ven tion on Human Rights. SNP MP
Tommy Shep pard there fore de clared in Decem ber 2022 (after the Su‐ 
preme Court ruled that the Scot tish Par lia ment was not al lowed to
hold a con sultat ive ref er en dum on in de pend ence): “[Mem bers on
Con ser vat ive benches] make the case that mi grants are not wel come
in this coun try. Mi grants are wel come in Scot land, be cause we need
people to come and live in our coun try. We say that not just be cause
we wish to dis charge our in ter na tional re spons ib il ity to provide se‐ 
cur ity for those who flee per se cu tion, but be cause we know that, if
those people come to our coun try, they will in vest in our eco nomy
and pay their taxes to sus tain our pub lic ser vices. Every study that
has ever been done shows the net ef fect of mi gra tion is pos it ive, and
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Table 12: Per ceived im pact of mi gra tion on the Brit ish eco nomy and on Brit ish

cul ture by cur rent Scot tish ref er en dum vote in ten tion (per cent ages)

  Eco nomy Cul ture

  Yes No Yes No

Bad/Un der mined 16 21 19 21

Neither 27 44 27 42

Good/En hanced 56 38 53 35

Source: Cur tice/ Montagu 2018: 14.

that is why we re quire the powers of a nor mal in de pend ent coun try”
(House of Com mons 2022� 1143).

Such com mit ments to in creased im mig ra tion were iden ti fied by
voters. In 2021, a ma jor ity (46 per cent) an ti cip ated an in crease, while
27% didn’t ex pect any change and 14 per cent foresaw a de crease
(Lord Ash croft 2021). Be fore the 2014 ref er en dum, higher pro por tions
ex pec ted no change (around 25 per cent) or a de crease (around 20
per cent) (YouGov 2013b, 2014). 48 per cent thought im mig ra tion
policies would be bet ter in an in de pend ent Scot land, 32 per cent that
there would be much change while 31 per cent ex pec ted a de teri or a‐ 
tion (Han bury 2021a).
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Only half of voters pre pared to vote for in de pend ence shared the
SNP’s en thu si asm about im mig ra tion and its pos it ive ef fects (table 12).
The party’s image being built around ac cess to in de pend ence, this
should not deter them from vot ing for this out come. As polit ical sci‐ 
ent ist Jean Blondel put it in the 1960s, im ages are “per sist ent”, and
may even seem “per man ent”, but he added that they were in flu enced
by is sues, by “what is going on” (Blondel 1963� 83).
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Moreover, the SNP would then have to make de tailed com mit ments
in an in de pend ent Scot land, bey ond the rhet oric about “asylum and
im mig ra tion policies geared to meet Scot land’s needs and foun ded on
fair ness and human rights” used in the mani festo pub lished be fore
the 2021 Scot tish Par lia ment elec tion, (SNP 2021� 74). The SNP could
no longer main tain the “evas ive ness” fostered by the de vol u tion set‐
tle ment but also by the party’s “slip per i ness” when faced with “com‐ 
plex trade- offs and choices” (Tickle 2017� 176-177). In deed, so far, SNP
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lead ers had been able to focus on policies that boos ted their image
and that of Scot land as they did not have to deal with their full con‐ 
sequences. The gaps between “rhet oric” and “real ity”, already un der‐ 
lined by Robert Jen rick, the UK min is ter for Im mig ra tion in mid-2023
(House of Com mons 2023b: 145), might widen.

In par tic u lar, in an in de pend ent Scot land, con trols on entry would
also have to be en acted. Cit izen ship would have to be defined rather
than merely prais ing “the people who live here”. The Gov ern ment of
an in de pend ent Scot land could no longer rely on “in nate in clus ive‐ 
ness” sup posed to char ac ter ise Scot tish ness. Al though eth nic minor‐ 
it ies were fully in cluded in the in de pend ence pro ject (Meer 2019� 156-
157), the dif fi culties they ex per i enced, even the ra cism they suffered
from, would have to be ac know ledged and tackled (Mc Bride/ Liinpää
2018� 214, 216). Like wise, the pre ju dices of Scot tish voters—which are
not that dif fer ent from those of Eng lish voters—could not be ig nored.
Scot land’s sup posed ex cep tion al ism would then ap pear as mostly
driven by politi cians and by the wider elite. The in de pend ent na tion’s
co hes ive ness would have to be built. Elec ted politi cians would thus
have to be come more rep res ent at ive of the plur al ity of so ci ety.
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Be sides, the SNP would no longer be able to use the UK as a scape‐ 
goat. Its lead ers would have to deal with the eth no cen trism of some
of their voters without dir ect ing their “re sent ment” to wards “Lon don
and the Tor ies” while try ing to re tain their ap peal to “iden tity lib er als”
and “eco nomic pro gress ives” (So bolewska/ Ford 2022� 281). The party
is at ease with eco nomic ar gu ments and demo graphy would prove an
un con tro ver sial point, but it may be vul ner able as for cul ture and
iden tity. Im mig ra tion could turn into a po s i tion issue for parties and
voters alike.
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How ever, the Scots re mained di vided over a second in de pend ence
ref er en dum both re gard ing whether it should be held in the forth‐ 
com ing five years and re gard ing the way they would vote. De pend ing
on polit ical cir cum stances, the pro por tion pre pared to vote for in de‐ 
pend ence may fluc tu ate between 47 per cent and 53 per cent when
un de cided in di vidu als were ex cluded. Law ful means to hold a second
ref er en dum did not seem to be avail able in early 2023. In deed, the
Brit ish Gov ern ment would not grant a sec tion 30 order like in the
run- up to the 2014 ref er en dum. The Su preme Court ruled in Decem ‐
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ber 2022 that a merely con sultat ive ref er en dum on in de pend ence
would not be al lowed. Nic ola Stur geon’s plan B—turn ing the next UK
gen eral elec tion into a “ref er en dum”—was not con sen sual within the
party.

Con clu sion
Under de vol u tion, Scot land could be por trayed as a wel com ing na tion
in marked con trast with Eng land, a gap that widened as a res ult of
Brexit. This gap had not waned by 2023, even though at that time,
both the UK and Scot land were led by Prime min is ters from South- 
Asian des cent. In deed, while the Con ser vat ive Rishi Sunak led in‐ 
creas ingly re strict ive im mig ra tion policies, Humza Yousaf, who had
suc ceeded Nic ola Stur geon, cas tig ated them. Yet this did not seem to
have an im pact on elec tions. The SNP re mained in power with a dis‐ 
course that was not quite rep res ent at ive of voters’ views.
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But in mid-2023, the SNP was fa cing an un pre ced en ted crisis. The
party that had long ap peared united to pro mote in de pend ence was
already more prone to voicing in ternal dis agree ments—in par tic u lar
through so cial media (Nath alie Duc los quoted by Alexandre- Collier/
Avril 2013� 175). Di vi sions be came more vocal fol low ing the suc cess ive
resig na tions of Peter Mur rell, the chief ex ec ut ive, and his wife, Nic ola
Stur geon, re spect ively be cause of a po lice in quiry into the party’s ac‐ 
counts, and the out comes of the Scot tish Gov ern ment’s policies. The
three com pet it ors to suc ceed the First Min is ter had op pos it ive views
on many is sues—though not on EU mem ber ship and im mig ra tion.
Mean while, ac cord ing to opin ion polls, the SNP was los ing ground,
both among the elect or ate as a whole and amongst pro- 
independence voters, as it had failed to re spond to cit izens’ con cerns
(Geoghegan). La bour might de prive the SNP of its dom in ance over
Scot land, even though the UK lead er ship’s cau tious stances about
Brexit and about im mig ra tion were po ten tial elect oral li ab il it ies.
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Be sides, there was still no sound ma jor ity in fa vour of in de pend ence.
Sev eral senior mem bers called for a new con ver sa tion to win over
some of the 30 per cent who were un de cided and likely to waver,
while mak ing sure that oth ers would not feel ex cluded and likely to
chal lenge the res ult. Ac cord ing to Jim Sil lars, a former MP and deputy
leader of the party: “what you don’t want is a minor ity dis sat is fied
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from day one and wants a re versal that’s why 58 per cent to 60 per
cent is so very im port ant in the for ward stra tegic think ing.” (Nutt
2023� 6).

Im mig ra tion would un doubtedly be a suit able issue for such a con‐ 
ver sa tion. In deed, it was both in ter twined with prosper ity and
growth by the SNP and po ten tially con tro ver sial. The “new Scots”
would also need to be in cluded, not least be cause many of them
would have the right to vote. In his in tro duct ory speech, Humza
Yousaf did not un der es tim ate the chal lenges, as his own “iden tity or
loy alty to Scot land” had been re peatedly “ques tioned”; yet he was
quite con fid ent when he quoted Bashir Maan, a former MSP, that
“what mat ters is where we are going to gether as a na tion” (Scot tish
Par lia ment, 2023a).
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EU mem ber ship it self might turn into an issue. Al though a ma jor ity of
Scot tish re spond ents wanted to re join the EU, about one third of
them might be sat is fied with mere mem ber ship of the EEA or the
EFTA—with dif fer ent con sequences about the free move ment of
people—as ad voc ated by Sil lars (Surva tion 2023). Hardly any one
would be pre pared for a hard bor der with Eng land, even though Stur‐ 
geon con ten ded that prob lems would be over come through ne go ti‐ 
ations.
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Al though polit ical dis courses poin ted to Scot land’s ex cep tion al ism,
the na tion’s in clus ive ness should not be taken for gran ted and would
have to be re in forced to avoid a crisis of polit ical rep res ent a tion.
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tions dans le cadre de la dé vo lu tion du pou voir. Dans l’hy po thèse d’une ac‐ 
ces sion à l’in dé pen dance, le consen sus res te rait à construire afin d’évi ter
une crise po li tique en germe.
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