
In his pamphlet Why the English Should Welcome Scottish
Independence (Political Notes No. 139, Libertarian Al-
liance, London, 1997), Sean Gabb argues that Scottish na-
tionalism is making the break-up of Britain inevitable, and
the English should take pre-emptive action by breaking it
up themselves before the Scots do it by force.  I would
like to answer his arguments from the point of view of a
British patriot and a committed unionist.  I believe he is
making a big mistake, because he is playing right into the
hands of the federalists, who are trying to weaken Britain
with divide-and-rule tactics.

Before I go any further, let me put my own cards on the
table.  I am an Englishman by birth, but I am partly Scot-
tish by descent, because my mother’s maiden name was
MacDonald, so in a sense I have a foot in both camps.  I
believe very firmly that England and Scotland belong
together, because all the greatest things they have ever
achieved in their history have been achieved together.

CLASSICAL LIBERALISM IN SCOTLAND

Gabb argues that England and Scotland are culturally in-
compatible because the Scots have a history of despotism
alternating with disorder, and they believe that unlimited
government is only common sense, unlike the English
who value freedom.  I am not entirely convinced.  For one
thing, we are both descended from the same mixture of
Anglo-Saxon and Celtic stock, so on the face of it there is
no logical reason why we should be incompatible.  For
another thing, England had its fair share of despotism and

disorder in the Middle Ages, and again in the 17th Cen-
tury, and constitutional government did not become se-
curely established until 1688.  I think Gabb is dismissing
the Scottish Enlightenment much too lightly when he ex-
plains it away as an attempt by philosophers to understand
an alien culture.  If classical liberalism was completely
alien to Scotland, it could not have caught on as strongly
as it did.  It is also worth noting that St Andrews Univer-
sity played an important part in the rebirth of classical lib-
eralism in the 1970s.  Is there an enclave of Sassenachs in
the middle of Fife?

According to a school of thought which has recently
become fashionable among historians, the Scots only
agreed to unite with England because of the opportunities
which were available to them in the British Empire, and
now that the Empire has gone, it is inevitable that Britain
will break up.  Gabb seems to go along with this idea, but
again I am not convinced.  Compare Scotland with Ire-
land.  Right from the start, the Irish never wanted to be
British, no matter how many opportunities for advance-
ment there were in the Empire, but in Scotland, as in
Wales, support for independence was negligible until as
recently as the 1960s.  (When I talk about the Irish, I ex-
clude the Ulster Protestants, who are really Scots.)  I think
this shows that there are other factors involved, apart from
opportunities overseas.  The main evidence for the theory
is that the rise of Scottish and Welsh nationalism in the
1960s coincided with the abandonment of most of the
British Empire.  However, all sorts of crazy things started
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happening to the Western world in the 1960s, and you
could just as well argue that British disunity is part of the
phase of social breakdown which we have been going
through since then.

As far as the present situation is concerned, I think we
should be careful not to jump to the conclusion that Scot-
tish nationalism is an irresistible force and throw in the
towel too soon.  Some people seem to think that Scotland
today is in the same situation as Ireland in the 19th Cen-
tury, which it is not.  In the 1997 election, the Scottish
National Party only got 22% of the Scottish vote, and it
was opposed in every seat.  In Ireland before inde-
pendence, the nationalists often used to win more than
half the seats unopposed.  Given that so many of the pres-
ent Cabinet are Scots, the Labour Party are bound to fight
like hell to keep Britain united out of sheer self-interest,
and with their present huge majority we should not under-
estimate their power.

ALL REAL POWER FOR THE EUROPEAN UNION

Next I would like to say a few words about Europe.
Gabb claims that the European Union is overwhelmingly
popular in Scotland, but I would like to see some evi-
dence for this.  How popular is it among Scottish fisher-
men?  He also claims that subsidiarity would give the
Scots more control over their own affairs as part of the
EU than they could have as part of Britain.  To put it
bluntly, this takes a bit of swallowing.  I thought everyone
had realised by now that subsidiarity is just a federalist
con-trick which reserves all real power for the EU.  Apart
from that, how many Scots would there be likely to be in
the European Commission, compared to the number in the
present Cabinet, given the relative populations of Scot-
land, Britain and the EU?  Any popularity that the EU
does have in Scotland is based mainly on delusions, and it
will soon fade once the Scots realise what the EU is really
like.  The SNP’s official policy on Europe is to maintain
the national veto and take control of Scottish fisheries
under the doctrine of subsidiarity.  Something tells me
they are in for a rude awakening.

FEDERAL BRITAIN?

In my opinion, the real problem with Britain today is not
domination by England, as the SNP believe, but domina-
tion by London.  Britain is dominated by its capital city
more than any other country in the Western world except
France.  (The Libertarian Alliance’s own activities take
place entirely in London.)  Since we live in a long, narrow
island with the capital city at one end, it is not really sur-
prising that the people at the opposite end have voted for
more local autonomy.  However, you can find some of the
same sentiments slightly nearer the capital.  From my own
observations, I would say there is nearly as much rivalry
between Northern England and Southern England as be-
tween England and Scotland.  If Thatcherism was unpopu-
lar in Scotland, it was not much more popular in Northern
England, because they both suffered from the industrial
decline for which Thatcherism was blamed.  From a Lon-
doner’s perspective, Scotland may seem very different
from England, but it is really just like Northern England,
only more so, because it is further away from London.

Many people have pointed out that the present proposal
for a Scottish Parliament will create a dangerously unbal-
anced constitution, because there will be Scottish MPs at
Westminster voting on English affairs, while English MPs
will have no right to vote on Scottish affairs, because the
Scottish Parliament will be dealing with them.  In that
case, the obvious solution would be to have regional par-
liaments with equal powers in every part of Britain.  The
idea of a federal system within one country is not com-
pletely alien to the British political tradition, because our
kith and kin in Canada and Australia already have systems
exactly like this.  The system seems to work well in Aus-
tralia, and it works well enough in Canada except for
Quebec, which is a problem because it speaks a different
language from the rest of the country.  In Scotland and
Wales, on the other hand, Gaelic and Welsh are minority
languages, and all the people who speak them are biling-
ual in English.  The Canadians and the Australians do not
feel burdened with too many layers of government, as far
as I know, even though their countries have populations
less than half the size of Britain’s.  Of course, if there was
just one parliament for the whole of England, we would
still have an overcentralised system, because over 80% of
the British population live in England.  Perhaps England
could be divided into four states or provinces, called the
Northlands, the Midlands, the Southlands and Wessex,
with capitals at Manchester, Birmingham, London and
Bristol.

PARTITION FOR NORTHERN IRELAND?

So far I have said nothing about Northern Ireland.  Of
course, we all hope that the new peace agreement will
succeed, to prevent further loss of life, but we have got to
be prepared for the possibility that it may fail.  If that hap-
pens, then in my opinion there is only one solution to the
Ulster problem: divide Northern Ireland into two, resettle
all the Protestants in one part and all the Catholics in the
other, and allow the Catholic part to join the Irish Repub-
lic.  This may sound drastic, but if Britain abandons Ul-
ster, the final result will be pretty much the same anyway,
except that it will be achieved by civil war and ethnic
cleansing, and thousands more people will die.  Resettle-
ment would not be as difficult as it seems at first glance,
because of the present distribution of the population.  The
eastern part of Ulster is mainly Protestant, and the western
part is mainly Catholic.  The River Bann and Lough
Neagh could form a natural border which could easily be
defended against terrorist raids from the Republic, unlike
the present border, which meanders all over the country-
side and is impossible to patrol effectively.

“SCOTLAND IS LIBERTARIAN!”

I originally wrote this before reading David Botsford’s ex-
cellent pamphlet Scotland Is Libertarian! (Historical
Notes No. 30, Libertarian Alliance, London, 1998), which
I would like to recommend, because it makes the same
points as the present essay, but goes into much more de-
tail about Scottish history.  I hope that other libertarians
will also contribute to this debate, because in the next few
years it is going to become increasingly important.


