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This study utilizes two different theoretical approaches to analyze the 

institutionalization of subnational legislatures in two regions of the United Kingdom. The 

first approach examines the historical legacy of the incorporation process of Scotland 

and Wales into the English state using a path dependency model. The argument states 

that the failure of incorporation to achieve total assimilation of both regions is a critical 

juncture; this failure left a residual element of national identity that in the nineteenth and 

twentieth century provided the foundation for a national resurgence. The response of 

the central government in London was to implement an administrative devolution as a 

means to placate national concerns, the second critical juncture, which institutionalized 

the recognition that both regions required separate policy considerations that were 

different from the larger English state. Later, this national resurgence was captured by 

newly established national parties that challenged the electoral dominance of the two-

party systems in both Scotland and Wales. 

The second theoretical approach utilizes Lieberman’s dimensions of disorder to 

explain how the Labor Party confronted the rising challenge of the national parties in 
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regions that had become parliamentary party strongholds by the 1950s. The analysis 

demonstrates how short-term electoral incentives eventually forced a reluctant Labor 

Party to support further devolution to the two regions despite considerable resistance 

from the party’s elites and rank and file members during the 1974 parliamentary 

elections. The result was an uncoordinated policy process that failed, causing the Labor 

government to lose power and be banished to the electoral wilderness for eighteen 

years. Only after considerable reform philosophically and organizationally did the Labor 

Party remerge as electorally competitive and finally embrace devolution as a policy 

repackaged as constitutional change. 

What the study demonstrates is how macro-level political and social processes 

influenced the long-term political environment, which placed considerable pressure on 

existing political institutions. This pressure, in turn, forced key political actors to make 

micro-decisions within those institutions, producing intended and unintended political 

outcomes that resulted in revised institutional arrangements and a new level of 

institutional structure within Scotland and Wales. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

In Prime Minister Gladstone’s attempt to bring home rule to Ireland in 1886, he 

searched through British political history to inform his understanding of home rule within 

the context of the existing British Empire. As a result of this search, he discovered the 

ideas of another great imperialist and British parliamentarian: Edmund Burke. Burke 

insisted that home rule, or, in contemporary terms, devolution, did not threaten the 

established British state or its empire but actually strengthened it by granting limited 

authority to the devolved legislatures of its white colonies to conduct local business. The 

success of the British North American Act 1867 in Canada was evidence of this benefit. 

In his defense of the American colonies over the issue of taxation, he argued that 

Westminster, as the empire’s imperial parliament, served two functions. The first was as 

the “local legislature of this island”; the second was as the imperial parliament of the 

empire, “in which as from the throne of heaven, she superintends all the several 

legislatures, and guides and controls them all without annihilating any” (Rhys, 1961, pp. 

59-60). Burke understood these functions to be separable; thus, the colonies could 

assume responsibility for local legislation. Therefore, the constitutional principle of 

parliamentary sovereignty could remain intact because the imperial function did not 

require the centralization of all local functions in Westminster. According to Burke, two 

political communities could coexist, one being supreme and the other subordinate 

(Bogdanor, 1999, p. 23).  

In fact, the nineteenth century would witness similar arrangements implemented 

in Scandinavia and the dual monarchy in Austria-Hungary. But closer to home, British 

governments would establish similar institutional structures in Canada, Australia, and 
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South Africa that would be seen as strengthening the empire, acknowledging Burke’s 

original understanding of devolution, or Home Rule, as “just the most reconcilable thing 

in the world” (Rhys, 1961, p. 60). 

The following question thus emerges: why did the issue of devolution suddenly 

appear on the political agenda for Wales and Scotland nearly two hundred years after 

Burke uttered his thoughts on the topic, leading to the greatest constitutional change in 

the United Kingdom since the Great Reform Act of 1832? The focus of this study is to 

discover the answer to this question by examining the interaction between ideas, 

institutions, and political change. As John Kingdon (2002) so succinctly asks in 

Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, “What makes an idea’s time come?” (p. 16).  

Methodology 

The methodology applied in this study is Most Similar Systems Design (MSSD) 

because it allows for a comprehensive comparison of the devolution process in Wales 

and Scotland. Both entities are regions of the United Kingdom that at some time 

enjoyed independence or a certain level of autonomy before being integrated into the 

United Kingdom. The variables important to this comparison are nationalism, the 

regional Labor Party, and the impact of the Thatcher and Major governments on the 

economic well being of the two regions. MSSD provides a means to focus on the three 

variables and their impact on the devolution process during the twentieth century. This 

application is particularly useful because devolution is an asymmetrical form of 

government, unlike the symmetrical form of self-government found in the federal system 

of decentralization. Because many scholars who study devolution tend to view its 

implementation as a “slippery slope” to independence and the eventual disintegration or 
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weakening of the state, why the Labor Party chose an asymmetrical template remains 

an interesting source of debate. 

Most asymmetrical devolution literature focuses on union states such as Canada 

and Spain, which still have strong movements for independence despite being granted 

asymmetrical autonomy in some specific regions. The reason the Labor Party’s choice 

is unexpected is that asymmetrical solutions are inherently unstable (Tarleton, 1965). 

Scholars have emphasized the issues that arise from the implementation of 

asymmetrical devolution and the ensuing problems they create for state stability. These 

arguments revolve around the concept of sovereignty, particularly in relation to 

autonomy, equality of rights, issues of representation, influence and access, and issues 

of fiscal equity and economic competition (Keating, 1998). The current study 

demonstrates that despite these particular issues, asymmetrical devolution can be a 

positive constitutional change for a union state because a union state is created by 

treaty and negotiation. A constitutional move creating devolved governments is a 

reflection of the need to accommodate changing environments and to renegotiate the 

original agreement that created the union in the first place. As Burke suggested two 

hundred years earlier, devolved government can actually strengthen the empire or the 

state. 

Furthermore, the historical focus on decentralization, federalism, or devolution 

has tended to center around a core-periphery debate rooted in identity issues, such as 

nationalism, language, and ethnic or religious differences. This study aims to show that 

decentralization in post-industrial states is necessary not only to satisfy identity issues 

but also, now more than ever, to distribute the workload involved in governing a robust 
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social welfare state. As government has increasingly become responsible for providing 

numerous services, from garbage collection to water access and medical care, the 

workload of central legislative bodies has increased significantly. By creating devolved 

governments in unitary systems, the unexpected and probably unintended consequence 

is a reduction in workload that would otherwise overwhelm a central legislative body. An 

example of this diffusion of effort can be found in the U.S. Congress, where the 

complexity of legislation has increased the need for the multiple referral of a bill to a 

number of committees and decreased the number of important bills considered in each 

Congressional session. In fact, a primary analysis of the differences in Scotland bills 

from 1979 and 1998 demonstrates how the Labor Party recognized, by 1997, that giving 

Scotland her own parliament would help clear the legislative calendar and lighten the 

workload in numerous areas of domestic legislation (Deacon, 2007). This phenomenon 

is somewhat confirmed by the creation of regional governments in Italy in the 1970s and 

in France in the 1980s, the strengthening of administrative federalism in Germany in the 

1990s, and finally, the Republican devolution revolution in the late 1990s in the United 

States.  

Thesis 

Although devolution has appeared on the agenda throughout the constitutional 

history of the United Kingdom, it has historically been seen as a solution to the unique 

relationship between the United Kingdom and Ireland. Again, following Burke’s 

reasoning, devolution was for Ireland, at least until the 1800 Act of Union, a practical 

response to the issues of local governance in civilized colonies, which need not interfere 

with the governing of the imperial empire. So why does devolution appear again on the 
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political agenda for Wales and Scotland nearly fifty years after Parliament’s apparent 

resolution of the Irish problem? This question is relevant, first of all, because the idea of 

devolution was always there but never prominent enough to challenge the concept of 

parliamentary sovereignty and the deeply ingrained Unionist perspective of the state. 

Second, the incremental institutional change manifested in the implementation of 

administrative devolution had appeared to satisfy previous demands for autonomy, 

reinforced by the recent reform of local government institutions. Third, the political 

aspirations of the nationalists were minimal in the electorate and did not pose a 

challenge to the political status quo, which was dominated by a very solid two-party 

system based on class divisions. Given these conditions in the United Kingdom in the 

1960s, the call for devolution appears to be a strange move.  

The answer is that devolution represented what appeared to be a straightforward 

solution to the political problems the Labor Party started confronting in the 1960s. First, 

the party began to witness a challenge to its political support in the Celtic fringe 

because of an emerging latent nationalism. This re-emergence of nationalism 

manifested itself politically in the Scottish National Party (SNP) and Plaid Cymru (PC), 

both posing a threat to what had traditionally been Labor seats in parliamentary 

elections more often than Conservative seats. Second, there was a growing sense of 

frustration amongst the electorate because of a perceived democratic deficit in the way 

the regions had been administered by previous Westminster governments. The concept 

of administrative devolution was no longer viewed as an acceptable or adequate form of 

governance. Third, devolution eventually came too been seen as an institutional safety 

net against unpopular policies implemented from the center. The idea of governing from 
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the center had historically been the centerpiece of Labor political strategy but would 

later be recognized as inadequate after the economic policies of the Thatcher 

government proved to be disastrous in the Celtic fringe. All of these issues created 

structural friction for the Labor Party, both internally and externally, requiring the party to 

adapt to existing political arrangements. As Robert Lieberman argued,  

Political actors in such circumstances will often be induced to find new ways to 
define and advance their aims, whether by finding a new institutional forum that 
is more receptive to their ideas or by adapting ideas to take advantage of new 
institutional opportunities. . . . When stable patterns of politics clash, purposive 
political actors will often find themselves at an impasse, unable to proceed 
according to the “normal” patterns and processes that hitherto governed their 
behavior. (p. 704) 
 

The current study demonstrates that devolution and constitutional change were 

eventually recognized as strategic ways to redefine the Labor Party. Initially, devolution 

was implemented to overcome the nationalist threat, which was viewed as a short-term 

challenge to Labor’s status as a party and government. At the same time, party 

leadership, in order to protect its interests, possessed a short-term time horizon with 

regard to devolution as a policy choice; they lacked a concrete understanding of where 

devolution would take them. Nevertheless, later, the move would eventually be seen as 

a way to redefine Labor as a party and to capitalize on the mounting discontent of the 

electorate with the Conservative Party in the Celtic fringe, although this outcome was 

never the original intent. This strategy would contribute to a revitalization of the party, 

propel it to its first electoral victory in eighteen years, and place it in a position to initiate 

the greatest constitutional change in the United Kingdom in over 127 years. However, 

the road to devolution’s implementation in the regions of Scotland and Wales at the end 

of the twentieth century was not an endpoint that could have been envisioned at the 
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beginning of the century or even in the early 1970s. The entire process was haphazard, 

lacked clarity, and was filled with unexpected consequences along the way. Therefore, 

the road to devolution demonstrates that political change is not necessarily a cut-and-

dry application of cause and effect based on the rationality of the players. 

Rather, political change is a process and not the product of coherent connections 

between ideas and institutions. For when societies are confronted with problems, their 

resolution is the product not of straightforward scientific analysis but of political clashes 

within the historical and institutional context of the time (Thelen & Steinmo, 1992). 

Kingdon (1984) reinforced this view by arguing that policymaking is not the rational 

process of optimal choice, as one would expect, but a pushing and pulling among 

competing interests vying for influence. In his analysis of social movements, Tarrow 

(1994) stated that institutions create strategic opportunities for political actors to pursue 

their goals while creating opportunities for the mobilization of social interests. The 

constitutional shift that occurred in 1998 was not the result of a coherent process. In 

fact, it was initially seen as strategy to deflect the nationalist challenge; only later did it 

represent a solution to other emerging problems because of structural changes 

occurring within the United Kingdom. 

The focus of this study is constitutional change in the United Kingdom, 

specifically the institutional change that emerged because of the implementation of 

devolution for Scotland and Wales in 1998. On the surface, the devolution legislation 

offered at the time by a newly elected Labor government seems rather straight forward; 

in actuality, the result was a much more protracted affair that traces its intellectual 

origins as far back as the time of the great Irish parliamentarian Edmund Burke. If the 
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idea of home rule was present in late eighteenth-century political debate in Great 

Britain, why did its implementation as a full-fledged government policy take almost two 

centuries to become a reality in the closing days of twentieth-century Britain? To 

discover the answer to this question is the primary function of this study. Providing a 

closer examination of the process of political change in a society, this political analysis 

is based on two complimentary perspectives. One is the path dependency approach 

used to examine political development, and the second is the idea of critical junctures 

found in American Political Development (APD) literature. 

The path dependency approach figures prominently in Alexander Gerschenkron’s 

important study of European industrialization in his essay collection Economic 

Backwardness in Historical Perspective. This work influenced Barrington Moore’s Social 

Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, which suggests that the road to modernization 

did not necessarily follow one developmental path. The path dependency model is 

certainly not new to research in comparative politics. Lipset and Rokkan’s analysis of 

the European party system is a classic example. Later, Collier’s (1991) Shaping the 

Political Arena, a cross-national analysis of Latin America’s labor movement, used a 

similar approach, highlighting critical junctures as departure points that set the stage for 

the course of future political development. This second perspective, covered later in the 

development of the analytical model used in this study, figures prominently in more 

recent American Political Development literature, which traces some of its ideas to the 

field of comparative politics.  

The model developed for this study operates on two distinct levels. The first 

follows the development of an idea or institutional concept as it unfolded over time in 
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British political history. The second examines the clash of various political interests as 

they came to grips with the changing environment of British society. The first level is an 

analysis of the long process through which an idea developed within the context of a 

changing political environment. The second level focuses on the particular points in time 

when events presented an opportunity for institutional change to occur within the 

context of the immediate social environment. A somewhat similar approach was used in 

Brandon O’Connor’s A Political History of the American Welfare System, a 

contemporary work within APD literature. O’Connor demonstrated how the concept of 

liberalism changed over the course of American political history and how these changes 

impacted the national government’s policy initiatives concerning welfare support. He 

particularly focused on how liberalism became linked to welfare support during the 

F.D.R. administration and how this connection drove future policy initiatives concerning 

welfare policy in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. In turn, conservatives used 

this connection to to attack the liberal politics of the 1960s; they linked the so-called 

failed welfare policies to the liberal political movement, changing the debate about the 

nature of liberalism and the focus of future welfare policies. 

Based on the path dependency approach, tracing devolution as an idea of 

governance demonstrates how the concept originally evolved as a solution to governing 

the British Empire. However, once this solution appeared successful, it became a road 

map for solving an in-house governing problem in the mother country. Of course, as 

devolution became an embedded idea for governing, it proved successful when used to 

deal with problems in various regions of the United Kingdom. Finally, it would be 

embraced as a solution to further governing issues as the British political system 
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confronted enormous pressures emanating from the changing political environment in 

the second half of the twentieth century. The second level of the model focuses on the 

“dimensions of disorder” by examining the events of the two separate devolution periods 

of 1978-79 and 1997-1998. This level emphasizes how long-term processes shaped the 

Labor Party’s strategic choices during both periods and the unintended consequences 

these choices generated for the future of the party and other political actors. The 

following discussion highlights the specific aspects of the path dependency approach 

and the dimensions of disorder. 

Orren and Skowronek (2004), in their book The Search for American Political 

Development, defined APD as substantive analysis that 

covers the full range of politics in the United States: past politics and present 
politics, political action and political behavior, political thought and political 
culture, movement politics and institutional politics. The theoretical precept is 
this: because a polity in all its different parts is constructed historically, over time, 
the nature and the prospects of any single part will be best understood within the 
long course of political formation. (p. 1) 
 

This definition provides a basis for analyzing devolution in the United Kingdom; in fact, 

some of its more precise approaches suggest how to place the origins and eventual 

implementation of devolution within the context of British political history. They argued 

that APD researchers want to go beyond the “thick description” of “what happened” to 

capture the “processes of change conceptually, in general terms, and in considering 

their broader implications for the polity as a whole” (p. 6). Although the work of the 

authors clearly focuses on American political development, they recognized that the 

historical construction of politics lends itself to a “strong comparative bent” and owes an 

“intellectual debt to comparative historical theory” (p. 6). The current study’s analysis of 

the devolution process utilizes a comparative methodology by examining developments 
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in Wales and Scotland while simultaneously applying some of the theoretical 

approaches from the APD tradition. It examines the political development of devolution 

in the United Kingdom by dissecting the “big picture,” by placing events within the 

context of a dynamic and changing political environment. The hope is to identify 

patterns that highlight key events and actors and locate meaningful points of change 

before, as opposed to after, institutional change. 

The comparative analysis of the road to devolution in Wales and Scotland is the 

first step to providing a clear view of the process of political change. In particular, it 

builds a window from which a closer examination of the how and why political change 

actually occurs in a democratic society can be understood more clearly. Past studies of 

political change have examined events that occur when a stable political environment 

faces some crisis and eventually adapts; these events result is a new and improved 

form of the old structure that will function adequately until the status quo is eventually 

confronted by a different challenge. However, the weakness of this approach is that it is 

one-dimensional and lacks any conceptual insight into patterns of change over time. 

This focus has historically been seen as “episodic and contained” (Orren & Skowronek, 

2004, p. 14). However, change itself is not static; it lurks beneath the surface waiting for 

the circumstances necessary to propel it upward and offer itself as a solution to a 

current political problem. APD literature offers re-conceptualizes change as something 

“inherent in politics,” and “understanding change this way means the alternative to a 

search for order need not be a capitulation to chaos” (Orren & Skowronek, 2004, p. 14). 

This idea of change implies that there are multiple orders reinforcing one another at 
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times, creating tensions at others, in a constant pulling and pushing in the political 

environment. 

Current APD literature provides many theoretical approaches to understanding 

the process of political change, but capturing the interaction of ideas, institutions, and 

political change as a process related to British political development requires a much 

more robust theoretical model. To appreciate how the thoughts of an eighteenth-century 

parliamentarian such as Burke came to be the origin of a solution to a late nineteenth-

century political problem confronting Gladstone in 1886, a solution that finally became 

the only recognized policy alternative to a later twentieth-century issue of governance, 

requires an in-depth analysis of the devolution issue across 200 years of British political 

history. APD literature provides a lens through which scholars can better understand 

how any political change is really a reflection of events as they move through the 

context of a particular environment over time. To be precise, Paul Pierson (2004) 

suggested that “micro modeling exercises centered on the interactions among 

individuals encourage a highly restricted field of vision” that misses issues of “macro 

structure, the role of temporal ordering and sequencing, and a whole host of social 

processes that play out over extended periods of time” (p. 9). Examining devolution as a 

process played out over time helps clarify not only what happened at a specific point in 

time but also the social processes that guide and direct political change within the 

macro structures of a society. The outcome is a more precise explanation of institutional 

origins and change over time.  

While Pierson (2004) focused on the impact of macro structures and the ordering 

and sequencing of policy choices, Orren and Skowronek (2004) isolated change and 
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order as essential not merely to understanding what happened in a descriptive sense 

but to “grasping processes of change conceptually, in general terms, and in considering 

their broader implications for the polity as a whole” (p. 6). For them, change is not the 

“interlude between relatively permanent settlements, but a normal aspect of all political 

arrangements,” and APD is a move away from “politics as series of settlements to 

politics as the current configuration of conflicts” (p. 20). By “the current configuration of 

politics,” they mean that all “political change proceeds on a site which is a prior political 

ground of practices, rules, leaders, and ideas. The sites themselves can be any 

definable political expanse—a geographical area, a policy network, a political institution” 

(Orren & Skowronek 2004, 20). This understanding of sites helps political scientists look 

more carefully at the existing political universe because it forces forces them to 

recognize the multiple orders operating within that universe. Eric Schickler’s (2001) 

theory of disjointed pluralism, as it applies to his study of institutional change in 

Congress, applies this concept of multiple orders to demonstrate how five different 

coalitions of collective interest push and shove each other as they strive to obtain their 

goals; he recognizes that institutional change is not clear-cut, but a reflection of “the 

interactions and tensions among competing coalitions promoting several different 

interests” (p. 4). The result is that “institutions typically develop . . . through a tense 

layering of new arrangements on top of preexisting structures” (p. 15). Orren and 

Skowronek (2004) clearly stated that “no political transaction is complete . . . and that 

nothing follows on a clean slate”; from this point of view, institutional change is not 

necessarily an actor-oriented event focused on finding a rational solution to a specific 

dysfunction (p. 22). 
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Pierson (2004) provides some insight into the limits of institutional design; what 

he labels “actor-centered functionalism” or “rational choice approaches to institutional 

change” claim “that a particular institution exists because it is expected to serve the 

interests of those who created it” (p. 105). The criticism of this theoretical approach is 

that it focuses on institutional effects based on the assumption that choices are made in 

a vacuum devoid of other political actors and outside a broader social environment. The 

result is that this type of analysis misses the bigger picture of institutional development 

by downplaying institutional causes. Pierson (2004) highlights half a dozen limitations to 

actor functional theories, including the fact that actors havw short time horizons, the 

unintended effects of institutions, and institutional continuity and environmental change 

(pp. 107-122). For example, his problem with short time horizons is that they narrow the 

focus of cause and effect analysis of institutional change to short-term impact, clearly 

missing the long-term impact and some unintended consequences of change. Another 

objection is that functional theories tend to ignore changes in the broader social 

environment that can evolve over the long term, creating unpredictable future pressures 

on institutions. Pierson (2004) reminds us that to concentrate on immediate political and 

policy outcomes ignores the long-term potential of institutions to “take on a life of their 

own and become genuinely independent causal forces in shaping further institutional 

development” (p. 131). 

Pierson (2004) emphasizes temporal context because, in contrast to the 

assumptions of functionalist theory, change does not occur in a vacuum. Rather, it is 

subject to long-term processes usually ignored or missed by rational choice theorists, 

who favor parsimony even at the cost of failing to see the larger picture of institutional 
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development. Accordingly, the author offers an approach that captures political change 

in the context of two concepts: positive feedback and path dependency. Positive 

feedback is a self-reinforcing tendency to push political actors along a particular path to 

institutional development, in some cases clearly limiting the choices open to them at a 

specific point in time. Pierson acknowledges that “each step in a particular direction 

makes it more difficult to reverse course” because “the probability of further steps along 

the same path increases with each move down the path” (p. 21). The cost of switching 

direction or choosing a new option becomes too costly over time. Thus, actors are 

propelled down a certain path, limiting their ability to control events. Pierson suggested 

that “in path dependent processes, . . . positive feedback means that history is 

‘remembered’” (p. 45). In other words, path-dependency analysis suggests that early 

events can push particular aspects of a political system onto a distinct path that is 

reinforced over time and, consequently, limit opportunities to branch in alternative 

directions. 

Path dependency is an analytical approach that calls attention to “historical 

causation” by acknowledging that particular institutional arrangements, once 

established, have a tendency to reinforce themselves and resist attempts to alter the 

path of development. The assumption is that once particular institutional arrangements 

have been established, “patterns of political mobilization, the institutional ‘rules of the 

game,’ and even citizens’ basic ways of thinking about the political world will often 

generate self-reinforcing dynamics” (Pierson, 2004, p. 10). Pierson (2004) calls this self-

reinforcing dynamic “positive feedback,” which refers to the entrenchment of vested 

interests, whether in ideas, ideology, or uses of power by specific political actors, all of 
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which make reversing course very difficult. As economic theory highlights, the startup 

costs of initiating new directions in policy or fundamental changes in institutional 

structures become too high, and “political alternatives that were once quite plausible 

may become irretrievably lost” (Pierson, 2004, p. 11). This reinforcing tendency 

underscores the importance of temporality. Thus, the timing and sequence of events 

might fundamentally change the choices that are made or can be made at a particular 

point in time. The eventual outcome in any political choice, then, is limited and not a 

clear-cut result of optimal choice, as functional theorists would assert. 

The benefits of the path dependent approach are clearly spelled out by Pierson 

(2004). First, he states that path dependent arguments “provide a useful and powerful 

corrective against tendencies to assume functionalist explanations for important social 

and political outcomes” (p. 11). Second, initial political or social events occurring at one 

point in time reproduce themselves later, thus shedding light on the cause(s) and 

process of institutional change. Lastly, focusing on positive feedback draws attention to 

the importance of temporal ordering, for the order of events can make a fundamental 

difference (p. 11). Furthermore, the use of a path dependency model is certainly not 

new to research conducted in the field of comparative politics. 

The first level of the model is to examine, using the “critical junctures” envisioned 

by Collier and Collier (1991), events along the road to devolution that highlight aspects 

of timing and sequence. In the context of the current study, some of these “critical 

junctures” occurred early, before the issue of devolution emerged on the political 

agenda. The first critical juncture was the process through which both Scotland and 

Wales were integrated into the dominant English state. This juncture set the conditions 
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for whether national identity would remain durable after incorporation and whether that 

identity was unifying or divisive, laying the foundation for the way devolution would be 

viewed as a policy alternative in the future. The second critical juncture was the 

adoption of administrative devolution as a policy solution to rising nationalist sensibilities 

that emerged in the late nineteenth century. This critical juncture not only recognized 

that Wales and Scotland were unique and institutionalized a governance process that 

recognized this necessity but also reinforced this sense of difference and provided the 

means for further adaptation as time progressed. Both of these junctures set the stage 

for the eventual challenges that the central government confronted beginning in the 

1960s, challenges that molded the political landscape prior to the episodes of 1979 and 

1998, when political expediency or incentives pushed institutional change to the 

forefront. Collier and Collier (1991) defined a critical juncture “as a period of significant 

change, which typically occurs in distinct ways in different countries” and “is 

hypothesized to produce distinct legacies” (p. 29). They further identify three 

components of critical junctures: (a) a significant change takes place, (b) the change 

takes place in distinct ways in different cases, and (c) the explanatory hypothesis about 

its consequences (p. 30). The authors provide a mechanism to substantiate whether an 

event is a critical juncture. In the model for the current study, critical junctures help 

explain how home rule came to the forefront of British politics as a policy solution to a 

rising nationalist fervor that most had thought long submerged beneath the dominant 

British identity. Finally, a third critical juncture was the referendum campaign and its 

outcome in 1979. It provided the foundation for the way devolution, now established as 

a viable policy alternative by a Labor government’s referendum and legislative bills, will 
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be pursued in both Scotland and Wales. The second level of the model examines the 

Labor Party’s eventual commitment to a policy that contradicted the tenets of its political 

goals for Britain. To do so, the model turns to Lieberman’s (2002) “dimensions of 

disorder” as a means for testing the components of a critical juncture; he argues that 

acknowledging the perspectives of both ideas and institutions “sheds light on the points 

of friction, irregularities, and discontinuities that drive political change” (p. 698). Applied 

to the analysis of devolution, Lieberman’s approach further illuminates the critical 

junctures already identified: its emergence as a political policy choice through its 

implementation as a concrete policy outcome.  

Lieberman (2002) provides a template for verifying the validity of critical 

junctures. Indeed, Collier and Collier (1991) argued that essential to understanding 

critical junctures is examining the “antecedent conditions” that precede the crisis, which 

“emerges out of the antecedent conditions and in turn triggers the critical juncture” (p. 

30). This event produces a legacy or outcome different from what preceded it, such as a 

new institutional arrangement or policy choice. The dimensions of disorder provide a 

way to analyze events in view of the entire political environment as it existed; thus, a 

comprehensive and precise image of political change comes into focus within the 

context of a dynamic political environment.  

Divided into three clusters, the “dimensions of disorder” are the multiple political 

orders in a society that combine and eventually clash to produce change (Lieberman, 

2002). The first cluster consists of the governing institutions, such as legislatures, 

executives, and other institutions. The next category is the organizational environment, 

shaped by political parties and interests groups. Finally, the third cluster is composed of 
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the ideological and cultural perspectives that organize and legitimize political discourse 

(Lieberman, 2002, p. 703). Each dimension generates incentives and opportunities for 

political actors while defining the moves those actors can make.  

In some cases, however, friction arises to create competing pressures that 

challenge the normal behavioral patterns of political actors. Friction, generated when 

choices pull in different directions, presents political actors with conflicting pressures 

that make conventional moves untenable. Thus, friction poses acute dilemmas, 

providing political actors more incentive to initiate political change (Lieberman, 2002, p. 

703). Applying this idea to the devolution process highlights the presence of friction from 

the decade preceding the 1979 referendum until its implementation in 1998. Measuring 

“friction” requires a thorough examination of the devolution process, “a matter deriving, 

from the historical record, accounts of the incentives, opportunities, and repertoires that 

arise from multiple sources of political order and impinge simultaneously on the same 

set of actors” (p. 703). 

Lieberman (2002) contributes the notion that ideas and institutions are not 

necessarily connected in a coherent fashion. First, political arrangements are not 

products of a total vision “that informs institutions and ideas and knits them together in a 

unified whole” (p. 702). He proposed that new institutional arrangements or policies do 

not replace existing arrangements but are layered on top of them. Finally, he stated that 

those institutional arrangements or ideas are products of prior historical circumstances 

that continue to linger long after the initial need for their creation, even if they might 

prove dysfunctional (p. 702). 
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This model proposed in the current study provides a means for understanding 

the process of political change as it evolves from a concept into the establishment of 

new political structures and arrangements. The first level of the model (i.e., path 

dependency approach) permits closer examination of the reasons that devolution 

became the only feasible alternative to the governance problems confronting the United 

Kingdom in the nineteenth century and the reasons that it influenced political choices in 

the twentieth century. The second level (i.e., “dimensions of disorder” approach) 

provides a method for demonstrating how haphazardly the events unfolded and the 

effects that devolution had, intended or unintended, on future developments and 

outcomes. Thus, this study analyzes the process of devolution from its inception as an 

idea through its implementation as a solution in order to understand the processes that 

make an idea’s time come. As former Secretary of State for Wales Ron Davies so 

concisely expressed during an interview while he was still an intern in the Welsh 

Assembly, “Devolution is a process, not an event” (personal communication, April 12, 

2001).1 In keeping with this sentiment, the current study aims to provide a coherent 

picture of this process in order to illuminate the reality of political change in democratic 

societies.  

In order to accomplish this task, the analysis is divided into two distinct parts 

although they are not necessarily separate occurrences in time. The first part of the 

study uses path dependency and the concept of critical juncture to examine events 

leading to devolution and its implementation. In this case, there are three precise critical 

junctures. The first is the way Wales and Scotland were integrated with England. The 

                                                 
1 This interview was conducted in April 2001 with Ron Davies AM while he was serving in the first Welsh 
Assembly as a Labor representative. This quote has been publicized widely throughout the United 
Kingdom to remind people that devolution will be an evolutionary learning experience. 
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form of this integration constructed the environment that determined, over time, the 

shape of the socio-political environment in the regions, particularly the strength of 

national identity and how that identity eventually placed demands on the central 

governing authority. The second critical juncture is the timing and structure of the 

establishment of administrative devolution in the different regions and how that 

establishment, at least for a certain period, satisfied demands for governance within the 

regions. As the third critical juncture, the 1979 referendum campaigns in Wales and 

Scotland are examined, for they established how both regions continue to come to 

terms with devolution in the face of the rapid political changes of the 1980s and 1990s. 

Examining the choices made at these particular points can help explain why devolution 

emerged in an asymmetrical manner in Britain, as opposed to a symmetrical structure 

that would replicate state or regional governments in federal systems. Therefore, 

Chapter 2 examines the historical circumstances that preceded the incorporation of the 

Celtic regions into the English state and how that process determined how each would 

be incorporated into the dominant political system. Chapter 3 analyzes the terms of 

Scotland’s incorporation and how it impacted national identity and the future 

development of each region; it then examines the critical juncture of establishing 

administrative devolution in the region and its development. Chapter 4 replicates the 

analysis of the same critical junctures, but for Wales. Finally, Chapters 5 and 6 provide 

a brief narrative of the rise of the nationalist parties in both Wales and Scotland, setting 

the stage for the second part of the study. 

The second part of the study utilizes the dimensions of disorder as a framework 

for examining the events of both 1975-1979 and 1997-1998. They are divided into three 
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clusters. The first cluster consists of the governing institutions, such as legislatures and 

executives. In this particular study, the first cluster focuses on the Labor party and its 

political position developed in Parliament starting in the 1960s through 1979, which is 

covered in Chapters 6 and 7.and then again in 1997-1998, covered in Chapter 10. The 

next category comprises the organizational environment, such as political parties and 

interests groups. This second cluster requires an examination of the Labor Party and 

how it adapted to a radically changing environment and to social activity within both 

Scotland and Wales, which is examined in Chapter 8. Finally, the third cluster is 

composed of the ideological and cultural perspectives that organize and legitimize 

political discourse, which is analyzed in Chapter 9. For this cluster, the study examines 

the public reactions to the governing Tory party to shed light on various ideological 

disagreements and the changing economic environment to assess the cultural 

perspective in both regions. 
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CHAPTER 2 
A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF THE CONQUEST AND COLONIZATION 

OF WALES, SCOTLAND, AND IRELAND BY ENGLAND 

The Initial Invasion and Conquest: Wales, Scotland, and Ireland 

The pattern of domination by the Anglo-Normans in Wales, Scotland, and Ireland 

had enormous consequences for how the native Celtic populations were integrated and 

assimilated into the English state. According to R.R. Davies (1990) in Domination and 

Conquest, the eventual domination of the three regions was essentially a colonization 

process that proceeded at different times and in different forms, imposing long-term 

effects on the development of each area. Each of these “societies were economically 

underdeveloped and indeed culpably backward” and “politically immature”; moreover, 

“the social customs and moral, sexual and marital habits of theses societies showed . . . 

at best an early stage of social evolution” (p. 21). Therefore, military domination was 

only the beginning; in order for the Anglo-Normans to import their entrepreneurial model 

and civilization, colonization would prove necessary. During the 12th and 13th 

centuries, populations migrated into these regions from across Europe to import skills 

and technology. The majority of these migrants were English, a culture that would 

transform all three regions by grafting its social and economic order onto the native 

societies. The developmental pattern that emerged significantly shaped how the natives 

would perceive their integration into the English state. 

The migration pattern in Wales saw the English settle in the southern lowlands of 

Wales, keeping the native population in the northern and western areas of Wales 

relatively isolated from the economic and societal changes occurring in the south. This 

geographical distribution denied the Welsh princes access to the economically rich 
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south and its commercial development, weakening their ability to resist integration into 

the English state. By the 13th century, chroniclers were writing that it was “English 

which the peasant at Cardiff spoke” (R. Davies, 1990, p. 12). However, the topography 

of the northern and western areas of Wales isolated the Welsh peasants, who continued 

to speak Welsh though ruled by English landowners. This settlement pattern initiated 

the 19th-century linguistic demographics of Wales that would shape the concept of 

Welsh identity upon its cultural revival at the end of the century. 

Unlike Wales, Scotland was an established kingdom, though still an economic 

backwater compared to England. Early Scottish kings recognized the superiority of the 

English and showed deference to them when King Edgar signed a charter 

acknowledging that he held his position “by gift” of the English king at the end of the 

11th century (R. Davies, 1990, p. 6). Scotland acknowledged English power and 

submitted without conquest, but the English achieved domination when Scottish kings 

imported the English model. So by the beginning of the 13th century, Scotland had over 

forty royal burghs and standard royal coinage, highlighting a successful economic 

transformation. From a political standpoint, the Scots also adopted feudal tenure and 

aristocratic life as English settlers migrated into the royal burghs and established 

themselves in lowland Scotland. By this time, therefore, the language of business was 

English, and the customs that governed the royal burghs were English. This linguistic 

shift would create a more Anglicized and wealthier society in the Scottish lowlands 

compared to the highlands, a gap that would have significant implications for the future 

development of Scotland. 
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Finally, Ireland was the last to be invaded because after the Norman William the 

Conqueror’s pacification of Saxon England, his heirs proceeded to subdue Wales and 

later Scotland. The existence of Ireland was known, but resources were unavailable as 

Wales proved a more difficult adventure at the time and monarchs focused on 

defending and enlarging their Angevin empire. However, what brought the Anglo-

Normans onto the scene was a plea from a defeated Irish king who was searching for 

allies in order to return to the island and defeat his enemies. Although Henry II was 

sympathetic to the circumstances of Dermot MacMurrough of Leinster, he was 

otherwise engaged in activity in his French territories; nevertheless, he gave the 

defeated king an open letter inviting his subjects to rally to Dermot’s cause in Ireland. 

Dermot was successful in enlisting the services of a number of Norman barons on the 

Welsh border who possessed extensive military experience, including one nicknamed 

“Strongbow,” who had been promised the Gaelic king’s oldest daughter in marriage. By 

May 1169, a force of 600 knights, foot soldiers, and archers landed at Bannow Bay, 

marched to Wexford, and defeated the first wave of the Norse force it would encounter 

throughout the partial conquest of Ireland. Gaelic and Norse forces recognized the 

threat, and an additional Norman force landed under Strongbow, who would eventually 

occupy Dublin, defeat further Norse and Gaelic forces, and finally established control in 

Leinster. Finally, Henry II, recognizing his barons’ success, landed in Ireland with 

another force and signed the Treaty of Windsor in 1175, assuring that his barons 

recognized their fealty to him, along with some of the Gaelic kings. He claimed certain 

lands for himself, including Dublin, and recognized Strongbow’s control over Leinster, 

but he placed a rival baron de Lacy in control of the Kingdom of Meath as a counter to 
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Strongbow. By 1250, eighty years after the invasion, the Normans introduced 

centralized administration, coinage, sheriffs, and a county system while establishing 

towns to create wealth through trade. The problem was that the conquest was never 

completed; the Normans never arrived in sufficient numbers to subdue the entire island. 

They occupied the plains, the coasts, and the river ways, which comprised 

approximately three-quarters of the island. The Gaelic Irish would continue to rule in the 

north, but the two societies would remain separate except for nobles intermarrying 

between the two groups. Though the Normans by 1300 controlled most of the country, 

this conquest was haphazard, and they focused their control on their castles; their 

decision to leave the Gaelic Irish on their own would have drastic consequences later 

on. Also, the new aristocracy that emerged married into Gaelic royal families and 

adopted various Irish customs, though they would remain loyal to England. 

After almost two centuries, Richard II, now free from war with France, sailed for 

Ireland in 1394 to subdue the Irish. He won a great battle that forced the Gaelic Kings to 

submit to the English King. However, when the king returned to face another uprising, 

his throne in England was seized. He would be the last English monarch to invade 

Ireland in the middle ages, and the conquest of Ireland would remain incomplete until 

the Tudor dynasty. During this long lull, the Gaelic Kings expanded their control at the 

expense of the English, restricting their control to the Pale. Finally, after extensive 

dynastic fighting in England, with some of the conflict originating in Ireland and some of 

the attacks launched from Ireland, Henry VII decided to re-conquer Ireland so that it 

could not continue to serve as a refuge for dynastic challengers. In order to prevent the 

emergence of more Yorkist pretenders, he dispatched Sir Edward Poyning to Ireland to 
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protect the new king’s interests. The most significant accomplishment was the Irish 

Parliament’s passing of Poyning’s Law, which declared that Parliament could only meet 

after royal permission and after the king and his council and been informed of and 

granted approval for its proposed acts. 

Scotland: The Path to Union 

The first real English attempt at wholesale conquest of Scotland occurred under 

Edward I, after a dynastic accident placed him in a position to demand suzerainty from 

the Scots during a succession crisis. He utilized his position as arbitrator to resolve the 

succession issue in favor of John Balliol, who was descended from the House of 

Canmore that had ruled Scotland for over two centuries. Edward made the new king his 

vassal, but Balliol made a treaty with France in the hopes of securing his independence. 

The result was failure, and Edward marched north to conquer the kingdom. The 

subsequent rise of William Wallace launched a period of wars for independence that 

lasted until 1371. After achieving its independence, Scotland was fairly free to maintain 

its independence as England focused on its struggles with France in the Hundred Years 

War. Starting at the end of the 15th century, the English occasionally attempted to 

reassert suzerainty by assisting rebellious malcontents to weaken Scottish kings. 

Finally, the period from the end of the 15th century until 1542 witnessed (a) a period of 

stability under James V that produced economic growth and greater administration, (b) 

the impact of the renaissance in Scotland with the establishment of a third university, 

the expansion of St. Andrews, and a college of surgeons, and (c) the introduction of 

printing, coupled with an overall growth in intellectual pursuits from art to history. There 

was also an attempt during this period to integrate the Highland chiefs into the feudal 
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structure by treating them as Lowland barons, but this initiative failed. Consequently, the 

king had to utilize the Gordons and Campbells as government policemen in order to 

administer the Highlands separately from the Lowlands. With the death of James V in 

1542, the kingdom passed to his baby daughter, whose nearest male kinsman was the 

King of England Henry VIII. This situation presented the English with another 

opportunity to unite Scotland with England. Henry had his son, the Prince of Wales, 

betrothed to Mary, the future queen, but the Scottish Parliament denounced the treaties 

that established the arrangement. When Henry invaded southern Scotland in 1544-45, 

Scotland renewed its alliance with the French, and later, its parliament betrothed the 

Queen to the Dauphin in 1548. When she was whisked away to France to marry the 

Dauphin in 1558, Scotland was closely allied to France; they drafted a secret document 

that recognized the crown of Scotland would pass to the King of France if she left no 

heirs. 

Meanwhile, another event was commencing that would have profound 

significance for centuries to come. The Reformation, which challenged the place of the 

Roman Church in Europe, found its way to the shores of Scotland. Henry unleashed 

these forces in England in a top-down style for the sake of political expediency. 

However, the Reformation in Scotland was a bottom-up struggle that was born in 

revolution against an absentee monarch who was not only Catholic but also supported 

by a Catholic France. John Knox, one of the key leaders of the Calvinist reformation in 

Scotland, along with others, challenged the regency of the Queen Mother Mary, who 

attempted to try Protestant heretics who had become a direct threat to Catholic and 

French authority. Knox, in negotiations with the English, helped to raise an Anglo-
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Scottish army that attacked the regency and its French forces, delivering a fatal blow. 

The Treaty of Leith ended French domination in Scotland. Though it did recognize Mary 

and Francis as Sovereigns of Scotland, it required the removal of all French troops from 

Scotland. It also left a parliament in the hands of Protestants, who passed three acts 

that had significant religious implications. One was to destroy the authority of the Pope 

in Scotland. The most important was to establish for the Kirk sovereign authority while 

limiting the authority of the state. In England, all of the Pope’s authority was transferred 

to the monarchy, giving the crown power over the church and state as one; however, in 

Scotland, the “Twa Kingdoms” were established to separate the church from the state, 

giving the Kirk independent authority to intervene in civil affairs. The importance of the 

Reformation in Scotland is that it removed a barrier to eventual union with England 

because of religious differences. Finally, with the French threat from Scotland now 

defeated, an Anglo-Scottish League was formed in 1586, a reflection of the continuing 

peace between England and Scotland that had been in place since 1560 and would 

eventually result in the union of the two crowns in the succession of James VI of 

Scotland (James I of England) in 1603. A common religion and monarchy made this 

union possible, and only during the brief period of Cromwell as Protector did English 

and Scottish interests clash after a brutal civil war involving England, Ireland, and 

Scotland. 

With the advent of the Restoration, Scotland’s political future would be squarely 

tied to England’s, but not its economic situation. As England experienced an enormous 

increase in wealth through its colonies and trade, Scotland did not enjoy equal share 

despite a common monarch. Following the Glorious revolution, which now ensured that 
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succession would only pass to a Protestant, Scotland experienced an economic crisis 

because of  seven years of bad harvests and a failed attempt at establishing its own 

colony in Panama; indeed, the Darien expedition resulted in an huge economic loss for 

Scottish investors. So by 1700, a complete union, political and economic, with England 

became a very attractive option for Scots. The result was the Acts of Union 1707, which 

opened up English markets to Scottish industries and united the two parliaments into 

the Parliament of Great Britain, though Scots retained some autonomy by maintaining 

their legal system, state church, and education system. 

However, not all Scots were excited about union with England and would make 

their discontent known in the form of two Jacobin rebellions in 1715 and 1745. Two 

things must be remembered about Scotland’s incorporation into the English state. First, 

the Anglicized lowlands, the home of the Scottish Enlightenment, had the most to gain 

from union economically and politically. From an economic perspective, the lowlands 

were the location of the commercial class, which had the most to gain from the opening 

of English markets and the markets of its corresponding empire. Second, the Scottish 

nobility was largely concentrated in the lowlands, in some cases possessed English 

estates, and would represent Scotland in both the Commons and the Lords of 

Westminster Parliament. Also, the success of the Reformation in Scotland was largely 

confined to the lowlands, for the highlands proved too remote to be directly impacted by 

the process. Therefore, the highlands continued to be a fundamentally agrarian 

subsistence economic structure that stood to gain little from union and remained 

predominantly Catholic, similar to Ireland. 
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Therefore, the highlands proved an excellent recruiting area for discontented 

elements of the union who supported royal challengers to the English state. So although 

the union, on the surface, appeared to be a voluntary project, it still required the English 

government to suppress the insurrections with brutal violence. In fact, the last revolt saw 

the English government suppress the cultural aspects of highland society, such as the 

bagpipes, the kilts, and other forms of highland identity, to complete Anglicization and 

destroy the clan system that was seen as the source of a backward and uncivilized 

society. This other aspect of the union would later be used by the Scottish National 

Party to tell a different story about union and Scotland’s real relation with the English 

state. 

Wales: The Path to Union 

Although the English had prevented any successful attempt at Welsh unity after 

its initial conquest, it did not completely break the power of the princes to challenge 

English rule until the end of the 13th century. Edward I defeated the revolt of Llewellyn 

after the Welsh prince’s death in battle in 1282, ushering in a period of English 

dominance that would last 800 years before a new Welsh polity emerged. This 

dominance was officially recognized through the Statute of Rhuddlan, which established 

a colonial system under an English government for administering Wales and enforcing 

English Criminal Law. The Marcher Lords maintained order within the region. Although 

intermittent revolts against English rule would occur, the power of the Marcher Lords 

increased, and they started to utilize the Welsh gentry to manage their estates because 

they did not want to reside in Wales to enjoy the wealth and titles that came with their 

lands in the region. As a result, the Welsh gentry were Anglicized and would replace the 
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Marcher Lords as day-to-day administrators despite the Penal Codes that forbade such 

an arrangement. Finally, Henry VIII would institutionalize this system when he 

incorporated Wales into the English state. 

Henry accomplished two interdependent goals in the 1530s. First, he 

incorporated Wales into the English state by abolishing the Marcher Lords so that the 

king would have absolute sovereignty throughout his kingdom. This move went hand-in-

hand with his reformation, the goal of which was not to embrace the Protestant faith but 

to assure that the authority of the Pope now belonged to the monarch as head of the 

Church of England. He “sought a revolution in authority, not a revolution in religion” (J. 

Davies, 2001, p. 220). A central development was to entrust to the Welsh gentry the 

administration of the counties; they could now legally become sheriffs, justices of the 

peace, and members of the English Parliament, for Wales was given representation. 

Recognition of the Law of England eliminated any legal distinctions between the Welsh 

and the English and made English the official language of the courts of Wales, creating 

further incentive for the gentry to be Anglicized. Finally, a second act was passed in 

1543 to rectify the weaknesses of the first act.  

Ireland: The Path to Union 

With the accession of Henry VIII to the English throne in 1509, the Tudor dynasty 

set out to complete the conquest of Ireland; they assured it would be governed by an 

English government, and in 1541, Henry would be crowned King of Ireland, the first time 

the title was assumed by an English monarch. The motive for doing so was self-

protection from foreign threats, principally France and Spain, or domestic rivals. Part of 

the strategy to secure Ireland was to dispense with relying on the support of the Anglo-



41 

Irish; this move ignited a rebellion by Thomas Fitzgerald, the leader of the Anglo-Irish, 

and Henry ruthlessly suppressed it. Afterwards, he introduced policies to Anglicize the 

Gaelic by seizing land and giving it to those he trusted as feudal fiefs, establishing 

uniformity of language and dress, and encouraging obedience of English Law. He also 

introduced the Reformation, which failed in Ireland, unlike Wales and Scotland. What 

emerged was a unity of purpose between the Anglo-Irish and Gaelic to defend the 

Roman Church against the newly established church of the English colony and its 

official class that migrated to Ireland to assist in establishing English control. Later, 

these policies were followed by plantation, which was the English colonization of 

Ireland. That the English no longer trusted the Anglo-Irish, and had never trusted the 

Gaelic aristocracy, became clear when the English started referring to the Anglo-Irish as 

“English rebels” and the Gaelic as “Irish enemies” (Hayes-McCoy, 2001, p. 142). 

However, one area of Ireland remained relatively free of the grip of English colonization: 

Ulster. Here the Gaelic lords had been unaffected by the changes implemented in the 

rest of the country and refused to accept English control of sheriffs, provosts, and 

lawyers, eventually leading to an outright rebellion in 1593 that would not be subdued 

until 1603. Once the rebellion was defeated and the flight of the earls left a power 

vacuum, the English were free to implement any policy they saw fit. That policy was 

colonization, which dispossessed rebellious lords of their land and redistributed it to 

loyal Protestant English colonists. The plan was to be more extensive in segregating the 

Irish to designated areas so that the new colonists could establish a network of new 

Protestant communities. In effect, if the Irish did not become Protestant, then 

Protestants would be brought to Ireland, including many tenants from English and many 
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more from the lowlands of Scotland to cultivate the land. In Ulster, an entirely new 

society would be established that would even be different in character from the other 

parts of Ireland. Though the process was comprehensive, the Catholics were not 

segregated as completely as planned; not enough tenants from England migrated, 

forcing the Protestant landowners to hire Catholics as tenants or laborers. Pockets of 

native Irish Catholics remained in Ulster, the consequences of which would emerge 

centuries later. English policy has successfully subdued the entire country, but 

Catholicism survived. The colonization of Ulster provided an opportunity for English 

control by increasing the number of Protestant representatives in the Irish Parliament, 

which had been dominated the “Old English,” the earlier colonizers who had remained 

Catholic. This infusion of Protestant representatives threatened their control of the Irish 

Parliament, for they were barely able to frustrate attempted anti-Catholic legislation. 

However, the English Civil War presented an opportunity for the Ulster Catholics 

to reclaim lost lands by taking advantage of divisions in England; the subsequent 

uprising, which saw the Old English rally to the cause throughout Ireland, eventually 

failed. The end result was an invasion by Cromwell that would decimate the rebels and 

transfer more land to worthy Protestants. This seizure established a Protestant upper 

class that would dominate the Catholic majority in Ireland until the partition in 1922. 

Finally, at the advent of the Glorious Revolution in England, the Irish Catholics would 

support the Jacobite cause against William and Mary and face the defeat of a third 

rebellion during the 17th century, ending with the Treaty of Limerick in 1691. The Irish 

Parliament was left entirely in Protestant hands, making way for what is known as the 

Protestant Ascendancy in Irish history. 
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The Ascendancy witnessed the introduction of penal laws that excluded 

Catholics from Parliament, government office, the legal profession, and commissions in 

the army or navy. It also further reduced the Catholic ownership of land by prohibiting 

Catholics from buying; by 1709, Catholics owned just 14% of the land, by 1778, only 5% 

(Bartlett, 2011, p. 178). In 1720, Westminster passed the Declaratory Act, assuring that 

it could legislate for Ireland directly. England administered Ireland as a colony, for the 

majority of the population was Catholic and had proved to be disloyal; the Protestants 

had no choice but to accept this policy as they were a minority and relied on the 

protection of England for their safety. In fact, an English force resided in Dublin until 

1922. Also, the Irish executive, the Lord Lieutenant, who had been an Englishman since 

Henry VII, was appointed by the Crown and answered to Westminster, not the Irish 

Parliament. As a result, the English government maintained control by balancing each 

religious group against the other, assuring the popery codes did not go so far as to 

ignite another rebellion. 

The relationship between Ireland and England led to a peculiar political 

arrangement in which a Crown representative possessed executive authority and the 

island nation retained its own “independent” parliament or legislature. This arrangement 

frustrated England’s ability to govern the island and forced monarchs and, later, their 

governments in Parliament to search for ways to circumvent the influence of the Irish 

Parliament. These methods of influencing the legislative process were important 

because of Ireland’s strategic importance to the security of England and, later, the 

empire. According to Alan Ward, in his study The Irish Constitutional Tradition, there 

were three methods the English practiced in order to influence the island’s policy 
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outcomes. The first was “the royal prerogative, the common law powers of the Crown, 

exercised by agents of the Sovereign” (Ward, 1994, p. 16). The Lord Lieutenant, who 

acted as the monarch’s representative in the country, exercised this role. The second 

method was to manipulate the ruling elites by using patronage to gain their favor and, 

thus, support for Crown policies. The banning of Catholics from Parliament in 1691 led 

to the Protestant ascendancy in Ireland until its split in 1922 and the repression of the 

Catholic minority. The last device was a pair of parliamentary statues, Poyning’s Law 

and the Declaratory Act, which gave the English the right not only to veto any legislation 

but also to legislate for Ireland through the English Parliament (p. 17). In practice, 

according to Ward’s study, Ireland had less political autonomy than most British 

colonies, and the American Revolution would prove to be an inspiration (p. 18). 

American success in 1782 inspired demands for change from the Irish in the 

governing arrangements that had been practiced for 300 years. Unlike the Americans, 

the Irish recognized that independence was not an option because the British state 

would never agree to a policy that placed their national security at risk. Instead, 

demands for greater legislative independence led to the establishment of a new 

governing arrangement that satisfied Irish sensibilities. This arrangement was known as 

Grattan’s Parliament, which, of course, was dominated by the Protestant minority. The 

outcome was the repeal of the Declaratory Act, returning to Irish Parliament the ability to 

legislate laws for the island, and later the repeal of Poyning’s Law, removing the 

requirement to pass all bills to the Crown before their passage by the Irish Parliament. 

Thus, the Irish Parliament became the only authority to legislate laws for the nation. 

Although the intention was to create a new administrative system with a new 
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constitution, it failed to provide self-government and, at the same time, protect British 

interests. Britain now faced precisely the same problem it had confronted with its 

American colonies and failed to resolve satisfactorily. Unfortunately, the new political 

structure was a failure; the new constitution failed to make ministers responsible to the 

parliament. The Lord Lieutenant would retain his authority and continue to choose 

ministers based on loyalty to Westminster, not the Irish Parliament. The Crown’s 

concern for its national security, along with its mercantilist economic principles, could 

not leave the fate of its policies to a co-equal parliament, even one dominated by 

Protestants. This predicament would eventually result in the Act of Union as a 25-year 

war with revolutionary France began and an Irish uprising was aborted in 1798. The 

government recognized Ireland’s importance to its national security and could no longer 

risk appeasing its subjects. The need for quick and decisive action pushed the 

government to implement union, assuring that control of Ireland would emanate from 

London. 

The Irish Parliament approved the Act of Union only after bribery and coercion. 

The structure created under the Act of Union reduced local autonomy and put in place a 

system that operated like the Crown colony structure used by Britain when it conquered 

new territories or believed the colony to be hostile or not yet ready for self-government. 

According to Ward (1994), “from 1801 to 1921 Ireland was governed by a mixture of 

colonial and parliamentary government at odds with the concept of responsible 

government as it fully had emerged by midcentury” (p. 30). The union was a political 

expedient in wartime that never solved any of the grievances the Irish people had in its 

relationship with the British state, especially the Catholic majority. Although Ireland was 
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given representation in Westminster in both its chambers, the law permitted only 

Protestants to hold office, a policy that would not change until Catholic emancipation in 

the late 1820s. 

This particular arrangement of Grattan’s Parliament might have satisfied the 

Protestant minority, who depended on England for their security from a still repressed 

Catholic minority, but it would prove unsatisfactory to the Catholic majority, who 

believed that only an independent Ireland could provide the freedom they had lost in 

over the centuries. Therefore, devolution was a plausible option for Irish Protestants 

who enjoyed total control in the Grattan Parliament of 1782. However, after 

emancipation, Protestants were fearful of home rule because now the nation could be 

dominated by a Catholic majority. For Catholics, devolution never would be a 

satisfactory solution because it was just another institutional structure designed to 

assure English domination. 

The path to union in both Scotland and Wales occurred early and united people 

with a common faith and similar economic interests. For Scotland, the union was 

voluntary and incremental, appearing to be a natural course of events that proved 

beneficial to Scots, although they retained limited autonomy through the retention of 

certain institutions and represented the weaker partner in the merger of two 

independent states. The Welsh were essentially absorbed into the English state, treated 

as Englishmen, and not subject to the repression of penal codes. These codes were 

eliminated by the union, which proved successful, in part, because there never had 

been a legacy of independence in Wales. Therefore, the historical legacy of integration 

into the English state helps explain why devolution in Scotland later was embraced as a 
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legitimate policy preference short of independence. On the other hand, Wales, being 

more fully assimilated, explains why devolution was never fully embraced as a 

necessary policy preference. However, the Irish possessed a legacy of independence 

that was never fully suppressed, and completion of its conquest took much longer than 

unification with Scotland, which successfully resisted conquest and retained its 

independence. And when this final attempt to conquer Ireland took place, it was 

sectarian in nature, complementing an attempt to impose the Reformation. And when 

this attempt failed, an extensive and systematic colonization took place, increasing the 

sectarian nature of the process and subjecting a majority of the population to continued 

repression. The English state treated Ireland as a colony and never as a real partner, 

even after union; when tensions escalated, independence was the only policy 

preference for the Irish majority, devolution or home rule being just another 

institutionalized means of colonization. 

Chapters 3 and 4 examine the incorporation of both Scotland and Wales into the 

English state, critical junctures that determine the extent of national identity and how it 

later would influence the path to devolution. This incorporation would lay the foundation, 

or create the conditions, for the emergence of national identity, which would shape the 

particular demands for the second critical juncture: administrative devolution. In turn, 

this institutional structure reinforced national or regional differences, facilitating the 

transition to a more robust form of devolution.  
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CHAPTER 3 
INTEGRATION: SCOTLAND AND THE PATH TO ADMINISTRATIVE DEVOLUTION 

 
The Incorporation of Scotland 

In the wake of colonial devolution in the white settlements of the British Empire 

and early manifestations of the home rule movement in both Scotland and Wales, the 

next step is to examine administrative devolution as it evolved first in Scotland and later 

in Wales within the United Kingdom itself. The importance of this analysis highlights that 

although home rule as a policy failed to pass Parliament in the nineteenth century, 

discussion of home rule implied the distinctiveness of different regions within the United 

Kingdom, making possible both the introduction of administrative devolution and the 

recognition of its necessity in delivering better governance. While Gladstone pondered 

the implementation of legislative devolution for Ireland, he quietly initiated an act that 

would establish the Scottish Office. This act received royal assent in 1885 after passing 

the House of Lords under a Tory administration, a year before home rule legislation for 

Ireland would be presented to a very reluctant Parliament, sparking political debate in 

Britain that lasted until the outbreak of World War I. The Scottish Office was not viewed 

as unique or a threat to the unity of the nation but merely as an attempt to consolidate 

organizationally a number of tasks already administered by established local boards in 

Scotland. Scotland had retained its institutional distinctiveness, even after the union of 

the two kingdoms, because Scot’s Law and local administration remain intact (Mitchell, 

2003, p. 12).  

This chapter and Chapter 4 examine the integration of Scotland and Wales with 

England, respectively, and how these two critical junctures shaped the long-term 

environment that would influence the extent to which both regions were assimilated into 
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the United Kingdom. Hypothetically, full assimilation would create a common identity, 

removing future demands for political autonomy. However, incomplete assimilation 

would leave open the door for retaining the each region’s original identity or preserve a 

foundation for the advent of nationalism in the nineteenth century. The implication is that 

this competing identity would give rise to a spirit of autonomy as the responsibilities of 

the state grew and a centralized authority residing in a distant capitol began to appear 

out of touch or indifferent. Throughout the nineteenth century, territories peopled by 

different cultures or language groups that had been conquered or united through 

dynastic processes eventually voiced demands for autonomy or independence. Never 

fully assimilated, these societies had retained certain aspects of their original identity. In 

many cases, the state had not insisted on complete assimilation at the time of 

unification; as a result, elements of the original culture remained, leading eventually to a 

cultural revival and subsequent demands for political autonomy. 

Not until 1603 was a personal union of the crowns established, but this union 

was contingent on the preservation of each country’s laws of succession to its 

respective throne. It did eliminate some trade restrictions and established a common 

citizenship, but both nations retained their independent and sovereign parliaments. The 

only real change was that the seat of royal government moved to London, a 

development that was not very popular in Scotland (Himsworth & Munro, 1998, p. 2). 

Later, with the success of the Glorious Revolution of 1688, William and Mary of Orange 

were offered the crown for both nations, with the understanding that the monarchy 

would be subordinate in some powers to Parliament. The document that recognized this 

constitutional change in Scotland was called the Claim of Right, a label that reappeared 
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in the twentieth century as demands for home rule grew in Scotland. By the beginning of 

the eighteenth century, Scots could see they would remain outside the growing colonial 

trade that was making England wealthy; thus, unification would give Scottish merchants 

and others access to this trade. Even after the Act of Union in 1707, the legal system 

and the Church of Scotland remained intact, precluding any complete administrative 

Union. In fact, Articles 18 and 19 officially preserved the authority and privileges of the 

Scottish Court of Sessions. Second, the Scottish Act of Security in 1706 had already 

legally recognized the Scottish state church, which was responsible for education and 

some aspects of local governance. Indeed, the union was not designed to assimilate 

Scotland into the English state. According to B.P. Levack (1987), “The men who 

negotiated the Treaty had no interest in creating a united British nation and therefore 

enabled the Scots to preserve their own national identity within the union” (p. 212). The 

first three articles of the Treaty declare a union forever, a common rule of succession for 

the monarchy, and a single parliament for both countries. Furthermore, fourteen of the 

twenty-five articles deal with economic issues, such as free trade and a common fiscal 

system. The treaty created a political and economic union, but it clearly retained 

distinctive Scottish institutions that preserved a separate Scottish identity and some 

aspects of administrative control at the regional level. Therefore, this critical juncture 

preserved Scottish identity and cultural autonomy and retained administrative 

institutions that would be expected to deal with the specific aspects of governance or 

policy issues in their jurisdiction. The next section examines the background towards 

administrative devolution. 
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The Path to Administrative Devolution 

The more centralized offices of Lord Chancellor, Lord Privy Seal, and Lord 

Treasurer were abolished, gutting the Scottish Privy Council that was responsible for 

maintaining law and order and had governed Scotland on a day-to-day basis by 

representing the monarch. However, other centralizing authorities remained due to the 

continuation of Scot’s Law: the post of Secretary of State and the Lord Justice Clerk 

(Gibson, 1985, p. 4). Not long after, the Privy Council itself was abolished, leaving a 

very fragmented administration in Scotland that would have drastic consequences. Both 

the Jacobite uprising of 1715 and the Malt tax riots in Glasgow in 1725 demonstrated 

the weakness or lack of character of the Secretaries of State in office, which was now 

located at Westminster. As a result, the position was left vacant. The Duke of Argyll, as 

Queen’s Commissioner, had taken it upon himself to deal with the rebellion, and the 

Lord Advocate Duncan Forbes successfully dealt with the civil disorder in Glasgow. In 

the end, the Lord Advocate emerged as the principal consult to the Crown on all matters 

in Scotland. 

From an institutional standpoint, any one of the Secretaries of State was formally 

responsible for conducting Crown business in Scotland. In reality, the Lord Advocate 

and unofficial “Scottish Managers” (i.e., Scots who held a ministerial position in the 

Cabinet and acted as informal advisors on Scottish affairs, even if the held post was 

unconnected) exerted great influence in managing Scotland. They were key sources of 

information and understanding for the Secretaries of State when Scottish affairs 

appeared on the agenda (Milne, 1957, p. 11). This informal arrangement solidified over 

time, and a few influential Scottish families whose members served as Scottish 
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Managers and the Lord Advocate gained significant power; in fact, the Lord Advocate 

actually resided in Edinburgh from 1745 to 1827. Even though Secretary of State for the 

Home Department formally assumed responsibility for Scottish affairs in 1782, these 

influential families not only continued to dominate Scottish affairs but also accumulated 

a great deal of political patronage, further enhancing their influence in Scotland. For 

example, Henry Dundas, appointed Lord Advocate in 1775, could boast seven years 

later that 43 of the 45 Members of Parliament were his nominees and that he was 

responsible for preparing the list of Scottish peers (Milne, 1957, p. 11).  

By 1804, the enormous power held by these offices started to attract criticism in 

the House of Commons, particularly because of Dundas’s influence, which coincided 

with the Scottish Enlightenment. During this period, the manager system came under 

scrutiny because it shut out many people and remained deaf to new ideas, frustrating 

those who saw public service as a means of social mobility. Therefore, by 1827, the 

Scottish manager system had been eliminated, and the Home Secretary had assumed 

responsibility for Scottish affairs, not only formally but in actual practice. A clear line of 

communications was in place; the Home Secretary was accountable for Scottish affairs, 

receiving advice and assistance from the Lord Advocate. Indeed, not much had 

changed, as would become apparent in the coming years when the Whigs assumed 

control of Westminster and began to launch political and social reforms in Great Britain.  

Along with this arrangement, a “Scotch Lord of the Treasury” was appointed to 

assist with concerns north of the Tyne River (Gibson, 1985, p. 10). Despite recognition 

some needed change, the resulting model did not improve the administration of 

Scotland (Milne, 1957, p. 13). Although the establishment of the Scottish Lord of the 
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Treasury did not appear significant, the position did provide an advocate in Parliament 

for Scottish affairs and allowed that member to act as a whip to guide Scottish 

legislation through Parliament. For example, Lord Elcho, in the 1850s, pushed a number 

of important pieces of Scottish legislation. Moreover, when the Lord Advocate and 

Scottish Lord of the Treasury remained cordial, the system worked well enough to stifle 

any criticism (Gibson, 1985, p. 13). As this link from Westminster to Edinburgh provided 

the legislation necessary to govern Scotland, a parallel system, in the form of governing 

boards, emerged over time to administer specific policy domains within the region. 

In his book the Scottish Office, Sir David Milne (1957) cites three reasons these 

boards developed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. First, until 1885, there 

was no Secretary of State for Scotland responsible for national administration. Second, 

administrative independence in Scotland was not merely a result of distinctiveness but 

geographical distance. Communication between Edinburgh and London took one week, 

necessitating some level of administrative flexibility. Finally, the political atmosphere in 

Scotland and England during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was 

dominated by “strong ideological objections to any permanent intervention by the State 

in economic affairs and intense local opposition to centralized administration” (p. 17). A 

number of boards existed by the mid-nineteenth century; they were established as 

economic and social welfare concerns created pressure for state intervention and as 

needs to regulate industry and collect revenue grew. Each board was independent; 

members were appointed by the government through the Home Secretary (in consult 

with the Lord Advocate). The first board was the Board of Manufactures, which was 

responsible for the woolen and linen industry; it was established in 1727, but its origin 
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can be traced to the Act of Union (Gibson, 1985, p. 16). Various boards followed, 

including the Scottish Prisons Commission, the Board of White Herring Fisheries 

(responsible for inspecting thousands of barrels of salted herring exported to Europe 

annually), the Board of Supervision (responsible for poverty relief), and the General 

Board for Lunacy for Scotland (established in the 1850s). However, these boards were 

not administratively efficient and primarily offered positions of great political patronage 

to a few elites: “what was perceived by some as neglect could be reinterpreted as a 

form of administrative autonomy” (Cameron, 2010, p. 63). What mattered to the public 

was that the boards were staffed by Scots; this nationalist pride made them believe that 

boards served the best interests of Scotland. In addition, the central government 

periodically addressed Scottish concerns by other means to minimize criticism about the 

governance of Scotland. 

The Jury Act 1825 curbed some of the power of the Lord Advocate; later, the 

Great Reform Act 1832 increased the franchise and eliminated rotten boroughs, 

expanding the representation of the growing urban population. A year later, the Burgh 

Reform Act 1833 improved local government and gave the Scottish towns elected 

councils. This development expanded their tax base, and the additional revenue 

provided local services to citizens who had been neglected in most communities. 

Similar electoral reform and the expansion did not come to rural counties until the late 

1880s. The other significant change was increasing Scottish representation in 

Parliament. The Union of 1707 had given Scotland 45 seats in the Commons. In 1832, 

this number rose to 53. By 1868, the number of seats had increased to 58, in part 
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because the public had become more vocal about representation in light of Ireland’s 

100 seats. 

Despite these official measures, there was underlying dissatisfaction among 

Scottish citizens, who felt that more was needed to govern the nation effectively. This 

dissatisfaction eventually took the form of demands that were more organized and 

substantial than complaints of Scottish MPs. First, the Convention of Royal Burghs 

asked that the Lord Advocate’s legal and political functions be separated and for the 

establishment of a Secretary of State for Scotland (Milne, 1957, p. 13). Later, in 1853, 

the National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights unsuccessfully petitioned 

the Lords for a Secretary of State. One historian has referred to this organization as 

Scotland’s “First Nationalist Movement” (Mitchell, 2003, p. 19). In the mid and late 

1850s, two motions were made to appoint a Secretary of State, the latter of which was 

defeated in the Commons by a vote of 174 to 47 (p. 19). Finally, in 1869, a majority of 

Scottish MPs sent a letter to Prime Minister Gladstone requesting the appointment of a 

secretary for Scotland with functions similar to those of the Irish Secretary. Their 

argument was that the system of Scottish Boards had proven unsatisfactory because 

they were not accountable to Parliament (Milne, 1957, p. 13). They also echoed a 

common complaint of the period: that the Lord Advocate monopolized power in 

Scotland. Like most politicians who did not want to deal with a controversial issue, Mr. 

Gladstone established a board of inquiry to examine the Scottish Boards. 

Lord Camperdown and Sir William Clerke were appointed to examine economic 

efficiencies, the need for consolidation under a parliamentary head, and the duties and 

responsibilities of the boards (Mitchell, 2003, p. 21). The recommendation of the 
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commission was essentially that the status quo was economically efficient and 

acceptable. They also noted that the major complaints came from the Scottish MPs and 

not the Scottish people and that the major cause of complaint was how the legal 

profession was dominating the administration of the state through the Lord Advocate 

and membership on the boards (p. 22). The inquiry recommended consolidating a 

couple of boards, but the government ignored the report because it supported 

maintenance of the status quo. Over ten years later, however, a much more persistent 

demand for a state secretary would surface, demonstrating how political maneuvering 

can create strange bedfellows. 

In 1874, Gladstone and his Liberal Party were removed from power, losing the 

next election to the Tories. However, international events would return Gladstone to the 

center stage. A series of massacres of Bulgarian Christians by Turkish soldiers stirred 

European outrage, particularly in devout Christians such as Mr. Gladstone. Because his 

old seat in Greenwich was no longer very safe, Mr. Gladstone was persuaded by 

Scottish Liberals to stand in Edinburghshire, or what was then known as Midlothian, a 

staunchly Conservative county seat. One of the Scottish Liberals who convinced Mr. 

Gladstone to stand in Scotland was a young peer, Lord Rosebury, who provided 

luxurious quarters and used his significant influence in the community to grant remission 

of rent to his tenants and entertain local Liberals at his local estate at Dalmeny 

(Cameron, 2010, p. 56). Not only was the 1880 election the first popularly conducted 

election in Britain, but the results also returned Gladstone and his Liberal Party to 

power. The significance for Scotland was the growing influence of Lord Rosebury, who 

supported many Scottish causes, including the need for a secretary for Scotland. 
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Although the Tory Home Secretary introduced legislation for the creation of an 

Under Secretary for Home Affairs to focus entirely on Scotland in 1878, the bill never 

left the starting gate; the issue faded as the Tories lost the 1880 election. However, with 

the Liberal electoral victory and Lord Rosebury’s appointment as a junior minister in the 

Home Office with responsibility for Scotland, the argument for a Scottish Secretary 

reverberated through the corridors of power. In a debate in the House of Lords in June 

of 1881, Rosebury used the “slippery slope” argument to support his cause; he had 

heard talk of “Home Rule,” and a Secretary for Scotland was necessary to meet this 

demand. Of course, this reasoning played to the times because land reform and home 

rule were becoming very important issues in Ireland. Despite his great efforts to get 

Gladstone to support the need for a secretary, Gladstone felt the office to be 

unnecessary and thought Rosebury’s push on the issue to be self-interested; indeed, he 

thought Rosebury was emphasizing the need for a Scottish Office merely to move 

himself into the Cabinet (Mitchell, 2003, p. 25).  

Given the inertia displayed by Gladstone on the issue, public pressure was 

brought to bear on two occasions. First, in the same year as Rosebury’s 

pronouncements, the Convention of Royal Burghs passed a resolution urging a 

separate and subordinate legislature for Scotland. In 1884, after Rosebury resigned his 

post in protest, 132 Scottish Burghs and 18 MPs attended a meeting chaired by the 

Conservative Lord Lothian in Edinburgh (p. 27). The meeting included speeches from 

both Liberals and Tories, culminating in a resolution for the “unconditional appointment 

of a Secretary of State for Scotland” (p. 26). Early the next year, a delegation from the 

convention travelled to London to communicate its resolution to the government, which 
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was now more willing to listen after considerable public pressure. A.J. Balfour and Lord 

Balfour, both having participated in the convention, informed Lord Salisbury, leader of 

the Tory Party, that support for a Scottish Secretary was in the party’s best interest. At 

this point, bipartisan support for the establishment of a Scottish Office clearly existed. In 

May 1884, the Secretary for Scotland Bill was introduced into the Lords; this bill would 

grant individual ministerial responsibility and was amended in committee to expand that 

responsibility to law and justice.  

Although the bill was winding its way through the legislative process, the fall of 

Gladstone’s government terminated the legislation. With the Liberals out, the Tories, 

under Salisbury, returned to power as an interim government due to Redmond’s Irish 

support; as a courtesy, they permitted Rosebury, even though he was now a member of 

the opposition, to re-introduce the legislation into the Lords in the summer of 1885. The 

bill gave the minister authority over the boards but removed his authority over law and 

justice (Gibson, 1985, p. 24). In addition, the original bill had given the office control of 

education, but due to political pressure from the educations boards, the bill reflected a 

half-hearted compromise: to make the new secretary the vice-president of the Scottish 

Education Department. Because the new office was not viewed as an agent of social 

change, bipartisan support continued in this new round of consideration, and the 

legislation received Royal Assent on August 14, 1885. The Duke of Richmond and 

Gordon was appointed as the new Secretary for Scotland. Despite the establishment of 

the Scottish Office, administrative efficiency in the governance of Scotland was still a 

long way off. As James Mitchell explained in his analysis of administrative devolution, 

“The origins of the office had been a response to Scottish grievances rather than a 
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desire to devise a scheme for administrative efficacy. Its uncertain responsibilities and 

the different proposals that initially emerged suggest that issues of good government 

were secondary” (Gibson, 1985, p. 29). However, this second critical juncture dictated 

the institutional path of by which future British governments would have to proceed in 

dealing with the governance of Scotland. 

Institutionalizing the Scottish Office 

At the same time, the establishment of the Scottish Office set a precedent that 

reached beyond administrative efficiency at a distance from the national capital. As 

James Mitchell (2003) highlighted in his study Governing Scotland: The Invention of 

Administrative Devolution, “the creation of the office was unusual in that this client group 

was a nation” and “in many respects a pressure group representing Scottish interests 

within a British central government” (p. 2). He further argued, more importantly, that 

“national sentiment played an important part in its emergence and development,” 

encouraging “a conception of Scotland as a political and not merely a cultural entity” (p. 

2). Rokkan and Urwin (1982), in the introduction to their analysis on territorial identity in 

Europe, described the United Kingdom as a union state that “preserves some degree of 

regional autonomy and serves as agencies of indigenous elite recruitment” (p. 11). Both 

studies recognize that the institutionalization of autonomy, in the form of the Scottish 

Office, provided the foundational structure for becoming a regional advocate that could 

operate in a distinct political environment and change in response to pressures from the 

outside. 

Not until 1939 and only after a number of attempts did the administrative 

apparatus in Scotland become a model of efficiency. Eight years would pass before 



 
 

60 

three fundamental issues concerning the status and authority of the Scottish Office 

would be resolved: (a) the status of the Scottish Minister, (b) the office’s role in 

educational matters, and (c) the amount the work done by the Home Office that would 

be absorbed by the Scottish Secretary (Mitchell, 2003, p. 29). By 1892, the Scottish 

Secretary was a member of the cabinet by convention; not until 1926 was he elevated 

to the official cabinet rank of Secretary of State. In addition, by 1897, most educational 

duties, excluding university education, had been transferred to the Scottish Education 

Department. Finally, the Scottish Office continually absorbed Home Office 

responsibilities as the government workload expanded to meet the needs of a growing 

welfare state. Therefore, in 1887 and 1889, two additional acts amended the original 

legislation, addressing matters that had caused concern about the Scottish Office. 

These changes would suffice until after World War I, when an expanding economy, a 

depression, and a growing state placed more stress on the administrative organization. 

While the drive for a Scottish Secretary had been successful, it still did not 

attenuate grievances about the amount of parliamentary time devoted to “Scotch 

affairs.” These grievances first surfaced in the 1850s in response to Scotland’s under-

representation in the legislature. By 1863, Scottish representation had increased from 

53 to 60; in 1885, the number rose to 72 (Mitchell, 2003, p. 42). The previous 

arrangement proved unsatisfactory because MPs informally met in the Commons 

tearoom to discuss needed legislation for Scotland, sometimes in the presence of the 

Lord Advocate. Moving a bill successfully through the legislative process was difficult 

because it usually lacked government support. In addition, because the Lord Advocate 

lacked cabinet status, he was dependent on the Home Office for support, which was 
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usually more concerned with other more pressing issues. This discontent among 

Scottish MPs generated a growing demand for a Scottish Grand Committee that would 

consider legislation specifically for Scotland. The demand stemmed in part from the 

heavy legislative workload, which moved Mr. Gladstone to submit a resolution to 

appoint standing committees based on policy domain, as suggested by Sir Erskine May. 

Simultaneously, a Scottish MP submitted an amendment to remove the limit on the 

number of committees so that some might be established on the “principle of territorial 

division of work” (p. 43). The same member, a known home ruler, proposed a similar 

amendment in 1888, only to see it voted down.  

The reason the idea of a Scottish Committee did not initially succeed after the 

successful establishment of a Scottish Office is that it lacked the bipartisan support that 

created a Scottish Secretary. The issue pitted Liberal against Tory, and even Mr. 

Gladstone, as the Liberal leader, did not completely support the cause. He only came 

around when he saw political advantage for his party in Scotland in its struggle against 

the Tories in the region. Eventually, in his last term as Prime Minister, Mr. Gladstone 

decided to support the issue. His successor, Lord Rosebury, would establish a Scottish 

Grand Committee in 1894 using a sessional order; consequently, the committee was 

not permanent, generating further criticism from Scottish MPs. Finally, in 1907, the 

Liberal government, under Campbell-Bannerman, acquiesced to the idea of making the 

grand committee permanent; a parliamentary standing order institutionalized the focus 

of Scottish business within the parliamentary process. Once established, the Scottish 

Office placated concerns about protecting Scottish distinctiveness and came to 

represent, in the eyes of the public, a Scottish political system. Future grievances were 
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directed towards this office, clear evidence that that government could function using a 

territorial model of administration, in contrast to the traditional functional model 

exemplified by Whitehall.  

The establishment of administrative devolution in Scotland might suggest that 

Scottish grievances would be placated, but the debate over Irish Home Rule ignited 

similar demands from Scottish MPs. In 1910, one petition, signed by 42 Scottish MPs, 

demanded relocation of the Scottish Office to Edinburgh (Mitchell, 2003, p. 47). 

Similarly, a growing home rule movement coalesced in a Scottish National Committee, 

which included nineteen Liberal MPs and two Labor MPs (p. 47). Their cause was to 

ensure the government would not forget home rule for Scots once the Irish matter had 

been settled. However, the outbreak of World War I brought the implementation of Irish 

Home Rule to a standstill, as well as other demands for autonomy.  

After the war, the various boards that administered programs in the Scottish 

society and economy initiated new reforms. Before the 1920s, Liberal politicians 

defended the Scottish Boards because they represented the distinctiveness of Scotland, 

despite the enormous patronage they gave to a select few and their lack of 

accountability to Parliament. However, after World War I, the increasing administrative 

attention of the Scottish Office caused the boards to lose their association with Scottish 

distinctiveness. In addition, Scottish Labor continued to advocate the cause for home 

rule as they started to replace the Scottish Liberals who had originally supported it. 

Unfortunately, those who still supported the boards were not advocates of home rule, 

confusing the party’s position on administrative reform. From a parliamentarian’s point 

of view, the secretary was not an innovator, and his authority was not clearly defined, 
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especially because he competed with the Lord Advocate. As a Lord, he was not subject 

to questioning in the House of Commons, and, as the Keeper of the Great Seal for 

Scotland, he was a grandee, making him a cross between a Lord Lieutenant and Chief 

Secretary for Ireland; this hybrid identity was not particularly endearing to MPs 

(Hanham, 1969, pp. 51-53). Finally, reform in central administration did not attract much 

public attention, particularly because most people seemed satisfied with its operation. 

As a result, politicians did not feel any pressure from constituents to argue for reform. 

The most coherent voice advocating reform of central administration under a 

Scottish Office came from Scottish Unionists even though they were absolutely against 

home rule. Because they recognized that the board system was inefficient and lacked 

accountability, they argued for a more standardized Whitehall model of bureaucratic 

efficiency; at the same time, there was a Unionist strategy to demonstrate alternatives 

to home rule. Because they were clear about which reforms were necessary, they led 

the legislative struggle to build upon the already established Scottish Office, which could 

now be organized on the Whitehall model by replacing the boards with departments 

under the Scottish Secretary. Being the governing party for most of the twenties, the 

Conservatives were in a position to push reform. They also confronted little opposition 

from the Liberal or Labor parties. The reason for this minimal resistance is that during 

this period, both parties advocated home rule but with no clear policy program; they only 

wielded rhetoric that appealed to public discontent over the serious social and economic 

deprivation people were experiencing at the time. The Conservatives had already 

passed some reform measures in 1923 and 1924 that limited the size of the Health 
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Board and, to move in the direction of professionalization, made the Chairman of the 

Fishery Board a permanent civil servant. 

However, by 1927, the Conservative government, led by its Scottish Secretary 

Sir John Gilmour, introduced a Reorganization of Offices (Scotland) Bill to centralize 

administration under the Secretary. The legislation was designed to abolish the boards 

and create departments, each under a single advisor, manned by full-time civil servants 

at all levels. This structure would centralize administrative functions in a more efficient 

manner. Because the opposition favored home rule, they argued, not very forcibly, that 

the elimination of the boards would threaten the distinctiveness of Scotland’s 

governance. Ironically, a Scottish Labor representative stated that it would “subordinate 

Scottish administration to Whitehall to a far greater extent than has ever been the case, 

and to remove from Scotland practically the last vestige of independent Government 

and nationhood, and to have its center in London” (Mitchell, 2003, p. 110). Later, in the 

1960s, Labor would argue against devolution because it would not permit a centralized 

authority to administer the new welfare state the party was creating and because 

distinctiveness was in no person’s rational interest. The Secretary attempted to calm 

certain fears by asserting that not all boards would be eliminated and that devolution 

would not prohibit the creation of new boards if needed. He also added that when future 

circumstances permitted, the eventual goal was to centralize all of the Scottish 

administration in Edinburgh under one roof. This proposal was later included in the 

legislation, and the bill received Royal Assent in the spring of 1928. 

The 1928 act is significant because it placed the civil service squarely at the 

center of Scottish administration; new government departments replaced the boards 
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that had sustained the patronage system, although a few boards continued for another 

ten years before being converted to departments. This act was the first major attempt to 

introduce the Whitehall model and would prove critical ten years later, as the civil 

servants became the driving force behind further centralization and efficiency. They 

were assisted by the economic and social deprivation that Scotland experienced due to 

the economic depression circumventing the globe. Confronting a severe economic 

downturn, Scottish parliamentarians and citizens demanded some reform to alleviate 

the suffering. Therefore, they looked to the government and formulated particular 

demands to reform how the Scottish administration implemented government programs. 

After all, the Scottish Office was viewed as Scotland’s government, especially because 

it managed programs designed to mitigate the suffering caused by unemployment and 

social disadvantage. Amidst these calls for reform, others called for change in the form 

of home rule. Though cries for home rule were more vocal and their romantic nationalist 

tone appealed to public discontent, those groups did not fare well in the general 

elections. Therefore, administrative reform seemed the only course of action available, 

especially because the civil service had already completed preliminary studies about 

which reforms might be necessary to improve delivery and financial savings in a time of 

austerity.  

One of those early studies was conducted immediately after the passage of the 

1928 act; P.R. Laird, a civil servant in the Scottish Office, wrote a memorandum on 

“extending devolution” (Mitchell, 2003, p. 124). Identifying efficient ways to improve the 

work performed by the Scottish Office, his study was comprehensive analysis to 

standardize and streamline the central administration. By framing his study as an 
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extension of administrative devolution, he highlighted a Scottish dimension that would 

be more palatable to Scottish MPs and their constituents. This approach reflected a 

lesson learned from the last reorganization, in which opponents argued that more 

efficiency really meant more Whitehall centralization or the Anglicization of 

administration in Scotland. However, by the 1930s, the political winds, even though not 

all parties agreed on similar solutions, were moving in the direction of reforms that 

would help Scotland. Laird’s analysis was most appealing because the need to achieve 

efficiency not only required further centralization of departments, standardization, and 

other elements of efficiency but also called for those entities to operate out of Edinburgh 

instead of the Dover House in far off London. Laird’s study was really the first time a 

thoughtful proactive rational analysis had considered the future operation of the Scottish 

Office. In the past, political pressure had led to reactive restructuring, and 

reorganization legislation had given little thought to any future impact on the 

effectiveness of the office to implement government policy. So the intent was now to 

apply to the Scottish Office, which had been created with territoriality in mind, a more 

structured functional rationality focused on administrative efficiency.  

In 1932, Noel Skelton, Parliamentary under Secretary of State, having heard the 

political stirrings for home rule or “other constitutional changes” grow louder, suggested 

that Laird revisit the issue of administrative devolution. Laird delivered a memorandum 

shorter than his earlier analysis and titled it “Administrative Devolution.” He included all 

of the previous efficiencies and placed more emphasis on housing the Scottish Office 

not only in Edinburgh but also under one roof. He also recommended placing all 

departments under the Secretary and not to continue operating as separate entities 
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responsible only to themselves, as the statutory language of the previous legislation 

permitted. As demand for home rule became more agitated and criticism of Parliament 

for devoting so little time to Scottish affairs was fueled by growing discontent with the 

ongoing depression, the permanent civil service had already drawn a blue print for 

reform. They only needed the word to initiate further action, and this impetus came in 

the form of a committee of inquiry established in 1936 under former Scottish Secretary 

Lord Gilmour. 

The committee and its charge would draw very little attention, permitting it to 

work relatively quickly and analytically in its survey of needed changes in the Scottish 

Office. It heard a number of witnesses, including civil servants, national and local 

politicians, and members of the surviving governing boards in Scotland. It discovered 

that the politicians knew very little about the Scottish Office and that the civil servants 

appeared to be better informed and prepared to offer evidence on the past, current, and 

future performance of the office. By autumn of 1937, the committee had published a 

comprehensive analysis and recommendations for reform. All the committee members 

signed the report, and no minority report was submitted, demonstrating their consensus. 

The committee’s report launched an immediate initiative in the Scottish Office to 

establish an inter-departmental committee to review and interpret the findings. The 

approach of the committee was to accept, modify, or reject the Gilmour report, a role 

that was important because the committee was the last to scrutinize the administrative 

reform of the Scottish Office and its analysis would be the last reviewed before a bill 

was written. Change was needed and administrative reform attracted little attention from 

the politicians and public, who were all debating home rule, so the legislation received 
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all-party support, particularly because the civil service was the most influential group to 

promote the legislation.  

The Reorganization of Offices (Scotland) Act of 1939 was significant because it 

created in the Scottish Office a government administration led by a minister who 

managed all the various departments for all the different policy domains within the 

region. Like a miniature London Whitehall, the office was responsible for all business 

conducted in Scotland, and by relocating to St. Andrews House in Edinburgh, it became 

de facto an established seat of government for Scotland. This idea was later recognized 

by scholar James Kellas (1989), who published an important study titled the Scottish 

Political System during the rise of the nationalist party and in the midst of the growing 

debate for devolution. This publication culminated in the release of the Kilbrandon report 

on devolution in the same year. Both of these studies emphasized that the 

Reorganization of Offices (Scotland) Act gave the Scottish government a quasi-federal 

structure, for it was given the authority to reorganize its own internal structure without 

further legislation from Westminster. It also created an administrative structure that 

could convert to a home rule apparatus with minimal effort (Hanham, 1969, p. 67). This 

act would also contribute to the already growing perception of the Scottish Office as an 

advocate for Scottish issues. The Gilmour Committee called the secretary “Scotland’s 

Minister,” who had “a wide and undefined area in which he is expected to be the mouth 

piece of Scottish opinion in the cabinet and elsewhere” (Himsworth & Munro, 1998, p. 

9). It was the most important change in governing Scotland since the creation of the 

office itself, and the next would be the establishment of a Scottish parliament sixty years 

later.  



 
 

69 

With the advent of World War II, London formed a coalition government, and 

Labor MP Tom Johnston was made the Secretary of State for Scotland in 1941. His 

tenure was important because he instituted a system that was later labeled “informal 

Home Rule” for which he initially operated as a Quasi-Premier (Fry, 1987, p. 189). 

Indeed, he created an advisory board or Council of State consisting of five former 

Scottish Secretaries, who acted as an unofficial cabinet because they could recommend 

policies for legislation (p. 191); Churchill only required that the recommendation be 

unanimous before it was pushed through Parliament. However, Johnston’s major legacy 

is he demonstrated how the Scottish Office, as a part of a strongly centralized state, 

was not to be feared and could effectively advocate for Scottish concerns and actually 

improve conditions (p. 191). In addition, Johnston’s time as secretary convinced many 

Scots that making the bureaucracy more efficient and sensitive to Scottish needs would 

serve Scotland well; thus, he undercut the emerging nationalist arguments for home rule 

(p. 192).  

However, the office took on more and more responsibility as the Royal 

Commission on Scottish Affairs in 1954 made recommendations to allot additional 

functions to the office. By the time legislative devolution was implemented in Scotland, 

the Scottish Office consisted of the minister, five departments led by junior ministers 

responsible for some 24 different policy areas ranging from health to tourism, and some 

minor departments and public corporations. 

From its inception, the establishment of the Scottish Office institutionalized 

administrative arrangements for Scotland by recognizing the distinctiveness of the 

region; as a result, Scotland would be treated differently within the union state. First, this 
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recognition of distinctiveness was supported by both political parties, Liberal (later 

called Labor) and Conservative, and both, while in power, expanded the responsibilities 

of the office; in fact, the Tories initiated two of the major reforms of the office between 

the wars. Second, the office assured that future administrative arrangements would 

evolve through the office as public policy areas expanded, particularly as the welfare 

state emerged and economic regulation came to be expected from the government. 

Finally, the office became an active advocate for Scotland within the government and 

the bureaucracy in Whitehall. As James Mitchell (2003) highlighted, “The Scottish Office 

was the institutional embodiment of treating Scotland favorably. It proved to be 

extremely successful in getting more resources for Scotland” (Mitchell, 2003, p. 215). 

However, it could not be innovative and pursue different courses of policy from the 

center, which had fallen out of sync with the region. This inability to respond and, later, 

operate in a more democratic age generated further demands for institutional change, 

coupled with arguments against the legitimacy of the office due to a lack of democratic 

accountability. Even though Scotland was still governed from the center insofar as 

English ministers could still determine which policies the Scottish Office could 

implement, the recognition of distinctiveness at the center created appearance of 

political autonomy. For example, civil servant Patrick Laird coined the term 

“administrative devolution” during the Gilmour reforms, communicating a sense of 

autonomy in the governance of Scotland. Therefore, the dichotomous dilemma 

confronting Westminster was to promote Scottish distinctiveness while simultaneously 

governing from the center. The Scottish Office continued to promote that sense of 

autonomy, laying the foundation for the next stage of self-government when the office 
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was no longer capable of meeting the specific needs of Scotland. The other irony is that 

expanding the Scottish Office and giving it more policy areas in order to promote 

efficiency had the unintended consequence of enlarging the presence and importance 

of the institution, further promoting the image of distinctly Scottish autonomy. As a 

result, the home rule movement in the post-World War II period had the ammunition 

they needed to support their primary argument: this enormous administrative apparatus 

must be democratized.  

As Scotland began maintaining the foundations of its legal, educational, and 

cultural independence, geographical separation necessitated the establishment of 

independent boards to govern each area on behalf of the center. However, as the 

number and responsibilities of the boards, as well as demands for greater accountability 

and efficiency, increased over time, the government would have to find a means to 

centralize and coordinate administrative efforts. During a period of heated discourse 

over home rule for Ireland, establishing a Scottish Office appeared to be a relatively 

cost-effective solution to the problem. First, it placated Scottish parliamentarians, 

recognized Scotland’s distinctiveness and importance to the state, reduced calls for 

home rule in the north, and provided a means to coordinate administrative efforts north 

of the border more efficiently. These changes mirrored the current administration of 

Ireland; a Scots minister would perform duties similar to a Lord Lieutenant, who was 

subordinate to the Home Secretary. This pattern would be repeated when the Tories 

established of a Welsh minster in the 1950s prior to the creation of a cabinet-level 

Welsh secretary.   
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Because Scotland was integrated but not assimilated into the kingdom, it was 

able to retain its educational and legal system, institutionalizing the distinctiveness of 

the region. It also possessed the historical heritage of being an independent nation with 

its own political system. Upon unification, its parliament was assimilated into the English 

parliament, but it retained other key governing institutions. It also possessed a long-

standing notion of Scottishness, a common identity that acted as a unifying force for its 

population and at the same time reminded them of their uniqueness, whether cultural or 

geographical, when compared to England.  

Administrative devolution is important because it actually reduces the cost of 

installing eventual executive or legislative devolution. Once the decision has been made 

to implement the next level to home rule, the administrative structure necessary to 

sustain it is already in place. In the case of Scotland, the basic policy domains were 

readily identified because they were already the purview of the Scottish Office. Second, 

because the bureaucratic foundation was already present and in place to support and 

implement policies, whether the government would be directed by an elected 

representative or an appointed one did not matter. Last, it minimized any immediate 

disruption to the community because the governing processes already in place would 

not experience any significant change. Administrative devolution is similar to a major 

corporation hiring a new CEO; even though a change in leadership occurs, the 

fundamental day-to-day operations continue unhindered. Using a similar analysis, 

Chapter 4 examines the incorporation of Wales and the establishment of administration 

devolution in that region. 
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CHAPTER 4 
INTEGRATION: WALES AND THE PATH TO ADMINISTRATIVE DEVOLUTION 

 
The Incorporation of Wales 

As this analysis will demonstrate, the incorporation of Wales was much different 

from the incorporation of Scotland. The Welsh never experienced any level of complete 

national unity under its princes and, therefore, never really developed any 

comprehensive or embedded political or legal institutions within the region. Therefore, 

Wales never experienced any institutional autonomy under English authority because 

Henry VIII united the public administration systems of both under the Acts of Union 

approved from 1536 to 1542. Because the administrative functions of Wales were fully 

integrated into the prevailing English system, the development of separate regulating or 

governing institutions in Wales, whether religious or educational, never occurred. In The 

Governance of Wales, Russell Deacon (2002) states that this arrangement was 

continually strengthened by “physical proximity, population movement and common 

legal and educational systems” up until the last half of the nineteenth century (p. 15). 

This critical juncture underscores that the incorporation of Wales was complete except 

for their language, which was unintentionally permitted to survive and flourish. This 

cultural remnant would later be the seed for maintaining a separate national identity 

based on a linguistic difference. However, a language difference can be a double edged 

sword; it can unify a national movement or become a difference that divides a group. 

The end result of this process was that Wales lacked any tradition of being administered 

as a separate entity, unlike Scotland and Ireland.  

Although Wales was devoid of its own institutions and assimilated into the 

political-administrative structure of England, a cultural consciousness survived around 
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the Welsh language. Despite being condemned as illegal, the language survived 

because the Tudor dynasty had to enhance the status of the Anglican Church in Wales. 

Because Wales was geographically isolated from England, the Welsh language 

continued to flourish. Given the absence of a public education system through which 

Welsh society might be taught English, Elizabeth I authorized the Church to translate 

the Bible and prayer book into Welsh in order to overcome the linguistic obstacle to 

assimilating the common people into the state religion. The unintended consequence 

was the survival of the language, preparing the soil in which a nonconformist religious 

tradition would flower in the later eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This new tradition 

took shape as the original Welsh gentry became Anglicized over the next 200 years. As 

a result, the links between them and the common people dissolved, a social hierarchy 

was never institutionalized, and the essential condition for nonconformity to rise to 

dominance in Welsh society took root (Osmond, 1977, p. 92). According to Osmond 

(1977), these two events lay the groundwork for a Welsh consciousness to survive 

The language was saved from extinction by the growth of nonconformists in the 
eighteenth century: the chapels and Sunday schools became bastions of Welsh 
and defied persistent attempts at linguistic annihilation. At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century 80 percent of people still spoke Welsh, and by 1850, although 
the population of Wales had doubled to more than a million, 90 percent were 
Welsh speaking. (p. 92) 
 

For another example of the importance of language to cultural consciousness, the 

Welsh national anthem, “Hen Wlad fy Nhadau” (Land of My Fathers), was written in 

1856.  

By the mid-nineteenth century, a majority of the Welsh were practicing 

nonconformity as their religion, and industrialization was underway in Wales. Instead of 

creating a homogenous society that was more Anglicized, industrialization caused 



75 

migration from rural areas into urban centers, where Welsh-speaking migrants 

replicated the local institutions of Welsh life: the chapel, the debating and religious 

societies, voluntary associations, and the Welsh language press. Given a lack of 

centralization, a missing social hierarchy, and the reliance on local cooperation, 

nonconformity favored independence of outlook and a tendency to adopt radical 

perspectives. These values were strong enough to engender political commitment 

among the Welsh, and the Liberal Party would fill the void that the Conservative Party of 

Wales, dominated by an alien, Anglicized gentry, could never match. 

Therefore, confined early on to religious, cultural and educational matters, Wales 

did not develop a national consciousness until the late nineteenth century. Before 

demands for administrative or political autonomy emerged from this revival, the first 

Welsh grievances included calls for disestablishment of the Anglican Church, land 

reform, and the development of a national education system, similar to Ireland but 

without the nourishment of a strong national identity (B. Jones, personal 

communication, October 4, 2009). As the people began to see that Parliament’s 

attention to Welsh concerns was inadequate, popular movements and individual calls 

challenged current administrative arrangements and pressed for more political 

autonomy. Therefore, the next section analyzes the second critical juncture, the path to 

administrative devolution in Wales. 

The Path to Administrative Devolution 

This challenge to the political status quo became apparent as the 1868 Reform 

Act increased the franchise and fortunes of the Liberal Party, not only in Wales but also 

in other regions of the United Kingdom. In Wales, the political affinity of the Welsh and 
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the Liberal Party was unmistakable; the region returned 21 Liberal members to 

Parliament as opposed to 12 Tories (Osmond, 1977, p. 95). However, more significant 

was the ascendancy of Henry Richard for Merthyr, who in the 1868 campaign 

articulated regional grievances in a Welsh context. By attacking the English-speaking 

gentry who dominated Welsh society, he promoted Welsh-speaking nonconformists, 

brought what were originally viewed as religious issues such as temperance, land 

reform, disestablishment, and education into national terms, and generated a 

specifically Welsh political debate.  

The first significant political result of this debate that drew attention to Welsh 

needs, particularly in the form of specific legislation, occurred in 1879, when Sir Henry 

Hussey Vivian, Liberal MP for the Swansea District, moved a resolution asking for state 

funds for Welsh higher education. His move on the floor of the Commons blindsided the 

government, eliciting a remark from Prime Minister Gladstone: “It was very rare for the 

people of Wales or their representatives to urge any local claims whatever upon the 

attention of the Government or Parliament” (J. G. Jones, 1990, p. 218). Shedding light 

on the surprise of the prime minister, a description of the Welsh delegation, first 

published in the inaugural issue of a Welsh monthly periodical in English, stated that 

“the Welsh members give no trouble to Ministers or ‘Whips.’ They never resort to 

meretricious artifice of obstruction. They vote straight as a party on broad issues; and 

may be relied upon to obey” (Griffith, 2006, p. 92). Although his move took the chamber 

by surprise, it did receive notice, and the period 1886-1895 witnessed substantial 

attention paid to Welsh concerns, particularly with the rising ascendancy of the Liberal 

Party in Wales.  
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The nonconformist conscience, which identified strongly with the Liberal Party 

agenda, resulted in growing Welsh influence within the party, particularly because of the 

party’s dominance among the Welsh electorate. This dominance propelled new party 

activists to the forefront, including Tom Ellis (Meirionnydd) and Lloyd George 

Caernarfon Boroughs, who would project Welsh political concerns into the context of 

British politics. Indeed, in the 1886 elections, the Liberal Party returned 30 of Wales’s 34 

parliamentary seats (Osmond, 1977, p. 95). Both of these rising stars took to heart the 

Welsh cause; in an 1890 address to the Independent Theological College at Bala, Tom 

Ellis stated quite clearly, “but most important of all, we work for a Legislative council, 

elected by the men and women of Wales, and responsible to them” (p. 96). Later Lord 

Rosebery, Liberal Prime Minister, in an address to the Welsh Liberal League in Cardiff 

in 1895, declared himself in favor of Welsh self-government in an argument supporting 

“Home Rule all Round” for the United Kingdom. During the period 1885-1895, legislation 

concerning specific Welsh grievances and issues came before Parliament and, in some 

cases, resulted in important political changes for the region, such as the establishment 

of local councils in the late 1880s. Establishing local councils further allowed the Welsh 

electorate to demonstrate its loyalty to the Liberal cause by electing 175 of 260 

councilors in North Wales and 215 out of 330 in South Wales and Monmouthshire and 

to demonstrate its support for more local control (Griffith, 2006, p. 95). 

The first concrete concessions to Wales, in the form of new policy initiatives from 

a Liberal government, resulted in the Welsh Sunday Closing Act of 1881 and the 

establishment of two university colleges funded by the government. Specifically, 

resolutions for Welsh disestablishment were submitted on four separate occasions from 
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1886 to 1892, a Welsh Intermediate Education Act was passed in 1889, and various 

attempts were made to deal with land reform and tithes. All of this attention culminated 

in the Local Government Act of 1888, which established thirteen, democratically-elected 

county councils for Wales and Monmouthshire. This legislation even saw an 

amendment proposed to establish a Welsh National Council that would consist of 

members of the new local councils and Welsh MPs, but it was soundly defeated. At 

about the same time, a motion was made to establish a Welsh standing committee to 

consider all bills relating to Wales, motivated by a similar proposal submitted by Scottish 

MPs earlier. 

By 1886, one of the initiators of this cultural/nationalist revival was Cymru Fydd 

(Young Wales), which originally started as a cultural and educational body but, within a 

couple of years, began to promote political and administrative devolution in Wales. This 

cultural revival would be heard by the Liberal Party and later the Labor Party, but both 

would have competing views about the form it should take and some major obstacles to 

overcome in order to initiate any future plan. By the end of the nineteenth century, the 

Liberal Party, as it had with Ireland, possessed a sympathetic ear to the growing cries 

for administrative and political devolution for Wales. The first attempt for administrative 

devolution, a call for a Secretary of State for Wales in 1892, under a proposal titled 

“National Institutions (Wales) Bill,” was soundly defeated in the House of Commons. Not 

surprisingly, when the Liberals returned to power in 1906, the next twelve years 

witnessed a minimalist policy concession; the party established separate Welsh 

ministries within the major Whitehall departments of education, agriculture, insurance, 

and health but nothing on the scale of a separate Welsh ministry, unlike Scotland. On 
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the other hand, the early Labor Party favored devolution for Wales and Scotland but 

was still not a major political player and was in no position to implement its agenda. 

Later, as the Liberal Party recognized the growing demand for Welsh autonomy and 

promoted a more pro-active agenda, it decreased in size and was eventually replaced 

by Labor as the Conservative Party’s major political competitor.  

However, Labor’s ascendancy set aside the devolution issue to make room for 

more pressing economic issues, and a growing Labor leadership viewed nationalist 

causes as a hindrance to the unity necessary to create a socialist utopia. By the 1930s, 

the depression briefly pushed the devolution issue, at least in terms of administration, to 

the forefront because, as in Scotland, the prevailing feeling was that a secretary of state 

representing Welsh interests would facilitate the transference of economic assistance to 

the region from the wealthier parts of the kingdom. Though cultural considerations were 

important to some, most supporters focused on the economic benefits that this change 

might generate. At the end of World War II, the Labor party won its first general election. 

By this time, however, the party leadership had adopted a very centralist philosophy for 

economic and social reform and recognized that a secretary of state would not solve 

Wales’s economic problems. Prevailing wisdom suggested that a centralized policy was 

the best way to raise the standard of living and that doing so would benefit the entire 

nation, not just one particular region.  

Although the Labor leadership was focused on improving the economic well-

being of all U.K. citizens, the Welsh Parliamentary Party made another call for a Welsh 

secretary because, as they believed during the depression, the office would assure that 

future economic policies did not ignore the vulnerability of the region. This renewed 
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demand for political recognition highlighted the lack of consensus within the Labor Party 

to see Wales as a separate region with different needs. Long and sometimes bitter 

internal battles within the party and even amongst Welsh MPs have continued to this 

very day.  

With the introduction of these early initiatives, Welsh politics developed a more 

nationalistic character. The causes that help account for this shift fall into two 

categories; one is social and cultural, and the other is the changing political reality 

confronting the Liberal Party in dealing with the Irish issue. The cultural cause was the 

establishment in London of the Honorable Society of Cymmrodorion, which promoted 

Welsh historical distinctiveness. The society was originally established in 1751 to 

promote the Welsh literary tradition. It would be revived in the 1870s and promote a 

more cultural approach. However, in the process of promoting this distinctiveness, the 

society sponsored debates on Welsh educational and cultural issues that eventually 

raised questions about what the government might do to mitigate problems in the 

region. An essential feature of this society was its non-political approach, which 

permitted it to recruit a diverse membership, including Liberals and Tories, Anglicans 

and nonconformists, and aristocrats and the Welsh middle-class. Although it drew 

attention to Welsh particularism, it focused on non-partisan issues such as the reform of 

intermediate education in Wales and establishing a national university system for the 

region. Not surprisingly, it could not always avoid political controversy; in 1882, at the 

Denbigh National Eisteddfod (National Culture Festival), a Liberal activist and 

quarryman leader from North Wales, W.J. Parry, delivered a paper advocating federal 

home rule, the first formal proposal suggesting such a policy for Wales. The society 
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ignored the paper and would not publish it in the society’s journal until 1918, after the 

demands for home rule or devolution had disappeared from the political debate. After 

the creation in 1858, and permanent establishment in 1860, of this national festival 

promoting Welsh culture, Hugh Owen, Chief Clerk at the Poor Law Board, initiate a 

social science section with the intent of reviewing the social and economic conditions of 

Wales and proposing solutions in the form of potential policies to modernize Welsh 

society (Griffith, 2006, p. 92).  

By 1886, another initiator of this cultural/nationalist revival had emerged: Cymru 

Fydd (Young Wales). This organization originally started as a cultural and educational 

body founded by some of the London Welsh, but within a couple of years, it began to 

promote political and administrative devolution in Wales. In 1890, a tract titled Home 

Rule for Wales: What does It Mean? called for a “National Legislature for Wales . . . 

while preserving relations with the British parliament upon all questions of imperial 

interest” (Griffith, 2006, p. 94). This tempered statement calls for political autonomy and 

loyalty to the Crown, not national independence. Within approximately five years, the 

organization would have local chapters in some of the English cities where the Welsh 

population was large in size, such as Liverpool. Simultaneously, a number of local 

chapters would be established within Wales as the revival spread and sympathetic 

Welsh MPs such as T. E. Ellis and Lloyd George used the organization as a mouthpiece 

to voice concerns about Welsh needs. 

The second cause of this growing attention to Welsh issues by the government 

was the need of the Liberal Party to rely on the Irish nationalists in Parliament in order 

to maintain power and the changing balance within the party itself as Gladstone’s Irish 
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policy caused division. As a result, the Welsh MPs were recognized for their stalwart 

support, but they also had a new opportunity. In 1888, a Welsh Parliamentary Party was 

formed, the membership consisting of Parliamentary Liberals from the region. This 

move gave them more ability to influence policy because they could present themselves 

as a disciplined voting bloc. In addition, the social composition of the Welsh MPs had 

changed from gentry to middle-class, who possessed more empathy for the region’s ills. 

By 1890, with the entire political class discussing home rule, many notable 

parliamentarians such as Chamberlin and Lord Derby supporting the concept of Home 

Rule all round, and ongoing debates over Irish Home Rule and the creation of a Scottish 

secretary, the momentum finally culminated in Alfred Thomas, a founding member of 

Cymmrodorion, moving for a Welsh department with a Welsh minister. The following 

year, he proposed the National Institutions (Wales) bill to establish a Secretary of State 

for Wales. Of course, the legislation fell flat, but it demonstrated how far the concern for 

specifically Welsh concerns had come since the start of the national revival.  

With the beginning of the First World War, the home rule movement in Wales 

took a back seat and, even after the war, did not generate the type of support it received 

in Scotland, though the latter also lacked a certain fervency. The experience in Wales 

was much different because the political landscape was dominated by the Labor Party. 

Though the Liberals would survive total elimination between the wars, they remained on 

the sidelines. Their shortage of voting power was important because they were the 

proponents of home rule, along with other Liberal causes dear to the Welsh, including 

church disestablishment, land reform, education, and temperance. Of course, the Labor 

Party did become the dominant player in Wales, standing up for several Liberal causes, 
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including home rule, but they never whole heartedly supported the cause of political 

independence. As a result, understanding the home rule controversy in Wales 

necessitates an examination of the Labor Party in Wales and its relation to the issue. 

Many historians have argued that the resulting dormancy of home rule after the Great 

War was a result of the economic depression that impacted Wales in the 1920s. 

However, some have argued that the reluctance of the Labor Party to promote it, their 

own political self-interest, and nationalist ideology overshadowed the need to confront 

more important economic problems. For example, Morgan and Mungham (2000), in 

Redesigning Democracy: The Making of the Welsh Assembly, called attention to how 

Arthur Henderson, secretary of the Labor Party, removed Wales from the map when 

reforming the party’s organizational structure in 1919. After some outcry, he replaced it, 

he labeled it “District H” instead of “Wales” (Morgan & Mungham, 2000, p. 27). The 

Depression did have an enormous impact on the Labor Party’s policy goals, and 

devolution was definitely not one of them. Because of the economic devastation that the 

depression brought to Wales, the party, after its disastrous defeat in the 1931 general 

election as result of their policy failures, recognized that the central government and the 

resources of the wealthier parts of Britain were absolutely necessary to revive the 

industrial sector in south Wales. In 1969, James Griffiths, then Secretary of State for 

Wales, remarked, “Wales has still to recover from the wounds of the thirties. . . . The 

fears persist, doubts remain and the wounds are unhealed” (J. B. Jones, 2000, p. 246). 

So very little transpired in relation to home rule for Wales. In fact, the only 

demand for categorical change to emerge in the 1930s was the appointment of a 

Secretary of State for Wales; this demand represented a call for administrative 
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devolution in Wales. By the middle of the Second World War, the government had 

acknowledged the demand for more attention to Welsh concerns, but this 

acknowledgement only resulted in a Welsh day in Parliament in 1943; the first debate 

did not occur until 1944. During that first debate, members including James Griffiths, 

eventual Secretary of State for Wales, pressed the case for a secretary of state in 

recognition of the fact that Wales was a nation. Economic factors drove these demands; 

some members of the party wanted representation at the center, that is in the cabinet, 

to prevent another round of disconnected policies that hurt Wales during the 1930s (J. 

G. Jones, 1992, p. 207). 

At the end of the war, the Labor Party convincingly won the 1945 general 

election, but even though devolution was still in the manifesto, it did not occur. For one, 

Labor leadership desired to make good on their socialist promises, but they also 

recognized that during the war, centralized planning had successfully mustered all the 

resources of the state to emerge victorious. The Labor leaders came to understand that 

an economic strategy that worked during wartime could, now that peace had been 

restored, improve the standard of living of all Britons. The experience of war had shown 

clearly that Keynesian economic theory could accomplish the creation of a “new Britain.”  

Having won the general election of 1945, the Labor Party pursued its economic 

and social agenda to improve the lives of all Britons, and they did not want distractions 

such as devolution to interfere. Even though Welsh Parliamentary Party demands for a 

secretary of state increased and Labor won 25 of the 36 parliamentary seats in Wales, 

the new government was adamantly against appointing a specific minister. This 

disagreement became even more of a distraction for the government as Chairman 
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Herbert Morrison’s Machinery of Government Committee prepared reports about 

revising the structure of government to make it more efficient, particularly as its 

responsibilities were likely to increase as the British welfare state took root. Cabinet 

member Aneurin Bevan, a Welshman himself, opposed such a scheme because the 

problems of Wales were the same as the problems for England. This point of view again 

reflects concern about the economy and the belief that centralization was necessary to 

achieve economic improvement and that nationalist aspirations were not helpful. 

Indeed, the Labor government would remain intransigent. 

Seeking an alternative solution in 1947, The Welsh Regional Council of Labor, a 

body unifying the separate north and south Wales Labor organizations, proposed a 

regional council drawing on all the executive bodies in Wales. This proposal was based 

on a previous decision by the government to establish a Scottish Economic Conference, 

an advisory body that would focus on Scottish economic development. The subsequent 

publication of a government White Paper concerning demands for greater control over 

Scottish affairs was, according to the government, certain to generate similar demands 

from Wales (Evans, 2006, p. 34). Eventually, the Labor government, with Morrison’s 

acknowledgement, agreed to establish another regional advisory body: the Advisory 

Council for Wales and Monmouthshire. The 27 council members would be nominated 

by various representative bodies in Wales and Westminster and appointed by the Prime 

Minister. Twelve would nominated by Welsh local authorities; a total of eight members 

would come from industry and agriculture, with equal representation from management 

and labor; four would represent the university, local education, tourism, and culture; and 

three would be direct appointments by the Prime Minister (Evans, 2006, p. 41). The 
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council would meet quarterly in secret, select their own chair, and call on ministers to 

discuss issues important to Wales. The decision to establish this council was met with 

much criticism from advocates of a secretary of state. Even Liberal MP Lady Megan 

Lloyd George, the daughter of former Welsh Prime Minister, expressed her discontent 

by stating that Wales had been offered “scraggy bone, without meat or morrow in it” and 

called for a Welsh Parliament modeled after Stormont in Northern Ireland (J. G. Jones, 

1992, p. 209). Many scholars argue that this call launched the Parliament for Wales 

Campaign. 

As many echoed their dissatisfaction with the decision, the Conservative Party 

contemplated an opening and discussed establishing a cabinet-level minister 

responsible for Wales. Reiterating this consideration, a Tory policy proposal published 

in 1949 recommended a minister distinctly responsible for Welsh affairs. After winning 

the 1950 general election, the Conservatives kept their promise and designated the 

Home Secretary, David Maxwell-Fyfe, to be responsible for Welsh Affairs. At the same 

time, an under-secretary of state was appointed to the home office to assist the 

secretary with his Welsh portfolio. The under-secretary would possess no executive 

authority and was only to stay informed about Welsh concerns and assure that they 

were brought to the attention of the Cabinet. This Minister for Welsh Affairs in the Home 

Office would have no shadow in the frontbench Labor opposition, showing the continued 

stubbornness of their leadership. However, when Macmillan became Prime minister in 

1957, he moved the Welsh portfolio to Housing and Local Government, where it would 

have more of a direct impact on “both the social and economic developments in Wales” 

(Deacon, 2002, p. 56); unfortunately, he failed to appoint an additional under-secretary 
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to assist. A minister for Welsh Affairs was eventually established, including 

responsibility for housing and local government. After 13 years of Conservative rule, 

Wales had a minister responsible for Welsh Affairs and a minister of state with a small 

staff located in Cardiff, in essence a de facto Welsh Office. As they did for Scotland, the 

Conservatives recognized the political value of administrative devolution and set the 

wheels in motion. 

In a 1950 policy document titled Labour is Building a New Wales, the Labor party 

criticized the Conservatives’ measure to provide a minister for Welsh Affairs, further 

demonstrating its opposition to appointing a secretary of state (Evans, 2006, p. 49). 

With the Welsh national party still operating on the margins of the nation’s politics, the 

continued stubbornness of the Labor Party presented an opportunity for Plaid Cymru to 

pursue a more mainstream strategy. Having recognized the success of Scotland’s 

Covenant Movement, the nationalists decided to launch an interparty movement 

advocating self-government. The movement was called the Parliament for Wales 

Campaign and used the Undeb Cymru Fydd (New Wales Union), an organization 

formed in the 1940s to defend the culture, as the standard bearer. It advocated for a 

Welsh Parliament based on the Stormont model, as suggested by Lady Megan Lloyd 

George. The campaign lasted from 1950 to 1956 and ended with a symbolic gesture: a 

petition of 240,652 signatures submitted in the House of Commons to promote an Act of 

Parliament for Wales (Evans, 2006, p. 69). The low number of signatures was 

disappointing and must be attributed to the Labor Party’s clear stand against the entire 

movement. In fact, very few of the signatures came from south Wales because it was 
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the geographical center of the party’s strength and because Anuerin Bevan MP, Wales’ 

most respected parliamentarian, was dead set against the proposal. 

Also during this period, S.O Davies, a Welsh Labor MP, introduced a private 

members bill in December 1954 modeled on the Government of Ireland Act 1914. The 

bill was a very ambitious undertaking and was criticized by some of his supporters; it 

received a second reading on March 4, 1955 and was defeated. In reaction to the 

campaign for a parliament, the Labor Party in Wales responded, knowing the issue was 

becoming a divisive one amongst its MPs; five of them had participated in the campaign 

after being warned by the leadership not to do so. Recognizing the political ramifications 

of remaining neutral, the Welsh Regional Council of Labor finally supported the call for a 

minster responsible for Welsh Affairs, an announcement that was published in a policy 

paper titled Labour’s Policy for Wales in March 1954 (Evans, 2006, p. 62). It also 

supported the idea of establishing a Welsh Grand Committee to draw more 

parliamentary attention to Welsh issues. It would also deflate the sails of the parliament 

campaign and restore a sense of unity within the Welsh Labor Party. 

In the meantime, The Council for Wales and Monmouthshire, not possessing a 

clear mandate about the issues on which it should advise the government, established 

its own guidelines: to function as a nonpartisan body, to focus on issues of national, not 

local, interest, and to adhere to their principles. By 1954, the body turned its attention to 

government efficiency, having recognized that even though a minster to oversee Welsh 

affairs existed, he possessed no actual authority to coordinate other departmental 

activities. So it appointed a panel to examine “the administrative arrangements for the 

exercise of central government functions in Wales” (Evans, 2006, p. 72). The result, 
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published in its Third Memorandum in 1957, was to propose a secretary of state and a 

Welsh Office for the region, echoing the demands made by Welsh MPs in the 1940s. 

They suggested that the secretary have two functions: exercise full control of functions 

vested in him and fill a seat in the cabinet. This proposal now placed the secretary issue 

back on the agenda, where it became a major topic of discussion in Welsh politics, 

particularly within the Labor Party, who dominated the political landscape in Wales. As 

in Scotland, initial administrative devolution implementations paved the way toward 

greater administrative authority. 

Finally, the Labor Party endorsed the appointment of a secretary of state with 

cabinet rank and executive functions in a published policy paper in 1959, but not until 

1964, when Labor regained power, did their endorsement lead to real change. The 

Conservatives believed they had gone far enough but did accept, in 1959, the idea of a 

Welsh Grand Committee, which was established in a standing order in 1960 that called 

for more parliamentary scrutiny regarding Welsh affairs. Labor’s 1964 campaign 

manifesto explicitly stated they would appoint a secretary for Wales if elected. When the 

Secretary of State for Wales and the Welsh Office were created, the Council for Wales 

and Monmouthshire, which had recommended appointing a secretary, effectively 

ended.  

Having defeated the Tories in the general election of 1964, the government, 

under Harold Wilson, appointed James Griffiths as Secretary of State for Wales, a long-

time advocate for the position. The office held executive function over roads from the 

Ministry of Transport and most of the functions of the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government in Wales. It also oversaw agriculture, education, health, transport, trade, 
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and labor and would be assisted by a minister of state. Over time, the oversight 

functions would become executive functions as demand for greater efficiency increased, 

despite the reluctance of Whitehall bureaucrats. In 1969, health and agriculture came 

under the secretary, followed by primary and secondary education in 1970. Finally, the 

office gained control of higher education in 1978; this development was facilitated by the 

devolution campaigns of the mid-1970s during which Secretary John Morris took 

advantage of the situation to expand the responsibilities of the office. 

As the secretary position consolidated its authority and expanded its 

responsibilities, the tradition of having advisory boards continued, even after the demise 

of the Council for Wales and Monmouthshire. The Welsh Economic Council was 

established in 1965, along with similar councils throughout the United Kingdom, 

including English regions, Scotland, and Northern Ireland; these councils were part of 

the Labor government’s national planning strategy in its attempt to improve the 

economy using Keynesian strategy of centralization. After the program failed, they 

converted the council to the Welsh Council, which not only incorporated economic 

planning but also added social and cultural issues to its portfolio. All the members were 

appointed, but the eventual hope of some, such as James Griffiths, was that the Welsh 

Council would be the foundation of a future elected council. However, it was finally 

abolished in 1979 by then Secretary of State for Wales Nicholas Edward. 

After almost fifty years since the first demands for a Welsh Office, a Secretary 

was appointed by Harold Wilson. However, it would take him over a month to provide 

guidance in the various areas that fell under the purview of the new office. The driving 

force motivating pro-devolutionists was that this position would now provide a means for 
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Welsh policy creation. It would provide access to inter-departmental policy committees 

where they could argue the Welsh case. As a voice in the cabinet, the new secretary 

would possess the ability to pressure Whitehall and assure that Welsh concerns were 

considered and not left languishing. In Russell Deacon’s (2002) study of the Welsh 

Office, The Governance of Wales, he divided the history into four distinct phases: 

creation and development, the devolution years, its evolution under Thatcherism, and 

the end of devolution.   

The early development period encompassed 1964-1974, when the initial 

oversight responsibilities of the office concerned a limited number of policy domains. It 

also faced stiff resistance from Whitehall departments that viewed its existence as 

unnecessary and were determined to see it remain relatively ineffective, reducing its 

ability to interfere with the current policy process (Deacon, 2002, pp. 24-25). Therefore, 

five years passed before the office could establish an administrative foundation similar 

to other Whitehall departments. Also during this period, the first secretary was 

appointed: Peter Thomas. Though he did not hail from a Welsh constituency, he had at 

one point represented Conwy and was fluent in the language. His appointment 

launched the debate about whether a Welsh secretary should hold a Welsh 

constituency and, if not, whether he could be cognizant of Welsh concerns and by what 

means he could be held accountable by any of the electorate he governed.  

The phase of 1974-1979 marked the devolution years and saw a rapid expansion 

of the office in the hopes that an elected assembly would inherit the responsibilities of 

the office. Also during this period, additional quangos, including the Welsh Development 

Agency (WDA), were created; these agencies would be blamed, by Thatcher, for a 
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growing democratic deficit. The other important feature was that each functional area 

was allocated funding in competition with other competing regional departments in 

Scotland and Northern Ireland. However, the Barnett Formula provided funding based 

on a population ratio between the various regions and England. Therefore, if England 

received an increase, a proportional increase was received in Scotland and Wales 

based on the formula (10:5:85), 85% of the budget allocation going to England. The 

result was avoidance of bitter treasury battles and stability in funding expectations. It 

also gave the Welsh Office a block grant and the freedom to use discretion in allocating 

the funds to its various functions. For example, the annual budget in 1964 was 300 

million GBP, and by 1994-1995, it was 7 billion GBP, with close to 35% going to 

quangos with functional responsibilities (Osmond, 1995, p. 50). 

The next phase, which occurred under Thatcherism, saw further expansion in the 

form of quangos that reduced the responsibilities of the state. Although the earlier ones 

were originally formed by the Labor government in the 1970s, the Tories increased their 

number as a means to govern more effectively from the center and to by-pass Labor-

dominated local government so that policy might be implemented as the central 

government desired. This strategy was used in earnest under John Redwood and 

resulted in parliamentary investigations that exposed cronyism, corruption, and 

inefficiency within some of its organizations. At one point, it was calculated that the 

number of individuals who had been appointed to quangos to govern Wales was greater 

than the number of elected local councilors. In fact, the Secretary of State for Wales 

was authorized to make some 1,400 appointments to Welsh Quangos, which employed 

approximately 60,000 personnel (Osmond, 1995, pp. 43-44). David Hanson, a Labor 
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MP, did a survey of the quango membership in Wales and concluded that they were 

“overstuffed with white, male businessmen, lawyers and accountants. . . . The pattern of 

appointments represents the face of the Conservative Party, not the people of Wales” 

(p. 44). The growing number of unelected officials increased the sense of a democratic 

deficit in the eyes of the people; according to Peter Hain, Labor MP, “it was a recipe for 

corporatism, not democracy” (Osmond, 1994, p. 274). Also, Redwood displayed 

contempt for the Welsh, at least in their eyes and according to the media, by mouthing 

the words to the Welsh national anthem on BBC and not signing letters in Welsh. As 

John Major stated, “he did not take to the Welsh, or they to him” (Deacon, 2002, p. 35). 

During this period, secretaries after Edwards would no longer come from a Welsh 

constituency, further inflaming the identity debate. Nevertheless, by the 1980s, during 

Redwood’s tenure, the Welsh Office was recognized by the electorate as the agency 

responsible for the governance of Wales and for dealing with Welsh issues. The Tory 

policy of appointing MPs from English constituencies somewhat weakened the 

legitimacy of the office, for a non-Welsh individual was responsible for governing a 

region and people for which he had no affinity. 

The final period was the election of Labor and the establishment of the assembly 

that took on the authority and power of the Welsh Office, minimizing its role. The Welsh 

Office had accomplished several goals. First, it provided a means for Welsh concerns to 

be heard at the highest level of government: the cabinet. Second, it provided a more 

efficient means to implement programs and to oversee their operation. Finally, as an 

institution, it made the government in London recognize that the Welsh were different 

and had various needs that were distinct from the rest of the kingdom.  
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Despite the national revival that occurred at the end of the nineteenth century, 

Welsh identity was not as homogenous as it was in Scotland because it centered on 

language, just as cultural movements in Wales would later in the twentieth century. 

Unlike Scottish nationalism, the idea of Welsh nationalism was a divisive, not a unifying, 

force. In fact, Denis Balsom (1985) identified three separate Welsh identities by 

analyzing voting patterns within the various regions of Wales. In what became known as 

the “Three Wales Model,” he concluded that there were three distinct Welsh identities 

concentrated in different geographical regions of the nation that had emerged as a 

result of industrialization in the nineteenth century; these identities surfaced in distinct 

voting patterns that were clearly identifiable after World War II. Based on voting results 

and demographic and social characteristics, he identified (a) Welsh Speaking Wales 

(i.e., those who spoke Welsh and were concentrated in the rural areas of north and west 

Wales), (b) Welsh Wales (i.e., those who spoke English and were concentrated in the 

industrial areas of south Wales), and (c) British Wales (i.e., those who identified 

themselves as British, not Welsh, and resided along the English border in east Wales 

and Pembrokeshire in west Wales, a retirement location for many of the English middle-

class). The model clearly demonstrated a single, unifying Welsh identity did not exist. 

According to voting patterns, the Welsh Speaking Wales gravitated toward the 

nationalists Plaid Cymru, the industrial south toward Labor, and the British toward the 

Tories. This ideological cleavage made a home rule movement less likely; it had no 

single identity based on historical experience nor any remaining institutional structures 

that might enhance its national identity. This situation resulted from two factors: the 

survival of the Welsh language and the complete political integration of Wales into 
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England in the sixteenth century. The outcome was a unique cultural identity that 

centered on language, but a political environment that had been Anglicized and was 

managed from London. These two separate ingredients would eventually come into 

conflict under the right conditions. 

Why did establishing administrative devolution in Wales take a longer period of 

time? More important than a fractured national identity, Wales became dominated 

politically by the Labor Party, whose strength resided in Welsh Wales, the industrialized 

center of the region where the majority of the population was concentrated. This region 

was essentially socialist, dominated by an industrialized and heavily unionized working-

class that emphasized centralization as the most effective way to address the economic 

problems confronting the Welsh. Political autonomy was seen as not only unnecessary 

but also counterproductive. In addition, political autonomy had become associated with 

the nationalists, who were anathema to socialist solidarity, and the slippery slope to 

independence, both potent arguments against devolution in 1979. Thus, Welsh 

nationalism was confined initially to Welsh Speaking Wales, which became the 

grassroots base for the nationalist party. However, the dominant political party in the 

region was the Labor Party; their constituents in the industrial south, through the 

process of industrialization, had become Anglicized and followed the tenets of 

centralized economic control and unitary social democracy designed to protect the 

working class. This group viewed a nationalist agenda as threat to their goals and self-

defeating in the long run. Indeed, there never emerged a strong popular element 

advocating political autonomy because Welsh identity was associated with language 
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and, thus, was by definition exclusionary, as opposed to the unifying effect that national 

identity had on Scotland.  

The impact of this uniquely divided society over identity never generated a 

consensus on the need for political autonomy; therefore, demands even for a degree of 

administrative devolution met resistance within the Welsh Labor Party. In addition, the 

party had a much more pressing agenda following the end of the war: to establish the 

foundation of the social welfare state, which included universal health care, 

nationalization of industry, and other policies important to protecting the working class. 

Despite some persistent demands from within the party, the Labor decision to establish 

a Welsh Office and secretary came reluctantly and only after a Conservative 

government had taken the first step towards such a development. 

In light of the first critical juncture of integration into the United Kingdom, neither 

Scotland nor Wales were ever fully assimilated into the dominant English culture. For 

Scotland, the explanation is relatively straight forward; it was the intention of the Treaty 

to limit the union to the political and economic dimensions. In the case of Wales, 

integration was meant to assimilate the Welsh fully into the English state. However, the 

policy to assure acceptance of the established church, an important goal in assimilating 

the Welsh, had the unintended consequence of assuring the survival of the Welsh 

language. This survival left in place residual elements that would allow a future 

nationalist revival to occur. Indeed, the revival occurred in the late nineteenth century, 

forming the nucleus of what eventually would emerge as a nationalist party in the Welsh 

speaking north. This movement appeared exclusionary to the vast majority of the 

Anglicized Welsh located in the industrial south in the twentieth century.  
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The second critical juncture of administrative devolution came much later than its 

counterpart in Scotland for three reasons. First, the lack of consensus on identity helps 

explain why demands for administrative devolution, let alone any form of home rule, 

went unheeded in comparison to Scotland. However, perhaps more importantly, Wales 

was always viewed as a part of England by the central government in London, for it had 

been wholly incorporated centuries earlier and had never written any narrative of 

independence. At the same time, its nationalist identity was divided, being focused on 

language, and its revival did not begin until the nineteenth century, a period of Welsh 

history when a majority of the population had been Anglicized by industrialization and 

spoke English. Finally, an Anglicized Welsh Labor Party, which dominated the region, 

promoted a socialist agenda and saw centralization as a means to improve the standard 

of living for the entire working class. This party viewed nationalism as a hindrance or 

threat to this strategy. This political philosophy helps explain why, unlike Scotland, 

where there was already an existing model of robust administrative devolution, the 

Welsh office was given only limited responsibilities that focused more on achieving 

greater efficiency than placating national sensibilities. Indeed, the Welsh Office’s first 

areas of significant control were Housing and Transport, two areas that were critical to 

continued improvement in the steel and coal industry, a mainstay to the British economy 

at the time.  Chapter 5 concludes the first part of the analysis by examining the rise of 

the national parties in both regions, setting the stage for devolution, which moved to the 

front of the political agenda in the 1960s. 
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CHAPTER 5 
HOME RULE AND THE RISE OF THE NATIONALISTS 

 
Scotland 

The Scottish and Welsh home rule movements originated in the 1880s, clearly in 

reaction to the initiative taken by the Irish to establish home rule in Ireland. The 

emergence of home rule in Scotland and Wales happened by diffusion. National identity 

in those countries had always been there; it was merely dormant. Because of cultural 

differences between the two regions, the Welsh identity consisted of distinct religious 

and language differences. Scotland possessed a centralized administrative and 

legislative system before its union with England and retained some of its own 

institutions, such as the Presbyterian Church and a separate education and legal 

system. These national identities came to the forefront because both countries 

experienced a cultural revival in the nineteenth century that promoted the best individual 

values of each culture and that was reinforced by the prevailing institutions of the day. 

This cultural revival happened to coincide with the growing discussion of home rule for 

Ireland and the success of self-government in the white British colonies. However, the 

growing debate concerning home rule meant different things to different segments of 

both societies; therefore, proposals were often vague, and terms such as “home rule” 

and “devolution” invoked different meanings to various groups.  

For Scotland, the emergence of home rule can be attributed to three factors. The 

first was the belief that government needed to play a greater role in improving Scottish 

society; this belief is a product of nineteenth century liberalism, a philosophy clearly 

reflected in the agenda of the Liberal Party, which had become a dominant political 

force in Scotland. If the government wanted to solve the problems plaguing Scotland, it 
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needed time to devote to the effort. However, the “imperial parliament” had an extensive 

agenda in managing an empire; more importantly, an inordinate amount of time was 

being consumed by Irish issues. Irish MPs would obstruct parliamentary business in 

order to gain support or to place their concerns on the agenda, so Scottish MPs were 

lucky to enjoy a meager six hours to address Scottish issues during a parliamentary 

session (Finlay, 1997, p. 41). The second factor was the closely related issue of Irish 

home rule, which Gladstone had come to support by the mid-1880s. Scotland wondered 

where it might find itself within the empire if Ireland were granted home rule. This 

uncertainty was especially frustrating to Scots because they believed they were more 

entitled to home rule; they had been a model of political stability and cooperation 

compared to Ireland. Consideration of Irish home rule promoted the perception that 

terrorism and violence were being rewarded while good behavior was being ignored. 

The last factor was a slight to Scottish national sentiment as English identity 

became more populist; the terms “England” and “Britain” were used interchangeably 

and thus apparently excluded Scots (Finlay, 1997, p. 42). This trend directly repudiated 

the London-centric view of the empire that many Scots had played significant role in 

creating and maintaining. In fact, according to Richard Finlay (1997), “vibrant and at 

times chauvinistic, English national identity brought forth complaints from many Scots 

who were appalled at English insensitivity to Scottish nationality” (p. 42). In the 1890s, 

formal complaints were filed against Prime Minister Lord Salisbury for using the term 

“England” for Britain. One immediate impact was an increase in Scottish demands for 

greater prominence of Scottish culture and institutions. Therefore, the foundation of the 

Scottish History Society and its own Geographical Society opened in 1886 and 1884, 
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respectively, as the Scots established domestic cultural societies that were independent 

corresponding ones in London. The initiatives reflected the belief that home rule might 

be the best way to address their grievances. By introducing greater efficiency into 

governance and reinforcing Scotland’s place in the empire, and placating national 

sentiment, home rule could, in fact, strengthen the union, despite the suggestion by 

some that it would lead to political disintegration.  

Under Gladstone, the Liberal Party took up the issue of home rule in relation to 

Ireland, leading to a split within the party and the formation of the Liberal Unionist Party 

under Joseph Chamberlin. After the Liberal defeat, resulting from the failure of Irish 

home rule, the Liberal Unionists formed an alliance with the Conservative Party that 

would permit the Tories to hold power for seventeen years, from 1886 until the Liberals 

returned to power in 1906. Eventually, the party formally merged with the Conservative 

Party, forming the Conservative and Unionist Party. However, the conservative 

elements in Scotland retained the name “Scottish Unionist Party” until it officially 

merged with the national organization in 1965 and became the Scottish Conservative 

Party. It was the main competitor against the Liberals in Scotland. With the home rule 

issue placed on hold because of World War I, Liberals and Conservatives formed a 

unified government to demonstrate that Britain and its empire were resolved to win the 

war. This cooperation ended a few years after the military conflict was over.  

The 1922 general election saw the rapid decline of the Liberals; in their place, the 

Labor Party became the largest party in Scotland. Although home rule had been an 

issue before the war and put the Unionists on the defensive, the war and its economic 

repercussions on the state had pushed it to the back of the agenda. Because of the 
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threat of industrial militancy and the impact of world events such as the Bolshevik 

Revolution, the Scottish middle class became fearful of a growing socialist threat 

(Finlay, 1997, p. 93). The Unionists capitalized on the middle class fear of socialism, 

significantly improving their dismal political fortune in Scotland before the war. This fear 

became particularly acute for the middle class when the Liberal Party helped elect 

MacDonald’s Labor Party to power at Westminster in 1924. The dominant issue of the 

election was the economy, and until the next war, Scotland became a battleground 

between Labor and the Tories, demonstrated by voting patterns that followed strictly 

along class lines. However, as both parties appealed to their base over the next twenty 

years, an unintended cost would have a lasting impact as the home rule issue 

reemerged after World War II. 

Between the wars, the political rhetoric that the parties transmitted to their 

constituencies contradicted the economic and social realities the people were 

experiencing. Because of the economic dislocation and high unemployment brought on 

by the collapse of heavy industry in the 1920s, the Labor Party recognized that the 

problems of Scotland were economic and would require the full resources of the British 

state to solve it. The priority was to improve the living standards of the working class by 

utilizing the power of Westminster. Recognizing the enormity of their task, the party 

centralized its structure in 1926; party discipline would be necessary to achieve political 

power and initiate a socialist program. Home rule, despite Labor’s support for it, was 

viewed as a distraction from the more important goal; in fact, serious social and 

economic reform would have to come from London, not some second-tier level of 

government in Edinburgh. When Labor had the opportunity to push home rule in London 
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in the 1920s, they made no effort to do so. Over the next forty years, the ongoing 

centralization of economic and social policy and the state’s inability to deliver on its 

promises generates an underlying discontent that would surface in the 1960s and 

revitalize calls for home rule. 

As the political fortunes of the Conservative Party improved in Scotland after the 

war, it devised a message to counter Labor support for home rule. Similar to their early 

arguments, they continued to highlight how costly and inefficient home rule would be 

and could now draw attention to the disastrous outcome of the home rule attempt in 

Ireland. The leadership was also able to provide evidence that the Labor Party itself did 

not think home rule was a great idea, for they had done nothing to prevent the defeat of 

the Buchanan Bill while they were in power in 1924. However, their message would 

change in the 1930s when the depression began. 

The economic difficulties that plagued the working class in the 1920s began to 

affect the entire middle class. As result, criticism of government policies in Scotland 

intensified, for the Conservatives in London pursued economic policies that helped 

southern England but not peripheral regions. As conditions worsened, local newspapers 

and the Edinburgh and Glasgow Chambers of Commerce voiced their disapproval; they 

asserted that Scotland was being treated unfairly to the benefit of England (Finlay, 

1997, pp. 102-103). Given this vocal pressure, the Scottish Unionists faced a dilemma. 

They needed a new message and a policy change because the complaints about 

Scotland becoming a second sister to England were coming from their voting base in 

the middle class. According to Finlay (1997), the response from the Conservatives was 

threefold. From a policy perspective, they had to pursue administrative devolution to 
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improve efficiency and make Scots feel closer to their government, so they moved the 

Scottish Office from London to Edinburgh (p. 103). Next, the party had to recognize 

Scottish pride and its importance to unionism. Finally, their new message would remind 

Scots that they were dependent on their wealthier neighbor to improve their situation, 

replacing their old message about equal partnership (p. 103). 

The Unionists came to depend on this last point as a means to justify the 

economic downturn people were suffering during the 1930s. The only solution 

understood in Tory circles was to let the economy take its natural course, in accordance 

with their belief in laissez-faire economic theory. As a result, they had to keep reiterating 

this message, which over time came to sound negative and defeatist, further infuriating 

their base and making Unionists appear out of touch with the real problems in Scotland. 

This approach also demonstrated that Unionist policies were unable to rectify the 

structural defects in the Scottish economy. Their failure and the ongoing discontent 

provided a fertile ground from which a latent nationalist feeling would later emerge and 

challenge the status quo.  

After the First World War, the home rule movement in Britain went dormant 

because of several different factors in British politics. First, the World War weakened the 

Liberal Party, the main proponent of self-government; they experienced a split between 

the moderate and radical elements, the latter favoring a much more progressive 

agenda. This disagreement eventually led to a significant reversal of fortune for the 

fledgling Labor Party, as it started to attract the working class constituents. Although the 

Labor Party manifesto supported home rule, when the opportunity to support it arrived in 

1924, the party ignored the issue and focused more on their growing socialist agenda. 
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This political competition led to a split in the progressive vote between the Liberal and 

Labor Parties in Scotland and Wales. The immediate impact was the revival of the 

Tories, a party that had lost three consecutive elections before and after the war; the 

period between the wars was dominated by Conservative governments. Coupled with 

this shift were the uprisings in Ireland, starting in 1916 with the Easter Rebellion and 

culminating in the creation of the Irish Free State and the island being split along 

sectarian lines. The violent outcome of the home rule legislation, which passed in 1914 

but was suspended as a result of Britain’s entry into the war, had for some discredited 

the idea, or least dampened enthusiasm for it, and helped generate a unionist backlash 

that would remain in place until after the Second World War. This backlash became part 

of the Tory agenda and assisted in improving their political fortunes. As a result, the 

period between the wars was dominated by Conservative governments that promoted a 

pro-unionist agenda. 

However, movement on the issue of devolution was not totally absent. The lack 

of attention it received initiated the creation of the national parties that would in the 

future threaten both Labor and the Conservatives in the post-World War II period. In 

Scotland, this shift started in 1918 with the revival of the Scottish Home Rule 

Association (SHRA), led by Roland Muirhead. This non-party organization worked as a 

pressure group to elect pro-home rule candidates to parliament. However, the 

organization eventually became dominated by members of the Labor Party, particularly 

union members. And by 1924, the Labor Party had demonstrated that it would not live 

up to the promise of home rule for Scotland. Indeed, with Labor in power, a bill 

introduced by George Buchanan MP received lukewarm support from the government, 
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and a vote was never taken to move the bill (Fry, 1987, p. 212). Four years later, a 

Labor member introduced another home rule bill, but it was never debated and would 

be the last home rule bill introduced in parliament for almost the next forty years. The 

cessation of home rule bills by the end of the 1920s can be explained by (a) the demise 

of the Liberal Party, a long supporter of the issue, (b) a period of Unionist government in 

London from 1931-1945, and (c) a centralized Labor Party with little interest in the issue 

(Donaldson, 1969, p. 12). However, this cessation did not dampen measures to improve 

administrative devolution, as demonstrated by the growth of the Scottish Office during 

this period. 

The suspension of home rule initiatives raised the frustration level of home rulers 

and led to a split in the Scottish Convention, an umbrella organization encompassing 

home ruler groups; eventually, Muirhead left the SHRA and formed the National Party of 

Scotland in April 1928. He and like-minded individuals realized that trying to influence 

the political parties through pressure group tactics had failed. The alternative strategy 

was to steal votes from the Labor Party by placing their own candidates for office; once 

Labor leadership recognized the threat, they would give home rule the attention it 

deserved. The party contested five seats in 1931 and kept its filing deposit in three, an 

approach that proved successful. In response to their inability to compete in the political 

mainstream, they developed a more aggressive strategy that was more republican and 

independent minded. As a result, a struggle arose between fundamentalists who 

advocated independence and moderates who wanted to achieve devolution because 

they believed that any alternative frightened the electorate. Meanwhile, as a counter to 

the perceived radicalism of the National Party of Scotland (NPS), Tories who wanted 
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home rule with a right-wing flavor formed the Scottish Party in 1932. This new party now 

represented a competitor for the moderate nationalist vote. Also, as a party that 

identified with mainstream members of society who wanted home rule, it received 

relatively positive press.   

The moderate elements of the NPS decided that a merger with the Scottish Party 

offered an opportunity to broaden the appeal of its cause to the electorate. This decision 

was made after a Scottish Party candidate, supported by the NPS for a 1933 by-election 

in Inverness, polled 17% of the vote. So both parties united to form the Scottish National 

Party (SNP) in 1934. Following the moderate success in Inverness, the party contested 

seven seats in the 1935 general election but did not perform very well. This outcome 

reignited an internal debate about whether the party should advocate independence or 

self-government, the primary issue being that independence had the tendency to scare 

away voters. Also, a dwindling membership reduced funding and hurt their chances to 

contest elections, initiating a debate over strategy. The debate was between operating 

as a pressure group to promote home rule or to continue to contest elections. The 

outcome was essentially decided by economics; lacking the funding, it did not have the 

resources to contest elections. Furthermore, the party continued to allow members to 

remain in other parties, further weakening the organization. By 1942, the party split; the 

moderate John MacCormick formed the National Convention, which was an attempt to 

organize a cross-party coalition to promote home rule. Although the Convention claimed 

to have obtained two million signatures for the National Covenant, a document 

demanding Scottish home rule, the positive press and support it generated did not 

materialize into a political transformation. The pressure group tactic of achieving home 
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rule had failed, and the Convention eventually withered away, leaving the SNP as the 

sole nationalist organization.  

The fact that the nationalists had split into two groups did not hinder the SNP 

from trying to contest elections. Much to their surprise, they won the Motherwell by-

election in 1945, sending Robert McIntyre to the Commons as the first SNP MP. This 

initial success, however, would be overshadowed in the next election. With the war 

over, the SNP remained the only nationalist party, and though it would remain in the 

wilderness for twenty more years, this time allowed it to establish a clear identity and 

work on building its organization and define an electoral strategy. Having lost its 

moderate elements to the Convention, only fundamentalists who advocated 

independence as the only means to achieve self-government remained. Therefore, the 

party’s 1948 national conference stipulated that their goal was political independence 

from the United Kingdom. And the strategy designed to sell it to the Scottish people was 

to highlight the grievances Scotland had about its economic health relative to the rest of 

the United Kingdom. However, not until the 1960s would the party enter the limelight 

and initiate a final pass towards devolution in Scotland. 

Wales 

In Wales, the nationalist party experienced a dismal beginning, similar to the one 

in Scotland. Although Wales’s national party was established in August 1925, nine 

years before the SNP, it was not the product of any overwhelming nationalist feeling in 

the country. The creation of Plaid Genedlaethol Cymru was the merger of two groups, 

The Welsh Home Rule Army and The Welsh Movement, representing a diverse group 

of individuals with a common goal of establishing a Welsh government. Between the 
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wars, the national party in Wales operated more as a pressure group than a political 

party because the membership consisted of individuals who represented a number of 

organizations that promoted a cultural and religious agenda as much as a political one. 

Its second president, Saunders Lewis (1926-1939), was focused on “a free and self-

governing Wales that would preserve and consolidate the components of Welsh 

identity, especially the language” (McAllister, 2001, p. 24). This statement defined the 

organization’s goals, which were opened ended to attract supporters from across the 

political spectrum in Wales. Just like the SNP, the party initially lacked a clear political 

strategy for accomplishing its goals. The membership was unsure whether to contest 

elections, and even then, if they won, the tactic was to boycott parliament, a strategy not 

very likely to attract voters. So it contested its first election in Caernarfonshire in 1929 

on a platform similar to Sinn Fein in Ireland: not to sit at Westminster. This tactic 

aroused criticism because the party won only 1.6% of the vote. The ensuing debate 

produced a new policy: to seek dominion status for Wales and abandon the Welsh-only 

language policy after 1930 (McAllister, 2002, pp. 26-27). During events just before the 

war, members of Plaid took part in direct action that resulted in a RAF facility in Wales 

burning down in 1936. It attracted little attention but refocused the party and 

strengthened its organization and ability to compete in elections. In 1943, the party won 

22.5% of the vote in a by-election; it also contested seven spots in the 1945 general 

election but was not very successful. More importantly, the experience forced the group 

to move away from pressure group approaches and consolidate itself into a more 

structured political party. The result would be greater success in the 1960s as the party 

matured, experienced an influx of new blood, and clearly refined its political message.  
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The national parties in both regions emerged as pressure groups, but they 

eventually recognized that this approach was flawed. Their failure created the incentive 

to define themselves as political parties, but they still lacked a clear message beyond 

the more general idea of nationalism. However, their decision to become political parties 

and compete in elections demonstrates their realization that the road to independence 

or recognition of nationalistic concerns would not be achieved by violence. Therefore, 

institutionalizing the movements into mainstream political parties later forced the 

organizations to adopt a policy agenda that was more than nationalistic; political 

success would require them to develop economic and social platforms as well.  
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CHAPTER 6 
DEVOLUTION, THE NATIONALISTS, AND THE LABOR PARTY 1960-1979: 

SCOTLAND AND WALES 

From the 1930s until 1959, the Conservative Party was dominant in Scotland. 

The party performed better than it did in England in the 1945 and 1950 general 

elections, and it achieved even better results in 1955. Its best result came in 1959 when 

the party captured over 50% of the vote, a feat never accomplished by any other party 

in the century (Hutchison, 2001, pp. 70-71). This accomplishment stemmed from the 

fact that party organization in Scotland had recently been modernized.  Party agents 

helped manage campaigns, canvassing increased, and the Young Unionists 

organizations increased membership amongst the new generations, bringing in new 

blood and potentially more middle class candidates to replace the aging aristocracy that 

had dominated the party. Also, the party maintained a centrist’s position on policy and 

focused particular attention on the housing shortage, one of Scotland’s most serious 

issues in the post-war period; it implemented a policy to build new housing units after 

taking power in 1950. Finally, the party pushed into the political territory of the Liberal 

electorate by labeling themselves, during elections, as “Unionists” and “National 

Liberals,” reminiscent of the old Liberal-Unionists label in the nineteenth century (pp. 72-

78).  

However, this period of Tory pre-eminence abruptly came to an end and was 

relinquished to Labor, which became dominant during the period 1964-1979 and 

remains so to present day. In fact, the Tories would eventually be demoted to third 

place by the nationalist party in Scotland, according to electoral swings during this 

period. In the six general elections from 1964 to 1979, the Conservatives never 
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performed as well in Scotland as they did in England. Their vote total in 1959 reached 

50% and declined to 31% by 1979, whereas in England, it dropped from 50.4% to 

47.2%. This change in electoral forces also translated into fewer Tory MPs from 

Scotland; their number dropped to less than one third of the seats from Scotland. 

This decline resulted from economic problems in Scotland and failure of the party 

to maintain initiatives begun immediately after the war. First, the structural or economic 

decline in Scotland followed employment stagnation in the traditional heavy industries of 

steel and shipbuilding; there was also a shortage in new industries, despite some 

attempts to introduce a new strip mill in Ravenscrig and a couple of automobile plants. 

As England’s economy prospered, Scotland experienced higher unemployment. In turn, 

an increase in emigration led to a brain drain; 44% of Scottish-born university graduates 

left the country in the years 1966-1969, with most remaining in the United Kingdom 

(Hutchison, 2001, p. 116). Many of these individuals might have constituted the 

entrepreneurial class necessary to expand the private sector and become the mainstay 

of a Scottish middle-class more prone to support conservative policies. The problem 

was that a significant amount of the employed were in traditional heavy industries and 

that any new industries tended to bring their own managerial staff from overseas, 

providing very little mobility for an indigenous managerial class. Therefore, the Scots 

were manual workers in these new companies, and their standard of living was below 

their English counterparts. In addition to the higher unemployment rate, a growing 

sector of the population became dependent on state provision for well-being; after local 

reform, new government employees inflated the already large public sector working in 

nationalized industries. From 1960 to 1975, local government employment in Scotland 
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grew by 47.5%, compared to 32% in England (p. 114). A small managerial class 

emerged in the public sector, but unlike its private counterpart in England, it was more 

willing to accept state provisions and more closely aligned with Labor because the 

employees were unionized. Finally, most housing was council-owned and, thus, 

subsidized by the state. Public sector housing accounted for 54% of the Scottish 

housing sector in 1974. Because the public housing sector was larger in Scotland than 

in England, local rates were higher for home owners to help fund the subsidized 

housing; in 1957, when the Tory government eliminated rent controls, better private 

housing became much more expensive, hitting the middle class hardest. In turn, 

because the private housing market was not expanding, opportunities for growth in the 

supply and service sector diminished as economic circumstances offered no opportunity 

for these types of ventures as in England. Even when the Tories, under Thatcher, 

offered residents the opportunity to purchase their council house at a reduced rate, they 

found fewer takers in Scotland because much of the housing was in high-rise buildings, 

and their potential resale value was much less than the traditional homes that were 

more prevalent in England. 

Another important factor is a monumental change in the print media that occurred 

during this period in Scotland. Up until the late 1950s, the Scottish press had been 

overwhelmingly pro-Tory. The first shift in the press occurred when the Daily Record 

was purchased by the Mirror Group. The paper originally catered to a lower middle-

class readership, but the new owner transformed it into working-class staple. As a 

result, its readership increased from 350,000 in the 1950s to 668,000 in the 1970s, 

carrying a greater percentage of Labor supporters (Hutchison, 2001, p. 101). The 
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second shift came in the 1960s and 1970s, when a number of dailies closed; the 

circulation of the Daily Record subsequently increased. Two other newspapers with a 

daily circulation of approximately 100,000 each were the Glasgow Herald and the 

Scotsman, both staunch supporters of Unionism since the Irish Home Rule debate in 

the 1880s. Both newspapers switched to a pro-devolutionist stance, criticizing the Tory 

party but never endorsing Labor. However, in the October 1974 general election, the 

Scotsman recommended that its readers vote Liberal or nationalist. So while the English 

daily press echoed a pro-Tory voice in Scotland, the Scottish-based press turned away 

from Tory policy. 

Wales: Labor and the Nationalists 

Unlike Scotland, Wales was dominated by the Labor Party after 1945; party 

strength reached its zenith in the 1950s, when Labor captured 58% of the vote in the 

1956 general election though it failed to gain power. And Welsh nationalism, according 

to Kenneth Morgan (1981) in Rebirth of a Nation, “seemed as dead as the druids” (p. 

376). This political situation begs the following question: What transpired to give rise to 

a Welsh identity from the end of World War II to the first devolution referendum in 1979? 

Two explanations are (a) that intellectual development impacted the growing Welsh 

middle-class and (b) that the Welsh Language campaign brought great attention to a 

dying culture, sparking a modern revival. The intellectual push began with the 

expansion of the University of Wales system after the war. By the 1970s, the university 

system in Wales included seven institutions that served 19,533 students; by this time, 

Welsh history had become a favorite course among undergraduates, for the younger 

generation, brought up in a world of affluence and growing individualism, sought to learn 
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about their region’s past. This trend was particularly apparent in rural communities, 

which faced a great transformation; suburbanization and homeownership replaced the 

personal, close-knit industrial communities centered on either coal or steel. The Welsh 

Language movement was generated by a report issued by the Council for Wales in 

1961 concerning the status of the language. In February 1962, a BBC radio lecture 

given by Saunders Lewis, one of the original members of Plaid, urged a more assertive 

effort to save the language, which was more important than self-government. This 

broadcast initiated a national campaign to save the language and, with it, the culture of 

the region, which had been negatively impacted by structural changes in the Welsh 

economy. Based on census data spanning three decades (1951-1971), the Welsh 

speaking population went from 28% in 1951 to 20% in 1971, with most of the Welsh-

speaking population residing in the dying areas of rural north and mid-west Wales. Of 

course, the original creation of Plaid Cymru was focused on saving the Welsh language 

and, thus, the Welsh culture. Not until 1932, seven years after the party’s formation, did 

it adopt self-government as part of its agenda. And unlike Scotland, Welsh national 

consciousness countered the cultural domination that emanated from England. This 

resistance explains the centrality of the language; even in 1901, the census showed that 

50% of the population still spoke Welsh. As Anthony Birch (1977) argued in Political 

Integration and Disintegration in the British Isles, “Since the 1920s the most important 

motivating force of the nationalist groups has been their concern to arrest the decline of 

the Welsh language” (p. 119). 

Hence, the resurgence of the nationalist movement coincides with the formation 

in 1962 of the Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg (Welsh Language Society), which 
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campaigned actively against the decline of the language. Many of its members also 

belonged to Plaid Cymru. The Welsh nationalist party advocated self-government, not 

independence, in order to save and preserve Welsh language and culture. The 

language debate essentially emerged from the concern over education. A Welsh-

speaking middle-class was growing in Cardiff as a result of BBC Wales; Harlech 

Television (HTV), a commercial television station with Welsh language programs; the 

growth of the Welsh Office; and the university system, which was feeling pressure to 

offer programs primarily delivered in Welsh. This growth gave momentum to the Welsh 

schools movement. Originally initiated in the 1930s, it received new life after an official 

report from the Central Advisory Council for Education (Wales) promoted efforts to 

protect the language. Meanwhile, the English council focused on teaching methods, 

faculties, and other matters essential to effective teaching. Welsh remained a 

mandatory primary school subject, and new Welsh-language medium schools were 

established in the newly emerging housing estates. Today, these schools have long 

waiting lists, for they operate like magnet programs that have minimal disciplinary 

problems and very supportive parents. 

In fact, the Welsh language movement attracted extensive attention through their 

direct action tactics: defacing road signs, refusing to license a car because forms were 

in English, and holding sit-ins in BBC studios to demand more Welsh language 

entertainment on television and news. These actions led to the arrest of over 500 

members from 1965 until the early 1970s (Birch, 1977, p. 128). The cause for linguistic 

equality was finally established in the Welsh Language Act 1967, which was preceded 

by the first publication of the Welsh History Review and followed by Llafur (Labor), a 
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journal devoted to Welsh labor history at a time when the major industries had entered 

their twilight years. Eventually, S4C, an all-Welsh-language television station, was 

established by the BBC in 1982. Apparently, post-war Welsh society was caught up, 

perhaps unknowingly for most, in a struggle to preserve and define its traditional culture. 

Beyond the compass of the Welsh language, a larger Anglo-Welsh tradition began to 

flourish. 

Alongside this cultural revival, Plaid Cymru came out of the shadows when it 

brought a Tory governmental action to national attention in 1957. As the British 

economy grew and populations shifted, Liverpool, a manufacturing center, required 

additional infrastructure to support an influx of workers. The government decided to 

flood an area in northeast Wales to build a reservoir that would supply water to the city. 

Seventy families in a valley called Tryweryn would lose their homes. Because it was a 

rural Welsh-speaking community, Plaid Cymru entered the fray to prevent the “English” 

government from taking “Welsh” water. Although the party lost the argument and the 

reservoir was built, Plaid received national attention and delivered the message that 

Wales was powerless to change such a decision. The event illustrated why nationalist 

self-government was so important to the community, especially when a Conservative 

government was in power. As a result, Plaid polled 77,000 votes in 1959, almost double 

the amount in the 1955 general election (Tetteh, 2008, p. 14).  

The last influence on the growing Welsh national consciousness was the 

establishment of the Welsh Office in 1964, which was the first official acknowledgement 

that Wales was a separate territorial entity. In turn, other organizations started to reflect 

this territorial unity. The Welsh Liberal Party was established in 1966, and the 
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Conservatives of Wales and the Labor Party-Wales were formed in the early 1970s. 

Even the trade unions adapted to the change, forming the Trade Union Congress Wales 

(TUC). The Labor government also set up, in conjunction with the Welsh Office, a 

Welsh Economic Planning Board and an advisory Economic Council for Wales. 

Expectations rose, and failure to fulfill these expectations led to more discourse on the 

need for self-government. 

Despite all these factors in play, Plaid Cymru’s electoral performance in 1964 

and 1966 was not as good as its performance in 1959. The explanation is two-fold; 

Labor had returned to power and established the secretary’s position for Wales, and the 

direct actions of the language movement might have seemed too radical to English-

speaking voters. However, a by-election in Carmarthen in 1966 presented an opening to 

Plaid, especially as the media could focus on a single election more directly than on a 

general election. Given current degrees of unemployment and political disillusionment in 

Wales, this election gave Gwynfor Evans, Plaid’s leader and candidate, a unique 

opportunity because he was known among constituents for having served as a local 

councilor. Also, the Labor candidate, Lady Megan Lloyd George, had recently passed 

away due to cancer, sending the party into a panic as it searched for a new candidate. 

This panic could have been avoided, but Lady Megan, keeping her secret, had decided 

to stand even though she knew her condition was precarious. Labor selected a strong 

nationalist candidate, Gwilyn Prys Davies, who lost the election to Plaid, which won its 

first parliamentary seat despite a solid Labor constituency. From this point on, Labor 

recognized the nationalists as a credible threat. 
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Over the next two years, Plaid’s threat would prove more credible in two by-

elections. The first was in Rhondda West, a district that Labor had won with 80% of the 

vote in 1966; in 1967, Plaid cut Labor’s vote from 17,000 to 2,000. The next year in 

Caerphilly, Labor watched a 21,000 winning vote margin fall to 1,800. The economy 

was the predominant issue, and Plaid was paying it adequate attention. In fact, James 

Griffiths, the first Secretary of State for Wales and now in his seventies, wanted to retire; 

he was persuaded not to retire because of Labor’s fear of losing or performing poorly in 

another by-election. As a result, he remained in office representing Llanelli, where he 

had won the previous election by 26,000 votes, until the next election in 1970 (Morgan, 

1981, p. 387). The victory and close calls in Wales and, later, a nationalist win in 

Scotland were adequate motivation for Prime Minister Wilson to initiate the Royal 

Commission on the Constitution in an attempt to defuse the nationalist threat.  

Having established their credibility as a political party, Plaid Cymru’s support 

waned as the economy seemed to rebound, just as it was doing for the nationalists in 

Scotland. In addition, Plaid had to distance itself from a new, more radical, nationalist 

movement known as “Free Wales Army,” which had begun to resort to violence in the 

late 1960s; a dozen bomb explosions in 1968-69 culminated in a very well publicized 

criminal trial in Swansea. Nationalism had temporarily been given a bad name, and the 

new Secretary of State for Wales, George Thomas, a strong anti-devolutionist, publicly 

discussed how the Welsh language was a threat to non-Welsh speakers (Davies, 2001, 

pp. 644-645). 
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Scotland: Labor and the Nationalists 

Scottish nationalism or national consciousness had always existed because 

Scotland had a tradition of being an independent nation; even with the 1707 Act of 

Union, it retained a number of its traditional institutions. In fact, the only institution 

abolished by the act itself was the Scottish Parliament, which merged with the 

parliament at Westminster. Its Presbyterian Church remained; thus, it never 

experienced the imposition of the Church of England like Ireland and Wales. Its 

education system was considered enlightened, and until the 1930s, Scotland had four 

universities to England’s two. Even the Scottish newspapers focused on their own 

affairs, and English papers there had limited circulation, unlike English papers in Wales. 

Between 1886 and 1928, a total of fourteen separate home rule bills were submitted in 

the Commons though none passed. So the SNP, unlike Plaid Cymru, had no need to 

awaken a sense of national pride. The Welsh national party had made this attempt from 

its very formation and, because of its link to the language, had a much more difficult 

time attracting the support of a large portion of the electorate, which remained 

Anglicized and English speaking. As a result, the Liberal Party in Wales was more likely 

to attract protest votes than the nationalists, as borne out by Liberal and Plaid voting 

patterns in Wales during the 1970s. The vote total of the Liberal Party increased from 

103,747 to 238,997 between 1970 and 1974 whereas the nationalist total decreased 

from 175,016 to 166,321 during the same period (Tetteh, 2008, p. 14). In Scotland, the 

nationalists saw their vote total increase from 306,802 to 839,617 in the same period 

whereas the Liberals remained essentially the same. Not only did the language issue 

scare away protest votes, but a comparison of the two nationalist party manifestos 
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during the 1970s also indicates that the SNP focused on economic issues with which 

the voters could identify; the Welsh nationalists focused on protecting the culture and 

argued that self-government was more democratic compared to centralization at 

Westminster. These voting outcomes repeated over three general elections in which the 

economy was the most important issue to voters. 

By the 1960s, the economy was transforming. As the manufacturing base 

declined, citizens experienced greater levels of affluence; as a result, the Labor Party 

achieved dominance in both Scotland and Wales while experiencing a slow decline in 

vote share in England. In this political environment, the nationalist parties in both 

regions emerged as potential contenders, threatening the position of Labor in two 

regions that provided them a stable 30% of its parliamentary membership. Nationalist 

victories in by-elections in both nations were seen by Labor as long-term threats to a 

significantly established electoral base. The first indication of a nationalist threat in 

Scotland appeared in two by-elections during 1961-1962. During the first in Glasgow 

Bridgeton, a Labor stronghold, the SNP polled 18.7% of the vote and, in the following 

year in West Lothian, achieved a respectable 23.3% of the vote; the party came in 

second ahead of the Unionist and Liberal candidates (Tetteh, 2008, p. 15). In the 1966 

general election, the nationalists polled 5% of the vote (a 14.5% average for each seat it 

contested) up from 0.8% in 1959 (Keating & Bleiman, 1979, p. 154). Next, at the 1967 

by-election in Pollock, a Labor seat, the nationalists split the Labor vote and allowed the 

Tories to win. Finally, the November 1967 by-election produced an SNP victory in 

Hamilton, the safest Labor constituency in Scotland, with Mrs. Winifred Ewing, a novice 

candidate who won 46% of the vote (p. 155). In the spring of 1968, the SNP won many 
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local council positions throughout the country by capturing 34% of the vote. 

Compounding the defeat, the success of SNP in Glasgow forced Labor out of power 

despite a predominately working class constituency.  As the two following sections 

highlight, the nationalists in both regions were starting to become more visible and a 

potential threat to the political aspirations of the Labor Party in both regions. Although 

Labor refused to embrace devolution as a counter to the nationalist threat, Labor 

realized the need to prevent the nationalists from dominating the political debate about 

home rule or devolution. Therefore, Wilson reluctantly adopted a minimalist approach. 

Labor and the Royal Commission on Devolution 

Following the alarms set off by the recent elections in Wales and Scotland, the 

Wilson government became concerned with the nationalist threat. Even the 

Conservatives acknowledged the potential threat in Scotland. Earlier in the year at a 

party conference, its leader, Edward Heath, made his Declaration of Perth, in which he 

recognized the demands for home rule; he also appointed a well-respected Scot, Sir 

Alec Douglas-Home, a former prime minster, to lead a commission to inquire into the 

issue of home rule, much to the dissatisfaction of a significant portion of its members 

who would vote it down later at the 1973 party conference. In response to the nationalist 

threat, the Wilson government took a minimalist approach. In October 1968, he initiated 

the Royal Commission on the Constitution with the expressed hope that devolution 

would disappear. This commission occurred only after his anti-devolutionist Secretaries 

of State Willie Ross for Scotland and newly appointed George Thomas for Wales finally 

agreed that it was an excellent way to kill the issue. Months after a decision was 

reached to establish a study, Labor Home Secretary James Callaghan, under direction 
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of Prime Minister Wilson, decreed the establishment of the Royal Commission, which 

did not have any members until the following April. This delay indicates that although 

the government might have desired to remove the nationalist issue from the agenda, 

they did not address the situation with any urgency. As Prime Minister Wilson famously 

said, a Royal Commission is meant to “take minutes and spend years,” further evidence 

that the intent was to slow hand the nationalist issue of home rule (Drucker & Brown, 

1980, p. 54).  

Interestingly, the warrant that created the commission contains no mention of 

Scotland and Wales or devolution. The prevue was a wholesale examination of the 

British Constitution; the commission was to examine “the interests of the prosperity and 

good government of Our people under the Crown, whether any changes are desirable in 

those functions or otherwise in present constitutional and economic relationships” 

(Kilbrandon, 1973, pp. iii-iv). The warrant does specifically mention two geographical 

regions in which the relationship with the central government should be examined: the 

Channel Islands and the Isle of Man. The lack of real specificity, coupled with a 

comprehensive examination of the constitutional system, provides further evidence that 

the government and Labor Party wanted this issue to be removed from the political 

debate or at least suspended. The commission took four years to complete its task and 

finally issued a report in 1973, when Labor was no longer in power.  

Although the commission had the all-encompassing task of reviewing the 

constitutional system, the commission was guided by political reality and decided to 

review possible constitutional changes for Scotland and Wales. This remit was decided 

by a majority of the membership, who recognized that the real goal of the body was to 
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examine the rise of the national parties, as clearly stated in the opening paragraphs of 

their report. Also, the composition of the commission’s membership hinted at this goal. 

Only three of the eleven members represented England (excluding North England), or 

half the United Kingdom. Scotland, Wales and North England had two members each, 

and Northern Ireland and South-West England had one member each; thus, the focus 

was clearly to deal with Scotland and Wales, which contained only eight million of the 

UK’s sixty million people.  

The commission finally held its first hearing in Cardiff, Wales, September 15-16, 

1969. The first witnesses questioned during this session were the representatives of 

Plaid Cymru, the nationalist party in Wales. The first confrontation occurred when the 

nationalists decided to give some of their testimony in Welsh; this strategy annoyed the 

commission especially because Plaid Cymru only gave them 24-hour notice that a 

translator would be required. The discussion was not hostile, but the testimony was 

awkward and did not give the commission the impression of overwhelming demand for 

change, let alone independence. For example, when one commissioner asked a 

representative of the nationalist party whether the Welsh people really saw themselves 

as a nation and possessed a strong desire for independence, the answer was “Yes, I 

think that is true” (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 56). Various other lukewarm responses 

left the commission skeptical about demands for self-government in Wales.  

The next testimony took place in Scotland, September 20-30 of the same year. 

Again, the first witnesses questioned were spokespersons for the Scottish National 

Party. Unlike the Welsh testimony, the SNP members were very direct and aggressive, 

leading to a relatively hostile exchange between the commission and the nationalists. 
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Nevertheless, the Scottish nationalists never really provided concrete evidence of 

grievances against the Union. Aside from the parties, government departments, and 

private testimony, there was generally very little evidence, either written or spoken, by 

pressure groups. From the Scots, the commission received only six written reports, and 

from Wales, there were twelve, but none of much substance. Those groups who 

supported Labor leaned toward devolution, and those groups who supported the 

Conservatives were against it (Drucker & Brown, 1980, pp. 71-73). 

The commission did conduct public opinion polls during the winter of 1969-1970 

to ascertain public sentiment about the issue. Unfortunately, the polls were just a smoke 

screen, and their use has been criticized. First, they conducted only one poll only one 

time, four years before the commission released its final report. Second, the results in 

one survey showed that 62% of the population was satisfied with government 

performance and that more were disaffected by local government performance as 

opposed to the central authority. Last, the polls showed that dissatisfaction with 

Westminster increased the further removed they were from London. In fact, the polls 

showed greater dissatisfaction in Northern England than in Wales. Yet no consideration 

was given to a regional government in any English region (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 

63). Clearly, the commission was primarily focused on the political problem the 

nationalists posed for both Labor and the Tories. 

In the end, the commission recommended a form of devolution for both Scotland 

and Wales, but the proposal was not unanimous. Unlike many commissions that 

attempt to arrive at a consensus, this body split into two camps based on their 

competing proposals. The disagreement indicated that one group was dealing with the 
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political problem at hand and the other was using constitutional logic more in line with 

the actual charge given to the commission. The majority opinion proposed devolution 

schemes for Scotland and Wales that gave each an elected assembly of approximately 

100 members with legislative, executive, and administrative powers. Those powers 

were no different from the powers currently exercised by the respective Scottish and 

Welsh Offices. The one notable change was that the Scottish government would also 

control criminal enforcement, prison policy, and some other aspects of police power 

because Scotland possessed its own legal system. As far as finance was concerned, an 

independent Exchequer Board would receive estimates from both the central and 

regional governments to determine what funding was necessary to maintain services at 

the pre-devolution level; assemblies could use the funding as needed and were free to 

transfer it from account to account. Because the assemblies would have extensive 

authority, the commission felt that the overrepresentation of the two regions at 

Westminster should be reduced. Their defense of this recommendation was that the 

people of Scotland and Wales wanted such a reduction. However, the testimony and 

surveys had not provided substantial evidence to support this conclusion. Again, the 

real goal was to reduce the nationalist threat to the political standing of the two main 

parties. 

The Memorandum of Dissent, submitted by the two academics on the 

commission, proposed a similar devolution solution, but it would include the five regions 

of England along with Scotland and Wales. Also, it would give the assemblies the power 

to collect revenue: a levy through sales tax and a surcharge on income tax. Because 

this group examined the entire constitutional system as the writ decreed, they even 
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recommended other constitutional reforms, including additional subject committees in 

the national parliament. In the end, the report generated little discussion when it was 

published in October 1973, but it did place the issue of devolution on the national 

agenda. Although devolution generated lukewarm enthusiasm in most people, apart 

from nationalists, placement on the national agenda was a launching point for future 

discussions about devolution in the United Kingdom. The unintended consequence of 

the report was that, instead of alleviating the problem or at least removing it from the 

political playing field, it gave the issue of devolution more official credibility, justifying 

future demands for self-government in the two regions. Indeed, the commission’s 

recommendation legitimized home rule demands and, thus, forced Labor to travel a 

path it was very reluctant to pursue. 

The Royal Commission on the Constitution issued its report four years after the 

Labor government under Wilson was replaced by the Tories in the 1970 general 

election. Labor was now the opposition, and concerns about devolution had subsided, 

especially because the nationalists lost Hamilton in the general election and only gained 

the Western Isles, which never had a Labor constituency. In addition, the Tory Industrial 

Relations Act became a national issue, pitting the government against the unions and 

giving Labor a familiar and comfortable vantage point from which to challenge the 

Conservatives. However, a specific piece of legislation concerning the reform of local 

government in Scotland received the support of Scottish MPs, including Labor. Scottish 

devolutionists such as John Mackintosh and Jim Sillars discerned Labor’s refusal to wait 

on the reforms until the commission had completed its report on constitutional change. 
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Enthusiastic proponents of the cause of devolution could tell that the party’s original 

commission was probably not taken very seriously.  

The nationalists in Scotland won another surprising by-election at Govan and 

came close in an earlier one in Dundee-East in 1973, both reversing a strong Labor 

majority. These victories, while the Labor party was in opposition, focused more 

attention on the devolution issue as the Constitutional Commission or Kilbrandon report 

was about to be released. Despite this apparent wake up call, the Executive of the 

Scottish Labor Party released a report titled Scotland and the UK, which restated a 

previous policy that ruled out the need or desire for a Scottish Assembly but failed to 

make visible the growing internal split among Scottish MPs concerning devolution. 

Finally, the Kilbrandon report recommended a scheme for devolution and placed the 

issue squarely on the agenda.  

However, events after the February 1974 general election would accelerate 

concern over the issue of devolution, for the nationalist parties did relatively well, 

especially in Scotland, where the SNP actually promoted independence, not merely 

self-government, as Plaid Cymru did. This success came as a surprise because both 

parties had lost the momentum they had in the mid-1960s; perhaps the Labor Party had 

been lulled into a state of complacency, making the 1974 successes appear all the 

more threatening. Labor’s initial reaction after the February election was to ignore the 

issue; they maintained power as a minority government and knew that they would still 

be forced to hold another election within a short period of time. Given this scenario and 

the many problems in the 1960s that had caused external and internal conflicts within 

the party, Wilson adopted a minimalist political strategy. He maintained internal party 
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harmony and only pushed policies to strengthen support amongst its electoral 

constituency, especially the unions.  

Although the SNP been reduced to an echo after the 1970 election, it reemerged 

during the February 1974 general election with 22% of the vote and seven 

parliamentary seats; Labor still retained 40 Scottish seats in Parliament, 7 fewer than its 

peak in 1966 (Keating & Bleiman, 1979, p. 154). This result occurred despite the 

Commission’s recommendation for devolution in both Scotland and Wales before the 

election. In fact, devolution was not a significant issue during the election because the 

economy and trade union strikes were the dominant concerns for voters. Indeed, the 

Conservative and Liberal parties both experienced a loss of seats. Though the results 

did draw more attention to the issue, the commission’s recommendation more 

importantly placed the issue squarely on the mainstream political agenda, which would 

no longer echo the more extremist elements in British politics. The results of the follow 

up election called by Labor later in the year would confirm this analysis and force the 

governing Labor Party into crisis mode. 

With nationalist momentum temporarily stymied after 1968, the general election 

of 1970 saw Labor defeated and replaced by a Conservative government under Edward 

Heath. In Wales, Plaid Cymru increased its vote total to 175,016 from the 61,071 votes 

it captured in 1966 but failed to retain the Carmarthen constituency it had won in the by-

election (Tetteh, 2008, p. 15). In Scotland, the nationalist vote declined from earlier 

highs, and they lost the seat won in a surprising upset in Hamilton but did win a seat in 

the Western Isles, retaining their membership in Parliament. However, events in the 
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1970s would dramatically shift the fortunes of the nationalists in both regions, 

culminating in a failed first attempt to establish devolution in both Scotland and Wales. 

While in power, the Conservative government confronted significant economic 

problems that would, in the short term, benefit the nationalists. But first, Heath would 

achieve one of his party’s stated goals and ensure in 1972 Britain’s entry into the 

European Economic Community, which Labor had long criticized as another capitalist 

club. Despite this success, the government now confronted a hostile trade union 

environment over the passage of the Industrial Relations Act, a law limiting wildcat 

strikes and prohibiting limitations on legitimate strikes. It also established the National 

Industrial Relations Court, which had the power to grant injunctions to prevent strikes 

and to settle different types of labor disputes. Challenged by the unions, this legislation 

led to the first nationwide strike since 1926, forcing the government to announce a state 

of emergency and reduce the work week to three days due to power plant shutdowns 

for lack of fuel. The strike by coal miners and truckers prevented the delivery of the 

resources needed to keep the plants operational. It eventually forced the government to 

call a general election because they had essentially lost control of the situation; each 

time they agreed to union demands, the unions sensed weakness and made more 

demands on the state. Ironically, the slogan “Who Governs Britain?” was the campaign 

theme used by the Tories in the February 1974 election. In light of the political 

environment confronting the nation and the Labor government elected in February 

1974, Chapter 7 examines the events of Labor’s tenure in power and how the party 

forced the issue of devolution in the name of political expediency. 
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CHAPTER 7 
LABOR AND DEVOLUTION 1974-1979 

 
The 1974 Elections, Labor, and Devolution 

The February general election results produced a hung Parliament but gave 

Labor the largest number of members at 301; the Tories had 296 although they had 

gained 300,000 more popular votes than Labor. Worse yet, the nationalists in Scotland 

and Wales succeeded beyond all expectations. Plaid Cymru captured two 

constituencies and only lost a third by three votes. Labor’s vote total in Wales fell to 

47%, the first time it had fallen below 50% since the war. The SNP fared much better by 

winning seven constituencies and 23.2% of the total popular vote. The nationalists 

provided an alternative party that allowed angry Labor voters to register their discontent. 

If voters in England wanted to express their discontent with Labor, they could vote 

Liberal. But in the Celtic regions, that negative sentiment could be coupled with a 

positive nationalist feeling. The Tories attempted to maintain power by manufacturing a 

coalition, offering Harold Wilson, the Labor leader, an opportunity to form a government 

and have the largest party representation in the House of Commons. He refused to form 

the coalition and decided to rule as a minority government that would last only seven 

months, longer than the leadership originally anticipated.  

The cause of the nationalists’ success was primarily that the economic downturn 

experienced in both regions was more severe than in England and that both parties 

claimed that a shift in political power, self-government in Wales and autonomy or 

independence in Scotland, was the best way to spark economic revival. For example, 

the Plaid Cymru manifesto, titled Rich Welsh or Poor British, discussed raising revenue 

by selling Welsh water to English towns. The SNP made the credible argument that 
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Scotland’s oil, which had been discovered in the North Sea, was soon coming on line. 

The obvious implication was that this supply would generate enormous wealth, as the 

recent 1973 OPEC oil embargo had made so personally clear to many subjects. The 

primary reason for their success, however, was a decline in class voting that began in 

Britain in the 1970s. Mark Franklin’s (1985) The Decline of Class Voting in Britain and 

Butler and Stokes’ (1976) significant study Political Change in Britain both documented 

the change. Franklin argued that class voting was replaced by issue voting to explain 

how economic performance could be capitalized on by the nationalists. They adopted 

lines generally supportive of the welfare state and provided discontented Labor voters 

with a familiar alternative. Also, the younger voters, under 35, and first-time voters 

rallied to the nationalist cause in Scotland (Hutchison, 2001, p. 123). Changes in 

economic structure, affluence, and education were reshaping the electorate, for skilled 

and semi-skilled workers were on the decline. This trend continued into the 1980s 

because Labor failed to adjust its appeal; as a result, the Tories enjoyed more success 

during that period.  

Recognizing the urgency of the situation, Lord Crowther-Hunt, who had written 

the dissenting opinion of the Kilbrandon Report, was brought into the government as a 

constitutional advisor; in June, he published a discussion paper that listed five possible 

models of devolution (Keating, 1979, p. 167). He followed this paper in September with 

another government White Paper titled Democracy and Devolution: Proposals for 

Scotland and Wales, which proposed a very watered-down vision of the assemblies. 

Finally, the Labor Party in Scotland actually published a separate Scottish Manifesto 

outlining the calls for an assembly. Although Labor had not placed the issue of 



132 

devolution in its February manifesto, despite the release of the Kilbrandon Report on the 

Constitution in 1973 and its recommendations for devolution, the election results were 

significant enough that it would appear in its October 1974 manifesto. The election 

result would be even more disastrous, not only for Labor but also for the Conservatives. 

In the October 1974 election, the SNP won eleven seats, the four additional ones taken 

from the Conservatives. In the popular vote, the SNP found itself only six points behind 

Labor, 30.4 to 36.3, while surpassing the third-place Conservatives, who polled only 

24.7 (Rallings & Thrasher, 2009, p. 198). The most frightening result to Labor, 

according to leader Harold Wilson, was that the nationalists placed second in 35 of the 

41 seats they won that year (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 48). In Wales, Plaid Cymru 

retained their two seats, and Gwynfor Evans, who had lost the previous election by 

three votes, won Carmarthen; this result gave the nationalists their third seat in the 

region. Even more ominous for Labor was the Plaid vote in the nineteen constituencies 

of southeast Wales, Labor’s stronghold; Plaid candidates saw their vote totals rise 

173% over its numbers in 1964, when it first challenged Labor in its heartland (Birch, 

1977, p. 129). The implication was that Plaid had now become acceptable to 

predominantly English-speaking communities, not just the rural Welsh-speaking 

communities of the north and west. Although Labor emerged from the election with a 

majority, the margin was only three votes; the party’s position had become tentative as 

the nationalists gained in its post-war strongholds. Furthermore, these gains came after 

Labor had included devolution as a priority in the election manifesto for the first time in 

its history and had finally convinced a reluctant executive in the Scottish Labor Party to 

promote the issue officially. To this point, the devolution battle had apparently been 
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waged in the public sphere, but when it finally appeared in a Labor proposal and 

eventually a bill, the conflict predominately took place within the Labor Party itself.  

Obviously, the election results energized Labor, but the immediate focus was on 

the economy because it was the most critical problem facing the nation. The leadership 

believed, and justifiably so, that economic improvements would take some of the wind 

out of the nationalist sails. But the real incentive for the push on devolution was the 

realization that such a slim majority would not last and that eventually, nationalist 

goodwill might be essential to the government’s future survival. In November 1975, in 

keeping with its campaign promise, Parliament released a White Paper entitled Our 

Changing Democracy: Devolution to Scotland and Wales. This paper generated a great 

deal of criticism, particularly among the Scots, because the Secretary of State for 

Scotland retained the power of a “governor general”; he could veto Scottish Assembly 

legislation if he thought it was ultra vires or inappropriate from a general policy 

standpoint. Also, the paper mentioned very little about the assembly’s role in economic 

development and gave it minimal revenue raising capability (Keating, 1979, p. 175). A 

number of Welsh backbenchers also found it unacceptable because they believed it 

legitimized nationalist demands and created a slippery slope to independence, which 

even the most pro-devolutionist Welsh were against. However, it ironically and 

surprising generated a sense of English nationalism. English MPs representing the 

northern tier of the country were now concerned that the Scots would gain economic 

concessions at their expense. Of course, the government had been ignoring this issue 

all along, especially with Willie Ross serving as secretary for Labor during the 1960s 

and 1970s. The outcome was that the government published a supplementary 
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statement to the original paper in August of the following year. Responding to criticism, 

it reduced the secretary’s power and proposed the devolution of the Scottish 

Development Agency, hoping to rectify the document’s weaknesses concerning 

economic development in Scotland. 

The Labor Party in Scotland had suffered a bad scare, but the Conservatives did 

as well, for they continued to see their popularity of previous decades fade. One of the 

five MPs who lost to the SNP was Secretary of State for Scotland Gordon Campbell. 

Although he increased his 1970 vote total, he still suffered a surprising defeat to SNP 

candidate Winnie Ewing, the winner of the Hamilton by-election of 1967, and was 

replaced by a pro-devolutionist Scotsman (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 88). The swing of 

votes to Labor and the SNP spelled disaster for the future of the Conservatives in 

Scotland. Consequently, the Tories reluctantly inserted, in their October 1974 

manifesto, a commitment to establish an indirectly elected assembly of local 

government authorities. This promise came from a party whose Scottish section for 

years had been labeled the “Unionist Party in Scotland.” The rising nationalist tide was 

viewed as a threat by the two mainstream political parties in the region. Ironically, the 

nationalists would have minimal impact on the entire issue once they were installed in 

Westminster; the ensuing drive constituted a Labor-driven reaction to a perceived 

electoral threat. This reaction would eventually be the cause of the government’s self-

inflicted downfall over the issue of devolution.  

The early White Papers were reactions not to the initial threat of nationalist success in 

February 1974 but to the corner into which the Labor Prime Minister had painted himself 

on the floor of the Commons. And the party had not made any commitment to 
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devolution in its election manifesto of February 1974 because it focused on economic 

rejuvenation for the country. The problem started in the PM’s defense of the Queen’s 

Speech stipulating the government’s legislative agenda for the coming parliamentary 

session. Tam Dalyell (1977), an anti-devolutionist Scottish MP, recalls in his book 

Devolution: The End of Britain that Scottish Nationalist MP Winnie Ewing interrupted the 

Prime Minister when he stated, “My Ministers and I will initiate discussion in Scotland 

and Wales on the Report of the Royal Commission on the Constitution, and will bring 

forward proposals for consideration” (Hansard, 30 October 1974 cols 48-52). The 

following exchange, concerning that interruption, is recorded in the Hansard:  

Mrs. Winifred Ewing (Moray and Nairn) 

[rises] 

The Prime Minister 

I shall give way in a moment, when I have finished this part of my speech. I shall 
give way to my hon. Friend the Member for Motherwell and Wishaw (Mr. Lawson) 
and then to the hon. Lady. 
 
Mrs. Ewing 

May I ask the Prime Minister why it is—[Interruption]—I will just wait until I get 
peace and quiet—[Interruption.]  
 
Mr. Speaker 

Order. The hon. Lady may have to wait quite a long time before she gets total 
peace and quiet. Nevertheless, I do ask the House to behave.  
 
Mrs. Ewing 

May I ask the Prime Minister why—since his party, in all sincerity, almost from its 
inception until 1957, and again this year, has supported this—after all the Royal 
Commissions and discussions, should the Government have to initiate 
discussions? Could we not now have proposals instead of discussions?  
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The Prime Minister 

We on this side believe in full consultation and discussions. We are not an 
authoritarian party. Of course we shall publish a White Paper and a Bill. We shall 
want consultations. When the hon. Lady has considered what I have said about 
the constitutional adviser I think she will find that to be a real help to all parties in 
the time before we begin to discuss the serious proposals of Kilbrandon. 
(Hansard, 30 October 1974 cols 227-371) 
 

Tam Dalyell (1977) reiterated that this announcement was the first time he or other 

Labor members had heard of a government commitment to a White Paper and a Bill, 

especially after the Scottish Labor Party had denied a proposal for an assembly for 

Scotland before the election. Clearly, the party had not strongly supported devolution, 

but now Harold Wilson had essentially committed his government to that eventual 

course without solid support, the consequences of which would soon come to the 

surface (Dalyell, 1977, p. 99). 

Meanwhile, the Scottish Council of the Labor Party’s executive committee, in 

preparation for its annual conference, issued a statement congratulating the Kilbrandon 

Commission’s rejection of the nationalist agenda: decisions “affecting Scotland are 

taken in Scotland whenever possible” (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 89). This assertion 

was not a rousing endorsement of devolution because the committee was still split 

between pro and anti-devolutionists, illustrating that the issue was potentially divisive 

within the party. Around the same period, the Welsh Council of the Labor Party, in 

anticipation of its annual conference in May, was considering the issue of devolution 

because of trade union pressure but refused to promote devolution because doing so 

would embarrass the government, which was about to release its White Paper 

concerning the issue. Finally, on 3 June, the government released Devolution within the 

United Kingdom: Some Alternatives for Discussion, which rehashed the Kilbrandon 
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Commission’s proposals. Unlike other White Papers, it had no Command Number and 

lacked the definite proposals usually expected of such government documents because 

they represented potential bills (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 91). Obviously, it served the 

purpose of fulfilling the Prime Minister’s public promise made during the debate on the 

Queen’s Speech.  

The Labor Cabinet understood that as a minority government, they would have to 

call a new election shortly, for the advantage and incentive rested with the opposition, 

and their position was extremely tentative. According to Philip Zeigler (1993), in his 

biography Wilson, the Cabinet agreed that they could not survive past autumn, and 

some, such as Michael Foot, believed that almost immediate dissolution was the proper 

course of action (p. 413). In fact, the government thought it was going to lose a vote of 

no-confidence in mid-March, but the Tories backed down. However, the government 

was prepared to request a dissolution if necessary. Even in May, the feeling in the 

Cabinet was to hold a June election, but eventually Wilson and others were convinced 

by Callaghan and Foot to wait until October (p. 419). In light of these circumstances, the 

White Paper was a politically expedient stop-gap measure in case a June election was 

required; making a public pronouncement without any proof of progress would have 

given the nationalists more political ammunition with which to assault Labor in another 

election. And as the February 1974 election had demonstrated, the nationalist threat 

was real. 

In June, the executive to the SCLP voted against all the proposals outlined in the 

government’s White Paper. Meanwhile, the Welsh Labor Party’s executive considered 

demanding more economic power for Wales but did not call for its future assembly to 
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possess that power. Instead, as not to upstage the Scots, it called for the establishment 

of a Welsh Development Agency within the Welsh office. This initiative was driven by 

the unions in Wales that had come to believe that the only cure for the Welsh economy 

was devolution. With reluctant leadership who did not want to embarrass the party and 

knowing the Scots were a real nationalist threat compared to Wales, the unions settled 

for a devolved development agency as a compromise. Consequently, Welsh Labor 

supported devolution while Scottish Labor did not. This outcome appeared not to 

recognize the potential electoral impact of the nationalists in each region, particularly 

with an election very clearly on the horizon. The immediate response of the national 

Labor party was to insist that Scottish Labor begin supporting devolution. This initiative 

was led by Peter Allison, a member of Scottish Labor, who was on the national party’s 

payroll (Drucker & Brown, 1980, pp. 93-94). An emergency meeting was held in August 

to reverse its previous decision. Subsequently, the national party issued Bringing 

People to Power, which established elected assemblies for both regions. Both 

assemblies would be financed by block grants, and Scotland’s would have legislative 

powers. At the same time, the Cabinet was being presented a proposal from its 

constitution unit; drawn up by the civil service, the proposal suggested a much more 

watered down version of devolution. Unfortunately, the government was now committed 

to the party’s scheme. 

Knowing the election was going to be called for October, a new White Paper was 

published, Democracy and Devolution: Proposals for Scotland and Wales, which 

mirrored some of the key points in the party document recently published concerning 

devolution. For example, Scotland would have legislative power and Wales would not, 



139 

both would be financed by block grants, development agencies for both regions would 

be created and controlled by its secretary of state, and Scotland would extract North 

Sea oil, the sheer existence of which had lent credibility to the SNP claim that Scotland 

could be wealthier as an independent nation. The clear indication here is that the party 

was pushing the issue for political expediency, having usurped the issue from the civil 

service, which had been working on it since the Heath government was still in power. 

Unknown at the time was that when the commission released its final report, the Heath 

government had secretly tasked the civil service to begin work on the Kilbrandon 

proposals within the Privy Council Office. When Crowther-Hunt was appointed by 

Wilson, the civil servants already had in hand a working proposal based on the majority 

report, which was rather conservative. The party was dictating government policy from 

the center, pushing the periphery, as seen in Scotland, for political expediency, and 

ignoring the advice of the civil service because another election was clearly imminent. 

This White Paper was released a day before the October general election was called by 

Wilson. Finally, once Labor returned with a majority, the future devolution policy would 

be handled by the civil service, as the immediate electoral threat would have been 

forestalled. However, this top-down reaction to the nationalist threat failed to recognize 

or simply ignored the divisive force the issue generated within the PLP. This force would 

become readily apparent when legislation finally came to the Commons. 

Winning the October election with a majority, an increase in the popular vote, and 

no further loss of seats in Scotland to the nationalists confirmed to the party that it was 

taking the devolution issue in the proper direction. Wilson’s first priority was to 

renegotiate EEC entry, which the party had promised would only be approved by 
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referendum. Although Heath had successfully gained British entry into the EEC, Labor 

was originally against it, but Wilson and others believed that remaining was possible if 

the basis for Britain’s previous entry could be modified.  

While the civil service worked on the new White Paper, both the Scottish and 

Welsh Regional Labor Parties held their annual conferences in the spring of 1975. 

Meanwhile, the Prime Minister prepared for a June referendum concerning Britain 

membership in the EEC. At the Scottish conference, the devolutionists, empowered by 

the changes in attitude concerning an assembly, pushed for a resolution that would 

secure influence over the economy, such as revenue raising authority and control of the 

SDA. However, the motion failed, and future legislation offering anything more than an 

elected assembly with legislative powers would be placed in the hands of the civil 

servants, who would be less likely to promote a more robust agenda. In Wales, the 

Labor conference witnessed the beginning of an organized anti-devolutionist movement 

when Welsh MPs Leo Abse, Neil Kinnock, Don Anderson, and Fed Evans, later to be 

part of the “Gang of six,” offered a resolution to commit to a referendum on devolution. 

This motion failed as well and would again fail the following year. 

In preparation for this new White Paper, the government relied on the original 

committees in the Privy Council established by Heath. Through this structure, the civil 

service performed their analysis by submitting recommendations, proposals, and 

collections of information from the many various ministries involved in evaluating the 

numerous domestic powers possessed by Westminster that now might be passed to 

subnational assemblies. According to Drucker and Brown (1980) in The Politics of 

Nationalism and Devolution, 
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The typical Whitehall method of decision-making weighted the scales against 
extensive devolution. There was no question of reaching a “rational” decision. 
Instead, the pressure was always to reach an accommodation between the 
various interests represented around a table. This meant that the largest number 
of interests prevailed. (pp. 98-99) 
 

The Welsh and Scottish Offices were making a case for devolution while the numerous 

other ministries were fighting it as they attempted to protect their turf. The authors went 

on to say, “No matter how well the Scottish and Welsh Office civil servants urged the 

case for Scotland and Wales, they were always outnumbered and that meant out-

argued” (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 99). This outcome is apparent when examining the 

powers granted to the Scottish Assembly in the paper. For example, housing was 

devolved, but mortgages on private housing were not; education but not universities; 

transport but not railways (Pittock, 2008, p. 67). And once the final report went to the 

Cabinet, there was opportunity to change it, but interest in the details subsided once the 

political concern over electoral defeat was settled. There was no incentive for 

comprehensive analysis, especially because for Prime Minister Wilson, the focus was to 

subdue the forces of separatism: “I find it a bit of a bore” (Ziegler, 1993, p. 453). Later, 

even his successor Callaghan became only a reluctant supporter because the issue had 

already been put in play, and failure could only have negative political consequences. 

By July 1975, the government established the Scottish and Welsh Development 

Agencies responsible for economic development in the regions, and finally, in late 

November, the White Paper Our Changing Democracy: Devolution to Scotland and 

Wales was published. It satisfied few and generated criticism from devolutionists for not 

going far enough and from anti-devolutionists because it threatened the unity of the 

kingdom. But it did reflect the thinking of the civil service, for it protected specific turfs, 
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as seen in its archaic distribution of devolved powers, for instance. The civil servants 

would remain part of the British civil service and would permit the bureaucracy to 

forestall potential problems between the periphery and the center, unlike in Northern 

Ireland, where the civil service was a separate entity. The governments would be 

funded through block grants as part of the annual general budget; therefore, the 

Treasury would ultimately be the clearinghouse for funding levels, again keeping the 

process within the civil service. Finally, it gave the secretaries for the two regional 

offices the authority to determine whether any assembly bill exceeded their authority; in 

the case of Scotland, which had legislative authority, the secretary possessed ultra 

vires, and even Westminster retained authority to overrule any act. 

These details raised many questions, but the paper did finally provide the first 

comprehensive devolution policy and demonstrated the serious intent of the 

government even though there had never really been a national debate within the Labor 

Party itself. This lack of political due process became apparent when the paper awoke a 

latent English nationalism. Despite the growth of administrative devolution, the 

overrepresentation of the two nations in Parliament and the favoritism in spending for 

social services had never attracted much attention from the English electorate, but now 

concerns started to emerge as people began to see how these changes could impact 

their share of the economic pie. This anxiety would eventually complicate the legislative 

process as the Welsh anti-devolutionists would find willing companions in their struggle 

to defeat the policy. 

Recognizing the criticisms, Michael Foot, Leader of the House of Commons, 

announced that the government’s proposal would be revised. On August 3, Devolution 
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to Scotland and Wales: Supplementary Statement was released, presenting some 

notable changes. First, it removed the power of ultra vires from the Scottish Secretary 

and replaced it with a review process that the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council 

would conduct. The right to raise the surcharge on rates was removed, and control of 

the SDA and WDA was devolved to the assemblies. It also acknowledged a forthcoming 

consultation document on England and promised that a Scotland and Wales Bill would 

be introduced in the next parliamentary session. Feeling things had been adequately 

addressed concerning devolution, the government would now wait until the legislation 

was prepared and readied for its first reading in Parliament. 

Before Callaghan assumed leadership of the party in 1976, replacing Harold 

Wilson as Prime Minister, the Labor Party entered power with only a three-vote majority 

in October 1974. By 1976, the majority had been reduced to a minority due to by-

elections and defections. Surprising the nation and his party, Harold Wilson announced 

his resignation on March 16, 1976; effective April 5, 1976, his resignation was followed 

by an election within the Labor Party to select a new leader the same day. Against six 

original contenders, Callaghan won the leadership election on the third ballot, defeating 

Michael Foot 176 to 133 (Callaghan, 1987, p. 394). Following his election, the Queen 

invited him to the Palace and requested that he form a government. No formal 

ceremony was required, and Callaghan immediately picked up where Wilson left off. 

However, the new prime minister inherited a minority government after by-election 

losses, deaths, and party changes over the two previous years. The Labor government 

had been reduced from a majority of three to a minority of two, and on Callaghan’s first 

full day as Prime Minister, his party had 314 seats to the 316 held by all the other 
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parties (Morgan, 1997, p. 482). This distribution placed the government in a precarious 

situation that would eventually require it to make numerous deals to survive a 

remarkable 37 months. During that period, Callaghan’s government would be defeated 

30 times, losing only one formal vote of confidence at the very end, leading to the 

government’s dissolution (p. 564). 

Callaghan, a traditional Laborite who believed only a strong state could solve the 

economic problems in the periphery, was never a strong supporter of devolution; he 

even felt it was constitutionally undesirable. However, he also believed it was a 

necessary evil that would placate nationalist aspirations, in part because his 

government was dependent upon their votes for its survival (Morgan, 1997, p. 510). 

With numbers in the Commons stacked against them, Labor found that they would have 

to rely periodically on the nationalist parties Plaid Cymru (3) and SNP (11), the Ulster 

Unionists (10), Scottish Labor (2), SLDP (1), Independent Republican (1), or the 

Liberals (13). The reliability of each group was tenuous at best, for none would 

necessarily be on the government’s side on any given issue; furthermore, the party’s 

own backbenchers could at times prove unreliable in certain circumstances, the threat 

of defection generating some influence usually not available to them. By November 

1976, the situation had worsen as Labor now retained only 310 seats, having lost four 

more since Callaghan took power. Since October 1974, they had lost three seats in by-

elections, one to the death of cabinet member Anthony Crosland, another when minister 

Roy Jenkins became President of the EEC Commission, and two more to the defection 

of Jim Sillars and John Robertson, who formed the independent Scottish Labor Party. 

However, Labor did discover that they could rely on the support of the two Ulster 
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Catholics, one member of the Social Democratic Labor Party (SDLP), and an 

Independent Republican, though they were still shy of a parliamentary majority. Six 

other parties, in combination, held that advantage; the Conservatives had 278 seats, the 

Scottish Nationalists had 11, the Welsh nationalists had 3, the Ulster Unionists had 10, 

the Liberals had 13, and there were two breakaway Scottish MPs (Michie & Hoggart, 

1978, pp. 15-17). 

Labor’s Devolution Policy and Parliament 

The parliamentary playing field was complicated mixture when the government 

introduced the Scotland and Wales Bill for its first reading on November 26, 1976, two 

days following the Queen’s Speech and its formal announcement. This move is another 

example of the politicians having abdicated responsibility for the legislation to the 

bureaucrats, both proposals were included in one bill. As a result, anti-devolutionists 

could cooperate especially well with those who were concerned only with either the 

Scottish portion or the Welsh portion. The obvious miscalculation here was that the 

leadership did not believe there was substantial opposition, and their overriding concern 

was to pass the act as quickly as possible because the current government’s retention 

was tentative from day to day. The government did recognize that this bill represented a 

significant constitutional change, and Michael Foot, Leader of the House, allotted 30 

days for debate (Callaghan, 1987, p. 505). Since 1945, convention had required that for 

any major change to the constitution the committee stage be conducted in the 

Committee of the Whole House; during this time, any MP had the right to speak as often 

as desired, clause by clause, and the freedom to offer amendments.  
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The first sign of trouble surfaced during Minister Question Time on December 7, 

when Welsh MP Leo Abse, soon to become a member of the “Gang of Six,” asked the 

Secretary of State for Wales John Morris about assembly members’ salaries, attempting 

to point out the cost of additional tiers of government (Hansard, 6 December 1976 cols 

5-7). On December 13, the Order for the Second Reading, which allows debate on the 

principles of the legislation, was announced. The Speaker was quite clear about the 

amount of discussion this legislation would generate based on his opening: “May I 

inform the House that it would have been easier for me on this occasion if right hon. and 

hon. Members who did not wish to speak had dropped me a line” (Hansard, 13 

December 1976 cols 974-1150). Immediately following this statement, even before the 

Prime Minister had moved to place the second reading, Leo Abse attempted to 

introduce an amendment to the legislation: “On a point of order, Mr. Speaker. I have on 

the Order Paper a reasoned amendment calling for a referendum before the Bill comes 

into effect, an amendment signed by at least 70 of my hon. Friends and 20 Opposition 

Members. I should be obliged if the House could be told whether the amendment will be 

called” (Hansard, 13 December 1976 cols 974-1150). The Speaker replied that he still 

had not decided how amendments would be applied, for he knew hundreds were in the 

queue. Though the debate would proceed for four days, Leo Abse had revealed the 

fundamental strategy for defeating the legislation, even if it eventually passed, and still 

provide a cover to let anti-devolutionist Labor MPs vote with the government. After this 

seemingly unimportant challenge, Callaghan responded, as he submitted the legislation 

for its second reading, that the government would take the question of a referendum 

under consideration; indeed, he could not ignore the referendum because the 
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government had consistently stated that it was desired by an overwhelming majority of 

people in Scotland and Wales. This amendment appears to have been an ambush by 

the ant-devolutionists according to Neil Kinnock: “Leo was our parliamentarian because 

he knew how to attack the government and we did the leg work to get the necessary 

votes when needed” (personal communication, October 28, 2009). 

In fact, later in the week after the Speaker decided that a vote on the second 

reading must proceed before the introduction of amendments, Leo Abse again 

intervened and asked the government about a decision on the referendum. In response 

to Abse’s question, the Minister of State John Smith, a protégé of Callaghan’s who was 

helping Foot guide the bill in the Commons, acknowledged that the government had 

accepted the principle of the referendum and would bring forth an appropriate clause 

during the committee stage. This concession was made to facilitate its passage but 

would prove the death knell for devolution in Wales, for polls showed that the public was 

against it; even this early, the Welsh anti-devolutionists had won a critical victory 

(Kinnock, personal communication, October 28, 2009). At the conclusion of the fourth 

day of debate, just before the Lord President Michael Foot put the question of the bill 

being read a second time, the Rt. Hon Julian Amery, a Tory MP, gave notice that the 

thirty days scheduled for committee would not be enough. Here again, the government 

had received another omen of things to come. The final vote was 292 in favor and 247 

against. The vote was split in both parties; five Tories were in favor with 28 abstentions, 

and ten Labor were against with 29 abstentions, but the 38 disaffected Labor MPs 

constituted another sign of potential problems (Callaghan, 1987, p. 505). The 

Conservative Opposition was also divided, and during the second reading debates, pro-
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devolutionists front benchers Alick Buchanan-Smith and Malcolm Rifkind resigned and 

were replaced by strong anti-devolutionists, to the satisfaction of their leader Margaret 

Thatcher. Of course, the nationalists and Liberals voted in favor; doing so coincided with 

their interests, for the legislation would now move on to the Committee of the Whole 

House. 

Finally, on January 13, 1977, following the Christmas holiday, the Committee of 

the Whole House began the committee stage and offered for the first time the 

opportunity to debate each clause and offer amendments. However, from the end of the 

second reading until the committee stage, a number of amendments had already been 

offered. Most of the amendments had come from an opposition Tory group of 21 MPs 

that had formed the “Keep Britain United Campaign”; led by Scot MP Iain Sproat, they 

offered a total of 338 amendments designed to overwhelm the government and force a 

withdrawal of the bill (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 111). The real anti-devolutionists were 

from the Labor backbench, who sought not to amend the proposal but to ensure its 

defeat, if not in Parliament then in the electorate. Therefore, their fundamental argument 

was not about the impact on the two regions or England, but the constitutional problems 

it potentially created for the House of Commons. This strategy is best demonstrated in 

Tam Dalyell’s “West Lothian Question”: 

The truth is that the West Lothian-West Bromwich problem is not a minor hitch to 
be overcome by rearranging the seating in the devolutionary coach. On the 
contrary, the West Lothian-West Bromwich problem pinpoints a basic design fault 
in the steering of the devolutionary coach which will cause it to crash into the side 
of the road before it has gone a hundred miles. For how long will English 
constituencies and English hon. Members tolerate not just 71 Scots, 36 Welsh 
and a number of Ulstermen but at least 119 hon. Members from Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland exercising an important, and probably often decisive, effect 
on English politics while they themselves have no say in the same matters in 
Scotland, Wales and Ireland? Such a situation cannot conceivably endure for 
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long. The hon. Member for Dundee East said that members of his party would 
not vote on English matters, but that does not face up to the problem of the need 
for a Government to be sustained. The real problem is that of having a 
subordinate Parliament in part, though only part, of a unitary State. (Hansard, 
Vol. 939, pp. 122-123) 
 

Coined by Enoch Powell, an Ulster MP, during the debate of the second bill, the “West 

Lothian Question” remains unanswered to this day. 

After an exhausting ten days devoted to the legislation, after which only four of 

the 115 clauses were approved, the government introduced a guillotine motion. A 

guillotine places a limit on available time for debate, and the motion the government 

submitted was meant to cut debate off after another 20 days, limiting the committee 

stage to the 30 days originally promised by the government. Much to the dismay of the 

government, the motion failed 314 to 285; 29 Labor members abstained, and the 

Conservatives received the support of the Liberals, Ulster Unionists, and a few Labor 

MPs, including Leo Abse and Tam Dalyell. At the end of the vote, before adjournment, 

Donald Stewart, the leader of the SNP, asked whether a vote of confidence would follow 

because a major government campaign pledge had been defeated (Hansard, Vol. 939). 

This proposal was made in self-interest because polls in Scotland were indicating 

growing support for the SNP, making an election extremely advantageous at the time; 

indeed, the Sunday Mail on February 27 showed that 36% of Scots favored the 

nationalists (Drucker & Brown, 1980, p. 114). At this point, the government ostensibly 

withdrew the measure, though they merely had not put the bill back on the calendar. 

According to David Steel (1980), the Liberal Leader, the government proposed all-party 

talks in order to achieve some measure of agreement, but the Conservatives and the 

SNP refused (p. 28). The Liberals participated in the discussions because they had a 
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chance to bring their concerns and recommendations to the table. Steel (1980) stated 

that they had voted against the government because the guillotine would have limited 

debate and prevented the Liberals from bringing any amendments to the table (p. 29). 

Of course, there was a more important crisis brewing that the Labor government would 

survive only after extraordinary action. 

With the defeat of the guillotine motion, the government now recognized that it 

was in a very precarious situation because after the failure of the devolution bill, there 

was no longer any incentive for the nationalists to keep the government in power. 

Recent polls had shown the Conservatives with a double digit lead, making an election 

fatal for Labor. Also, the previous November in a Walsall North by-election, Labor had 

lost the seat to the Tories; the vote had swung over 20 points in their favor for a seat the 

Conservatives thought they could not win. And more recently, in two London by-

elections, that the swing against the party had not exceeded 10% was viewed as a 

triumph. These vote swings resulted from the poor state of the economy. Callaghan 

thought he needed another eighteen to twenty-four months before it might improve; until 

then, Labor would not be in a favorable position to win an election. He had shared this 

timeline with Liberal leader David Steel in early March during a brief discussion about 

the devolution bill (Michie & Hoggart, 1978, p. 29).Therefore, the government had to 

devise a strategy that would permit it to survive despite its minority position. 

Circumstances would force the government to find a solution to their problem rather 

quickly. 

According to Prime Minister Callaghan, three weeks after the devolution defeat, 

his Chief Whip Michael Cocks visited him on March 16, 1977 to warn him about a 
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backbench revolt of left-wing Labor members who would abstain on a public 

expenditure plan for the coming fiscal year (Callaghan, 1987, p. 451). Too late to extract 

the government from another defeat on a critical program, a defeat that would force a 

vote of no confidence and a subsequent election in highly unfavorable circumstances, 

his whip suggested a tactical move that would at least give the government some time 

to try to salvage things. But prior to this move, Liberal MP Cyril Smith, who had urged 

Steel to seek an agreement with Labor earlier, requested to see the Prime Minister on 

March 7. Callaghan, on his way to the states, asked his chairman of the PLP to meet 

with Smith. This proxy meeting was an insult to Smith, but eventually Hughes 

approached Steel on March 17, the day of an adjournment debate that the Opposition 

was going to use to cast a no confidence vote against the government based on its 

expenditure plan. 

In the meeting with Steel, Hughes explained the government’s position on the 

coming vote, and Steel knew the Liberals would also not fare well in an election. He 

realized that his party would benefit from cooperating with the government. He told 

Hughes that if an arrangement were made, they would require consultations with 

ministers about the government’s legislative plans. This negotiation created the 

common ground of a Labor-Liberal pact. Despite the opening for potential cooperation, 

the government still had to confront the evening vote that the whips said the 

government would lose. As a cautionary measure, the Labor whips pulled a 

parliamentarian trick called the “rug technique,” which prevented all Labor MPs from 

voting. Convention dictated that if the government lost an ordinary vote, it must be 

followed by a government confidence vote tabled by the prime minister. The confidence 
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motion submitted by the government required debating at the earliest possible moment; 

in this situation, Monday was the next full sitting day, but for the opposition to table the 

motion, it only had to be debated within a few days. Therefore, the hope was to force 

the initiative of tabling a no confidence motion on the opposition, giving the government 

some breathing room to work out some arrangements behind the scenes to prevent a 

no confidence vote. By convention, if Thatcher had tabled the motion, the debate would 

not have had to begin until Wednesday, giving the government two vital working days to 

devise a fix. 

The debate began at 4:00 p.m. and continued until 10:00 p.m., at which time the 

government had intentionally not brought the item of expenditures to a vote because 

they did not have the votes. At precisely 10:00 p.m., the Speaker “took the voices,” 

calling each side to say “aye” or “no” to the Question. The Tories bellowed “aye,” and 

Labor sat silent. The government hoped that there would be no vote because they had 

not provided any tellers, but immediately, two SNP MPs decided to serve as “no” tellers, 

eliminating two “aye” votes. As a result, the vote was as close as original calculations 

had anticipated: within three to four votes. In response, all the Labor MPs decided to 

remain seated and not divide; fifteen minutes later, the house divided and the result was 

293 “ayes” and 0 “no’s” (Michie & Hoggart, 1978, pp. 20-21). Margaret Thatcher was not 

clear about what to do, but to Labor, the ball was clearly in her court. Labor had 

squeezed through on a technicality. They actually did not lose the vote because they 

had refused to answer the question posed; by refusing to divide and refusing to vote, 

they never really suffered defeat.  
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Thatcher sent a message to Downing Street demanding to know whether the PM 

was going to table a confidence motion. The response she received was “no,” but she 

was told that if she desired to table a motion, time would be made for debate. The next 

day, at 11:00 a.m., Thatcher rose, made a point of order, and tabled a motion of no 

confidence; Michael Foot, Lord President, responded by stating that the debate would 

take place Wednesday, following the Defence Estimates. Having gained some 

breathing room, the government immediately pursued two courses of action in an 

attempt to win a no confidence motion Wednesday evening. The first move had been to 

work out an arrangement with the Liberals, but the second was to approach the Ulster 

Unionists.  

Michael Foot eventually approached The Unionists to discover how the 

government might obtain their support. James Molyneaux was somewhat hesitant but 

asked for more representation in Westminster, the return of their old Stormont 

Parliament, and reform of local government (Michie & Hoggart, 1978, p. 34). Eventually 

the Prime Minster met with Molyneaux and Powell and offered increased representation 

and even a form of consultation if they joined. They stated that they could probably not 

promise a positive vote but could, perhaps, offer abstentions. Whatever they decided, 

Callaghan promised that the offer of increased representation would stand (Callaghan, 

1987, p. 454). Following that meeting, David Steel arrived to discuss “the pact” (as it 

would be known in the press), which was based on four fundamental proposals: (a) a 

consultative committee between both parties where major bills would be referred, (b) 

regular meetings between the Chancellor and the Liberal economic spokesman, (c) 

direct elections to the European Parliament with a free vote on the voting system, and 
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(d) a commitment to reviving devolution with recommended changes and reintroducing 

it as two separate measures during the next parliamentary session (Morgan, 1997, p. 

567). The pact was announced the evening of March 23 just before the no confidence 

vote, taking all by surprise, particularly the Tories and Mrs. Thatcher. The motion failed 

322 to 298; all 13 Liberals voted in favor of the government, and three Ulster Unionists 

abstained in recognition of the representation offer. 

Having secured their ability to remain in power, Labor was now obligated to 

reintroduce the devolution legislation in the 1978 parliamentary session. The Liberals 

could take credit for saving the legislation, but more importantly, the SNP, Plaid Cymru, 

and the Scottish Labor Parties, a total of 16 votes or seats, now had incentive to keep 

Labor in power in order to achieve their own agenda of home rule. In his memoirs, 

Callaghan (1987) explained that “a by-product of the long drawn-out devolution battles 

was that as long as these continued, they secured for the government the support of the 

Welsh and Scottish Nationalist parties” (p. 509). 

One result of the pact was that Callaghan assigned John Smith, a Scot and 

barrister, to negotiate with the Liberals about devolution. The choice was an astute one 

because David Steel knew Smith well from their university days, when both were 

presidents of their university’s respective Labor and Liberal party student organizations. 

Also, following the guillotine, the government took criticisms of its first devolution bill to 

heart and planned to reintroduce the measures in revised and separate bills. The 

revision was primarily motivated by the Liberal Party’s long-held desire for devolution 

and the need to design the best possible government for the two nations. This revision 

took place throughout the spring and early summer, and a more refined product would 
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emerge. The Liberals also suggested reintroducing the bills separately though Labor 

possibly would have done so anyway to attract more Labor votes (Michie & Hoggart, 

1978, p. 128). A number of changes were made, mostly to the Scotland bill. First, a free 

vote was permitted to decide whether proportional representation would be used in 

assembly elections, a promise made to the Liberals as part of the pact. The Judicial 

Committee of the Privy Council, acting as a constitutional court, would rule on the 

propriety of laws passed by the Scottish Assembly, reducing the role of the Secretary 

for State; a four-year formula for block grants was worked out to avoid annual clashes 

over funding; less detail was provided with regard to the internal organization of the 

assembly; and the Scottish chief executive would be designated the First Secretary. 

There were no significant changes to the Wales bill because its assembly lacked 

legislative power and would only possess administrative authority, which already existed 

under its Secretary of State. 

The second reading of the Scotland Bill was introduced on November 14, 1977 

by Michael Foot; on the next day, John Smith introduced the Wales Bill. The impact of 

this strategy was that many of the debates that began during the Scotland Bill were 

carried over into the Welsh debates; as a result, various issues related to the Wales Bill 

were overshadowed. Two days later, the government introduced a guillotine measure 

for both bills, limiting debate for the Scotland Bill to seventeen days and the Wales Bill 

to eleven days. Both measures passed comfortably, Scotland 313 to 287 and Wales 

314 to 287, on November 16 (Hansard, 16 November 1977 cols 579-756). However, in 

committee, the first clause of the Scotland Bill, which discussed the unity of the United 

Kingdom, was struck; this defeat took the government by surprise. The debate that 
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preceded the vote lasted approximately three and a half hours, proving that the early 

guillotine motion by the government was fortunate, for there were 83 clauses in the 

Scotland Bill alone. The vote went against the government 184 to 199 (Hansard, 22 

November 1977 cols 1323-1409). Later, on November 23, the free vote on a 

proportional representation scheme was defeated 109 to 290 although the Liberals were 

at satisfied to have had the opportunity to vote on the proposal (Hansard, 23 November 

1977, cols 1538-1592).  

The only other significant challenge to the government during the committee 

proceedings was the consideration of the Cunningham Amendment on January 25, 

1978. It proposed that 40% of the electorate had to vote “yes,” or the government would 

be obligated to repeal the act. The Cunningham Amendment passed 166 to 151, along 

with another amendment inserted by the government that same evening to allow the 

secretary of state to nullify an act of the assembly if it negatively impacted the Orkney 

and Shetland Islands (Hansard, 25 January 1978 cols 1424-1553). Despite all the 

lengthy debate, 61 of the 83 clauses were approved without debate. 

On March 1, 1978, the committee stage for the Welsh Bill began and would last 

until April 25, 1978. The first clause was withdrawn by the government as it had been 

defeated previously in the Scotland Bill. Also, the proportional representation 

amendment was defeated 377 to 114, as it had been in the Scotland Bill (Foulkes, 

Jones, & Wilford, 1983, p. 49). During the second day of debate, Plaid Cymru 

introduced an amendment to give the assembly legislative powers, but it failed 104 to 

10. The most controversial amendment was the introduction of the same Cunningham 

Amendment that had been added to the Scotland Bill. The government attempted to 
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fight this one, probably knowing it would face defeat from the electorate, but it lost the 

vote 280 to 208 (Lindley, 1983, p. 53). It finally passed its third reading on May 9. 

Both bills passed through the House of Lords with only a few amendments. The 

most significant ones were proposals for an electoral scheme using proportional 

representation and the removal of the Welsh Development Agency from the Welsh 

Assembly’s control. Both measures were defeated upon return to the House of 

Commons. However, there were three amendments that impacted the Scottish 

Assembly’s authority concerning gambling, forestry, and abortion; the Commons 

accepted and passed all three. Both bills then received Royal Assent on July 31, 1978. 

Finally, the Secretaries of State for Scotland and Wales on November 22 moved that 

the Referendum Orders for both should occur on March 1, 1979; they were debated and 

approved without a division. The referendums would be conducted using the 1975 EEC 

Referendum as a guide. 

The Referendum Campaign 1979 and Defeat: Scotland and Wales 

With the legislative battle over, the next significant aspect of devolution would be 

the referendum campaigns in Scotland and Wales. The first problem was that the 

precedent set by the 1975 experience was followed in all but two significant ways. First, 

the 40% rule placed the “Yes” campaigns at a significant disadvantage. Instead of only 

having to win a majority of the electorate, that electorate had to represent 40% of the 

eligible electorate; abstainers, therefore, counted as “No” votes. The argument for this 

threshold pushed the devolutionists into a corner. Because they constantly harped on 

how badly the electorate wanted devolved government, the anti-devolutionists took 

advantage. They argued that because the general election turnout exceeded 75%, the 



158 

40% rule should not present a problem, but the referendum clause stipulated that the 

vote could not be taken concurrently with a general election. The anti-devolutionists 

knew, of course, that the turnout for a referendum would be much lower than a general 

election, making a “Yes” vote more difficult to achieve; in fact, the government’s 

concession to the referendum proposal essentially reduced the devolution bills to a 

political expediency that saved face. Because the electorate would make the final 

choice, the Labor Party would not be blamed if the measure failed and would not be 

held responsible for the political fallout that would surely follow. Unlike the 1975 

referendum, a simple majority would not be enough to secure a devolved government in 

Scotland and Wales. 

The other significant change from the earlier referendum was the provision of 

public funding for the “Yes” and “No” campaigns and free printing and distribution of 

their leaflets (Bochel, 1982, p. 6). Coupled with this difference, public disclosure of 

funding by the various organizations during the devolution campaigns was no longer 

required. Finally, there was no restriction on expenditures; Jim Sillars, Scottish Labor 

Party MP and pro-devolutionist, argued that this allowance favored the “No” campaign 

because of the backing of the business community, which faced no repercussions 

without disclosure (p. 6). Both of these differences tended to favor the “no” campaign 

because abstentions counted against the “Yes” camp and the business community, 

possessing deeper pockets, tended to be anti-devolution. Indeed, devolution created 

another tier of government with the potential for additional regulations and taxes in the 

long run. 
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The referendum campaigns themselves essentially lacked cohesion in both 

Wales and Scotland because the opposing parties refused to coordinate their efforts for 

political reasons. The nationalists and the Labor Party, in particular, had developed a 

strong political animosity for each other over the previous few elections. Plus, the 

Conservative Party in Scotland was divided over the issue, as the parliamentary 

debates and voting outcomes had revealed; in addition, Edward Heath had proposed a 

Scottish Assembly to the party in 1968 in the Declaration of Perth. At the same time, 

Labor was also split in both regions, as the backbench revolt demonstrated. These 

conflicts further frustrated any attempt at an all-party organization. Finally, 

Conservatives regretted sharing the stage with Labor supporters because of the 

ideological left-right divide. As a result, campaigns in both regions were splintered, 

voters became confused as the various organizations presented different and 

sometimes contradictory arguments for and against devolution.  

In examining Scotland, the “Yes” camp was a proliferation of uncoordinated 

groups. Yes for Scotland (YFS) was an attempt at an all-party organization that 

appointed the former chair of the Royal Commission on the Constitution as its chairman 

to lend it credibility, but this initiative did not attract the Conservative or Labor MPs and 

came to be viewed as an SNP/SLP front organization (Bochel, 1982, p. 14). Because of 

its failure to attract Tories and Labor, the Alliance for an Assembly was formed by 

Buchanan-Smith MP (Conservative), Johnston (Liberal), and Donald Dewar MP (Labor), 

multi-party organization that refused to associate with the nationalist camp. The 

weakness of this organization is that it did not attempt to mobilize local organizations in 

order to energize the electorate. The official Labor organization was the The Labour 
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Movement Yes Campaign (LMY), which basically focused on mobilizing its 

constituency’s parties to support devolution. The official SNP Yes Campaign was 

formed so that YFS would not be seen as an SNP front. The party basically permitted its 

local organizations to campaign under its own banner or the YFS banner, depending on 

the views of the local activists. The Liberal Party had its own organization, but local 

activists varied in the campaign they supported based on the view of their Liberal MP, if 

they had one, or their own personal preference. Finally, there was the Conservative Yes 

Campaign (CYC), which provided an outlet for pro-devolutionist Tories, particularly 

because the very popular former Prime Minister Sir Douglas-Home campaigned for a 

“No” vote, arguing that the Conservatives could deliver a better bill. According to 

Menzies Campbell, a Scot and former leader of the Liberal Party, Home’s participation 

was significant and his argument echoed what many felt: that devolution was just not 

enough and almost an insult to Scots (personal communication, September 23, 2009). 

Also on the scene were the Communist and Scottish Labor Party “Yes” campaigns, 

which played a small role. 

In the “No” camp, there were three major organizations: Scotland Says No 

(SSN), the Conservative No Campaign, and The Labour Vote No Campaign (LVN), led 

by Tam Dalyell MP. The Conservatives knew a defeat would embarrass Labor and 

knew already that their chances of winning the next election were good; at the same 

time, they had to be careful because they had supported the principle of devolution, 

which was included in its 1974 manifesto before Thatcher became leader. Therefore, 

the campaign was sure to criticize the bill and not the concept itself; using two former 

Prime Ministers, Home and Heath, both known to be pro-devolutionist, to campaign 
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against the bill gave their argument credibility. Scotland Says No was actually a remake 

of the original Scotland is British organization, formed in 1976 to oppose the original 

Scotland and Wales Bill. However, to disassociate itself from its earlier version, it 

changed its name to operate more as an umbrella organization and attract elements of 

the anti-devolutionist camp from the left and right. It also attracted significant donations 

as it was not associated with any particular political party. In fact, of all the competing 

“Yes” and “No” groups, it raised the most money, collecting nearly twice as much as the 

“Yes” camp at 112,000 GBP (Bochel, 1982, p. 31). 

In Wales, there was not the same level of proliferation, though some of the 

divisions were similar to those found in Scotland. The nationalist movement was not as 

large and threatening to the dominance of the Labor Party, the position of the Tories in 

Wales was relatively weak compared to Scotland, and the Liberal Party possessed a 

rather positive image in Wales based on its past history as the party of Lloyd George. 

When planning their campaign, the Welsh pro-devolutionists created an umbrella 

organization called the Wales for the Assembly Campaign (WAC), which had Labor MP 

and Leader of the House of Commons Michael Foot and Secretary of the Wales Trade 

Union Congress (TUC) George Wright as patrons. The problem is that these choices 

tarnished the all-party image the organization was attempting to portray, for both 

patrons were mainstays of the Labor Party in Wales. Plaid Cymru and the Liberal Party 

would cooperate under this group but only in the respective areas where their 

organizations existed. In addition, Labor would conduct its own separate campaign 

together with the TUC, out of fear of being seen as cooperating too closely with the 

nationalists. 
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The Wales “No” camp included two groups: (a) the No Assembly Campaign 

(NAC), an umbrella organization consisting of the Tories, seven of the eight County 

Councils, the County Landowners Association, and the National Association of Local 

Government Officers (NALGO), and (b) the Labor No Assembly Campaign (Labor 

NAC), organized by the Labor backbenchers dubbed the “Gang of Six”: Leo Abse, Neil 

Kinnock, Fred Evans, Don Anderson, Ifor Davies, and Ioan Evans. Although both sides 

organized as the referendum was being passed, the official campaign would cover a 

three-week period before the referendum date. The interesting fact about the renegade 

Labor NAC was that it was well financed; Paul Murphy MP, then treasurer for the “Gang 

of Six,” confirmed that money was never an issue, and after the referendum, they 

donated the remaining 10,000 GBP to the Labor Party. He also stated that the list of 

donors remains sealed and that there will be “many red faces” one day when it is 

released (personal communication, October 29, 2009). The vote took place on March 1, 

1979, the day of St. David, patron saint of Wales. 

Among the themes that the campaigns stressed, Scotland’s “Yes” camp 

appealed to patriotism by expressing that a “yes” vote was for Scotland and would give 

Scots more control to create the Scotland they envisioned. However, the “No” camp, 

despite the proliferation of groups, echoed a coherent message that challenged the 

entire issue of the bill. They played on the electorate’s fears. They stressed more taxes, 

more government bureaucracy, more conflict between Westminster and Edinburgh, and 

no real tangible benefits. They also highlighted the fact that the elites who supported it 

would profit politically. These concrete criticisms gave the “No” camp a credibility 

advantage because the “Yes” camp had a difficult time refuting the charges. Finally, the 
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“No” camp had a distinct financial advantage and access to marketing professionals that 

the other side lacked. In addition, the “Yes” camp had not anticipated that the other side 

would so actively campaign; rather, they thought they would remain on the sidelines 

because of the 40% rule. However, the “No” camp actively campaigned, going door to 

door in various communities. Adam Ingram (2009), a Labor Votes No Campaign activist 

and Labor MP for East Kilbride, described how they would be at the Glasgow train 

station after football games and canvas people as they arrived and departed. He also 

stated that they had no shortage of literature because plenty of funding was available; 

when approaching young ladies, they would handout the flyer and say, “good girls say 

‘no’” (personal communication, November 10, 2009) Also, Ann McGuire, a Scottish 

Labor MP at the time who was a Labor activist and against devolution, stated that the 

prevailing feeling among many people, regardless of party, was that it granted an 

inadequate level of authority to Scotland was inadequate (personal communication, 

November 7, 2009). This feeling probably generated little enthusiasm for the 

referendum, which was dependent upon a high turnout to cross the 40% threshold.  

One advantage the “Yes” camp had was that the majority of Scottish morning 

papers was pro-devolutionist and had been for some years. However, a study of the 

morning press by Michael Brown (1981) pointed out that despite this support, the front 

headlines focused on the issues surrounding the winter of discontent. Broadcast media 

highlighted the problems people were directly experiencing because of strikes 

throughout the country. Also, public opinion polls had shown significant support for 

devolution prior to the referendum. However, as the campaign commenced, this support 

dwindled thought it retained a majority until the end. The MORI poll showed 64% in 
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favor of devolution in early February, but by the final two days of the campaign, it 

showed only 50%. Similar numbers were reported by the System Three poll; 64% were 

in favor in early January, but only 52% were by the last week in February (Bochel, 1982, 

p. 143). Apparently, the “No” camp’s message had some impact on voter sentiment. 

Another explanation is that the referendum reflected discontent with the incumbent 

Labor government, for their campaign focused on the Prime Minister just as his 

popularity was falling. 

The referendum campaign in Wales was a three-week affair pitting the “Yes” 

camp against the “No” camp. The themes used by the “Yes” camp were extensions of 

participatory democracy, which was a consistent message but was countered quite 

effectively by the “No” camp’s “slippery slope” argument. This argument was based on 

the premise that devolution would further promote the growth of a separatist nationalist 

movement. This fear was legitimate for many Anglophones in south Wales because the 

nationalist revival centered on language that precipitated unconventional forms of 

protest in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In fact, Leo Abse would state in public forums 

how the assembly would be dominated by a Welsh-speaking elite and that bilingual 

education would become mandatory. This prediction played on the language divide 

within Wales. The No Assembly Campaign, being dominated by Tories, used another 

argument in North Wales that played on the geographical divisions of the nation 

between the urban south and rural north. They argued that the assembly would be 

dominated by Cardiff and the socialist elements of south Wales and would ignore the 

issues of the rural north. 
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The other argument the “Yes” camp utilized was that an assembly would improve 

the material conditions of the Welsh state. They proposed it would improve housing, 

transportation, education, and other social elements while reducing inefficiency. The 

“No” camp countered this argument by asserting that the assembly would cost 20 

million GBP and that nothing could be improved if more money were spent on the 

government; furthermore, there would be an increase in the number of civil servants 

and, thus, more bureaucracy and red tape. They questioned the possibility of greater 

efficiency with more bureaucracy. The second part to this argument was that the 

assembly would take funds away from local government, forcing it to raise rates if the 

same level of services continued. It would also reduce the number of Welsh MPs in 

Parliament and, thus, reduce Welsh influence, for the assembly would still be 

dependent on Westminster. These arguments presented by the “No” campaign were 

difficult to refute because the price for the assembly had been published in the 

parliamentary debates; indeed, part of the cost would be an increase in civil servants, 

so the “No” camp gained even more credibility.  

Helping the “No” camp was the newspaper and broadcast media. John Osmond 

(1983) showed that the press primarily covered anti-devolution stories on its front pages 

even though Western Mail, a major daily, professed to have a pro-assembly editorial 

staff. In the end, the “No” camp arguments were built on tangible points made of facts 

and figures, making them better stories. They also wrote more editorials and sponsored 

more public events. In an interview, Lord Kinnock, who was an MP and one of the 

“Gang of Six” at the time, stated that at every event, the union halls were packed, and 

he never saw so much interest and enthusiasm as he had during these events; also, the 
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“No” camp had access to significant financing (personal communication, October 28, 

2009). The Rt. Hon. Paul Murphy, who was the treasurer of the Labor No Campaign, 

testified that they had plenty of funding and that after the referendum, they donated the 

remainder, over 5,000 GBP, to the Welsh Labor Party. He went on to say that donors 

were from every section of society and that many would be embarrassed today if the 

lists were released (personal communication, October 29, 2009). The “No” camp’s 

arguments seemed to have been successful, for a Western Mail/HTV poll taken on 

February 1, 1979 showed that 33% of the public supported devolution, and one taken 

on February 24 showed that support had declined to 22%. The poll also found that 61% 

thought the assembly would cost too much, 43% believed it would increase 

bureaucracy, and 40% thought it would be used by the nationalists to further separation 

aspirations (Jones & Wilford, 1983, p. 134). Without nationalism as a unifying force in 

Wales, the mundane issues of cost, bureaucracy, and separation received enormous 

attention, demonstrating that the “No” camp had chosen an effective strategy.  

The referendum results were disappointing for the “Yes” campaigns in both 

Scotland and Wales. First, the “Yes” vote won in Scotland but failed to meet the 40% 

threshold as required by the Cunningham amendment. The overall turnout was 63.8%, 

with 51.6% voting “yes” and 48.4% voting “no” (Bochel, 1982, pp. 140-141). But the 

percentage of the electorate that voted “yes” was only 32.9%. Despite the failure to 

reach the threshold in Scotland, some MPs considered not rescinding the bill for 

Scotland.  

In Wales, the vote was an absolute disaster for the “Yes” campaign. The turnout 

was 58.3%, with only 11.8% voting “yes,” ostensibly killing devolution forever. The “no” 
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vote reached 78%, defeating the proposal by a margin of 4 to 1 (Dewdney, 1997). The 

“yes” vote lost in all 37 districts of Wales, including the predominately Welsh-speaking 

district Gwynedd, thought to be the most pro-devolution district. Even there, the “yes” 

vote lost by a margin of 2 to 1 (Dewdney, 1997).  

Because the referendums failing to obtain the required percentages to keep the 

Scotland and Wales Acts alive, the government had to decide whether to initiate the 

Commence Order to repeal the acts or try some other strategy to survive. Michael Foot 

proposed delaying the repeal order until the next parliamentary session and holding a 

vote of no confidence beforehand in the hopes of retaining support from the Scottish 

nationalists. This move would push the election to the latest possible date, allowing the 

memory of events of the winter to fade and the economy to revive. Callaghan decided 

instead to propose an all-party talk on the Scotland Act because a majority had 

approved devolution whereas, in Wales, the verdict was clear and required no further 

action except to repeal.  

On March 5, Callaghan meet David Steel in private to determine whether the 

Liberals would support the government, for the original pact, lasting eighteen months, 

had lapsed in August 1978. However, the Liberals would not support repeal and would 

not support the government in a vote of confidence because they desired an early 

election. They wanted to move quickly because their former leader Jeremy Thorpe, who 

had resigned due to a homosexual scandal, would soon be on trial for attempted murder 

and other crimes related to the scandal. The trial would begin in April, attract press 

attention, and potentially place the Liberal Party in a negative light. So an election 

before or just as the trial started was to Steel’s advantage (Morgan 1997, p. 681). 
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Meanwhile, the Scottish nationalists demanded that the government pursue Scottish 

devolution again. When the government could not deliver, the Scottish nationalists 

joined the Tory camp. Sensing that the government was now on the ropes, the Tories 

announced that they would submit a vote of no confidence on March 28. 

Labor continued to bargain behind the scenes by working a deal with Welsh 

nationalists who desired compensation for quarry men suffering from silicosis or other 

lung diseases. They also attempted once more to gain the support of the Ulster 

Unionists but failed. The debate took place, and when the house divided and the 

government lost by one vote, 311 to 310, the request for dissolution was made, and the 

next election was scheduled for May 3. The Liberals, Ulster Unionists, and Scottish 

nationalists had helped the Tories carry the day. After the government lost the no 

confidence motion by one vote, Margaret Thatcher became the new prime minister in 

1979. Four Conservative administrations later, Labor would return to power after years 

in the wilderness. 

Labor’s defeat could be blamed on the failure of devolution, coupled with the 

“Winter of Discontent,” for both represent significant failures in effective governance, but 

these failures do not paint a complete picture. Underneath the surface of these 

immediate causes hid some other trends. Labor’s defeat in 1979 made clear a growing 

demographic trend in the electorate that over time had negative consequences on the 

party’s ability to remain attractive. In his article “The Labour Party and the Electorate,” 

Ivor Crewe (1982) explained that until the mid-1960s, class and partisanship sustained 

the loyal Labor electorate (pp. 37-39). However, structural changes in the economy, 

particularly the increased standard of living among working-class people, had made 
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policies and objectives more important since 1965. Crewe reviewed five British election 

surveys, starting with the 1964 general election and ending with the 1979 general 

election survey. He addressed three key questions to voters: (a) whether they favored 

more nationalization of industries, (b) whether trade unions had too much power, and 

(c) whether they favored spending more on social services. The results indicate that 

57% of respondents favored nationalization in 1964 but only 32% still did in 1979; 59% 

supported more trade union power in 1964, but only 36% did in 1979; 89% favored 

greater spending on service in 1964, but only 28% did in 1974 (Crewe, 1982, p. 39). 

The evidence suggests that the policies advocated by Labor lost support amongst Labor 

voters. And according to the 1979 general election survey, voters strongly favored 

Conservative positions on issues such as the right to purchase their council house 

(85%), stricter laws to regulate trade unions (80%), minimal nationalization of industries 

(80%), and cutting funds to social services (71%). All of these issues were supported by 

both left and right elements within the Labor party, demonstrating that the party’s 

polices were losing touch with the concerns of the electorate (Crewe, 1982, p. 43). This 

data reinforces the focus group analysis that the SAC conducted in the 1980s as part of 

Labor’s modernization campaign under Kinnock. However, Labor would experience a 

monumental struggle in the process of realizing that these changes were occurring. The 

party would have to remake itself in order to remain a viable option to the Conservatives 

and to counter the rising threat of the Liberal Party and nationalists in what were 

traditionally strong Labor regions. 

The outcome of the devolution issue destroyed the Labor Party’s chance of 

victory in 1979 because the referendum came on the heels of the “Winter of 
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Discontent,” allowing many voters to register their discontent with the government rather 

than approval of constitutional reform. Although the voters approved the referendum by 

a small margin in Scotland, it was resoundingly defeated in Wales. For Scotland, the 

small margin of victory did not reflect poll results over the previous few years, for a 

significant majority of voters had supported home rule. The vote was the failure of a 

unified effort within the Labor Party to support the referendum at the grassroots level of 

the organization. Ann McGuire, MP and later parliamentary secretary to Donald Dewar 

when he became Secretary of State for Scotland and was responsible for implementing 

devolution in 1998, stated that as a Labor constituency worker at the time, she did not 

support devolution because it “was not good enough for Scotland” (personal 

communication, November 7, 2009). Therefore, a lack of wholehearted organizational 

support at the constituency level proved fatal; the turnout for the referendum was 63%, 

compared to a United Kingdom turnout of 73% (75% in Scotland) for the October 1974 

election (Dewdney, 1997). Because Labor was the dominant party in Scotland, a 

divided party and a reluctant organization would surely result in a lower turnout.  

Second, the question on the ballot asked, “Do you want the provisions of the 

Scotland Act 1978 to be put into effect?” Focusing on a piece of legislation and not 

necessarily the principle of home rule confused some voters, for the debate had 

centered on many arguments about the actual legislation that were unfamiliar to them. 

Indeed, the government had failed to provide official information to educate the general 

public. For the EEC referendum of 1975, the government had provided funding to 

educate the public about the issue before the election took place. Despite these 

shortcomings, the more recent referendum did pass, but not by the 40% rule 
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established by the Cunningham amendment. The fact that a majority of the voters 

supported it shows that a sense of Scottish nationalism was prevalent in the region. At 

the same time, the Tories’ most prominent spokesperson in the “No” campaign was Sir 

Alec Douglas-Home, who argued that the Tories could do better for Scotland. They did 

not emphasize the threat of home rule; rather, according to Sir Menzies Campbell, a 

former leader of the Liberal-Democrat Party and still a Liberal MP, the legislation was 

unsatisfactory to the aspirations of Scots (personal communication, September 23, 

2009). 

In Wales, the outcome was much different. The vote by the electorate was an 

absolute “no” for devolution; only 20% of the electorate voted in favor. The turnout was 

only 58%, well below the United Kingdom turnout of 73% for the general election of 

1974. More significantly, it was twenty points below the 77% turnout for Wales in the 

general election (Dewdney, 1997). This outcome can be blamed on the government’s 

failure to educate voters and make the public more aware of the issue. It also reflected 

the deep schism within the Welsh Labor Party; not only did popular Welsh MPs actively 

campaign against it, but they also played on the fears of Welsh Wales and British Wales 

that the Welsh-speaking Wales would dominate the government and the civil service in 

this new order. Clearly, Welsh nationalism was a divisive force, not the unifying force so 

prevalent in Scotland. As Paul Murphy MP explained about the referendum campaign, “I 

never saw such large numbers turnout in union halls to discuss the issue with a real 

enthusiasm to prevent its occurrence” (personal communication, October 29, 2009). 

Labor’s suspicion of the nationalist agenda in Wales was reflected in the concern shown 
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by the rank and file members about home rule and their active participation in events 

that undermined such a policy. 

The third critical juncture is the 1979 referendum campaign in both Scotland and 

Wales. The first critical juncture laid the foundation for the way national identity would 

influence future relations of the two regions to the dominant English state. The second 

critical juncture, administrative devolution, shaped the policy course that would dictate 

whether executive or legislative devolution would be adopted when administrative 

devolution no longer satisfied the electorate as a legitimate means to govern the region. 

The referendum campaign determined whether the future drive for implementing 

executive or legislative devolution would promote cross-party cooperation and in turn 

generate a grassroots movement to continue to push for a more robust form of 

devolution.  In Scotland, despite misgivings within the Labor Party, there occurred 

cross-party cooperation at various levels where specific individuals or groups worked 

together to promote a yes vote during the referendum campaign. However, in Wales, 

the campaign produced no desire for cross-party cooperation, for most in the Welsh 

Labor Party were absolutely against devolution; it was seen by many as caving to the 

demands of a small aggressive nationalist party, an action that was anathema to the 

internationalism that dominated the intellectual tradition of the party. Devolution created 

a wide schism within the Welsh Labor Party that, left unhealed, would prevent 

devolution from ever materializing in Wales, for only the Labor Party was capable of 

delivering such a policy outcome. As will be shown in Chapter 9, even when the Welsh 

Labor Party leadership decided to accept devolution, they still faced resistance within 
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their parliamentary ranks, and devolution was never wholly embraced as it eventually 

was in Scotland. 

Finally, the outcome predetermined whether devolution was acceptable. In 

Wales, the outcome was a resounding no, which lay to rest any further notions of 

pushing for any future form of devolution beyond its current administrative structure. For 

Scotland, the outcome was a clear majority in support, but it failed to meet the 

standards set by the Cunningham Amendment. As a result, many Scots felt that a 

legitimate claim was denied the people of Scotland, setting the stage for what eventually 

would be a grassroots movement to educate the public about the benefits of legislative 

devolution and to promote the implementation in Scotland of its own assembly. This 

movement manifested itself in the form of the Scottish Convention movement, which 

helped foster a community-based movement that later included cross-party cooperation. 

In Wales, the outcome created no significant movement to promote the cause of 

devolution. Therefore, the move to sell it later to the Welsh people became an elite-

driven top-down push to promote the cause. This initiative was implemented and 

accomplished by an energetic shadow Welsh Secretary, Ron Davies, who became the 

driving force behind the movement for devolution in Wales. The result was lower 

enthusiasm in Wales than in Scotland. Accordingly, to generate more momentum for its 

success, the Scottish referendum in 1997 was deliberately scheduled two weeks before 

the Welsh referendum. The shape that these devolution movements took in both 

Scotland and Wales will be further examined in Chapter 9, following a thorough analysis 

of the Labor Party. 



174 

The entire devolution issue had clearly been addressed for political expediency, 

starting with the Royal Commission, which had drawn unwanted attention back to the 

issue and actually given home rule legitimacy by recommending assemblies in both 

Scotland and Wales. Harold Wilson’s decision to move beyond discussion and the need 

to call a second election within a year after the nationalists had scored surprising 

success in February 1974 led to an election manifesto from Labor that introduced home 

rule in order to hold off the nationalist surge. This initiative was especially important 

because the areas in which Labor dominated represented thirty percent of its 

Parliamentary Labor Party. Finally, as Labor lost its thin majority, the devolution issue 

became paramount to its survival in government, for it needed nationalist and Liberal 

votes to remain in power. However, Labor failed to use a full court press to push home 

rule; when it was defeated and the nationalists and Liberals withdrew their support, the 

government began to fall. Labor’s leadership had never actually supported devolution; 

instead, they viewed it only as a means to retain power, reflecting more deep-seated 

tensions within the party.  

Demonstrating all three of Lieberman’s (2002) “dimensions of disorder” (the 

institutions of government, the political parties, and the ideological or culture elements), 

the policy course followed by the Labor party appears to have been doomed from the 

outset. So what factors can help better explain the decisions that were made at the 

time? 

First, the institutional dimension of disorder applies to the Labor government in 

the 1974-1979 period. The government was originally elected as a minority government 

as a result of significant nationalist electoral gains in Scotland and Wales that took the 
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political establishment by surprise. Forced to call a second election seven months later, 

the Labor government remained, but only by a slim majority of four votes. More 

importantly, the Labor and Tory parties witnessed an unprecedented change in the 

political landscape as their traditional split of the electorate dropped from 90% to less 

than 80% as a result of the nationalist surge at the polls. This shift radically altered the 

mathematical probabilities for future elections, and more ominous for Labor, the 

nationalists succeeded in two regions of substantial Labor strength: Wales, where Labor 

had dominated the political landscape since World War II, and Scotland, where Labor 

had replaced the Tories as the dominant party at the end of the 1950s. Because of this 

change in the political equation, Labor had finally placed a commitment to devolution in 

its election manifesto in order to reduce nationalist appeal. Thus, the party made a 

formal promise that returned to haunt them on the floor of the Commons when the 

nationalists extracted a formal commitment to act during Prime Minister Question Time. 

The government, now committed to action, abdicated the burden of a white paper 

and the future legislation, placing it in the hands of bureaucrats that were, at best, 

reluctant promoters of the policy. The party did so because the cabinet lacked any real 

supporters of such an agenda; consequently, it lost the guiding hand that might have 

helped the party evaluate how such a controversial policy might appeal to parliamentary 

party backbenchers. This abdication was a monumental mistake, for convention 

dictated that any constitutional issue must be addressed in the committee of the whole, 

giving the backbenchers and opposition plenty of opportunity to sabotage the 

legislation. These developments support the explanation that the entire project was 

initiated for one reason, political expediency; the unintended consequence was its 
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placement on the political agenda in such a way that the problem would probably never 

go away. 

As a political party, Labor was clearly divided over the issue of devolution, as the 

reluctance of the Welsh party to support even administrative devolution clearly 

demonstrates. For socialist old guard, devolution was seen as a way to appease the 

nationalists, whose agenda did not coincide with the creation of the social welfare state 

envisioned by Labor. In fact, nationalism was considered the enemy to working-class 

interests, for it distracted from the real agenda of protecting workers and giving them an 

adequate and secure standard of living. In addition, the issue galvanized the 

Conservative Party, which viewed devolution as the slippery slope to independence and 

the destruction of the United Kingdom. The Tories in Scotland, for instance, were 

originally called the Unionist Party as a result with their split from the Liberal Party over 

the home rule issue in Ireland in the 1880s; they would retain the term “Unionist” in their 

name until its full integration into the national Conservative Party in the 1960s. 

From an ideological perspective, devolution challenged not only the unity of the 

state but also the fundamental constitutional principle of parliamentary sovereignty, the 

bedrock of the British political system. Again, for the Labor Party’s socialist old guard, 

this principle provided the means by which they could create the social welfare state 

necessary to protect the working class throughout the nation. Chapter 8 analyzes the 

second dimension of disorder, the political party, by examining the transformation of the 

Labor Party that allowed it to embrace devolution, later on, as philosophically legitimate 

course of action. 
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CHAPTER 8 
FROM “OLD” LABOR TO “NEW” LABOR, 1959-1997 

 
In February 1918, when the party adopted its new constitution, Labor and the 

New Socialist Order, it finally broke with the Liberal reformism of the nineteenth century, 

embraced the elements of a distinctive socialist philosophy, and committed to 

transforming British society. To achieve this end, the party aimed for public ownership of 

the means of production, as clearly stated in Clause IV of the constitution. This 

commitment would become the mainstay of the party’s ideological philosophy in the 

twentieth century and achieve mythical status within the Labor Party; its goal was to 

achieve a classless society. This fundamental purpose would eventually be challenged 

in the 1950s by revisionists who had accepted the notion of a mixed economy that 

allowed free-market capitalism and certain nationalized industries to coexist. However, 

this initial challenge to public ownership became a perpetual battle between the left and 

right are of the party; this concept and its socialist character disappeared in the mid-

1990s, forever changing the party’s long-term political goals. Not only structural 

changes in the economy but also demographic shifts in the British electorate fueled this 

debate, particularly as the Labor Party had already faced eighteen years in the 

wilderness, having lost four straight elections to the Tories between 1979 and 1997. 

At the end of World War II, the British electorate propelled Labor to power as the 

first post-war government. Keeping to its manifesto, Labor created the National Health 

Service, funded public pensions, and nationalized major industries; indeed, it sought to 

fulfill its 1918 commitment to transform British society. However, the defeat of 1951 

gave rise to a revisionist movement within the party, for some recognized the changing 

face of the economy. Such thinkers as Crosland, Gaitskell, and Jay suggested a revised 
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direction that Labor should take if elected to power again. First, they questioned the 

premise that socialism could adequately manifest itself in public ownership of the means 

of production. Second, they presented an ethical interpretation of socialism that focused 

on values and ideals, such as personal liberty, social welfare, and social equality (T. 

Jones, 1998, p. 27). The revisionists argued that public ownership of the means of 

production (the center piece of Clause IV) was no longer viable as a structure of 

economic organization. Some suggested fiscal policy, that is, using tax policy and 

government assistance as a means to redistribute wealth to the needy, as an alternative 

to public ownership in order to achieve social justice. They believed a mixed economy, 

a robust private sector working in hand with competitive public enterprises, was a better 

way to achieve social equality and personal liberty. They promoted what would become 

a social democratic model similar to what the European states were creating in the post-

war world.  

After Labor’s defeat in the 1959 election, its third successive loss, leader Hugh 

Gaitskell decided to present his revisionist theme at the next party conference. The 

conference had three overriding issues to confront: (a) the question of Party leadership 

after another defeat by the Conservatives, (b) the future direction of Labor policy, and 

(c) the fundamentals of Labor’s socialist doctrine. The first to express the need for some 

fundamental change was Douglas Jay, a Gaitskell supporter, who argued, in a series of 

articles and essays, for the need to drop nationalization proposals, distance the party 

from trade unions, and even change the party’s name (T. Jones, 1998, p. 41). Jay 

recognized that capitalism had changed because in the present economy, the character 

of the working class had changed, unemployment was down, the welfare state existed, 
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and living standards and consumer spending were on the rise. The argument was that 

all these improvements worked against Labor’s electoral future; nationalization was a 

vote loser in light of the recent election, particularly because some of the existing 

nationalized industries, such as the rail service, were highly unpopular. Also, the Tories 

had used the nationalization theme in Labor’s manifesto to make voters fear that the 

party would nationalize everything. However, Gaitskell’s attempt to revise Clause IV of 

the Labor Party’s Constitution was defeated, for such a proposal shook the very 

foundations of party unity by attacking what many viewed as the mythical root of Labor’s 

socialist mantra. 

In 1961, Labor’s National Executive Committee (NEC) released its policy 

statement Signposts for the Sixties, which established the pre-eminence of public 

ownership and promoted an unfavorable view of private industry. However, it did accept 

the existence of a mixed economy, a concession that, some political historians have 

argued, concealed a revisionist intention (T. Jones, 1998, p. 68). More importantly, it 

created broad consensus in the party over Labor’s domestic policy and stance on public 

ownership, both of which had sparked turmoil in the organization just a year earlier. This 

return to stability and reaffirmation of its traditional socialist premise coalesced by 1963, 

when Harold Wilson was selected as the new leader.  

Wilson’s approach was collectivist and emphasized the traditional idea of public 

ownership in conjunction with centralized economic planning, but he based his strategy 

on a technocratic and meritocratic approach that envisioned using the gains of the 

scientific revolution to enhance modernization and reconstruct British society and its 

institutions (T. Jones, 1998, p. 77). The intention was to improve the nation’s economic 



180 

performance enough to provide the resources necessary to achieve social equality in a 

classless society. He was also trying to appeal to the new social groups dominated by 

the growing white collar class of managers, engineers, technicians, and other highly 

skilled workers. He obviously understood the changing demographics in the electorate, 

just as Gaitskell had when he attempt to change the language in its constitution; 

Wilson’s 1964 election manifesto, The New Britain, confined discussion of public 

ownership to the renationalization of the steel industry, water supplies, and ports. This 

selective approach did not represent the wholesale nationalization envisioned by the 

traditional socialist elements within the party. Indeed, he was criticized for his watered 

down policies by the left arm of the party: “Wilson was abandoning socialism and 

embracing instead the benevolent management of capitalism” (T. Jones, 1998, p. 79). 

Despite this criticism and others, Wilson’s views strengthened party unity in the 1960s; 

he satisfied the traditional socialists of the party by casting doubt on the value of private 

industry and promoting public ownership, and he placated the revisionists by 

emphasizing the expertise and improved efficiency that characterized a mixed economy 

(p. 85). Unfortunately for Wilson, criticism from the left would grow as his governments’ 

policies were seen as half measures that did not embrace total public ownership of the 

British economy. As a result, the level of organized discontent amongst rank and file 

members grew and would eventually challenge the social democratic revisionism 

manifested in Labor government policies of the 1960s and lead to a significant battle 

between the left and the right in the 1970s. The failure of the Wilson and, later, 

Callaghan governments in the 1970s revitalized the Labor left activists, who organized 
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themselves at the grassroots level to seize control of the Labor Party and commit to a 

policy platform that would later prove devastating in the 1983 parliamentary elections.  

During the 1960s and 1970s, the Labor left became more and more frustrated. 

The source of this frustration was the failure of the Labor governments to reverse the 

devastating economic downturn that Britain had started to experience in those two 

decades. They interpreted the economic downturn not as a result of the enormous 

structural changes confronting Britain and the world but as a failure of leadership to 

initiate the radical change in the economic structure to fulfill the party’s stated goal of 

social transformation. Elements of the left decided to forgo the rhetoric of slogans to 

promote radical policy change and instead focused on the mechanics of changing its 

constitution in order to influence the policy process and assure that leadership was held 

accountable. The strategy to achieve these goals was to institute mandatory reselection 

of MPs and to change the process by which the party leader was elected (Kogan & 

Kogan, 1983, p. 12). By instituting mandatory reselection, it would hold parliamentary 

members accountable to the constituency party, not the Parliamentary Labor Party 

(PLP). This change would make members accountable to the local Labor electorate, 

similar to the way a primary works in American congressional elections. Coupled with 

the issue of reselection, the second goal was to elect the party leader by an electoral 

college consisting of the rank and file membership and not the PLP. In this case, the 

leader would have to appeal to the concerns of the general Labor electorate, as 

candidates must do in the American presidential primary system. The presentation used 

to promote this agenda of constitutional change was encased in the additional demand 

for increased democratization and participation within the party. The same argument 
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had been made by the McGovern Commission in the 1960s that democratized the 

presidential nomination process within the Democratic Party. Therefore, by requiring 

mandatory reselection, the constituency party members could hold their candidate 

accountable, and if the party leader were elected by rank and file members, he would 

be accountable to the party; both conditions would pressure the elected government to 

pursue officially sanctioned party goals, an obligation that the Wilson government had 

failed to meet. This electoral reform would set the stage for a remarkable takeover of 

the Labor Party by the radical left. 

The revolt of the left materialized into a coordinated action in 1973 with the 

formation of the Campaign for Labor Party Democracy (CLPD). The organization 

possessed a clear set of goals in order to achieve its end, which was the transformation 

of the British state. The group was later supported by another inside organization, the 

Labor Coordinating Committee, established in 1978; it promoted radical industrial 

policies and a withdrawal from the EEC (Kogan & Kogan, 1983, p. 14). The final group 

to join the rising demand for reform was a much more radical organization called the 

Rank and File Mobilizing Committee (RFMC), established in 1980 by the merger of a 

couple of groups dominated by militant activists and Trotskyites. The formation and 

merger of these multiple groups were made possible by a rule change within the party. 

Up until 1973, the party had an exclusive list that denied membership to individuals who 

had non-democratic affiliations; the removal of this abolition allowed many extra-

parliamentary activists to join and form the core of the what popularly became known as 

the “Outside left” (Bogdanor, 2004, p. 5).  
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This movement capitalized on grassroots discontent, worked the constituency 

parties, and even assisted them in writing resolutions to change the constitution to be 

introduced at the annual party conference. It circulated a Newsletter to keep the fires 

burning and promote its cause. In fact, every year, the group published a Conference 

Edition providing standard resolutions to be proposed at conference (Kogan & Kogan, 

1983, p. 28). The first push was for mandatory reselection of MPs, requiring review of 

each one at least once each parliamentary session. The measure of their success is the 

number of resolutions submitted by constituency parties each year until it was finally 

adopted by Labor in 1979, following the disastrous defeat in the general election by 

Thatcher. Starting at the 1975 annual conference, twelve constituency parties submitted 

the resolution in favor of reselection. The number increased to 45 in 1976, 79 in 1977, 

and 67 in 1978 (p. 29). Besides the constituency organizations, the CLPD developed 

ties within the unions that would prove fortunate later on; the unions eventually 

challenged the leadership of Wilson and Callaghan after their economic policies failed to 

produce the expected results.  

While Labor was in Opposition during the early 1970s, the unions had struck a 

deal to gain the cooperation and support of Labor Party leadership in order to stem the 

wave of change being promoted by the left, which now had representation in the PLP 

through Tony Benn. The pact made between the leadership and the industrial elements 

of the party gave the unions more influence because the leaders now depended on their 

support. The pact assured the introduction of price controls, food and housing 

subsidies, and increased expenditures on pensions and services; in return, the unions 

would accept the need for voluntary pay restraints (Bogdanor, 2004, p. 10). They also 
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promised the unions that they could write legislation to replace the Industrial Relations 

Act passed by the current Tory government, a blatant attempt by the Tories to control 

the unions. The pact became known as the Social Contract and would secure union 

support through Labor’s return to power in February 1974, but initiating the promised 

policies in a turbulent economic downturn only made matters worse. By 1978, the 

unions were again demanding wage increases, further aggravating an already 

deteriorating economic situation; this regression was due to the shop steward 

movement within the unions that had undermined union leadership. The collectivist 

discipline and promotion of community solidarity that had proven successful during the 

war and its immediate aftermath had given way to rampant individualism, which would 

undo the political relevance of Labor in the eyes of most of the electorate. Once the 

unions were no longer cooperating with Labor leadership, the door was open for the left 

to gain their support, especially because they supported radical socialist policies that 

the grassroots shop steward movement supported: unfettered collective bargaining, 

withdrawal from the European Economic Community (EEC), and unilateral nuclear 

disarmament. 

In fact, the results of both 1974 elections were interpreted by the left as evidence 

that a Labor left-wing political program could win, contradicting the reformers who 

argued that a overly socialist agenda was not a winning formula. As the left’s unofficial 

leader, Tony Benn wrote just before the election, “one of the great arguments of the 

Right is that you can’t win an Election with a left-wing programme. If you have a left-

wing programme and you win an Election, then the Right will have lost that argument, 

and that will be a historic moment in the history of the British Labour movement” 
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(Bogdanor, 2004, p. 12).Unfortunately for the left, their optimism was based on poor 

political analysis. First, the so-called February victory did not give Labor a majority but 

only made it the largest party in the Commons. In actual votes, the Labor Party captured 

only 37%, which was actually 6% less than it had after its 1970 loss to the 

Conservatives and its lowest return since the 1931 election (p. 12). Also, a Gallup Poll 

taken over a period of three years (1972-1975) asked whether the trade unions were 

too powerful, not powerful enough, or just right. Votes for “too powerful” rose from 53% 

in 1972 to 73% in 1975 (p. 12). This poll demonstrated a prevailing dissatisfaction within 

the electorate for unions, a fact that did not register sufficiently with the left as they 

transformed the party to invoke a more radical socialist agenda. After the election loss 

of 1979, the left would go full bore in instituting the necessary changes in the party 

constitution to adopt a more radical agenda, justifying each change as necessary 

because party leadership was not bold enough to promote the true socialist agenda 

described in Clause IV of the constitution. 

The Labor government’s actions from 1974 up until the 1979 general election 

help shed light on the events of 1979 within the party. The February 1974 parliamentary 

election produced a hung parliament; no one party had a clear majority. Labor held the 

most seats with 301, but the Tories held 297 and the Liberals held 14 (Butler & 

Kavanagh, 1975, p. 275). When the Tories under Heath failed to snag a possible 

coalition partner, the Prime Minister finally tendered his resignation to the Queen. In 

turn, she asked Wilson to form her government, having the largest number in 

parliament. Wilson refused to seek a coalition and decided to hold power as a minority 

government. To make matters more difficult for governance, the Tory government had 
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bequeathed to the new government rising unemployment, inflation, a payments deficit, 

and still to come, the higher fuel prices caused by the 1973 Oil Embargo. The main 

problems confronting the Wilson government were economic. And being a minority 

government, they another election was on the horizon. Recognizing their weakness, the 

Labor government manipulated the economy for short-term gain, as both major parties 

had done since 1959. The hope was to improve conditions enough to create a favorable 

environment for a new election that would grant Labor a majority (Butler & Kavanagh, 

1975, p. 14). The election was announced for October 1974, only seven months after 

the previous vote. The result was a Labor victory, but they held a majority by only a 

three seats. 

Even though Labor returned to power, it still had to contend with a worsening 

economy. The country experienced negative growth rate in 1974, wages rose faster 

than prices, and inflation grew from 19.9% in January 1975 to 22.3% in July, with the 

prospect of exceeding 30% by the year’s end (King et al., 1992, p. 33). All the while, the 

government too often appeared incompetent in adopting policies to deal with the crisis. 

But they were facing a political dilemma and had only three courses of action open to 

them. The first was to deflate the economy, but doing so would require large cuts in 

public expenditures, increased taxation, and monetary restraint (p. 33). The impact 

would be higher unemployment, and no one was sure whether price deflation would be 

achieved before unemployment reached unacceptable levels. This approach was 

particularly problematic for a party committed to full employment. The second option 

was a statutory income policy, to impose wage restraints through the law. However, the 

Heath government had tried this approach; it created a backlash from unions that lead 
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to strikes that, in turn, brought the government down and propelled Labor to power on a 

campaign promise that they could work better with the unions. Also, immediately upon 

their return to power as a minority government the previous spring, the party had 

committed to restoring collective bargaining power to the unions by repealing the Heath 

government’s statutory wage policy. The last option was a voluntary wage restraint 

policy, which was politically more acceptable and had nominally been agreed to earlier 

by the unions in the Social Contract agreement with party leadership in 1973. Indeed, 

Labor did adopt the last alternative, but the unions failed to fulfill their end of the 

bargain. Consequently, some other solution would be needed, but finding one that the 

unions would accept was a challenge. 

The alternative that would slow inflation finally emerged in May 1975. In a 

speech, Jack Jones, the leader of the Transport and General Workers Union, offered a 

simplistic solution. He stated that for a limited period, wages should not be allowed to 

exceed a small flat-rate, 6 GBP per week for anyone earning below an annual wage of 

8500 GBP. Anyone receiving a larger wage would not be entitled to a pay increase. 

After much hesitation, businesses, unions, and the government all agreed to accept this 

plan, which was activated at the end of summer 1975. Preceding this enactment was 

the successful renegotiation of the terms of Britain’s membership in the EEC, which was 

approved in a national referendum by a 2 to 1 majority. Because the left opposed EEC 

membership, this induction weakened their influence and allowed the unions to accept 

the new voluntary wage proposals, which would hold for about three years. 

The next crisis to confront the government was unexpected and internal to the 

Labor Party. On March 16, 1976, shortly after his sixtieth birthday, Prime Minister 
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Wilson tendered his resignation to the Queen. The PLP initially had six candidates for 

the leadership position and, thus, a lock on the next Prime Minister. The expected front 

runner, James Callaghan, was elected leader on April 16, 1975; however, Michael Foot, 

a leftist, won the deputy position, taking the political pundits by surprise. 

Despite the change in leadership, the economic problems confronting the 

government remained. Eventually, the policies seemed to start working, and by the fall 

of 1978, despite a currency crisis in 1976 and the need for an IMF loan to resolve it, the 

Callaghan government was considering holding the next general election because the 

November 1978 national polls reflected a 2-1 majority over the Tories and the Gallup 

indicated 5% lead for Labor (King et al., 1992, p. 82). In fact, Callaghan’s approval 

rating went from 37% at the end of 1976 to 55% a year later (p. 57).This decision was 

particularly crucial because in March 1977, Labor had established an agreement with 

the Liberal Party for its support. By November 1976, Labor had lost its three-seat 

majority through by-elections and had two Scottish Labor MPs defect over the issue of 

devolution, returning it back to minority status. This situation necessitated a pact 

between Labor and the Liberals that remained through the 1976-77 parliamentary 

session and was later extended through the 1977-78 and 1978-79 sessions.  

Unfortunately, the Labor government started to lose the support of the Liberals 

by 1978; their leader, David Steel, had stated that the pact would terminate at the end of 

the 1978-79 parliamentary session in order to appease rank and file members who 

thought the association with the government harmed to their electoral chances in the 

next election. Their share of the vote in 1974 was 18.3%, and polls in January 1978 

showed that the Liberals had the support of just 6% of the electorate (King, 2007, p. 79). 
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Along with the widening cracks in the pact with the Liberals, the trade unions started to 

complain about the wages policy and had forced the government to shift its original 6 

GBP per week limit to 5% and, later, 10%. The unions argued for a return to collective 

bargaining because they saw their standard of living decreasing and were no longer 

content to support voluntary wage controls. As a result, they demanded increased pay 

and, when they were refused, led numerous strikes during the winter of 1978-79. Chaos 

transpired as television news reported on the strikes and people saw the immediate 

impact: empty supermarket shelves, empty gas stations, garbage collecting on the 

streets, and striking workers in all sectors demanding more wages. This revolt became 

known as the “Winter of Discontent,” and angry citizens registered their disapproval in 

polls, showing a huge shift in favor toward the Conservatives, now under the leadership 

of Mrs. Thatcher. Despite the troubles that exploded on the scene after the economy 

had appeared to be under control, the government’s non-economic policy of devolution 

would lead to a vote of confidence, causing the government to collapse and call for new 

elections. 

When the date of the general election was announced by Prime Minister 

Callaghan, the initial poll predicted a Labor defeat. Although the party had closed the 

gap in the three weeks of campaigning since the announcement, the Tories won a 

resounding victory, which would cause a brutal civil war within the ranks of the Labor 

Party. During the 1979 Labor Party Conference following the election, the right had 

concluded that the election loss was a result of changing demographics and a message 

that did not resonate with many voters. One long-time party watcher noted that “among 

Labour voters there had been a spectacular decline of support for the collective trinity of 
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public ownership, trade union power and social welfare” (Crewe, 1982, p. 37). To the 

party right, the undeniable prescription was to move further right in order to make up for 

lost ground. On the other hand, the left interpreted defeat in a completely different 

manner. They argued that “weakly aligned voters cast their ballots on the basis of 

retrospective judgments as to how well their interests had been served by the 

government”; therefore, the blame “lay unambiguously with the outgoing government: its 

record had disillusioned millions of normally Labour voters” (Shaw, 1994, p. 23). From 

this point of view, the “Winter of Discontent” was the fault of the ministers, not the 

strikers and the unions. The platform was now set for the left to sweep away the 

demoralized leadership of the right and institute the constitutional changes it had 

planned since the mid-1970s. They would begin in earnest at the 1979 Party 

Conference. 

Beginning at that conference, the civil war between left and right centered around 

a struggle over the three goals of the left’s constitutional agenda; the conflict extended 

across three successive party conferences and culminated in a complete takeover of 

the party by the left at the 1981 Party Conference. The battle was over the agenda that 

had been promoted by the CLPD through most of the 1970s: mandatory reselection of 

MPs, election of the party leader, and control of the manifesto. At the 1979 Conference, 

the left’s initial victory was on the point of mandatory reselection, a victory that would 

have been unthinkable 10 years earlier. The other two resolutions were defeated. 

However, although the resolution to remove control of the party manifesto from the PLP 

and place it in the hands of the National Executive Committee (NEC) was initially 

defeated, the left did secure the ability to resubmit it the next year, assuring another 
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brutal in-house confrontation. This side victory was significant because procedural rules 

stipulated that if a proposed constitutional resolution failed at conference, it could not be 

resubmitted for another three years. The left had successfully pressed for a separate 

resolution to bypass this procedure. 

The 1980 Party Conference in Blackpool would precipitate an unexpected event 

and witness a further struggle between left and right. The left again failed to secure 

control of the manifesto. However, a resolution to widen the franchise for party leader 

passed though a specific methodology for doing so could not be agreed upon and would 

be contested at the next party conference. Not long after the conference, James 

Callaghan resigned as leader, leaving a power vacuum and a massive unknown 

variable for the left. Although a decision had been made to expand the franchise to elect 

the party leader, the failure to enact a methodology assured that the new leader would 

be elected under the old system: selection by the PLP. 

This eventuality outraged the left, for they felt tricked; their anger was further 

incited when the PLP voted, by a two to one margin, to choose a proper leader and not 

an interim caretaker until the next conference when a new methodology could be 

established (Kogan & Kogan, 1983, p. 90). Deciding to select a leader under the old 

system favored the right and Denis Healy, a long-time parliamentarian member of the 

right who was seen by many as Callaghan’s natural successor. This decision prompted 

immediate action on the part of the left. First, they publicly claimed that the entire 

process was illegitimate because a new procedure had been established, however 

incompletely. But once they realized that the vote to elect a new leader would occur, 

they quickly met to select a strategy for defeating Healy and electing one their own. 
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A few days after Callaghan’s resignation, leftist members of the PLP met at Tony 

Benn’s house to discuss a strategy (Kogan & Kogan, 1983, p. 91). They knew that if no 

one from the left sought election, Denis Healy would win. Benn wanted to run but was 

discouraged from doing so; he had alienated the right while serving eighteen months as 

Minister of Industry in the Wilson cabinet. The better choice was Michael Foot; he was 

not their first choice, but he would appeal to enough of the right to make winning a 

possibility. Also, Healy was viewed by many as a strong right-winger, so to keep the 

party united, a number of center and moderate right voted for Foot, fearing that Healy’s 

abrasive reputation would destroy any remaining semblance of party unity. Finally, 

some who had considered breaking away from Labor and forming a new party voted for 

Foot because he was a “less formidable as a leader than Healy” (Shaw, 1994, p. 164). 

By November 1980, Foot was leader of the party, having won the election 139 to 129 (p. 

164). 

With a new leader and momentum growing for the left, a special conference was 

held in February 1981 at Wembley. The conference was necessary to decide on a 

formula for choosing a leader now that the resolution at the October conference had 

officially expanded the franchise that made the selection. The result was a compromise: 

an electoral college that gave the trade unions 40%, the PLP 30%, and the constituency 

parties 30% of the vote. This decision proved to be the last straw for some members of 

the right, for they sensed the left’s push for constitutional change would lead to a more 

radical political agenda that would damage the party’s electoral future. Some members 

left the party to form what would become the Social Democratic Party (SDP). The list 

included four former ministers and a dozen other Labor MPs. Even worse, Tony Benn, 
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the poster child for the left, decided to challenge Denis Healy, who was deputy leader, 

for his post under the newly installed Electoral College system. Benn, an outspoken 

leader of the left with much experience who had served as a minister and a charismatic 

speaker, would deepen the wounds within the party with this challenge. So disruptive 

was the perceived challenge to an already fragmented party that the newly elected Foot 

asked Benn to rescind, but Benn ignored his plea and others from the left. 

Over the next months, a brutal contest ensued between the two opposing camps. 

Not only was it waged within the ranks of the party, but it also became visible to the 

entire British electorate through the daily press. People watched a political party in the 

throes of an old fashioned blood-letting, as it were, causing public support of Labor to 

drop dramatically. For example, the right’s candidate Healy was labeled an opportunist, 

and Benn and his supporters were accused of wanting to erect a Stalinist state (Shaw, 

1994, p. 165). In the end, Healy held on to his deputy leadership post, defeating Benn 

by less than a percentage point. A number of left-wing MPs had abstained to diminish 

Benn’s chances, a strategy that would incite bitter recriminations amongst the left. 

As the Labor Party finished committing fratricide within its ranks and continued to 

place radical left-wing policies into its programs, the Tories, under Margaret Thatcher, 

decided to call for a spring election in 1983. This decision followed on the heels of high 

poll numbers for the Conservatives. The British had just defeated Argentina in the 

Falklands War, and the Tories were riding high on a tidal wave of patriotism. Although 

Labor was preoccupied with internal squabbling, the NEC continued to shape the 

party’s policy program. Their latest document, produced before the election, was titled 

Labour’s Programme, 1982 (T. Jones, 1998, p. 111). It contained numerous radical 
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policies that reflected the agenda of the left: more public ownership, withdrawal from the 

EEC, unilateralism, full employment, and centralized planning. After the announcement 

of the election, Labor had to spring into action to produce a manifesto for the campaign. 

The outcome was a revitalized version of the 1982 policy document titled New Hope for 

Britain 1983, which contained even more radical policies. For example, it called for the 

renationalization of industries that earlier had been privatized with minimum 

compensation to its owners and the promotion of industrial democracy, which included a 

partnership with the unions in public policy-making (p. 111). The agenda essentially 

argued for “a fundamental and irreversible shift in the balance of power and wealth in 

favor of working people and their families” (p. 9). According to Eric Shaw (1996), in The 

Labour Party Since 1945, “it was a highly ambitious programme which would have 

encountered the most determined opposition if attempts had ever been made” (p. 167). 

Its approval is difficult to understand because the PLP was still dominated by a right 

majority, ass was its co-producer, the NEC. In fact, since 1981, seven left-wingers in the 

NEC membership had been replaced by right-wingers, a quarter of the committee’s total 

membership. Shaw (1996) suggested that the right made a calculated decision: “if the 

party was going to capsize, it might as well sink to the ocean bed with a red flag tide to 

its mast, . . . for the fact Labour was trounced on a left-wing manifesto did much to 

engrave upon its mind the view that it could never win on a left-wing platform” (p. 167). 

Given Tony Benn’s pronouncement that the Labor victories in 1974 justified a leftist 

platform as a formula for success, allowing a radical platform to be hammered at the 

polls could easily justify the right’s insistence on a more moderate agenda in order to 

increase its chances of electoral success in the future.  
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Needless to say, the 1983 election outcome was an unmitigated disaster for 

Labor. Not only did its manifesto alienate an overwhelming majority of voters, but its 

campaign execution was incoherent. Because the party was being consumed by 

internal warfare, it failed to make adequate preparations for a national election. For 

example, it did not contract an opinion research organization until February 1983 

because the left were skeptical about opinion polls; they also failed to contract an 

advertising agency in a timely manner (Shaw, 1994, p. 26). The outcome was an 

uncoordinated and incoherent campaign in which even the leader Foot contradicted his 

Shadow Minister Healy regarding their defense policy, inviting a swarm of media 

interest. The combination of unpopular policies, an incoherent campaign, and a 

merciless press that seemed to smell blood allowed Labor to “transform a defeat into a 

disaster” (Shaw, 1996, p. 167). 

In the end, Labor retained only 209 parliamentary seats, its lowest postwar 

figure, and secured only 28% of the vote, its lowest share since 1918 and only two 

points ahead of the third party SDP (Butler & Kavanagh, 1984, p. 47). At least from a 

popular vote standpoint, Labor had almost been replaced as the main opposition party 

and found its remaining strength concentrated in Scotland, Wales, and North England. 

Notably, the party’s performance was weakest in the growing employment and social 

sectors of the electorate and in the expanding geographical areas of the nation (Shaw, 

1996, p. 168). In fact, the only groups from whom Labor earned over 50% of the vote 

were blacks and council tenants (Butler & Kavanagh, 1984, p. 47).The Labor Party had 

hit rock bottom, and the only way now was up, but the road back to recovery and 

political relevance would be a long and difficult. 
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Within weeks after the election, Michael Foot resigned as leader, leaving a power 

vacuum in the party. The two main contenders for the position were Neil Kinnock, who 

represented the left, and Roy Hattersley, who was from the right. Hattersley would have 

been elected leader by the PLP under the old system, but for this contest, the new 

Electoral College would be utilized to elect the party’s leader for the first time. Kinnock 

won easily, despite losing the PLP vote (47%); he won 93% of the union vote and 73% 

of the constituency vote sections of the Electoral College (Butler & Kavanagh, 1984, p. 

48). However, Hattersley was elected deputy. 

During his early career in Labor, Kinnock was a strong supporter of the left, but 

inheriting a party fresh from its worst electoral defeat, he recognized that significant 

changes would have to be made. With his understanding of the political realities of the 

age, he knew he would have to adopt a pragmatic approach to repair the many ills that 

plagued the Labor Party. He confronted two major problems as the new leader: (a) the 

Labor political agenda had lost votes in the previous two elections, suggesting that the 

party must return to the middle ground; and (b) the party had failed to modernize its 

campaign organization to function in a multimedia society. The second problem was a 

glaring weakness; under Michael Foot, the party had failed to adapt to modern mass 

communications by ignoring or not utilizing a hostile press, neglecting to advertise, 

missing photo opportunities, and overlooking public opinion polls, all essential to 

assuring that its message was heard and well received. Mr. Kinnock faced the 

gargantuan task of reshaping the party’s image and modernizing its campaign 

organization.  
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Unfortunately for Mr. Kinnock, the leader’s control over the party had been 

severely curtailed as a result of the procedural changes brought on by the left during the 

late 1970s and early 1980s. Kinnock essentially had to reverse these significant 

changes in order to restore central authority to himself and his Shadow Cabinet. As he 

clearly understood, these changes were crucial to the party’s electoral future, especially 

now that the Alliance offered an alternative to voters, as demonstrated by their close 

third-place finish in the 1983 election. 

Historically, the PLP leadership dominated the policy formulation process, but 

authority formally resided in the extra-parliamentary institutions such as the NEC. The 

party had in the past informally acquiesced to the right-dominated PLP; however, in the 

1970s, this convention generated growing discontent among the rank and file, fueling 

the left’s successful attempt to redirect the process back to its original intent. When 

Kinnock took over, he was confronted by a party organization that was mistrustful of the 

PLP and a policy process now dominated by the rival NEC, which was further divided 

into a number of sub-committees and working groups dominated by the party left. With 

growing tension between right and left within the party, this process essentially 

institutionalized the rift, providing glaring evidence to onlookers of the antagonism 

between the two sides. Of course, this image did not help the party gain favor from the 

electorate and made speaking with one voice very difficult. The latter consequence was 

exasperated by a hostile press set on portraying the party as dysfunctional. 

Recognizing that he could not immediately change the structure, Kinnock 

managed to modify the process without angering the left. He instituted a joint NEC-

Shadow Cabinet set of policy committees to initiate a short-term process of cooperation; 
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however, his long-term goal was to return the process to the leader and his cabinet and 

completely remove it from the NEC and its elaborate network of policy groups (Shaw, 

1994, p. 170). Kinnock clearly understood that he would have to move cautiously in 

implementing changes within the Labor Party constitution because there existed a great 

deal of suspicion of the PLP. In fact, early on in his attempts to bring about change, he 

lost his first battle at the 1984 Party Conference. One of the first direct challenges the 

left had implemented at the beginning of the decade to weaken the PLP was the 

mandatory reselection system of MPs. The left had incorporated into the process a way 

to return the reselection process to the constituents, removing the power of candidacy 

selection from the PLP. Indeed, more local control of MPs’ policy stances would weaken 

the influence of the leader and his cabinet. The left had instituted a system whereby the 

constituency party’s General Committee, which usually consisted of left-wing activists, 

decided whether an MP would stand as the party’s candidate in the next election. 

Feeling pressure from his Shadow Cabinet to change the system, Kinnock proposed a 

system that would remove the selection and deselection process from the General 

Committee and give it to the constituency’s entire membership. This process was called 

One Member, One Vote (OMOV) and could be presented as more democratic. It would 

remove the ultimate power from the hands of the more radical constituency committees, 

and although it was not the mandatory reselection process the leadership preferred, it 

was an improvement over the current system. Kinnock proposed the new formula to the 

NEC, which barely accepted it as a strictly voluntary program. However, when the 

proposal was submitted to the Conference, it was voted down by a half million votes out 

of seven million cast. Very early on, Kinnock recognized the limitations imposed upon 
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him and the difficulty he would encounter to revamp the party. According to Martin 

Westlake (2001), “Kinnock did not believe the job of restoring Labour to government 

could be completed within the space of one Parliament; that he anticipated a two-stage 

process that would result in him becoming Prime Minister in 1991 or 1992” (p. 245). 

Although Kinnock denied this strategy in public, he later wrote, after leaving the position, 

that he essentially understood the reality of his situation. Westlake went on to state that 

Kinnock’s first few years were a day-to-day struggle to bring change while 

institutionalizing an effective campaign organization; he was motivated not to replace 

the Tories but to prevent the party from being replaced by the Alliance as the legitimate 

opposition (p. 246). 

While Kinnock struggled with early attempts to revitalize the party, he 

immediately tackled the problem of weak campaign organization. For example, the party 

had not done a formal campaign analysis of the 1983 election in order to understand 

why it had failed. To start the process of improving the party’s campaign apparatus, 

even before he would deal with the headquarters machinery on Walworth Road, he 

established a Campaign Strategy Committee (CSC) that was separate from the NEC. 

The purpose of the CSC was to articulate policy and, more importantly, professionalize 

the campaigning and media structure (Westlake, 2001, p. 263). He wanted to assure 

that the campaign structure would be under the control of the leader even though the 

committee consisted of all elements of the party, including representatives from the 

PLP, NEC, Shadow Cabinet, and trade unions. It met monthly and bypassed the NEC 

until Kinnock had obtained a membership more to his liking. It would emerge as the key 

decision-making body concerning party broadcasts, public opinion polling, and 
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campaigns, and it really received no protest from the NEC because it did not take much 

interest in these types of details (Butler & Kavanagh, 1984, p. 50). The body had 

evolved as a policy clearing house for the party, but attention to these types of details 

did not necessarily win elections.  

The original idea for this new organization sprang from a defeated Labor MP 

Patricia Hewitt, who argued that the party lacked a competent national organization. 

Before Kinnock ascended to leadership, she had already provided a blueprint of the 

necessary changes, and she was the individual who could accomplish the task. So once 

he was elected, Kinnock chose her to be his press secretary, and the modernization of 

campaign structure began. Image and message had become important in a world 

dominated by print and television media, and she recognized that Labor had been 

slaughtered because of ill-preparation. Her impact was immediate as Kinnock’s 

personal appearance and demeanor changed. The party eliminated impromptu 

interviews or conversations over the occasional pint and pipe, and he was made to look 

“like a bank clerk” (Westlake, 2001, p. 250). This shift in image was particularly 

important because Hewitt disliked the print media for its anti-Labor bias and believed 

that Kinnock could get his message across better on television and radio (p. 251). His 

new look drew criticism from within the party particularly because Kinnock became less 

accessible even to members of the PLP. However, most silently recognized the 

necessity of the change, and Kinnock, in his first speech at Party Conference following 

the election in 1983, stated, “Just remember how you felt on that dreadful morning of 

June 10th” (Butler & Kavanagh, 1988, p. 51). His party understood what a disaster they 

had experienced and that continuing on the same path could lower the party to third 
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place. The changes would happen slowly at first but would accelerate as the leadership 

became more confident in their vision and how to accomplish it. 

Despite his failure on the issue of reselection, Kinnock’s first year had been 

successful. He had established a professional personal office staffed with competent 

people, and he had initiated the necessary groundwork, in the form of the GSC, to 

modernize the party’s campaign apparatus. Unfortunately for Kinnock, politicians do not 

operate in a static political environment; he would be confronted by two other issues at 

the time that were distractions and continued to foster the negative image of the Labor 

Party he was attempting to change. One issue concerned the unions, and the other 

concerned local government, both were directed against government policy. 

On March 1, 1984, the National Coal Board (NCB) announced the cessation of 

production at the Cortonwood colliery in Yorkshire and then the closure of twenty pits 

(Westlake, 2001, p. 288). The immediate response from a number of local mining 

executives was to call for strikes in several regions in Scotland to Wales. The local 

action was sanctioned by the National Union of Miners (NUM). However, the national 

union’s decision to bypass the requirement of a national ballot was fortunate because 

some areas, such as Nottinghamshire, did not walk out on strike. The year-long strike 

gave Arthur Scargill, a Marxist and the national union’s leader, an opportunity not only 

to challenge the Thatcher government’s policy but also to wage war on capitalism. 

Because union interest tends to sustain labor or socialist parties, this event placed 

Kinnock and the party in an impossible predicament. At a time when Kinnock was 

focused on changing Labor’s negative image, the strikes during the “Winter of 

Discontent” turned people against that unions and, thus, Labor. Making matters worse, 
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the strike became violent over time as striking miners were transported to block the non-

striking Nottinghamshire pit with picket lines. The violence required a police response 

that escalated the confrontation; television images of the conflict again reminded voters 

about the negative aspects of unions and their association with Labor. After a year, the 

miners were defeated, for the Thatcher government refused to back down from their 

commitment to close costly and inefficient nationalized industries. For Kinnock, the 

event further exposed the divisions within the party between right and left, and his 

responses appeared evasive as he straddled the wide chasm between supporting the 

workers and making Labor appealing to the middle class. As leader of a political party 

trying to reestablish its legitimacy as a future government, he could only steer clear of 

the political wreckage that certainly befell the strikers and their union. But most of all, 

the strike distracted from his need to modernize the party and reinvent its message to 

attract lost voters and new voters. 

The second major event that created negative press for the party and gave the 

Conservatives and Thatcher great political ammunition was the refusal of some local 

government authorities to abide by the 1984 Rates Act. The act, designed to cap local 

tax rates on property owners, forced local authorities either to cut services or to reduce 

personnel. Although Labor had been devastated in the national poll in 1983, it continued 

to do well in local government elections. The problem was that the areas where they 

continued to win substantial majorities were urban localities such as Manchester, 

Sheffield, and Birmingham. All of these urban centers suffered from high 

unemployment, poverty, crime, and culture divides due to race or ethnicity. Not only did 

the voting demographics favor Labor, but these areas also became centers of the “New 
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Urban Left” dedicated to left-wing policies. The “New Urban Left” consisted of young, 

usually university-educated individuals who had radical agendas and dominated the 

local Labor party organizations in these depressed urban areas. For many of these 

radical councils, the Tory government’s policies were inroads to challenging the state 

and the capitalist system. Sixteen of the designated areas, in unilateral solidarity with 

the miners’ strike, decided to pursue a policy of non-compliance. This movement 

blindsided the Labor leadership and reopened wounds between the left and the right in 

the party. One council in particular would garner national attention; it was in Liverpool, 

where Labor had defeated a Conservative-Liberal coalition in 1983. Eventually, much to 

Kinnock’s surprise, this group was dominated by members of a Trotskyite organization 

called Militant Tendency, a spinoff of the Revolutionary Communist Party. 

The Militant Tendency was one of those more radical elements that pursued an 

entryist strategy in order to promote Marxist policies within the Labor Party. It published 

a monthly newspaper called Militant and, by the 1960s, had taken control of the Labor 

Party Young Socialists, which became a fertile recruiting ground for its growing 

membership of over 5,000 dues-paying members (Westlake, 2001, p. 316). The 

problem of Militant Tendency had been recognized earlier within the party and, during 

the 1970s, had even resulted in an investigation. However, the NEC and party 

leadership were reluctant to pursue disciplinary action even though the organization had 

violated Clause II of the party’s constitution, which forbade members to belong to 

organizations with independent policy agendas and separate propaganda. Finally, in 

1983, the party expelled the members of the Militant editorial staff but refused to engage 

in a witch hunt. Kinnock’s strategy was to stay low, but events would force his hand as 
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the Militant-dominated Liverpool council openly defied the Thatcher government, 

engaging in illegal activity that subjected those involved to fines and other punishments. 

Because Labor was already caught in the jaws of a nationally hostile press, the 

council challenges could not have come at a worse time. Having to deal with the 

prolonged miner strike, Labor was continually on the receiving end of bad press. In fact, 

the Conservative government’s confrontation with the councils played into the hands of 

the Tories’ strength, Margaret Thatcher, who threatened councilors with fines and 

disqualification from office. The rate caps were meant to protect the middle class from 

rising property taxes, which the Labor council continued to increase in order to 

redistribute local wealth in support of numerous social programs, some of which were 

legitimate and others considered by some to be inappropriate. The latter sort received 

particularly negative press in the metropolitan councils of greater London, which were 

portrayed as being irrationally concerned about minority and fringe issues, along with 

paranoia about racism and sexual problems. For instance, Sun, Daily Mail, and 

eventually Times used the term “Looney Left” to associate these programs with local 

Labor councils, a media badge that would eventually give the Tories justification to 

abolish the Greater London Council (GLC). The term would also become a major 

political weapon with which to attack Labor in the 1987 general election because it 

came to be associated with extremism. The stigma of the “Looney Left” label continued 

to haunt Labor through the 1992 election. However, all except one of the councils 

eventually backed after the Tories refused to back down; the Liverpool council, which 

was not rate capped, would bring undue attention to the party and force Kinnock to 

confront the left head on to regain control of the party. 
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The Liverpool District Labor Party (LDLP), by 1983, had come to dominate the 

city council. Its members were mostly associated with the Militant Tendency and 

decided to use their electoral success to initiate policies was led by the council’s deputy 

leader Derek Hatton. Their intention was to support the miner’s strike by opening a 

second front against the government (Westlake, 2001, p. 320). They implemented an 

urban renewal plan by building 5,000 new council houses and creating 6,000 new 

construction jobs (p. 320). The cost of this project exceeded the council’s financial 

resources in the 1984-85 budget, illegally creating a deficit. Having been informed of 

these developments, Kinnock, not needing another crisis, invited a contingent of the 

councilors to the House of Commons to reach a compromise. When the councilors 

would not compromise and Kinnock refused to offer them public support, the issue 

remained unresolved. The issue still at an impasse, the LDLP further increased its 

majority in May’s local election, and because the government was still dealing with the 

strike, they provided the council the additional funding necessary to preclude a deficit 

for the year. This gesture, in the eyes of the council, vindicated their resolve; they 

attended the 1984 Party Conference as heroes and even had a motion passed 

supporting their defiance, much to Kinnock’s dismay. 

After the miners’ strike ended in defeat in March 1985, Kinnock set out to deal 

with the rebellious councils who still engaged non-compliance. In June 1985, he 

conferred with the councilors of Liverpool and Lambeth and reminded them to cease 

activities that trespassed against the law. However, the Liverpool council, under Hatton, 

did not heed his warning and continued down a path of no return. By September, 

Liverpool had a deficit of 100 million GBP and was obligated to lay off 31,000 city 
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employees. As they prepared the notices, the local trade union leaders turned on them 

because they had gone too far. This betrayal permitted Kinnock to attack, for the council 

was willing to destroy the lives of its own people in order to follow their own rigid dogma. 

A few days later, Kinnock publicly attacked the actions of the Liverpool council in his 

major speech at the annual Party Conference; subsequently, the LDLP was suspended, 

and an investigation into Militant activities was launched. 

By February 1986, both a majority and minority report were complete, and 

hearings about the allegations began. The hearings further exacerbated the schism 

between left and right within the party. However, by April, the public demonstrations 

made by Militant members and the negative press that accompanied the events during 

the hearings had causes a humiliating by-election loss in Fulham. The defeat convinced 

the “soft-left” that Militant had to go and that the continued actions of the “Looney-left,” 

as the press now dubbed such individuals, were destroying any chance that the Labor 

Party might appear competent to govern. The expulsion of Militant members was finally 

approved at the Party Conference in October 1986, ending a brutal period of conflict 

between left and right by isolating the “hard-left” and clearing the way for further 

modernization of the party and its policies. 

According to Philip Gould (1999) in The Unfinished Revolution, an analysis of his 

key role in Labor’s road to modernization, the real beginning of it progress began with 

the hiring of Peter Mandelson in October 1985 to manage the communications 

department (p. 43). He arrived in the middle of the internal war between Labor’s left and 

right. He also came into an organization that had not yet adopted and, frankly, did not 

yet trust modern campaign techniques. As Mandelson recalled later, “You had party 
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machinery and personnel without leadership, management or purpose, which needed to 

be professionalized” (Gould, 1999, p. 44). Despite the positive press that Kinnock 

received at this time for standing up to Militant, Gould argued that “it did not display a 

positive agenda—a reason to vote Labour” for the electorate (p. 46). The purpose of 

modernizing Labor was to help the party develop a clear and attractive message that 

resonated with the voters. 

Mandelson was briefed on revamping the party’s campaigning and media 

relations. The reason Kinnock gave him wide latitude was his experience in television, 

which Kinnock believed to be the better medium to reach the electorate, especially 

because the print media, being pro-Tory, had proven hostile to Labor. However, 

Mandelson needed someone with advertising experience; he hired Philip Gould, who 

had his own consultancy. Gould was given the immediate task of assessing Labor’s 

communication apparatus. At the end of his two-month analysis, he produced his 

Communications Review for the party, a document that painted a fairly ugly picture. The 

report consisted of two parts; the first uncovered organizational chaos in the 

communications area, and the second, based on focus group data, found a huge 

disconnect between Labor and the electorate. 

According to Philip Gould (1999), the most important findings were “the 

apparently unbridgeable gap between what Labour had become and what the British 

electorate now wanted” (p. 49). This gap became quite clear when the focus group data 

was presented to the leadership in November 1985, around the same time that Kinnock 

was confronting the problems with Militant, who had generated the impress that Labor 

was a party dominated by extremists. One focus group of women aged 25-44 
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expressed the importance of self-interest; they perceived that society was breaking 

down, that people could no longer be trusted, and that you could only rely on yourself 

and immediate family (p. 50). One woman stated, “If by voting Tory I’ll get a flat or a job 

then I’ll do it. . . . I’m not going to vote Labor to get a job for someone in Newcastle. I 

don’t suppose he’d think about me” (p. 51). Finally, when asked to describe Labor and 

what was unacceptable from the left, the answers included “socialism, communism, and 

reds” (p. 51). But when asked to describe what was unacceptable about the right, they 

produced different terminology. Although Tories were “selfish, single-minded, and 

determined,” these qualities represented what they wanted from government. Labor was 

not concerned about the personal aspirations of ordinary people, only the poor, 

unemployed, and needy (p. 51). The party had failed to recognize that occupational and 

geographic mobility had changed the demographics of the working class, which now 

possessed middle-class aspirations and looked to the future, not the past. By 1983, 

53% of working-class fathers had sons in non-manual work; Labor stood still while 

society moved forward (Crewe, 1982, p. 38). 

Professionalization essentially saved the Labor Party from itself and would, by 

the 1987 general election, push Alliance aside and secure its place as the opposition. 

First, it established the Shadow Communications Agency (SCA), which was responsible 

for coordinating public relations, designing campaign strategy, polling, and advising the 

party on the popularity of policies (Westlake, 2001, p. 348). This agency lifted the 

party’s presentational strategy to the next level, a strategy that would famously become 

known as “spin,” an idea created by Mandelson. Another development was a more 

sophisticated use of polling and focus groups. Last was the implementation of a 
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presidential style of campaigning that emphasized positive presentation (pp. 352-353). 

For example, the theme “Freedom and Fairness” was an attempt to associate Labor 

with positive concepts; incidentally, the original slogan was “Labour: Putting People 

First,” which also appeared on the campaign literature and was later adopted by the 

1992 Clinton campaign (Gould, 1999, p. 59). One of the essential features of this 

presidential style was to capitalize on Kinnock’s appeal and remove political words such 

as “socialism” and “nationalization” from the campaign vocabulary. When the 

campaign’s focus was on one individual, it could more easily stay on message and 

control the content. All of this effort was geared toward creating a positive image in the 

media. Labor went as far as jettisoning its red flag symbol and replacing it with a red 

rose, an idea Kinnock originally borrowed from the Swedish Social Democrats. The 

impact was positive; Labor won the Fulham by-election in April 1986 after a nearly 11% 

swing from the Conservatives (Westlake, 2001, p. 362). Although weaknesses 

remained, especially in Labor policies, Kinnock had laid the ground work for 

modernization, which would certainly serve Blair well before the end of the century.  

Unfortunately, the cosmetic changes the party implemented and the 

professionalization of its campaign apparatus were still not enough to reverse the 

devastating defeat of 1983. Although Labor, in 1987, secured second place and 

opposition status by reducing Alliance’s share of the vote to 23%, they had received 

another drubbing by the Tories (Butler & Kavanagh, 1992, p. 43). In fact, Labor moved 

only slightly closer the Tories; having lost the 1983 election by 14 points, it gained only 

3 points. As a result, the 1983 and 1987 elections were the party’s worst performances 

since 1931. After losing three general elections in the 1950s, Labor remained only 6 
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points behind the Tories in 1959, but in 1987, its third consecutive defeat, it remained 

11% behind. And now it faced a much more formidable third party challenge than it did 

in 1959. 

Labor policy reflected the party’s failure to grasp the significant demographic 

changes occurring in British society. Labor still had not made the policy changes 

necessary to appeal to voters whose attitudes and values had changed in the 1980s. 

According Phillip Gould (1999), party policy was not in line with the electorate’s values, 

attitudes, and lifestyles, and Labor was out of touch with voter concerns about the 

economy, taxation, and personal finance (p. 60). His analysis reflected significant 

changes in the electorate; 68% of the work force was manual labor in 1950; by the 

1980s, this number fell to 48%, and between 1979 and 1990, trade union membership 

declined from 50% to 36% of the work force (Butler & Kavanagh, 1992, pp. 2-3). At the 

same time, homeownership increased from 29% in 1950 to 67% in 1990. This increase 

was helped along by the Conservative policy of selling council homes to its occupants, a 

policy that was opposed by Labor until it became enormously popular. These statistics 

indicate that middle-class society in the United Kingdom was growing and that more 

people would be prone to adopt middle-class values and attitudes. Labor’s policies of 

unilateralism on defense, nationalization of industry, and higher taxes became less 

attractive to voters who focused on individualism and personal well-being. 

One significant change concerned the structure in which Labor policies were 

promoted and eventually approved. It placed policy review more directly under the 

control of the leader, removing the left-wing influence of the executive committee. The 

party also created seven subcommittees, each co-chaired by a Shadow Cabinet 
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member and NEC member, to examine future policies that would permit Labor to win 

the next election, likely to occur in the 1990s. With a clean slate, the party had time to 

develop policy that would fit the changing values and attitudes of the voters. Improving 

policy design, modernizing campaign organization, and deflating the left’s dominance 

within the party were Kinnock’s major contributions to Labor.  

The policy review process was not without critics; because it worked together 

with the campaign apparatus, some thought that policy was being influenced by public 

opinion for political expediency. A similar complaint would later be leveled against Tony 

Blair as he further modernized the party and attempted to revise the policy agenda more 

along the lines of the democratic socialism of Western Europe. However, the voter 

impact was initially positive, polls started to swing toward Labor by late 1988. As Labor 

now emerged as pro-European Union, it fared well in the 1989 Euro-elections and won 

a by-election in Conservative Mid-Staffordshire in March 1989 on 21% swing (Rallings & 

Thrasher, 2006, p. 152). And by Thatcher’s removal as leader in November 1990, the 

Conservatives had trailed Labor in the polls for eighteen months. Before Thatcher’s fall, 

Labor had a poll lead of 12% in July 1990 after trailing the Conservatives for 28 months 

prior to the 1987 election (Butler & Kavanagh, 1992, p. 56). 

As the new policy review process was implemented, Patricia Hewitt and, later, 

Peter Mandelson left the campaign organization; the former went to work for a think 

tank, and the latter pursued a future in politics as an MP. This departure occurred just 

as disagreement arose about the scope of the modernization process and its influence 

on policy. Internal divisions still strong within the party, there was a minimal level of 

cooperation and growing levels of secrecy in planning the campaign strategy for the 
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next election. The original focus had been on Margaret Thatcher’s weaknesses; under 

Kinnock, this strategy worked to Labor’s advantage. However, John Major replaced 

Thatcher in 1990, Labor had to revamp its approach, just as Hewitt and Mandelson 

were leaving. With John Major as the new Tory leader and all but official Prime Minister, 

the weaknesses in Kinnock’s personality and leadership put Labor at a decided 

disadvantage, for the public highly favored Major as an individual and leader. According 

Philip Gould (1999), opinion polls swung 9.5% in favor of the Tories, reversing Labor’s 

lead, and a 24% swing toward the Conservatives on being trusted on the economy (p. 

106). However, by May 1991, Labor regained a slight lead in the polls despite the 

successful conclusion of the Gulf War. The recession hurt the Tories, weakening their 

usual image of economic competence, but Labor was still viewed as the tax and spend 

party. As the 1992 election approached, Labor policy statements would continue to 

reinforce these views in voters, who were still suspicious of public services and now 

also focused on quality of life issues that Labor had not adequately addressed.  

Surveys conducted during and immediately following the election concluded that 

the aspirational class, which the British Social Attitudes estimated to be approximately 

50% of the population, associated Labor with “holding people back and with leveling 

down” (Butler & Kavanagh, 1992, p. 47). Also, the Labor SCA, in a presentation about 

voter attitudes to the leadership in 1991, showed that the top reason that 65% of the 

aspirational class would not vote Labor was the belief that Labor would raise taxes. The 

clear message was that Labor was the party of high taxation. John Smith, as Shadow 

Chancellor, reinforced this message when he published a Labor shadow budget 

showing tax increases. The Tories now had all the information they needed to attack 
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Labor, for focus group perceptions of Labor as a party that could not be trusted on the 

economy, a party that taxed and spent appeared to be accurate. The Tory campaign 

theme, “You Can’t Trust Labor,” allowed the Conservatives to capitalize on voters’ 

mistrust, and when the Tory Chancellor announced a tax cut for the next annual budget, 

Labor was on the defensive. Despite the belief by many that Labor would win, polls had 

recently shown its small lead diminishing. As Election Day approach, voters seemed to 

be developing cold feet.  

Finally, Neil Kinnock himself was a liability for the party now that John Major was 

Prime Minister. In a January 1991 poll, Major had +55 favorability compared to 

Kinnock’s -12, leaving a 65% spread. These numbers clearly demonstrated that 

Thatcher’s weaknesses had been Labor’s best chance of winning because on the policy 

and trust front, they were well behind the Conservatives (P. Gould, 1999, p. 141). Not 

surprisingly, Labor lost its fourth straight election, and pundits now predicted an age in 

which the two parties would regularly exchange power and that the best Labor could 

ever hope for was a hung parliament. To make matters worse, the electoral reality 

confirmed that Labor had lost its fourth election by over seven points, compared to an 

average 4.2 deficit in the election period 1950-1974. The aggregate swing toward Labor 

was only 3%, not much better than in 1987 (Butler & Kavanagh, 1992, p. 322). The 

eventual conclusion was that Labor had changed but not enough to win an election. 

The immediate outcome of the election was the resignation of Neil Kinnock and 

the election of John Smith as Labor leader. Although John Smith was more popular, 

Labor’s popularity in the polls changed little until his sudden death in 1994. However, 

his short tenure did produce a few significant changes that would reinforce the 
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groundwork started by Kinnock and later transformed by Tony Blair. One of the first was 

to disband the SCA, which had been created to modernize Labor’s campaign machinery 

under Kinnock. This decision satisfied many of the old Labor structure who still refused 

to acknowledge the usefulness of polls, focus groups, and other tools of modern 

campaigning. 

One essential feature that John Smith challenged was union influence within the 

party. At the 1993 party conference , he narrowly implemented One Member, One Vote 

(OMOV), which eroded union influence by reducing the union block vote at party 

conferences and on the constituency ballots; instead, each individual would cast a 

single ballot to nominate parliamentary candidates. He also reduced the union share of 

the Electoral College vote to elect a leader from 40% to one third, making it equal to the 

constituency parties and the PLP. The other significant changed instituted by Smith was 

the establishment of the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) commission, which 

would focus on social justice and welfare. The initial goal was to explore potential 

welfare reforms that would not require raising taxes, countering Tory criticisms. Gordon 

Brown, as Shadow Chancellor after John Smith, clearly adopted this message, having, 

early on, repudiated Labor’s shadow budget of 1992 and its recommended tax increase 

in 1993 as politically unwise. Some commentators in Britain believed that Labor’s 

shadow budget, complete with tax increases, gave the Tories adequate ammunition to 

attack Labor for being a “tax and spend” party. Labor would not make the same mistake 

in 1997. 

When John Smith suddenly died in May 1994 and the path for a new leader was 

clear, the obvious choice was Shadow Chancellor Gordon Brown. However, Tony Blair, 
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at a dinner with Brown, convinced him to support his election as leader. Blair’s election 

opened the way for further modernization of the party; Blair and Gordon both felt the 

party had not gone far enough and would have to go further to win the trust of the 

electorate. Indeed, there still were too many remnants of “old Labor” lurking within the 

party. As Blair and Brown had argued, “Labour was too dependent on the working class, 

on trade unions, and on council estates,” and they clearly recognized that these 

populations were declining: “Society had become more middle class and individualistic” 

(Butler & Kavanagh, 1997, p. 47). Even Labor MP Giles Radice, representing the 

Chester-Le-Street constituency, had written a study called Southern Discomfort as a 

Fabian Society pamphlet. It recognized these trends particularly in southern England, 

where Labor would have to defeat the Tories if they ever wanted to govern again. In 

fact, Radice expressed the opinion that Labor would have to assume a new identity to 

overcome perceptions embedded in the electorate. Blair recognized this fact and would 

take the steps necessary over the following three years to implement the changes 

necessary for Labor to win the next election. 

Critical to the changes that Blair would implement were the short five weeks that 

Philip Gould would spend working for the Clinton campaign in Little Rock in October 

1992. That Democratic campaign succeeded because the party reinvented itself. The 

lessons he learned and the connections he established would provide some of the 

strategies that “New Labor” would eventually adopt. One of the first connections was 

Stan Greenburg, Carville’s pollster during the Clinton campaign; he later did polling and 

focus groups for Labor in the run up to the 1997 election. Upon his return, Philip Gould 

(1999) wrote a paper comparing the Clinton campaign to the party’s strategic situation, 



216 

but it was not well received and “went down like a lead balloon” (p. 175). Despite the 

negative reaction, he sponsored a one-day Clinton conference in London attended by 

Stan Greenberg, Carville’s former partner Paul Begala, and Peter Mandelson. However, 

the message was not heard, and following another analysis presented to the party titled 

“Campaign 96,” John Smith said, “this is all very interesting, but I think you will find it will 

be our turn next time” (p. 177). 

Although the leadership ignored the recommendations, Gordon Brown and Tony 

Blair paid particular attention to the studies and recognized the path to completing the 

modernization process started by Kinnock. Of course, the problems with Labor had 

been recognized by Blair in the 1980s when he was a young MP. Having been elected 

to office only four years earlier, he wrote an article for the Guardian in June 1987 in 

which he recognized the need to modernize and argued that market efficiency and 

social justice could both be obtained. This idea would prove to be the foundation of 

Labor’s future policy shift when he eventually assumed leadership. The presentations 

concerning the success of the Clinton election confirmed Brown and Blair’s belief that 

Labor would have to reinvent itself, just as the “New Democrats” had accomplished 

under Clinton, because the party’s core level of support was declining through 

demographic and ideological change. It had to broaden its appeal to new groups who 

desired nothing more than a better life and did not want to feel guilty for desiring it. The 

change would begin on July 21, 1994, when Tony Blair was elected leader over John 

Prescott, who was eventually elected deputy. 

According to David Farnham (1996), in the article “New Labour, the New Unions, 

and the New Labour Markets,” Blair’s program for modernizing the party centered on 
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achieving three objectives: rewriting Clause IV of the Constitution, shifting its policy 

further to the center, and continuing to reduce union influence within the party (p. 587). 

The first change Blair decided to pursue was Clause IV, which Gaitskell had failed to 

change in 1959. The clause committed Labor to public ownership of industries, but the 

party no longer advocated this principle; it only symbolized its socialist past and 

reminded voters of its failures. At the 1994 Conference, in his “New Britain, New Labor” 

speech, Blair outlined the changes necessary to prepare Labor for the future, 

announced the outmoded aim of Clause IV, and demanded a debate on a new 

statement of party goals. The campaign for change met resistance, so Blair linked the 

issue to his remaining in leadership; the debate became an up or down choice, and the 

strategy proved to be successful. In a Special Constitutional Conference held in April 

1995, a new clause was adopted by a vote margin of 3 to 1; the new clause praised the 

enterprise of the market within a just society (Butler & Kavanagh, 1997, p. 51). Although 

the trade unions were resistant to the change, it showed the electorate that Labor was 

serious about reinventing itself. With a major victory and the modernizers behind him, 

Blair’s next target was the trade unions. 

Because the unions had become associated with Labor’s less favorable qualities, 

Blair decided to reduce their influence at conference and in the selection of the leader, 

building more trust within the electorate. John Smith had already reduced their block 

vote in selection of the leader, but Blair wanted to further reduce their influence in the 

selection of candidates and at conference where manifestos had traditionally been 

approved and amended. He did so by first convincing the NEC to stop permitting unions 

to fund candidates or legislators directly; they could only send money to the 
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constituency party. Furthermore, union membership would directly vote on manifestos in 

take-it-or-leave it fashion. This centralized control further weakened the influence of 

unions on party policy goals.  

The democratization of the policy process was an essential feature of Blair’s 

reforms; it would permit the leadership to write the policy goals, thus centralizing the 

process and ensuring the Shadow cabinet spoke with one voice. Once completed, the 

policy had to approved by the NEC, now devoid of the radical elements that dominated 

it in the 1980s, and then submitted to the general membership for an up or down vote. 

This procedure was imperative because once the policy was accepted, the party 

membership had to commit to the program, removing the ability of the membership to 

level charges of betrayal against the government at a later time. The process was first 

implemented at the 1996 Party Conference; the pre-election platform The Road to the 

Manifesto was ratified by the NEC and, following the conference, approved by the 

membership. The gist of the document moved Labor policies toward the center by 

accepting many government programs concerning welfare and the economy. For 

instance, it recognized Conservative legislation regulating industrial relations but 

promote a minimum wage policy and a guarantee of union recognition where favored by 

a majority vote. Balancing efficiency and social justice was the cornerstone of Blair’s 

original philosophical vision for New Labor. 

As Blair made changes to Labor and they became clearly visible to the electorate 

and the media, he recalled Philip Gould and Peter Mandelson to square the task by 

completing the modernization of the party’s campaign apparatus. To this end, the 

lessons learned from the Clinton campaign would finally be implemented. They started 



219 

by effectively replicating Carville’s “war room” utilized in the 1992 American Presidential 

campaign. It would begin with a new campaign and media facility in September 1995. 

Therefore, the NEC voted to appropriate 2 million GBP to cover the cost of the new 

facility located at Milbank Tower, near Westminster. It would peak at 250 staff members, 

with Peter Mandelson as the Chair of the General Election Planning Group. A year later, 

he became Shadow Minister for election planning and had direct access to Blair. This 

relocation of campaign planning marginalized party headquarters, which remained at 

Walworth Road in south London. With the return of Mandelson and Gould, Blair 

rounded out his team by hiring Alastair Campbell as his press secretary. Having 

previously worked as an editor for the tabloid newspapers, Campbell assisted Blair in 

gaining access to the Daily Mail and Sun, two of the largest circulation tabloids that had 

previously been hostile to the Labor Party. However, Blair cultivated a relationship with 

its editors by providing timely scoop on policy issues or reactions to pieces critical of 

Labor. The eventual outcome would be political endorsement by the Sun before the 

1997 election. 

At the same time, two major innovations were implemented in Labor’s campaign 

plan. The first was the use of Excalibur EFS (Electronic Filing Software), a 

computerized database to support the Rapid Rebuttal Unit designed to respond to any 

Tory criticism within the same news cycle. This innovation came directly from the 

Clinton campaign, which had used it effectively against the Republicans in the 1992 

presidential election. Coupled with this ability to counter political attacks, the campaign 

established a taskforce designed to identify the potential 90 swing seats Labor could 

gain with a 6% vote swing in their favor (Butler & Kavanagh, 1997, p. 59). They did so 



220 

by identifying “soft” Conservatives and vote switchers through canvassing in 1994 and 

1995, the results of which were entered into a database for future use. The party could 

later contact these voters four times before the 1997 election to reiterate Labor’s 

message (p. 59). The last change was to refocus the party message on rights and 

responsibilities, a message that reverberated with middle England, Blair’s ultimate 

target. They wanted to help individuals achieve a better life through opportunity but still 

promote community and the necessity of state care for the more vulnerable. One 

campaign theme, “we offer partnership between government and the people,” was 

borrowed directly from the Clinton campaign; it clearly promoted individual success 

through market forces but recognized the state’s responsibility to assist the less 

fortunate. The goal was to prove that Labor was a trustworthy party that could govern 

well. 

By 1996, the Conservative Party had assisted Labor by displaying its own 

incompetence, sleaze, and untrustworthiness. Conservative incompetence manifested a 

short while after the 1992 election, when the party ignominiously withdrew from the 

European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM), raising interest rates from 10% to 15% in 

one day. “Black Wednesday,” as it was called, caused the devaluation of the pound on 

the open market and seriously compromised the Conservative reputation for economic 

competence. Public opinion polls revealed a 20-point deficit behind Labor only three 

months following withdrawal from the ERM (Butler & Kavanagh, 1997, p. 12). The 

Conservatives followed this decision with a few tax increases; the first was a VAT on 

fuel in 1993 and then a dozen more, from a party that campaigned in 1992 on the idea 

that tax increases would be inevitable under a Labor government. Labor now had some 
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ammunition to attack Conservative trustworthiness. When a few scandals led twelve 

government ministers or MPs to resign over unethical personal conduct, the sleaze 

factor came to Labor’s aid. In fact, the term “sleaze” appeared in the media more times 

in 1994-1995 than in the previous nine years (Butler & Kavanagh, 1997, p. 15). 

Electorate backlash became evident in the by-elections; the Tories lost ten seats, 

reducing their twenty-one-seat majority to eleven by 1994. It fell further when nine 

members were denied the whip, one crossed over to Labor, and two crossed over to the 

Liberal Democrats. Finally, the death of a sitting Tory MP required another by-election in 

Wirral South, where Labor won with an 18-point swing, reducing the Tories to a minority 

government months before the 1997 general election (Rallings & Thrasher, 2006, p. 

152). 

Having completed the modernization of the Labor Party, Tony Blair centralized 

control in the two years leading up to a general election to assure that the Shadow 

Cabinet and he remained on message, that “New Labor” was no longer fractured, and 

that the party possessed an agenda that was responsive to the aspirations of the 

electorate. This demonstration of leadership enhanced his favorability amongst voters, 

especially in contrast to John Major, who appeared weak and ineffectual as Prime 

Minister in charge of a party that took on the appearance of Labor in the 1980s, 

fractured and incompetent. The result of Labor’s monumental change would bring 

victory after eighteen years in the wilderness, when it had almost lost status as the main 

opposition party. On May 1, 1997, Labor won a landslide victory with a majority of 179, 

its largest since 1935, and a 10% swing from Tory to Labor, the largest two-party shift 
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since 1945 (Butler & Kavanagh, 1997, p. 244) A new Labor government now existed 

and would have the opportunity to make amends for its failure on devolution in 1979. 

With the ascension of Tony Blair to the leadership, Labor was forced to accept 

monetarism as standard economic policy, shifting its emphasis to free markets and 

embracing Thatcher’s economic legacy. The party shifted away from a purely socialist 

agenda that had been the trademark of “Old Labor”; in turn, Labor no longer needed to 

govern from the center in order to control economic planning. The unintended impact of 

this platform shift was an opening to an economic argument for devolution; political 

autonomy could allow Scotland and Wales to adopt policies that would promote 

economic development in their various regions. The forerunners of this argument were 

the post- war attempts to create separate economic development agencies for Scotland 

and Wales, with respective secretaries of state managing the Scottish and Welsh 

Offices. This development eventually delegitimized the argument that Welsh problems 

were no different than English problems, the main stay of the old socialists who argued 

against devolution because they believed that only centralized economic planning could 

alleviate the problems of Wales or Scotland.  

The other salient quality of Blair’s leadership is pragmatism, doing whatever was 

necessary to win. Although he was never an avid supporter of devolution, he recognized 

the demands for it and reframed the issue as part of a larger need for constitutional 

change. He wanted to set Labor apart from the Tories, who would appear incapable of 

addressing the needs of governance in a globalizing twenty-first century. Leading a 

program of constitutional change, he was able to capture support of the Liberals, a 

potential coalition partner. Labor was still unsure whether it could win an election out 
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right before 1997, and a coalition was better than continuing in the opposition after 

eighteen years. So Blair was willing to deliver devolution, but on his terms, as the 

referendum decision demonstrates. With regard to Scotland in particular, Blair 

addressed the taxation question in the referendum in order to preempt any Tory attacks 

on Labor’s economic policies. Finally, his pragmatism reflects lessons learned from the 

previous devolution struggle, and he actively used the wisdom gained from failure to 

assure success. 

Unlike John Smith, Blair recognized that the transition of the party initially begun 

by Neil Kinnock was incomplete and had to reach fruition if the party was ever to defeat 

the Tories at the polls. He also understood that in order to defeat the Conservatives, 

Labor would have to win in middle England, where the party had been chased out by 

the Tories and found itself competing against not only the Tories but also the Liberal 

Democrats, whose voters viewed them as a more acceptable alternative to the radical 

reputation of Labor. As he knew well, the 1983 election had reduced the Labor Party to 

a regional party, with its support concentrated in Scotland and northern England. In fact, 

Labor polled third in south England, attracting only 17% of the vote; the Liberal/Social 

Democrat Alliance polled 29% (Pugh, 2011, p. 373). So Blair needed to complete the 

modernization of the party’s campaign apparatus and, more importantly, move the party 

to the center in order to attract disgruntled moderate voters who had supported either 

the Tories or the Liberals in the past. As the analysis suggests, Blair wasted little time in 

implementing his plans to transform the Labor Party. As he correctly realized, the Tory 

victory in 1992 gave him until the spring of 1997 to have the party in a position to win a 

general election. 
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First, his move to modernize the party caused Blair to bring back Peter 

Mandelson, who had previously been a key player in the modernization of the campaign 

apparatus in the eighties under Kinnock. Second, he focused on transforming the 

voters’ vision of the party by removing Clause IV, the last vestige of the old socialist 

ideology, from the party’s constitution, sending a distinct message to the media and the 

voters that Labor was different. He went so far as to change its name in order to 

reinforce the message of renewal. Finally, he embraced policies that promoted and 

recognized the value of free markets while emphasizing social justice as opposed to the 

old socialist concepts of wealth redistribution. He essentially, like Clinton, took Tory 

policies concerning the economy and crime and remade them into Labor policies. And 

he repackaged issues such as devolution as part of a set of constitutional reforms, 

including changes to the outdated House of Lords, human rights, freedom of information 

or transparency, and electoral reform. These moves allowed the Labor Party to steal 

some of the thunder of the Liberal Democrats, who for a decade had been advocates 

for such change. In fact, the Charter 88 group, consisting mostly of Social Democrats, 

formally promoted these changes in a document that would later be incorporated into 

the Liberal Party manifesto when the two parties merged in the same year. 

At the same time, since 1993, he had approached the Liberal Democratic leader 

Paddy Ashdown in an attempt to earn his trust and perhaps his support at some future 

date. Blair was not sure Labor could win another election outright against the 

Conservatives, and the possibility of a coalition with the Liberals might have proven 

useful in the event of a hung parliament. Indeed, Ashdown had abandoned the earlier 

Liberal party policy of remaining equidistance from both Labor and the Conservatives 
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and adopted an anti-conservative strategy, opening a window of opportunity for Blair, 

who was quick to take advantage. As Ashdown himself stated, “He is scared to death of 

being squashed between the unions and the left wing” (p. 399). Blair was concerned 

that if his party won but only enjoyed a small majority, he could be reduced to placating 

a radical leftist backbench, constraining his flexibility as leader. Although Blair had 

reformed the party’s image, the more union-oriented elements only acquiesced because 

they had no other option after eighteen years as opposition and were willing to try any 

new approach. In 1985, the Labor Party received 75% of its funding from Labor; by 

1997, it only accounted for 40%, for Blair lobbied wealthy individual donors such as 

successful entrepreneur Richard Branson, indirectly reducing their leverage through the 

purse strings (p. 398). The change was so extensive that New Labor was “to be the 

extension of Thatcherism by other means” (p. 397). Neil Kinnock said of Blair in 1995, 

“He’s sold out before he’s even got there. . . . The bankers and stockbrokers have got 

us already, by the fucking balls, laughing their heads off” (p. 394). Thus, only a Tony 

Blair could have achieved such a critical transformation, for even his chief rival for 

leadership, Gordon Brown, was old Labor; despite his own belief for some needed 

changes in the party, he probably would have been less diligent in moving so far, being 

surrounded by and accessible to the party’s old guard.  Alastair Campbell, a key Blair 

advisor and former journalist, provided clear insight into Blair’s ability to push the party 

so far when he quoted Blair on being more progressive: “What gives me the real edge is 

that I’m not as Labour as you lot” (Campbell, 2007, pp. 467-8). Blair was not a 

traditional product of the Labor Party; thus, he was not intellectually or personally boxed 

in by traditional philosophy and advice. 
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Chapter 9 examines the third dimension of disorder: the ideological and political 

landscape that emerged in both Scotland and Wales following the defeat of the 

referendums. This defeat gave rise to a new push for devolution amidst successive Tory 

governments under Thatcher and Major. The rise of a new home rule movement in 

Scotland and the political implications of framing home rule for Scotland necessitated a 

top-down push in Wales because a grassroots movement never emerged after the 

failed referendums of 1979, the third critical juncture. 
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CHAPTER 9 
TOWARD HOME RULE AGAIN: SCOTLAND AND WALES 

 
With the failure of devolution and the collapse of the Labor government, many 

thought the devolution issue was dead, especially in Wales, where it received a 

resounding “No” from the electorate. However, pro-devolutionist Scots felt a sense of 

betrayal because a majority had actually voted in favor of an assembly. The devolution 

issue had dominated political debate since 1967 and the Westminster agenda since 

1974, but when the referendum was defeated, the issue disappeared from the agenda. 

For example, Thatcher, a staunch Unionist, guaranteed the issue would not reappear 

when she submitted an order of repeal to the Parliament; it dutifully passed the 

legislation, and those pro-devolutionist Tories either retired or conformed to the Unionist 

philosophy. Also, the rise of the Labor left following the party’s defeat at the polls buried 

the home rule cause as it shifted attention to its internal struggle to decentralize party 

decisions. Finally, the nationalists lost support, further reducing a public voice for home 

rule. In particular, the Scottish National Party was reduced to only two seats after losing 

nine of their eleven in the 1979 election.  

The first stirrings of a home rule revival emerged in Scotland a year following the 

referendum vote. Jack Brand, a Scottish academic and member of the SNP, made a 

small attempt to revitalize the movement. The approach, based on lessons learned from 

the referendum campaign, was to create a movement around an all-party/non-party 

organization, similar to the Scottish Home Rule Associations of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries and the Covenant movement following World War II. This initial 

movement evolved into the Campaign for a Scottish Assembly (CSA), which held its first 

public rally March 1, 1980, the anniversary of the devolution referendum. This rally, 
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attended by approximately 400 people, produced a declaration calling for a Scottish 

Constitutional Convention that would be “representative of Scottish life and society to 

consider detailed proposals for the constitution and powers of a Scottish Assembly” 

(McLean, 2005, p. 48). The initial reaction was mixed. Scottish Liberals expressed 

approval at their conference, but the other parties remained wary, though members of 

the SNP at times appeared on the stage at CSA events. 

In March of the next year, the CSA held its first national convention, which 

produced the Blue Print. This pamphlet was a discussion paper that raised points and 

listed areas of disagreement concerning a new assembly program. Five thousand 

copies were distributed to inform a discussion that would occur at the 1982 convention 

of the movement (McLean, 2005, p. 57). At this convention, the Liberal Democrats 

actively participated, and Russell Johnston, Leader of the Scottish Liberal Party, was 

one of the keynote speakers, but Labor refused to participate. The Blue Print was 

endorsed and a declaration was passed recommending that the membership of any 

future Constitutional Convention should be directly elected. However, at the third 

convention in April 1983, much of the discussion focused on the economy and the 

coming election. The convention decided to meet again three months after the election 

to examine the political situation before making its next move. 

Of course, the 1983 election returned the Tories to power under Thatcher, 

ensuring that devolution would not occur in the near future. Also, the outcome in 

Scotland demonstrated the growing disconnect between the Conservatives and the 

Scottish electorate; the party only polled 28.4% of the vote, having reached 50% back in 

1955. Apparently, too many Tory policies promoted at Westminster ran contrary to the 
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desires of the Scots and gave rise to the notion that a predominately English parliament 

was making decisions concerning Scotland. This incongruity would eventually make 

devolution more palatable too many voters who might have remained lukewarm to the 

idea after the failure of the referendum. Therefore, despite the recall convention that 

met in September following the election, very little happened. The Scottish Labor Party 

then officially refused to affiliate with the Campaign for a Scottish Assembly, a stance 

that would define their relationship until 1989. However, in 1984, the Scottish Labor 

Party promoted its own devolution agenda to prevent pro-devolutionists within the party 

from associating with the CSA, which included nationalists that were still abhorred by 

officials of the Labor Party. The party launched its own green paper based on the 

Scotland Act of 1978, with alterations adopted with the assistance of retired civil servant 

and Labor member Jim Ross, who had been the chief architect of the Scotland Bill 

during the late 1970s. This move by Labor was possible by Donald Dewar, leader of the 

Scottish Labor Party and a devolutionist advocate during the 1979 referendum 

campaign, and the ascension of another devolutionist, Gordon Brown, to the executive 

of the Scottish Labor Party and its chair by 1983. 

In September 1984, the SNP announced support for an elected Constitutional 

Convention. Around the same time, the CSA signed off on Labor’s green paper 

initiative. The CSA also promoted a campaign to win local government support of a 

Scottish Assembly, a strategy they had not used in the 1979 referendum campaign. A 

November conference in Glasgow drew participation of twenty-four local councils, 

including the Strathclyde Region, which was home to 50% of Scotland’s population. The 

conference proved successful, and in 1986, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities 
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voted, by a margin of four to one, to support devolution. The change of heart 

demonstrated that an assembly would have provided a buffer to Tory policies from 

Westminster that impacted local government (McLean, 2005, p. 82). The last 

accomplishment in 1985 was to establish a consultative paper to promote a 

Constitutional Convention; by assisting a future Labor Government with a draft plan, the 

convention could reduce legislative time and prevent the type of fiasco experienced the 

last time Westminster attempted to write a devolution bill. The paper also presented two 

models for convention attendance. The first centered on elected MPs and the other 

direct elections from the various elements in Scottish society. The model for 

implementation was based on the one used in Northern Ireland during 1974-1975 

(McLean, 2005, p. 85). The convention would meet after the next election, which would 

hopefully place Labor in power. The last task was to lobby Northern England MPs who 

had worked against devolution as Labor backbenchers during the passage of the 

Scotland and Wales Acts of1978. 

Unfortunately, the 1987 election produced the “Doomsday Scenario”: the Tories 

lost badly in Scotland but still governed from London. This scenario fueled the “no 

mandate” argument, which challenged the legitimacy of the Conservatives governing 

Scotland when they had been rebuked by the Scottish electorate at the polls. The 

implication of the argument was that they had won because of success in England yet 

could still dictate policy in Scotland with no electoral mandate. And though the “no 

mandate” argument ignored the realities of the British electoral system and that the 

Tories had won a fair and democratic election, Scottish Secretary Malcolm Rifkind did 

not help matters when he said, during an unguarded moment in 1985, that being 
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secretary was similar to being a colonial governor-general; this sentiment inflamed the 

belief among the Scottish that they were being treated as second-class citizens (Finlay, 

2004, p. 366). In fact, the Conservatives fell from twenty-one seats to ten, reducing the 

Scottish Grand Committee to an ineffectual debate society; it only sat Scottish members 

after 1979 and the Tories lacked a majority. Also, they had to supplement English 

members on the Scottish Select Committee in order to maintain their majority there. 

This shortage of Scottish MPs further fueled the nationalist “no mandate” argument, for 

Scotland was now being ruled by a predominately English political party. Of course, the 

worst nightmare was the domination of Margaret Thatcher and her policies for another 

five years; some even believed that Tory rule might be permanent. This scenario 

hastened the push for a constitutional convention as a precursor to devolution, which 

previously had been the purview of “hobbyists” (Marr, 1992, p. 183). It also highlighted 

the ineffectiveness of the Labor Party, despite its fifty Scottish MPs to influence events 

at Westminster; the Scottish Labor Party was forced to reconsider its participation in an 

all-party campaign for devolution and the promotion of all-party talks to facilitate the 

drive for devolution. After 1987, the SNP referred to Labor’s Scottish MPs as the “feeble 

fifty,” further highlighting the ineffectiveness of Labor despite it’s dominant position in 

Scotland (Marr, 1992, p. 181). Its ineffectiveness would be amply demonstrated when 

the party could not stop the poll tax in Scotland in 1988, a full year before it was 

introduced in England. 

The poll tax, officially called a community charge, was introduced to replace the 

councils rate tax. Similar to a property tax, it taxed each resident in a home at a flat rate, 

shifting the burden from the rich to the poor, as its critics claimed. The reasoning behind 
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the poll tax was that the Labor Party still controlled many types of councils at the local 

government level. The party’s painful national defeats in 1983 and 1987 had done little 

to weaken its grassroots elements; it remained robust and thus a threat within the 

structure of local government and a hindrance to the implementation of free-market 

policies. Despite the Conservative government’s reduction of block grants and the 

placement of spending caps on local authorities in an effort to reduce people’s 

dependency on the state, the local Labor councils continued to raise rates in order to 

provide the services it felt were necessary to support the poor. These tax increases 

tended to affect property owners or homeowners who were deemed natural Tory 

supporters. Labor had contrived a system that allowed “Labor councils to tax Tory 

supporters in order to subsidize Labor voters” (Finlay, 2004, p. 364). The introduction of 

the poll tax, the Conservatives believed, would create a situation in which everyone was 

paying his fair share, causing voters to rebel against high-spending councils and elect 

Tory councils who were committed to lower spending. Also, the government decided to 

accelerate the anticipated outcome by further reducing block grants to local authorities. 

Ironically, this concept was devised at St. Andrews University, which at the time was 

populated by right-wing free marketers. 

Because homeowners accounted for a smaller percentage of the population in 

Scotland, the introduction of the new tax would alleviate the disproportionate burden on 

them. For Scottish Conservatives, this change was welcome, for most property owners 

were Tories, and the councils tended to be dominated by Labor members; in Scotland, 

over half the population had subsidized housing, and Labor used the rates to subsidize 

council rents. The Scottish Conservatives, at their May 1987 conference, proposed that 
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the poll tax by immediately implemented, for it would deal a mortal blow to Labor in 

Scotland. The tax was especially important to grassroots Scottish Tories because 

property reevaluations in Scotland were on a four-year cycle, more often than England, 

and the recent one had increased property taxes four-fold. The poll tax, therefore, came 

to be seen as a way to rejuvenate the Tory Party in Scotland, for affluent Tory 

communities had been adversely affected by Labor rate increases. The Scottish Tories, 

recognizing the immediate political benefit, opted for the poll tax, which had been in the 

party manifesto for a few years. Ironically, the Scottish Tories asked for its earlier 

introduction in Scotland under a separate bill in order to placate voters, for they had 

promised the introduction of the poll tax as a replacement for the Labor rates (Marr, 

1992, pp. 178-179). This motivation ran contrary to the myth created by nationalists that 

the introduction of the poll tax first in Scotland was a deliberate stab from a cold-hearted 

Margaret Thatcher. The implementation of the tax created enormous outrage, not only 

because of its regressive design but also because it was poorly executed. The 

execution was especially bad with regard to exemptions and reductions because when 

citizens were unable to pay the full amount, they had to apply for the necessary 

exemptions or modifications. The SNP promoted a non-payment campaign, but the 

electorate needed little prompting; over 700,000 summary warrants for non-payment 

were issued in Scotland during the first year. By 1991, the third year of the tax, 2.5 

million warrants had been issued for non-payment, and local councils found they were 

only raising 76.5% of the revenue expected from the tax (Marr, 1992, p. 179). However, 

despite the unprecedented civil disobedience of the electorate in Scotland, the tax was 

not repealed. The Tory government recognized their failure, but the political impact in 
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the region was minimal because the party’s real strength was in England. Not until the 

tax was implemented in England, producing a massive violent protest in London in 

1989, and public opinion polls demonstrated to English Tory MPs that their re-election 

might be in jeopardy, did the Major government finally repeal the act. 

The entire ordeal demonstrated the power of the Conservatives and centralized 

government. Some argued in Scotland that “if they can do this with just 10 MPs what 

can’t they do?” (Marr, 1992, p. 180). Scots more deeply believed that Thatcherism was 

evil and that a Scottish Assembly would assure the opportunity to challenge unpopular 

policies coming from a political party that was not adequately represented in Scotland. 

Thatcher had used the Scottish office as an instrument to implement unpopular policies 

from London; thus, it was no longer seen as Scotland’s government, having previously 

been an advocate for Scottish concerns no matter what party was in power. The 

outcome was that a relatively small political following in Scotland could effectively 

impose its will on a large bureaucratic administration. When this “democratic deficit,” 

inherent in the political structure responsible for governing Scotland, became apparent, 

home rule emerged as a way to restore a sense of democracy and counter the 

polarization of politics in the region. 

While Tory rule increased Scottish resentment, the SNP still operated on the 

margins; it had suffered a significant defeat in the 1979 election, seeing its 30% share of 

the vote drop to 17%. It dropped further to 11.8% in 1983. Having been devastated by 

internal warfare between fundamentalists, advocates of outright independence, and 

devolutionists who promoted a more moderate and incremental agenda, the party finally 

established a truce in 1984. The immediate result was that the party positioned itself 
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more left-of-center, challenging a strong but ineffective Labor Party in Scotland. It also 

adopted a new theme that promoted independence within the context of the European 

Union, announcing its official slogan at the party’s1988 conference. However, the most 

significant change was the vote at the 1984 Inverness conference to support an elected 

Scottish Constitutional Convention; this vote signaled a commitment to work with other 

parties for Home Rule within an elected convention. 

Meanwhile, the CSA had been trying unsuccessfully to promote cross-party 

cooperation for a constitutional convention. However, by 1988, events had changed and 

the opportunity for such cooperation seemed more realistic than ever; more people now 

felt the direct impact of Tory policy in the form of the poll tax. Busily recruiting prominent 

members of Scottish society, the CSA finally announced the establishment of a 

Constitutional Steering Committee in February 1988. Within a six-month period, the 

committee produced A Claim of Right for Scotland and presented it to the CSA. The 

paper had largely been written by Jim Ross, the retired civil servant who had worked on 

the first devolution legislation in the 1970s.  

The document, which concluded that the Union of 1707 had made certain 

promises to Scots that were no longer being fulfilled, called for a constitutional 

convention. It established its own historical justification by citing the Declaration of 

Arbroath in 1302 and recognized that there had been two previous claims: when the 

Scottish Parliament rejected King James VII and II in1689 and when the Free Church of 

Scotland split with the Church of Scotland in 1842. It also specifically argued that the 

proposal for home rule use the term “parliament” instead of “assembly” because the old 

Scottish legislature had been called the former.  
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Media coverage of A Claim of Right was dismal; Scottish television ignored the 

press conference and one daily proved very hostile in its editorial page dedicated to the 

document. Despite the lackluster introduction, by autumn the SNP and Liberal 

Democrat Parties had officially expressed support, and the Scottish Trade Union 

Congress, a Labor organization, had also given its support. The Labor Party itself 

remained silent. However, in March 1988, the Scottish Labor Party experienced internal 

tension when the Scottish Labor Action was formed to promote the devolution agenda; it 

advocated civil disobedience concerning the new community charge and strongly 

supported the proposal of a constitutional convention even if its party did not. Although 

Labor hesitantly moved toward supporting the convention cause, it was firmly on the 

side of devolution, as demonstrated by its submission of the thirty-first Scotland Bill in 

the proceeding January. This bill, one of many over the previous 100 years, called for a 

144-member assembly with limited taxing power (Marr, 1992, p. 200).  

In October, Donald Dewar, leader of the Scottish Labor Party, delivered a speech 

at Stirling University; he stated, “Administrative devolution has grown over the years, but 

there is great need for a democratic parallel” and “whether the Constitutional 

Convention now proposed offers some way forward. I hope that the Campaign for a 

Scottish Assembly’s Claim of Right will be the basis for a real attempt to agree on 

common policy on Scotland’s place in the United Kingdom” (Paterson, 1998, p. 172). He 

went on to say that the process was a positive start but that one had to be careful of 

political posturing by some for personal or electoral gain. He was clearly referring to the 

SNP, for Labor had always seen the nationalists not only as a political threat but also as 

a potential threat to the United Kingdom and its constitutional system. If any doubts 
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about Labor entering into the convention still prevailed, the by-election on November 10, 

1988 in Govan probably dispelled them, for the SNP won the safe Labor seat for a 

second time, led by former Labor MP Jim Sillars. Immediately following this election, the 

Labor Party’s Scottish Executive endorsed attendance at cross-party discussions 

concerning the constitutional convention.  

The first all-party talks concerning a constitutional convention commenced on 

January 27, 1989 in Edinburgh. The event was hosted by the CSA, and the SNP, 

Liberal Democrats, and Labor all sent representatives, including its leaders. 

Representatives from the Convention of Scottish Local Authorizes, Scottish Trades 

Union Council (STUC), and the Scottish Council of Churches were in attendance. The 

meeting’s main sticking point was that the SNP wanted a referendum to confirm any 

agreement; Labor opposed, wanting any home rule scheme to proceed only with a 

consensus of all parties. The referendum scheme was later promised as a concession 

to the SNP that would occur at the end of the convention. However, the SNP National 

Council rejected a resolution to participate in the convention that many felt would 

principally be a Labor show. Therefore, the SNP remained on the sidelines as the 

convention proceeded to produce a commitment to devolution and a future Scottish 

government. Finally, the convention convened in the Assembly Hall of the Church of 

Scotland in Edinburgh on March 30, 1989, ten years after the failed referendum 

campaign. 

In the spirit of cross-party cooperation, the Convention elected two Co-Chairs: 

David Steel, former Liberal leader, and Harry Ewing, a Labor MP. A founding statement 

was released and signed by 58 of Scotland’s 71 MPs, 7 of its 8 members of the 



238 

European Parliament, 59 of Scotland’s 69 local authorities, and 7 political parties 

(McLean, 2005, p. 118). Because the SNP had boycotted the convention, the greatest 

stumbling block was devising the electoral system for electing a Scottish Parliament. 

The Liberal Democrats wanted a proportional system, and Labor continued to resist, 

wanting to retain the Westminster first-past-the-post model. However, at Labor’s 

Scottish Conference in March 1990, the party voted to accept an alternative model 

called the Additional Member System (AMS). This vote was a grassroots victory, for the 

unions and the constituency parties had canvassed their members to support an 

alternative electoral system. Prior to this earthshaking change in Labor’s position, the 

convention looked overseas as it continued to work on a home rule scheme for 

Scotland. In December 1989, a small group visited Spain’s Basque Country to 

investigate how the Spanish system of autonomous regions functioned; included in the 

Scottish delegation was a Welshman, John Osmond, who attended as a reporter for the 

Wales on Sunday newspaper although he was also part of the Campaign for Welsh 

Assembly. Finally, in January 1990, a joint conference titled “The 1990s: A Decade for 

Constitutional Change” was held in Wales; it included the Campaign for a Scottish 

Assembly (the word “assembly” would be changed to “parliament” in 1992), its Welsh 

counterpart, and the Charter 88 committee that advocated significant constitutional 

revisions to Britain’s outdated political institutions. 

By the fall of 1990, the Convention had made significant process but would come 

to a slow down upon the departure of Prime Minister Thatcher in November 1990; an 

election appeared on the horizon. The Tories, with new leader John Major, refused to 

ignore the pleas for devolution; they launched a counteroffensive campaign called 
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“Scotland in the Union” to demonstrate that they were not out of touch. The campaign 

called more for cosmetic changes by raising the profile of the Scottish Grand Committee 

and transferring a few more powers to the Scottish Office. This campaign was, in turn, 

countered by the Convention’s March 1992 launch of “Towards Scotland’s Parliament,” 

in preparation for the 1992 general election, which many thought favored Labor this time 

around. Unfortunately, the election results on April 10, 1992 were not much different 

from the 1987 election; the Tories increase their seat total by one and their vote 

percentage by one point in Scotland while retaining their majority in Parliament as a 

result of their continued strength in England. The immediate impact was the creation of 

three new organizations advocating devolution for Scotland.  

After another disappointing result, Neil Kinnock resigned, Labor elected John 

Smith, a strong supporter of home rule. Kinnock had campaigned against home rule in 

1979 but had reluctantly changed his tune in the 1980s as growing demands resonated 

throughout the Welsh and Scottish Labor Parties. By 1993, the Convention initiated a 

fresh initiative by establishing a commission to reexamine some weak points in its 1992 

report and make recommendations concerning electoral systems, gender balance, and 

the constitutional influence that Parliament would have on local authorities. The result 

was “Further Steps Towards a Scheme for Scotland’s Parliament,” which was released 

at a press conference in late October 1994 (Scottish Constitutional Commission, 1994). 

The report recommended the AMS electoral system to elect 72 members by first-past-

the-post and an additional 5 members from each of 8 regional lists, for a total of 112 

members. It called on the parties to assure that 40% of their elected members were 

women by the second parliamentary session and relented on representation in 
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Westminster; the latter would remain the same until a boundary commission could 

analyze the issue. Finally, the Scottish Secretary would remain for an undetermined 

transitional period, and entrenchment, the most controversial issue, could not be 

recommended because it violated the absolute sovereignty of Parliament (McLean, 

2005, p. 151). However, the death of John Smith in 1994 brought Tony Blair to the 

helm, and a new phase for the party and the devolution issue began. 

The resounding defeat of the 1979 devolution referendum in Wales and the 

eventual rise to Labor Party leadership by Neil Kinnock in 1983 assured the issue would 

remain buried until 1987. Unlike the Scots, there was no outrage at having an election 

stolen from the majority because the majority had quite clearly voted “No” to devolution. 

However, three consecutive Labor electoral defeats by the Tories led by Margaret 

Thatcher generated new demands for devolution. The lady herself was not the cause 

but her policies for reducing the size and scope of the public sector. Wales had “the 

largest public sector west of the iron Curtain,” so Thatcher’s policies impacted Wales 

disproportionately (Jones & Balsom, 2000, p. 6). Most of those workers were employed 

in the mining and steel industries, which were both nationalized. After the pits and steel 

plants closed, the population employed in manufacturing dropped from 33.7% in 1971 to 

22.6% in 1991, and energy production dropped from 7.7% in 1971 to 2.5% in 1991 

(Jones & Balsom, 2000, p. 9). The results of these changes in the public sector included 

unemployment, which increased from 16% in 1983 to 19% in 1987, and social 

dislocation. Both led to the failed miners’ strike of 1984-85 and the collapse of union 

power and influence on government economic policy (Andrews, 1999, p. 45). The 

Conservative assault on local government’s spending authority also helped return the 
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demand for a regional authority to the political agenda. In 1987, the Campaign for a 

Welsh Assembly (CWA) was established.  

The inspiration to establish this organization came from a similar creation in 

Scotland in 1980 and from John Osmond’s fact-finding trip to Spain. In its first year, 

CWA held about twenty Sunday evening meetings throughout Wales to generate 

support for an alternative political scheme, for the present government lacked a 

legitimate electoral mandate to govern Wales (Andrew, 1999, p. 53). As they had in 

Scotland, the Conservatives had performed very poorly in Welsh elections, holding only 

8 of 38 Welsh parliamentary constituencies and receiving only 29.5% of the vote 

(Tetteh, 2008, pp. 14-15). Yet the government in Wales operated by way of 

administrative devolution through the Welsh Office, which in 1987 was led by Peter 

Walker MP, the first secretary not to be Welsh MP or a Welshman. He set a dubious 

precedent; all future Welsh secretaries would be Tories until Labor returned to power in 

1997.  

Despite the creation of the CWA, Labor proved to be disinterested as Kinnock 

was still leader, his shadow Secretary for Wales, Barry Jones, was disinterested, and 

his successor, Alan Williams, was opposed to devolution and remained so until his 

recent retirement in May 2010 from Parliament. Undeterred, the CWA held its first all-

party campaign conference in November 1988; two Labor MPs and one Liberal 

Democrat MP spoke to the audience. The campaign did recognize that one of its key 

missions was to educate the public on how an assembly could impact their everyday 

lives; devolutionists had failed to offer this instruction for the 1979 referendum. 

However, the campaign failed to attract any of the three major parties, minimizing its 
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influence, and a bitter by-election in 1989 between Labor’s Kim Howells, a strong anti-

nationalist and Plaid in the Pontypridd constituency, assured that Labor would not place 

the issue on the agenda.  

Labor had to keep it off because nationalism had created a bad impression in the 

international community and distracted workers from the issues that were truly important 

to their well-being. Therefore, not until the early 1990s did focus return to the assembly 

issue, when John Smith replaced Neil Kinnock as Labor’s new leader in 1992. Smith 

was a Scot and pro-devolutionist and supported Scottish demands for home rule but 

could not support such a cause without including the Welsh. Only supporting Scottish 

home rule would appear to threaten the unity of the United Kingdom; the inclusion of 

Wales as part of a wider constitutional reform package would soften such appearances. 

Smith’s inclusion motivated the pro-devolutionist minority within the Welsh Labor Party 

to promote a devolution agenda; the idea of an assembly started to gain wider support 

as (a) a way to challenge the impact of Tory policies and (b) an institution with a vision 

for Welsh economic development advocated by the CWA campaign. After Labor’s fourth 

consecutive defeat in 1992, Ron Davies took over as Shadow Secretary for Wales; 

Davies was a recent convert to the devolution cause who recognized that Labor had to 

tackle the issue directly, not reluctantly, as it had in previous years.  

Meanwhile, a couple of days following the defeat, Welsh MP Peter Hain wrote a 

piece for the Western Mail calling for a Constitutional Convention. Similar statements 

followed from the Wales TUC and the Liberal Democrat Party. But the Welsh Labor 

Party Executive and its Parliamentary Group again rejected the plea. However, the 

party responded by appointing a policy group to discuss the issue; they released their 
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initial report, The Welsh Assembly: The Way Forward,” a year later at the party’s 1993 

conference. And during this period, Ron Davies started using the term “parliament” 

when discussing the need for home rule for Wales. This choice might have influenced 

the CWA, whose members approved changing its name to Parliament for Wales 

Campaign (PFW); with this change, it advocated legislative and financial powers for a 

Welsh government (McAllister, 2001, p. 638). The PFW held a conference in 1994 

representing a cross-section of Welsh society and members of all four parties, including 

a Conservative MP who spoke against the case for home rule. More importantly, Peter 

Hain publicly stated that Labor was committed to devolution in Wales and would 

legislate for an assembly in its first year (Andrews, 1999, p. 58). It then adopted a 

“Democracy Declaration” and advertised its supporters in the Western Mail and Daily 

Post. However, the three Labor MPs who spoke at the conference were summoned to 

the party executive and told that their participation was not appreciated by the party. 

This chastisement demonstrated the lingering divisions within the Welsh Labor Party 

over the issue of home rule. 

As these events occurred, the Major government implemented local government 

reform through the Local Government (Wales) Act 1994. The legislation created the 

current local government structure in Wales (i.e., 22 unitary authorities) and abolished 

the previous two-tier structure of counties and districts. Existing local councils became 

angry, especially as districts were gerrymandered. Taking advantage of this anger, Ron 

Davies promoted the cause of devolution amongst the councils, for the new 

arrangement eliminated any all-Wales tier of government, and he recognized that this 

group, in 1979, had been a committed supporter of the “No” Campaign. Tory policy had 



244 

now placed the shoe on the other foot for the local government authorities. During 

approximately the same period, the Welsh Labor Party’s Policy Commission, 

established in 1992, released its consultation document concerning devolution: Shaping 

the Vision. The commission presented the paper at six meetings held throughout Wales 

in 1994. Also during this period, Labor Leader John Smith, a strong supporter for 

devolution, unexpectedly passed away and was replaced by Tony Blair. One uncertainty 

about Blair was the extent of his support for home rule. The initial feeling was that he 

did support it because his leadership platform had promoted devolution for the regions. 

However, Blair’s focus was on remaking the Labor Party, and home rule, at least 

initially, was more a distraction; if it were implemented, it would be part of a larger 

package of constitutional reform, but the immediate concern was to modernize the 

party. Also, on his first visit to Wales as leader in November, Blair reminded his 

audience that the issue of reform was not of much concern in England, for he knew that 

if Labor won the next election, it would win in England, not the periphery. The need to 

win in England was very clear to Blair, and the victory would require more than just 

window dressing. He needed a clear strategy to move Labor to the center in order to 

win middle England without taking for granted or losing the support of the Celtic 

periphery. 

Blair, as Bill Clinton did in the United States, recognized the need to move his 

party to the center, but unlike Clinton, Blair confronted a Liberal-Democratic Party that 

already occupied the position. Indeed, Blair’s task was not as easy or as straight 

forward as Clinton’s. He moved quickly to modernize the party in order to assure voters 

that the party was competent and that its old socialist philosophy was ancient history. 
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Fortunately for Blair, he inherited a party in which Kinnock had neutralized the radical 

left in the eighties and Smith had introduced OMOV (One Member One Vote), which 

further eroded the power of the trade unions. This groundwork facilitated the 

implementation of his modernization campaign. However, it would not be enough to 

modernize the party and present it as a renewed organization; he needed a political 

strategy that would permit Labor to dominate where it was strong and grow where it had 

been weak. 

The first part of the strategy to enhance Labor’s domination of the Celtic 

periphery, or at least not lose its support, was to promote devolution in both Wales and 

Scotland. This promotion was especially necessary in Scotland, where Labor now 

cooperated with the Liberal-Democrats through the convention to lay the fundamental 

groundwork for a future Scottish Parliament. In Wales, he had Ron Davies as his 

shadow Welsh Secretary, a pro-devolution convert who implemented a very active 

agenda to sell devolution to the Welsh Labor Party and the voters, an initiative begun 

under John Smith in order to frame the issue in a more favorable light. This part of the 

plan was implemented as part of an overarching political strategy, for Tony Blair himself 

was not very pro-devolutionist. However, he recognized that his real threat in the 

periphery was not the Tories but the nationalist parties, who now presented a potentially 

more formidable opponent in these two regions. The second part of the plan was to 

grow where the party had been weak, middle England, where Labor would have to win 

to regain power. Again, his opposition here was not only the Conservatives but also the 

Liberal-Democrats, who occupied the center ground where Blair needed to move his 

party. 
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Because Blair recognized that the center here was occupied by the Liberal-

Democrats, months before Smith passed away and Blair was elected to the leadership, 

he secretly approached Paddy Ashdown, leader of the Liberal-Democrat Party. On April 

1, 1993, in a conversation with Anthony Lester, a Liberal-Democrat and human rights 

lawyer with connections to Labor, suggested that Ashdown might have dinner with Blair 

to discuss the possibility of realignment (Ashdown, 2000, p. 221). The dinner took place 

later on July 14 at Lester’s private residence, where Ashdown and Blair discussed 

matters. They agreed to meet again after the Party Conferences in the early fall (p. 

229). This covert engagement between the two leaders (Blair would be elected leader 

the following year) continued up through the 1997 election, and the eventual 

agreements they would work out would be referred to as the “Project.” These 

developments occurred when Ashdown was considering changing party policy, which to 

this point had be labeled “equidistance,” meaning the party would oppose both Labor 

and the Conservatives and possibly enter into a coalition with either party at a future 

date if election results warranted doing so. 

Blair’s willingness to approach the Liberal-Democrats was a manifestation of 

Labor’s greatest fear: that the party might become the largest party in a hung parliament 

(Thorpe, 2008, p. 252). Of course, this concern was real, for the party had experienced 

this outcome in the 1970s when it had last governed and, in the 1992 election, had seen 

its lead in the polls erode days before the election as voters had second thoughts about 

the competency of Labor. By working with Ashdown, Blair laid the foundation for 

cooperation in the case of a hung parliament in the next election. It also gave Blair room 

to maneuver if he won a simple majority and not be held hostage to his more radical 
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leftist backbenchers if Labor became the government. In his first meeting with Ashdown, 

he stated that he was “scared to death of being squashed by the unions and the left 

wing” (Ashdown, 2000, p. 228). And later the following year, Ashdown recorded in his 

diary that “Blair’s interest in us is . . . because we can counteract the effects of his left 

wing in government” (p. 283). Of course, the incentive for Ashdown was constitutional 

change, including reform of the Lords, devolution (Liberal-Democrats were advocates of 

a federal Britain), and, most importantly, proportional representation, which would grant 

Liberal-Democrats long-term viability as a party with greater representation in 

Parliament. After all, during the Scottish Convention process, the party had successfully 

convinced the Labor Party to accept some form of PR for electing the Scottish 

Parliament. 

The other aspect of Blair’s strategy was to neutralize future criticism from the 

Liberal-Democrats, especially with the run-up to an election, and establish a partnership 

through which to attack the Conservatives. One indirect benefit of this arrangement was 

that the Labor Party started to look very friendly to Liberal-Democratic voters, who, 

when voting tactically in the past, would choose Conservatives over the radicalism of 

Labor. By moving the party to the center and cooperating with the Liberal-Democrats, 

Blair made his party a viable alternative for tactically voting Liberals. This strategy was 

reinforced when, in May 1995, Ashdown officially announced the abandonment of 

equidistance as a party policy and that he would cooperate with Labor to challenge the 

Conservative Party jointly. Ashdown recognized this advantage in 1994 when he 

observed that the disadvantage for them was that “he’ll steal our clothes and appeal to 

our voters” (p. 262). Indeed, Blair needed their votes to win in England. He understood 



248 

that, running second against the Tories, Labor could win if he could promote the party 

as an attractive alternative for Liberal-Democratic voters. However, by moving Labor 

towards the Liberal-Democrats, he also offered Labor as an alternative for disenchanted 

Conservative voters. This tactical arrangement was understood as an advantage to both 

parties, for the Labor Party published in the Daily Mirror a list of seats where Liberal-

Democrats could beat Conservatives if Labor supporters voted tactically (Dutton, 2004, 

p. 284). Plus, the Liberal-Democrats won 46 seats in the 1997 election, the best third 

party performance since the Depression. So the policies of constitutional change 

provided not only a means to maneuver against the nationalist parties in Scotland and 

Wales but also a starting point of cooperation for Labor and the Liberal-Democrats in 

England. 

Chapter 10 examines the implementation of Labor’s devolution package for 

Scotland and Wales and their referendum campaigns. 
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CHAPTER 10 
THE FINAL ROAD TO DEVOLUTION: SCOTLAND AND WALES 

 
In its 1992 election manifesto, It’s Time to Get Britain Working Again, Labor 

officially recognized devolution, promising to “move immediately to establish an elected 

Scottish Parliament” and “ in the lifetime of a full Parliament, an elected Welsh 

Assembly in Cardiff” (Dale, 2000, p. 336). This change was remarkable considering that 

the party’s leader was the most devoted anti-devolutionist activist during the legislative 

process and during the referendum campaign in Wales. Of course, Kinnock was less 

than enthusiastic, and his Shadow Secretary of State for Wales, Barry Jones, went out 

of his way to explain to local Welsh constituency parties that devolution was not as 

important as staying unified for the general election. As devolution was still a divisive 

issue within the party, it could have distracted from the main goal: to win an election and 

end the Thatcher legacy. A more striking feature of the program was on the cover, 

which pictured the British flag alongside the Scottish, Welsh, English, and Northern Irish 

flags. Again, the party recognized the growing aspirations of the nations and the desire 

to introduce a more expansive form of constitutional change; accordingly, the manifesto 

also discussed the regional tiers of government in England, including metropolitan 

London. Although Labor suffered defeat in that election, the cause of devolution was 

clearly on the party’s agenda, along with the need for more robust constitutional reform. 

Finally, the election of Tony Blair as leader two years later would further the cause of 

devolution, but only as part of a much larger agenda for constitutional change.  

After the defeat in the 1992 election, John Smith, a strong devolutionist, 

appointed Ron Davies to be Shadow Secretary for Wales and charged him to “develop 

the same policies for Wales as we have for our planned Scottish Parliament” (Morgan & 
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Mungham, 2000, p. 99). Also, after the election, the Welsh TUC passed a resolution 

calling for a Constitutional Convention, which had proven so successful in Scotland. 

However, the Welsh Labor Party refused because it would have to collaborate with the 

nationalists, whom Labor activists viewed as anathema to the collectivist spirit. In order 

to fend off a more activist agenda, the Party Executive established a constitutional 

commission to re-examine the policy of a Welsh Assembly; the commission released an 

interim report in 1993, but it required further consultation, delaying the final report for 

another two years. Because devolution was still a divisive issue among the Labor ranks, 

Davies recognized that he had to proceed with caution; his first attempt to build a 

consensus was to release the paper No Devolution-No Deal, which was adopted with 

party support but was more a challenge to the Conservative’s pending legislation for 

local government reform than a detailed discussion of a future assembly. As Davies 

proceeded cautiously, the death of Smith created some uncertainty in the form of new 

leader Tony Blair. Despite Davies’s uncertainty, he supported Blair for leadership after 

he received a commitment to devolution, a promise to ban fox hunting, and continued 

support for the principle of inclusiveness in promoting an assembly (Morgan & 

Mungham, 2000, p. 100).  

However, the uncertainty became more of a concern when Blair appointed Dr. 

Kim Howells, an ardent anti-devolutionist by his own admission, to the Shadow Home 

Office to oversee a portfolio dealing with constitutional reform. This appointment 

occurred around the same time the party’s policy commission issued the consultation 

paper Shaping the Vision, which addressed taxing powers, primary legislation, and the 

electoral system for a future assembly (Welsh Labor Party, 1995). The party organized 
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six public meetings throughout Wales to hear concerns about the issue. Unfortunately, 

they were not well-advertised affairs and were scheduled during weekdays, 

demonstrating the party’s cautious approach. If devolution had not been such a divisive 

issue, the party more than likely would have encouraged participation in order to 

develop a consensus for support. And consensus was exactly Ron Davies’s goal when 

he pushed the Liberal-Democratic Party’s idea of a Senedd that would possess financial 

and legislative powers. This attempt to promote cross-party support appeared in the 

Western Mail, and the next day, Davies issued a press release stating that Blair 

supported the effort. But Blair’s support was not certain, and Davies had to recant after 

Blair’s press officer wrote to the newspaper denying such a commitment (Morgan & 

Mungham, 2000, p. 101).  

Hesitation increased when the first of six consultation meetings took place in 

Cardiff with Kim Howells in attendance. During this meeting, Howells challenged all 

three of Davies proposals: an assembly the size of 100 members, primary legislative 

powers, and the implementation of a PR electoral system. The same arguments 

continued at another meeting in South Glamorgan, indicating that Davies’s proposals 

were running too far ahead for the leadership in London and members of the Welsh 

Labor Party. The final draft of Shaping the Vision was approved at the 1995 Welsh 

Labor Party Conference; it contained a minimalist proposal for an assembly that would 

be elected by first-past-the-post, have no primary powers, and uphold gender balance. 

As Labor argued over the robustness of the assembly, the Campaign for a Welsh 

Assembly, originally launched in 1988, was re-launched as the Campaign for a Welsh 

Parliament in March 1994, a move similar to the one made in Scotland. 
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While Davies fought for a more robust assembly, a fight he would lose, Llew 

Smith, a Labor MP for Blaenau Gwent, published the paper The Welsh Assembly: Why 

It Has No Place in Wales. The paper demonstrated the divisions that remained in the 

Welsh Labor Party concerning devolution; he reiterated the “slippery slope” argument 

that it would lead to separatism and argued for a referendum, hoping that its defeat by 

Labor voters would reduce the number of Welsh MPs at Westminster. Another attack 

followed, arguing that Shaping Vision did not grant Wales a robust enough assembly. 

This attacked manifested itself in a group called Wales Labor Action, which advocated 

for a stronger assembly with powers of taxation, a PR system, and gender balance. The 

group was led by Gareth Hughes, a Labor activist in Davies’ parliamentary constituency 

who was also a member of the Party Executive. He was eventually quieted by calls for 

the Party Executive Anita Gales to investigate Wales Labor Action’s membership and 

objectives (Morgan & Mungham, 2000, p. 103). He was eventually removed from the 

Party’s Policy Commission in 1996. 

Although Davies was disappointed in Shaping the Vision, he continued to argue 

for an assembly that would at the very least manage the quangos, which were the 

cause of much discontent in Wales. He did win a small victory when the electoral 

system of first-past-the-post was deemed the “preferred version,” thus keeping the door 

open for a PR system. At the May 1996 Welsh Labor Party Conference, Davies had it 

approve the assembly’s ability to reform the quangos and introduced a report calling for 

an assembly to operate on a more consensual basis, still leaving the door open for a PR 

electoral system. By June 1996, Blair had accepted PR for Wales, probably due more to 

his joint agreement with the Liberal-Democrats at Westminster to promote constitutional 
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change, but the meeting at which the decision was reached purposely left out Anita 

Gale, the Welsh Labor Party Secretary, another sign that devolution remained divisive.  

Finally, another surprise, even to Ron Davies, that conjured up resentment and 

scorn within the Welsh Labor Party was Blair’s announcement that devolution in 

Scotland and Wales would be preceded by referendums. This announcement came 

after an agreement had been made that a referendum was unnecessary if Labor won 

the general election with the devolution proposal in its manifesto. Peter Flynn, MP and 

Party Whip, was very upset because he believed a referendum would tear open the old 

wounds of the 1979 experience. Other Welsh MPs, such as Alan Williams, who had 

been an anti-devolutionist since the 1979 event, welcomed the referendum, for it would 

allow voters to vote Labor without considering the issue of devolution. Of course, the 

introduction of a referendum as part of Labor’s devolution policy gave Ron Davies 

further opportunity to promote the cause of a PR electoral system because that system 

was the only way to guarantee the support for the referendum from the Liberal-

Democrats and Plaid Cymru, especially if they were to avoid the problems encountered 

during the 1979 referendum campaign. In the end, the Policy Commission reconvened, 

after a direct plea from Blair, and examined the possibility of a PR electoral system for 

selecting a future Welsh Assembly. The commission eventually reported back with a 

recommendation for a PR system called the Additional Member System (AMS). The 

recommendation was approved at the 1997 Welsh Labor Party Conference, along with 

a sixty-member assembly; forty members would be elected from the regular 

parliamentary constituencies, and twenty members would be elected through PR (four 

members from the party list of each of five European Parliamentary Districts).  
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While the Welsh Labor Party struggled to reach agreement on what a future 

assembly would look like, others in the party concerned themselves with the future 

referendum. It would in fact occur, especially because a Labor victory seemed very 

likely, by summer 1996. In July 1996, Andrew Davies, an experienced party 

campaigner, was approached by Peter Hain to consider the post of “Special Projects 

Officer” to establish the groundwork for a future referendum campaign in Wales. 

Unfortunately, the appointment was held up by Anita Gale for approximately 10 months 

until his confirmation in April 1997, squandering a year’s preparation time. This delay 

was a significant problem because the party’s drive to configure and promote a future 

Welsh Assembly had occurred at the top, neglecting to involve the 25,000 grassroots 

party members who would be the essential foot soldiers needed to make a referendum 

campaign successful. In fact, the leadership was unsure whether they would 

enthusiastically support the issue, let alone actively campaign in favor of an assembly. 

The call for a referendum parried accusations from the Tories that Labor would 

impose devolution on Scotland and Wales, for Labor was preoccupied by the 

approaching general election. It also was meant to answer a specific charge about 

taxation concerning Scotland. Michael Forsyth, the Conservative Secretary of State for 

Scotland, had attacked Labor’s devolution plan, which would give the future parliament 

some limited tax varying powers. He labeled this future tax the “Tartan tax” because it 

would specifically be applied to Scots. The charge was threatening because Labor’s 

entire remake was meant to remove its old image as a tax-and-spend party and 

demonstrate its economic competence; in addition, Blair had promised no tax increases 

and that any increase in the program’s funding under Labor would require cuts 
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somewhere else in the budget. This point was constantly emphasized to the electorate 

by Gordon Brown, the Shadow Chancellor. Therefore, Blair announced on June 26, 

1996 that there would be a referendum on the taxing authority of a future Scottish 

Parliament, deflecting Forsyth’s charge of “tartan tax.” However, this decision was 

followed the next day by the announcement of a referendum for Wales; if Scotland had 

one, then so would Wales. Later, the leadership argued that a referendum would ease 

the passage of a bill in Westminster; having withstood a popular vote, the process 

would be difficult for a future Conservative to reverse (McCrone & Lewis, 1999, p. 22). 

For Wales, a referendum was not a sure thing, for many remembered that only 20% of 

the voters had favored devolution in 1979. Thus, the decision for Wales was made 

regardless of the uncertain political environment in the region whereas in Scotland, the 

first referendum did pass, and the robust Constitutional Convention movement had 

mobilized substantial support. Polls in Scotland showed that almost 75% of the 

electorate favoring some form of devolved government.  

Recognizing that a referendum was a necessary hurdle in confronting the Welsh 

political community; the entire devolution debate had occurred amongst the political elite 

and barely involved the general public. Because Labor was determined to hold the 

referendum in its first year of power, reorganization was both imperative and urgent. 

However, hesitation within the Welsh Labor Party delayed any early initiative from their 

quarters; therefore, a cross-party initiative was organized to start the ball rolling. In 

December 1996, Peter Hain MP and Leighton Andrews, a Welsh born academic, 

collaborated to organize a steering committee of academics, trade union 

representatives, and media groups. Even Ron Davies attended, but later he and Peter 
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Hain would withdraw to assure that the group was not mistaken for a Labor front 

organization. This move was important because the divisions within the political parties 

had yet to be bridged; Labor was still divided, Plaid Cymru was not satisfied with the 

shape of the referendum and proposal for a weak assembly, and the Liberal-Democrats 

were still not sure of Labor’s sincerity concerning proportional representation. Prior to its 

official launch, the “Yes for Wales” campaign staged a couple of media events to attract 

early attention and to begin mobilizing support. The first event had been a promotion in 

which business members expressed their support of an assembly, and the second was 

an agenda page article in the Western Mail, written by Professor Kevin Morgan, that 

articulated the cause of devolution and argued that it was too important to be left to the 

politicians. Finally, attended by all the media, the official launch on February 10, 1997 

promoted the principle of devolution instead of arguing for particular details. Because 

the launch occurred only ten months before the actual referendum, the campaign 

offered little opportunity for discussion with the general public.  

After the election, the Labor Party energized its own campaign to promote 

devolution, focusing predominantly on its stronghold in South Wales. The original 

initiative was pushed by Milbank, Labor’s national headquarters, where Allan Barnard 

became the national leadership’s coordinator for the Welsh campaign, and an early 

decision was made to steer most of the funding towards Wales because success was 

already likely in Scotland. A “Strategy Committee” was formed at the end of May, 

chaired by Ron Davies. However, the real power was Peter Hain, whom Blair had 

directly charges to deliver a “Yes” vote. There was significant internal tension because 

of disagreements between Hain and Davies but also because many felt Welsh General 
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Secretary Anita Gale was not up to the task. And on a number of occasions, Andrew 

Davies, the special projects officer, was by-passed by Milbank personnel; for instance, 

Philip Gould conducted a focus group in Wales to collect data about support for 

devolution (Morgan & Mungham, 2000, p. 109).  

In fact, the intrusion and control of the Milbank machinery angered a number of 

Welsh Labor members working for the campaign. The frustration became so great that 

Milbank’s representative Barnard was nicknamed the “governor-general” by senior 

members within the Welsh Labor Party (McCrone & Lewis, 1999, p. 31). The only 

positive aspect was convincing Blair to campaign actively for the assembly, for the data 

demonstrated that he had a positive impact on with voters. . The Labor campaign had 

been lackluster, so his popularity had a coattail effect on the referendum. The local 

party apparatus was unenthusiastic about the issue because the campaign had to be 

sold on the principle of devolution as opposed to the specific benefits it would bring to 

the community. The Labor campaign did better coordinating efforts with Plaid, in secret, 

and working with the cross-party Yes for Wales’s organization. Finally, ten weeks from 

September 18, the referendum date established in the Referendum (Scotland and 

Wales) Act, the Welsh Office (1997) released the white paper A Voice for Wales on July 

22 in the House of Commons. Incidentally, it was released before the Scottish white 

paper in case the Welsh white paper that followed it did not garner any national media 

attention, which was crucial to a referendum campaign facing an uphill struggle.  

Despite the Milbank machine that had help Labor win it greatest victory of the 

twentieth century by controlling its message, the Welsh Labor Party was still fractured, 

not only at the local level but also within the Parliamentary Labor Party. Approximately 
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six of the forty Welsh MPs criticized devolution openly or just abstained from any type of 

activity during the referendum campaign. Of particular significance was Llew Smith, MP 

for Blaenau Gwent; he publicly criticized devolution policy in a published paper and, 

during the referendum bill’s second reading, demonstrated his contempt for the idea. 

However, once the legislation had passed, he asserted that he had been threatened by 

Ron Davies, or by one his special advisors, with expulsion from the party if he did not 

conform. This admission came after further public criticism of the plan by Smith. The 

response from the Davies camp was that discipline within the party ranks was 

necessary to prevent another fiasco like the 1979 referendum campaign. The 

controversy resulted in some negative publicity in the Western Mail, where it was 

dubbed “Ron-gate” (Andrews, 1999, p. 33). Despite the Welsh Labor Party’s lack of 

complete unity, the Liberal-Democrats participated in the Yes for Wales’s campaign, 

and by July, after a significant internal squabble and a special meeting of the National 

Council, had given its approval; Plaid Cymru’s agreement to join the cross-party effort 

proved important because it was the most proactive canvassing group of the three 

parties. This fact was confirmed by members of the Welsh Office who had coordinated 

with the party to promote its involvement in the public campaign (Andrews, 1999, p. 34).  

The lack of unity within the Labor Party showed that a range of groups did not 

embrace devolution policy. Some local government authorities were reluctant to offer 

support because they saw an assembly as a threat to their own authority. This 

apprehension came during a period in which, much to the dismay of the local councils 

dominated by Labor, a Tory government was implementing local government reform. 

Although the Welsh Local Government Association endorsed the “Yes” campaign and 
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all authorities eventually announced their support, they did so half-heartedly. According 

to Andrew Davies, the process used to engage them maintained their status as 

reluctant supporters, as opposed to productive enemies (personal communication, 

February 14, 2001). The scenario recalled the divisive referendum campaign of 1979 

and bitter memories of the activities of local authorities and MPs who supporting the 

“No” campaign at the time.  

If the “Yes” campaigns of Yes for Wales and the Labor Party had problems, they 

were nowhere near the problems of the feeble “No” campaign, which did not even begin 

until July 22, the day its white paper was released. It lacked real support from the 

Conservative Party because of the severe trouncing they had received in the general 

election; indeed, any connection between a “No” campaign and the party would be a 

non-starter. The group was a combination of anti-devolutionist Labor activists and 

Welsh Conservatives. Its nominal leader was Julian Hodges, a tax-exile who provided 

the necessary funding (the Tories were spent from the general election campaign). With 

little organization and no grassroots support, their efforts were spent leafleting, but their 

arguments echoed the same critiques as 1979. They appealed to the “slippery slope” of 

separatism, stressed the additional cost to be borne by the Welsh taxpayer, and 

dismissed it as nothing more than a “talking shop,” referencing its limited powers. The 

only recognizable supporter from the political elite was Viscount Tonypandy George 

Thomas, former Labor Speaker of the House, Secretary of State for Wales, and Labor 

MP, who was an ardent anti-devolutionist. It has also been confirmed that after the 

referendum, Llew Smith actively provided advice and information to the campaign 

(Andrews, 1999, p. 32). Another aid to the “No” Campaign was BBC’s policy of political 
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neutrality, which gave the group fairly comprehensive coverage despite its meager 

efforts.  

As Scotland had been the driving force for a referendum, it was imposed on 

Wales without any confidence that it could even pass. Indeed, Philip Gould quickly 

realized, after conducting the focus groups for Labor’s Welsh referendum campaign, 

that “they just do not want it” (Morgan & Mungham, Redesigning Democracy, 2000, p. 

111). The date of the referendum was also determined by Scottish concerns. The 

objective was to hold the Welsh referendum before the Scottish referendum so that the 

momentum of success in Scotland, which was never in doubt, would help propel the 

Welsh vote over-the-top a week later. In addition to the “No” campaign and Labor’s lack 

of unity, the death of Princess Diana temporarily postponed the referendum campaign. 

Some supporters claim this delay actually took the wind out of the “Yes” campaign’s 

sails just before the actual vote. Nevertheless, the referendum passed 50.3% to 49.7% 

with only a 50% turnout; the vote was so close that the final results were not known until 

the early morning hours of the next day.  

The explanation for this narrow margin, despite the active all-party campaign and 

the determined support of the Labor Party, lies in the voting distribution across different 

counties. Those counties dominated by what Balsom (1985) identified as Welsh-

speaking Wales approved the referendum with a substantial majority. In Welsh Wales, 

the Labor vote split in those counties where parliamentary members did not actively 

embrace the cause. Last, those counties identified as British Wales overwhelmingly 

voted against the referendum. Voting analysis done by Jones and Trystan (1999) 

confirms these differences. Based on the Welsh Election Studies, Plaid Cymru party 
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identifiers, who were predominantly located in Welsh-speaking Wales, voted 12 to 1 in 

favor while Labor identifiers, located in Welsh Wales, voted 3 to 2 in favor. Finally, 

Liberal Democrats voted 2 to 1 against, and Conservatives voted 9 to 1 against, both 

group predominantly located in British Wales (Jones & Trystan, 1999, p. 67). 

Additionally, they determined that the abstaining segment of the electorate came 

predominantly from British Wales, arguing that their stance against devolution 

generated little interest and the almost nonexistent “no” campaign failed to energize this 

segment of the population. 

As the Scottish Convention encouraged the civil society effort to promote home 

rule for Scotland, the Conservatives managed to gain one seat in the 1992 general 

election, a result that was almost as bad as the 1987 election. Because of growing 

approval for a Scottish Parliament, John Major recognized the need to appease Scottish 

national sensibilities, but the Tory answer was not legislative devolution. During the 

campaign, the Prime Minister promised that the government would “take stock” of 

Scottish concerns. The implementation of those concerns appeared in the white paper 

Scotland in the Union, but it only proposed some changes to parliamentary procedures 

and the transfer of additional functions to the Scottish Office (Scottish Office, 1993). 

These minimal changes failed to address the democratic deficit created by 

administrative devolution when the party in charge was not supported by the general 

electorate. 

In 1995, Michael Forsyth replaced Ian Lang as Secretary of State for Scotland, 

and as a part of his strategy, he adopted a more symbolic approach to display his 

Scottish identity to the public. He did so by donning a kilt for the opening of the film 
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Braveheart in Scotland. He later made a speech on St. Andrews Day that proposed new 

reforms concerning the governance of Scotland. This address occurred the same day 

the Constitutional Convention re-launched its proposals for a Scottish Parliament. 

However, his crowning achievement in implementing his symbolic strategy was having 

the Stone of Destiny moved to Edinburgh on St. Andrews Day 1996. This monument 

had been taken by the English in the fourteenth century and had since been used in the 

coronation of monarchs; before its removal from Scotland it had been used to crown 

kings of the Picts and later Scots. But his speeches were probably the most significant 

dimension of his approach. He proposed reforms similar to those outlined in the 1948 

White Paper of the Atlee government (Labor), which had promoted administrative 

improvements to appease Scottish nationalism, such as additional meetings of the 

Scottish Grand Committee, some of which would convene in Edinburgh (Denver, 

Mitchell, Pattie, & Bochel, 2000, p. 40).  

As a possible general election approached, Scottish citizens believed that a 

Labor government would deliver a Scottish Parliament, and because the Convention 

had worked issues such as electoral system, assembly size, and limited powers of 

taxation, some Conservatives demanded a referendum as part of the Tory strategy to 

prevent the Union from breaking apart. Although this referendum did not materialize, 

another opportunity to attack the Labor Party presented itself as a result of all the public 

debate about devolution, especially over the taxing power that would be given to the 

new parliament. The attack emerged in 1995 after the appointment of Secretary of State 

for Scotland Michael Forsyth. By labeling this potential revenue raising authority as the 

“Tartan Tax,” he captured media attention and caused great consternation within Blair’s 
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Labor Party. This public insult threatened to undermine the party’s attempt to erase its 

tax-and-spend reputation, which had been identified as one of its primary weaknesses 

in the eyes of the electorate, particularly in middle England. This perception was 

important to Labor because the middle class voter was essential to winning the next 

election. 

As Forsyth hammered away, his attack continued to attract media attention and 

threatened nullify Labor’s strategy. In fact, an article in The Independent on January 25, 

1996 informed its readers that Sir Robin Butler, the head of the Civil Service, had ruled 

that the term “tartan tax” could no longer be used in official government documents 

because it was deemed “party political.” This ruling followed a formal complaint from 

Labor Shadow Secretary of State for Scotland George Robertson about using 

government communiqués to promote Tory propaganda (Arlidge, 1996). Obviously, the 

complaint lodged by Labor was sufficient evidence that Forsyth’s attack was working. 

Blair decided not only to hold a referendum but also to include two separate questions. 

The first question would ask for approval of a parliament, and the second would ask 

whether it should have taxing powers. He made this decision after his promise that no 

referendum would be necessary, and prior to its official announcement in late June, 

George Robertson had confirmed that there would be no referendum to the Scottish 

Daily Mail in February 1996.  

The referendum incensed the Liberal-Democrats and the Scottish Trade Union 

Congress, who had taken the Constitutional Convention and its grassroots support as 

evidence that a referendum was unnecessary. It also caused a bitter feud within the 

Scottish Labor Party; the co-chair of the Convention, who was a former Labor minister, 
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resigned, and a senior Labor council member switched to the SNP. Later in August, 

after the gnashing of teeth had quieted, the Scottish Labor executive convened to 

approve the measure and voted down a packaged one-question proposal. Finally, it 

approved a two-question referendum as an alternative, but required an additional 

referendum before the tax power of the parliament could be executed. Not only would 

the first referendum have two questions, but two separate referendums would also be 

held for the same question. This ridiculous development led Blair to assert that only one 

referendum was necessary, for his concern was only to check the Tory attack, and 

holding the referendum with two questions would neutralize the issue.  

Following the referendum fiasco, the nationalist wing of the Scottish Labor Party 

was decimated in party elections before the upcoming general election. Its executive 

lost most of its members who had opposed the referendum decision, and the Shadow 

Secretary lost credibility with London, leading to his replacement by Donald Dewar after 

the general election. However, the concerns that motivated voters, gave Labor a 

landslide victory in May 1997, and eradicated the Tories from Scotland were economic 

and quality of life issues. Even Michael Forsyth lost his seat in Stirling to Anne McGuire, 

a Dewar protégé. After all, the Tories had become associated with mismanagement, 

incompetence, and sleaze. 

In power for the first time in eighteen years, Labor introduced the referendum bill, 

which included both Scotland and Wales, on May 15, 1997. The referendums would 

precede the legislative acts, which had to be separate because the devolution schemes 

for each region were significantly different. The bill received some challenges; for 

example, the SNP submitted an amendment requiring three questions (i.e., 
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independence, devolution, or status quo), but it was soundly defeated, along with the 

Liberal-Democrat call to reduce it to one question and the suggestion of a Tory MP to 

include the entire union in the referendum. The vote was never in doubt because Labor 

possessed a 179-seat majority. The reason Labor pushed the legislation so early was to 

take advantage of the party’s honeymoon period, which some thought would have a 

significant impact in Wales. In the final version of the Act, the date for Scotland’s 

referendum was September 11, 1997, the 700th anniversary of William Wallace’s victory 

at Stirling Bridge during the First War of Scottish Independence.  

The next step was to organize the campaign to ensure the referendum vote was 

successful. First, a cross-party organization had to be established immediately. This 

task was initially taken on by Nigel Smith, a businessman who had actively supported 

devolution during the 1979 referendum campaign. His first two suggestions were to 

conduct thorough research to avoid the mistakes of 1979 and to make sure the 

Convention was not the umbrella organization for a “Yes” campaign, for the SNP would 

not acquiesce and its partnership was essential. The leadership of the Convention 

agreed with his assessment, and funds were secured to conduct the initial research. 

System Three, a polling company, was hired, and a major survey of the electorate was 

conducted in November 1996. The results showed that 70% favored a parliament and 

that 59% favored taxing powers (Denver et al., 2000, p. 52). Indeed, Liberal-Democrats 

and Labor alone did not have the combined votes to ensure the success of the 

referendum. Therefore, securing the support of the SNP was imperative; Labor was 

able to do so after its election victory in May. 
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Research indicated that the major concern about devolution was the taxing 

power of a new parliament. According to the study, economic issues drove the double 

“no” vote while governance issues drove the double “yes” vote. Therefore, the 

recommendation was to stress governance issues and focus on preserving the existing 

“yes” majorities instead of trying to convert the skeptical “no” voters (Denver et al., 

2000, p. 54). The campaign organization would also be kept separate from the 

Convention in order to appeal to all sections of Scottish society. The organization to 

lead the “Yes” campaign was officially incorporated on April 1, 1997 as Partnership for a 

Parliament Ltd. It would later be changed to Scotland FORward, and the organization 

would officially launch the campaign in mid-August with Donald Dewar, now Secretary 

of State for Scotland, Alex Salmond, leader of the SNP, and Menzies Campbell, a 

Scottish MP representing the Liberal-Democrats all appearing for a joint news 

conference. This cooperative effort would have been impossible in 1979, but the 

Convention process had brought Labor and the Liberal-Democrats together, and the 

election of Salmond as leader of the SNP in 1995 had placed a pragmatic politician in 

charge, one who viewed devolution as a stepping stone to independence. Besides 

Scotland FORward, all three political parties launched separate party-affiliated “yes” 

campaigns to energize their members to get out the vote. Thus, a full and united effort 

was launched, leaving no room for chance.  

On the other hand, the anti-devolutionists’ ability to organize was hindered by the 

Conservatives’ devastating election defeat, which left no Tory parliamentarians in 

Scotland. The other problem was that after the May election, the Tories were 

preoccupied with the task of choosing a new leader once John Major had resigned. The 
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new leader, William Hague, supported the “no” campaign but refused to have it publicly 

associated with the party; plus, money was scarce at the time. Eventually, Think Twice 

was formed and led by Michael Ancram, MP for Devizes, an English constituency; he 

had previously been a member from Edinburgh South until his loss in 1987. However, 

much to Labor’s joy, he had also been the minister responsible for the poll tax in the 

1980s and became a clear reminder to Scots of the dangers of being governed from 

London. Most senior Tories were advised to stay away, for their association would 

probably have reminded voters why they had thrown them out of Scotland. Tam Dalyell, 

a Labor anti-devolutionist from 1979, refused to join and fought his own “no” campaign. 

The organization was late getting off the ground and did not have its official launch until 

late June. It lacked any grassroots organization and had no local chapters with which to 

work but was capable of raising money, particularly from businesses that feared the 

taxing power of a new parliament. In fact, the group outspent the Scotland FORward 

campaign 275,000 GBP to 270,000GBP (Denver et al., 2000, p. 59). Unfortunately, the 

funding mainly went to newspaper advertising because canvassing and other events 

required personnel they did not have. Therefore, the campaign concentrated on the 

“tartan tax” and “sleaze”; for example, a scandal involving two Labor MPs in Scotland 

led to allegations of cronyism or corruption that appeared to be prevalent in some local 

Labor councils. Initially, the sleaze issue dominated the headlines, but it quickly 

disappeared with the death of Diana in early September, placing the campaign on hold 

until after her funeral.  

Despite some negatives headlines about the sleaze issue, most of the Scottish 

press, specifically those papers that were widely read, such as the Sun, Daily Record, 
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and Scotsman, were all pro-devolution and part of a national Scottish press with wide 

circulation and appeal. Of the eleven major newspapers read in Scotland, only three 

expressed opposition to home rule. Also, according the 1997 Scottish Election Study, 

46% of the respondents stated that they paid a great deal or quite a bit of attention to 

the referendum, approximately 15 points higher for the same response concerning the 

general election of the same year. In the same study, 73% of respondents stated that 

they read a newspaper that was in favor of devolution, and 83% stated that they read a 

Scottish-based newspaper, evidence that the issue was at least clearly on the agenda 

and that people were interested.  

During the final week of the campaign, Tony Blair worked on behalf of a “yes” 

vote as William Hague, the new Tory leader, worked on behalf of the opposition. 

However, Blair dominated the press headlines with his appearances. In addition, Sean 

Connery, an active SNP supporter, also campaigned during the final few days and even 

captured a headline in the Sun: “Stand Up for Scotland Says Sean Connery” (Denver et 

al., 2000, p. 73). As closing day approached, poll data suggested that both questions 

would pass, so in an act of final desperation, Michael Ancram, the leader of Think 

Twice, argued that a low turnout would bring into question the legitimacy of the vote. 

Both questions easily passed; approval of parliament won 74% of the vote, and 

approval of taxing power garnered 63% of the vote. The overall turnout was just above 

60%, which was enough to fulfill even the old Cunningham amendment of the 1979 

referendum campaign.  

In an analysis of the referendum vote, Surridge and McCrone (1999) found that 

Scottish identity, coupled with expectations that a parliament could improve Scottish 
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society and democracy, was a strong predictor of a “yes” vote for both questions (pp. 

62-63). In fact, all counties registered a majority “yes” vote on the first question, and 

only the Western Isles voted a majority “no” on the second question. The strong turnout 

was essential to the relative ease the bill would experience in passing Parliament 

afterwards. This success can be explained in a few ways. First, the demand for 

devolution represented a long process that engaged all of Scottish society and initially 

started out as a grassroots movement after the failure of 1979. Second, the Labor Party, 

free of its old socialist guard who advocated centralized planning of the economy to 

solve the region’s problems, could actively engage in the Convention movement, 

cooperate with the Liberals as part of a larger agenda of constitutional reform, and 

accept the more tolerant pragmatism of Alex Salmond, leader of the SNP. Third, the 

experience of Tory control from Westminster, especially the implementation of the 

unpopular poll tax, demonstrated its ineffective management of the Scottish Office and 

created growing demands for more local control through a parliament in Edinburgh. 

Finally, the vote was clear to the electorate, for they were voting on a principle as 

opposed to a specific piece of legislation, and the opposition was virtually nonexistent. 

In contrast, the “yes” campaign was unified and well-resourced as Labor capitalized on 

its honeymoon period after the landslide electoral victory earlier that spring.  

Labor had essentially avoided all the pitfalls the party confronted in the late 

1970s, suggesting that the party leadership had clearly learned from its past mistakes. 

However, the process in Wales compared to Scotland did not have the popular 

grassroots support and definitely suffered from a lack of enthusiasm within the 

electorate. This outcome lends credibility to the third critical juncture, that the 1979 
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referendum campaign did shape the face of the devolution movements as they emerged 

within both regions. Clearly, the grassroots movement in Scotland resulted in an 

overwhelming success, whereas in Wales it evolved into an elite-driven process that 

barley proved successful.  This distinction helps explain why there existed little if any 

concern in Wales that it was not being offered the same arrangement as Scotland. 

Chapter 11 recaps the analysis and draws some conclusions about devolution and the 

policy process and speculates about some other aspects of the study. 
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CHAPTER 11 
CONCLUSION 

 
Integration, Path Dependence, and Asymmetrical Devolution 

Britain has never been a wholly symmetrical state; therefore, the emergence of 

asymmetrical devolution should not come as a surprise and should not be viewed as a 

slippery slope to independence, as most of its opponents have argued over the past 

century. According to Rokkan and Urwin (1982), a unitary or Jacobin state is “built 

around one unambiguous political center which . . . pursues a more or less undeviating 

policy of administrative standardization. All areas of the state are treated alike, and all 

institutions are directly under the control of the center” (p. 11). As history has 

demonstrated, the wave of nation and state building after the French Revolution 

bypassed England, which was free to consolidate as what Rokkan and Urwin (1982) 

define as a union state. Indeed, the concept of popular sovereignty never took root in 

the United Kingdom, providing the catalyst for developing the Jacobin state. Much 

earlier, the principle of parliamentary sovereignty had become embedded in the British 

constitutional system, which permitted asymmetrical elements within the British 

government. For instance, it has three different legal systems, Secretaries of State for 

the non-English regions of the kingdom, and two established churches, all of which 

existed before devolution. Thus, devolution is not necessarily a destabilizing force; 

rather, it was purposely implemented to retain stability by appealing to the nationalist or 

cultural identities of Wales and Scotland. It provides limited autonomy without violating 

the constitutional principle of parliamentary sovereignty. 

Second, asymmetrical devolution is not merely the result of the asymmetrical 

integration of peripheral regions into the United Kingdom, a structure that has permitted 
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asymmetrical political development over time. Devolution also reflects the political 

demands that have been placed on the central government by the inhabitants of the 

periphery. Although Ireland is not the focus of this study, the decision to implement 

devolved government to Northern Ireland in 1921 was made against the will of its 

subjects. The government established home rule in Ireland with two separate 

subdivisions, one for the six counties in Northern Ireland and the other for the remainder 

of the state concentrated in the south. Both areas continued as part of the United 

Kingdom and were intended to unify in the future. However, the Irish war for 

independence prevented this unification, and a separate Northern Ireland Act allowed 

the north to govern itself and remain a part of the United Kingdom. In 1972, the act was 

suspended due to sectarian strife, demonstrating the central government’s ability to 

control and revise the process as needed. As for Scotland and Wales, the central 

government incrementally implemented administrative devolution at the end of the 

nineteenth century and periodically strengthened it as circumstances required. This 

early form eventually evolved into legislative devolution, which the electorate had clearly 

demanded and eventually approved in two referendums. On the other hand, Wales did 

not achieve administrative devolution until 70 years after Scotland, a delay that pleased 

the majority of the electorate, which overwhelmingly vote against executive devolution in 

1979. In 1997, the referendum to approve executive devolution just squeaked by, as 

only 50% of the electorate turned out, 20 points below the general election turnout. 

Wales obviously did not have a strong desire for more political autonomy.  

Finally, the English did not perceive devolution as a threat; representing the 

largest segment of the kingdom’s population, they could quite easily render the nation 
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asunder if they were determined to do so. Their acceptance perhaps shows that they 

equate the English identity and culture with Britishness and that this identity does not 

need to be legitimized by political institutions (Bogdanor, 2009, pp. 108-109). The data 

suggests that despite devolution to the regions, which, according to polls, the English 

electorate accept, representation in Parliament is still dominated by English MPs; 528 of 

its 646 total members are from English constituencies, and the sovereignty of 

Parliament continues to follow Disraeli’s aphorism: England is governed not by logic, but 

by Parliament (p. 108). In recent polls, only 25% of the English support regional 

assemblies (p. 106). The Labor government’s original plan was to establish nine 

regional parliaments throughout England, which comprises 80% of the United 

Kingdom’s population. In November 2004, the first referendum was implemented in 

North East England, a region thought to be the most supportive of the project. However, 

the outcome was a decisive rejection of English devolution; 78% of the electorate voted 

“no” for a local assembly. With such a decisive defeat, the Labor government 

abandoned the plans for two additional referendums scheduled for Yorkshire and North 

West England.  

The current study finds that the implementation of asymmetrical devolution in the 

United Kingdom is not some aberration but a process of conscious political 

development accepted by the central government. History shows that integration never 

led to complete assimilation in any of the regions, and the analysis of the first critical 

juncture, the incorporation of the various regions into the English state, demonstrates 

how this limited assimilation sustained a residual nationalism that would later emerge 

under particular circumstances. In fact, complete assimilation was never the intention in 
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Scotland, where integration had been accomplished in voluntary fashion through a 

treaty. Ireland had originally been ruled as a colony, so a forced overnight integration, 

against the will of the populace, did not encourage a desire to fully assimilate. The intent 

for Wales was to achieve complete integration of the region, but the process used by 

the English government was a failure. Both Scotland and Ireland had developed their 

own political and religious institutions prior to union, reinforcing their separate cultural 

identities and providing a memory of former self-government. Wales had never 

developed its own institutions and, therefore, had no historical memory of governing 

itself. This difference helps explain why the push for home rule in Scotland and Ireland 

had more popular backing, though for many in Ireland, devolution was not an endgame 

but a further step toward independence; approval even extended across political 

divisions because their national identities exerted a unifying force. As a result, Scotland  

achieved administrative devolution  much earlier than in Wales. Of course, for Wales, its 

separate identity was divisive and initially seen as very exclusionary; popular calls for 

home rule were weak, and though it was achieved later, approval was not as robust as 

it was in Scotland. The outcome of asymmetrical devolution in the United Kingdom is 

the product of a coherent political evolution guided by the historical nature of the British 

state and its uneven formation over the centuries.  

The road to devolution in Wales and Scotland was originally started by the 

integration of each region into the United Kingdom, the critical juncture that permitted a 

latent national identity to survive intentionally in Scotland and unintentionally in Wales. 

In both cases, the process never completed and left a residual soil in which a latent 

nationalism would take root in the late nineteenth century. Nationalism emerged in 
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Wales due to the revival of the language and the culture it represented; both had 

survived and prevented complete assimilation of the lower classes into a  dominant 

English culture. As for Scotland, nationalism was always present but lacked expression 

until demands for Irish home rule generated similar feelings in Scotland through 

diffusion. Although the board system in Scotland proved inefficient and concentrated 

power in a select few who could not be held accountable to the duly elected 

parliamentary representatives of Scotland, demands for more political autonomy did not 

generate widespread popular support. Though some expressed a desire for home rule, 

most were satisfied with the establishment of a secretary who now could be held 

accountable by the Scottish representatives in London, who would be more accessible 

than the Lord Advocate in Edinburgh, and would be an advocate for Scottish concerns 

within the central government. However, once the foundation of administrative 

devolution, the second critical juncture, was in place, it could always be adapted to meet 

new conditions or circumstances. In fact, the historical pattern  shows that whenever 

home rule movements have appeared with some gusto, the government has taken 

steps to increase the portfolio of the Scottish Office or to streamline its organization. 

This office, particularly after it was relocated to Edinburgh, became the center of the 

Scottish political system despite its unelected status. However, by the post-war period 

beginning in the 1950s and the creation of the social welfare state, some had begun to 

recognize a growing democratic deficit. The modern state was becoming more 

responsible for more aspects of an individual’s everyday life, exerting influence over the 

level of personal success that is achievable within this new state structure. However, 

the so-called democratic deficit did not really attract attention as long as the Scottish 
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Office was seen as an advocate for regional issues and was prepared to offer solutions 

to problems the electorate felt required the attention of the state. The problem became 

acute when the Thatcher government came to power and used the institutions of the 

Scottish Office to promote policies originating from the central authority in London, 

which seemed to ignore the concerns of the local communities. The Scottish Office was 

no longer viewed as an advocate for Scotland, and its institutionalized bureaucratic 

structure became an appendage of a central government that ignored the concerns of 

Scots. This negligence became even more frustrating as the electorate continued to 

vote overwhelmingly against the party in power in Scotland but remained captive to its 

highly unpopular policies as a result of its electoral success in England. 

A similar pattern occurred in Wales, but administrative devolution arrived 70 

years later than in Scotland. This second critical juncture for Wales saw the 

establishment of administrative devolution as a more top-down push, for the 

internationalism of the Welsh Labor Party tended to be distrustful of nationalist 

intentions and firmly believed that Wales’s problems were economic and that only a 

strong central government controlled by Labor could deliver prosperity to the working 

class. In fact, full administrative devolution only occurred after the previous Tory 

government implemented a limited form of it. Again, the electoral incentive was more 

important variable than a widespread national movement. This pattern essentially 

repeated later in the drive for a more robust form of executive devolution in the 1990s. 

The historical development of devolution provides a great deal of insight. To 

date, the focus of devolution literature has focused on two different fundamental areas. 

First, it has highlighted how devolution, especially asymmetrical devolution, is no more 
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than a preliminary path to independence because it has a tendency to create instability, 

as Tarleton (1965) suggested, and creates more instability by bringing issues of 

sovereignty, fiscal equity, and representation to the forefront, as Keating (1998) 

suggested. Second, it has tried to explain why devolution was adopted as a particular 

policy in a specific country, and most of these studies have focused on a single region 

or a specific part of the entire process, lacking any real comparative analysis. The 

current study provides a model with which to analyze other regions, such as Spain or 

Canada, with sub-national legislatures in order to gain a more robust understanding of 

how and why they developed as they did. Using Wales and Scotland as comparative 

case studies, this model traces the evolution of devolution from a historical approach, 

demonstrating how asymmetrical devolution is a product of a particular path of historical 

development. Examining the early English conquest and colonization of the two regions 

reveals the precursor conditions that dictated how both regions were incorporated into 

the dominant English state. This approach resembles Robert Putnam’s method in 

Making Democracy Work, in which he explains why social capital is abundant in some 

Italian regions but not others. The incorporation is a critical juncture because it 

determined the level of residual national identity that remained after incorporation. The 

shape and level of national identity that remained furnished the next precursor 

condition. Later, as this identity eventually re-emerged in the nineteenth century, it 

created the pressure for institutional change toward a more decentralized political 

structure that was sensitive to the region’s needs. The institution that resulted is a form 

of administrative devolution, the second critical juncture. The adoption of a system that 

institutionalized the recognition of the region by the central government as having its 



 
 

278 

own unique governance issues reinforced its sense of having a separate national 

identity. Therefore, the electorate began to view politics through its national identity 

lens, understanding the new decentralized institution to be its advocate. These 

expectations made the institution responsible for delivering political outcomes and 

policies representative of the perceived needs of the region. Finally, changing socio-

economic structures created new demands from the state, and the central government’s 

solution was eventually to build upon the already established decentralized institutional 

arrangement in place. The extent of those adaptations reflected the demands the 

electorate made upon the state. However, as the analysis indicates, administrative 

devolution can evolve into an advocate of the specific region for which it is responsible. 

Problems arise when the institution is no longer viewed as an advocate but is seen as 

an instrument for imposing the unpopular policies of an elected central government that 

is no longer receiving an electoral mandate from the voters of the region. This trend is 

more thoroughly discussed in the review of the path to legislative devolution later in the 

conclusion. 

Some Speculation about Nationalist Parties in Democratic States 

As this study has centered on devolution, it devoted extensive analysis to 

nationalist parties, particularly the Scottish National Party and Plaid Cymru. Therefore, it 

presents an opportunity to speculate about the nature of such parties in democratic 

systems. First, nationalist parties either emerge to advocate outright independence or to 

protect and preserve a specific identity, including a language central to that identity. 

Leaders that advocate independence are not necessarily threats unless they determine 

that the constitutional process is an untenable path and that some lower level of 
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autonomy could never be a satisfactory solution. This scenario was the case in Ireland, 

where constitutional attempts for repeal or home rule ran into brick walls, forcing many 

to recognize that anything short of complete independence would never grant real 

freedom to all Irishmen. Consequently, parties such as the Fenians and Sinn Fein 

ceased to believe in constitutional methods and selected violent political means to 

achieve freedom. National identity also became linked to religious identity in Ireland, 

reinforcing the cleavage and making any common thread for agreement more difficult to 

find. 

On the other hand, both the SNP and Plaid Cymru decided early on to engage in 

the constitutional process. By competing in elections, they were forced by electoral 

imperative to broaden their political agenda if they ever wanted to gain political 

influence. Thus, they incorporated social and economic issues onto their manifesto in 

order to attract more voters. Because they competed in predominantly Labor 

constituencies, they had to adopt policies that would permit them to be a viable 

alternative to Labor. Over the last few decades, they have, despite their nationalist 

agenda, evolved into essentially social democratic parties. This evolution explains why 

the SNP became the minority Scottish government after the 2007 election, when most 

polls showed that people did not desire independence. Even more astounding is that 

the party won an outright majority in the 2011 Scottish Parliamentary elections, the only 

party to accomplish such a feat since the establishment of the Scottish Parliament. And 

after the 2003 election in Wales, Plaid Cymru became a coalition partner with the Labor 

Party. Therefore, two factors have contributed to this outcome. First, a proportional 

representation system gave a reasonable incentive to a national party to compete in the 
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constitutional process. Second, the electoral incentive forced the party to become more 

than a one-dimensional organization in order to promote its agenda. 

Finally, supranational structures like the European Union also promote a 

mainstream approach for nationalist parties because they alleviate fears that 

nationalism will revert to an authoritarian system, making it more palatable. Also, as the 

SNP and Plaid Cymru have argued, independence would not occur in a vacuum but 

would call for cooperation within a structure of multiple democratic states. The SNP, 

before the financial crash of 2008, always pointed to the success of Ireland, especially 

as a former region the United Kingdom, and claimed that Scotland could achieve the 

same success. However, this particular argument is no longer presented; in fact, the 

nationalists even discuss whether an independent Scotland would still retain monetary 

union with Britain, as the euro crisis persists. Of course, this sort of union begs the 

question of the value of independence. Margo MacDonald MSP (2009), a former SNP 

member who won a by-election in Glasgow in the seventies, reflected on the success of 

devolution in Scotland: “SNP needs to explain to the Scottish people what 

independence would offer that has already not been achieved by a Scottish Parliament” 

(personal communication, November 20, 2009). This idea supports the claim that 

devolution does not necessarily result in instability and does not necessarily lead to 

independence.  

Also, the recent political environment in Quebec, where the Liberal Party controls 

the provincial government, is under extreme pressure from its nationalist counterpart, 

Parti Québécois, who appear to be well-positioned to win the next election. Although 

they want to place another independence referendum on the ballot sometime in the 
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future, they have stated they will not do so until the economy has fully recovered or 

Ottawa gives the region greater social and economic policy control. The implication is 

that policies other than independence have taken priority; indeed, the party recognizes 

political realities as it struggles to operate as a legitimate political alternative in a 

democratic system. This recognition seems to moderate the nationalist agenda, for the 

party has been embedded in the electoral process for years and has accepted the 

constitutional process as the only appropriate means to achieve separation. A similar 

event has also occurred in Spain, where the ETA (Basque Homeland and Freedom), an 

armed nationalist and separatist organization that has waged a war of terror for 40 

years against Spain as a part of the Basque National Liberation Movement, announced 

a ceasefire on September 5, 2010 and a complete cessation of its armed activity in 

2011. These moves signal that the organization is considering constitutional methods to 

promote its nationalist agenda. It could also suggest that the ETA recognizes the recent 

success of the international community in essentially decapitating the leadership and 

the futility of violence after 40 years of aggression. 

The European Union remains an interesting phenomenon. Many people within 

the community see the economic integration as a definite success, at least before the 

euro crisis, but tend to be hesitant about further political integration of institutions that 

seem to be managed by an army of professional technocrats. Many believe that the 

system, from a political stand point, is not accountable to the voter, they have begun to 

see a “democratic deficit.” When the attempt was made for further political integration 

under the banner of a European Constitution, the few referendums that gave voters a 

choice of up or down were soundly defeated, bringing an end to the project. Voters 
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feared that each state would be subject to the control of a strong central authority, with 

each member being relatively equal. A better path to further integration might resemble 

the devolution experience in the United Kingdom. The entire focus has been on 

establishing a federal system that would mirror the federal system in the United States. 

This system is symmetrical, as are most federal systems, where each component 

possesses equal power relative to the central authority. Another way to ease fears and 

concerns about losing control and identity is to adopt a more asymmetrical approach to 

governance and call it cultural federalism or “sociological federalism” (Lijphart, 1999, p. 

191). This idea suggests that some states would retain more control than others, but de 

facto, unequal control is already in place, despite treaties, as seen by the role that 

Germany and France have had in resolving the current macroeconomic crisis. 

Devolution and the Dimensions of Disorder 

As the political establishment appeared less and less able to master economic 

change, the advent of the nationalists parties provided an outlet to disaffected voters 

who wanted to send a message of disapproval without electing the other party whose 

interests did not coincide with theirs. As a result, a stable party system, divided along 

economic interests, was confronted with a nationalist agenda in both Scotland and 

Wales just as class voting was declining in British politics. Indeed, when the Labor 

government and later the Conservatives reached a consensus to establish and sustain 

a welfare state, they assured that a new generation of voters would not view politics 

only in terms of class. Labor reacted to nationalist sentiment with political expediency; it 

grudgingly recognized demands for devolution in an attempt to stem the rise of the 

nationalists, who threatened the party in regions where it dominated politically.  
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Lieberman’s (2002) dimensions of disorder provide a framework for analyzing the 

road to devolution, which really began in the 1960s and ended with its implementation in 

the late 1990s. In the 1960s, no one could have predicted that devolution, which neither 

Labor nor the Conservatives really wanted, would become one of Labor’s first major 

pieces of legislation after its return to power in 1997. This development would seem to 

defy explanation, but the first hint lies in the first dimension of disorder: governmental 

institutions. The institutions that proved so critical in this scenario were Parliament and 

the bureaucracy, particularly the Scottish and Welsh Offices. 

First, Parliament was essential because by the 1950s, a very stable two-party 

system had emerged in Britain; the combined vote of both parties comprised over 90% 

of the electorate, while a fading Liberal Party kept its head above water and the 

sectarian divisions of Northern Ireland accounted for the remainder. Although nationalist 

aspirations emerged periodically in Scotland, the implementation of administrative 

devolution in Scotland in the form of the Scottish Office always proved satisfactory in 

mitigating those demands. In fact, each time a nationalist movement appeared in 

Scotland, the government’s response was to expand and consolidate the authority of 

the office. Its creation at the end of the nineteenth century was a response to Scottish 

nationalism, which emerged in reaction to the ongoing debate over home rule in Ireland 

at the time. As Lord Salisbury understood, the creation of a Scottish Office pacified 

demands for home rule during the late nineteenth century. Likewise, the establishment 

of the office confirmed that Scotland’s needs were different from the rest of the 

kingdom, and the central government had recognized the distinctions, using later 

improvements to the office as a means to pacify Scottish demands for more autonomy. 
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Later, the re-emergence of a nationalist movement in the 1930s, particularly in reaction 

to a dismal economic downturn,  pushed even the staunchly unionist Troy government 

in London to further expand the responsibilities of the office and, as a result of the 

Gilmour Report at the end of the 1930s, re-located the office to Edinburgh to further 

placate Scottish sensibilities. Notably, the Scottish wing of the Conservative Party had 

retained the term “unionist” in its name until the 1960s. Finally, in the 1950s, following 

another outburst of nationalism in the form of the Covenant movement, the 

responsibilities of the office were further expanded, particularly because government 

responsibilities had increased with the creation of the welfare state. The 

institutionalization of the Scottish Office so deepened that, by the 1960s, academics 

would talk of the Scottish political system (see Kellas, 1989). Ironically, each time 

demands for some form of home rule emerged in Scotland, the unionist Conservative 

Party initiated reforms in the Scottish Office. This strategy proved adequate to protect 

Tory interests in Scotland, where its electoral fortunes improved during the course of the 

1930s and peaked in the 1950s. Apparently, strengthening administrative devolution 

placated nationalist aspirations. The Tories could pursue such a policy course because 

it did not threaten the party’s unionist position yet demonstrated its sensitivity to Scottish 

sensibilities about its unique situation.  

In Wales, developments followed a similar pattern but occurred much later. The 

Welsh Office was reluctantly created by a Labor government in the mid-1960s, after the 

advisory Council for Wales and Monmouthshire proved inadequate. Its establishment 

was a response to two pressures. First, the previous Tory government had recognized 

Welsh distinctiveness and established a Welsh office located within the Home Office. 
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Second, James Griffiths, a Welsh Labor MP, was a strong and persistent advocate for 

administrative devolution within the cabinet. Also, establishment of the office preceded a 

national Parliament for Wales campaign in the 1950s that attempted to replicate the 

Covenant movement in Scotland. Thus, the Labor Party, although adamantly against 

devolution, seems to have adopted the same political strategy as the Tories: 

acquiescing to administrative devolution to satisfy home rule demands without 

adversely impacting its electoral dominance in Wales. With the establishment of the 

Welsh Office in 1964, aspirations for more autonomy appeared to be satisfied. By the 

mid-1960s, the political landscape appeared relatively stable, especially for the Labor 

Party, for it had been returned to power under Harold Wilson after a long decade in the 

opposition. Also, Labor maintained its monopoly of power in Wales and had since seen 

its fortunes improve in Scotland, for it had replaced the Conservatives as the dominant 

party by the 1960s.  

Therefore, both parties adopted administrative devolution as a political response 

to periodic outbursts of nationalist demands for some form of home rule. This strategy 

proved adequate in satisfying nationalist demands while never negatively influencing 

either party’s electoral position. However, the nationalist movements in Scotland and 

Wales adopted a new strategy; they no longer operated as a special interest or cultural 

group by imposing its demands on the political process. By the post-World War II 

period, both groups entered the electoral process, directly challenging the two major 

parties at the polls. Initially, their efforts proved futile and posed little threat to either 

party, but by the 1960s, they directly threatened the electoral fortunes of Labor in Wales 

and both parties in Scotland, winning by-elections in both regions. Although the two 
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major parties lost only a couple of constituencies and, on the surface, the threat still 

appeared minimal, they took notice of this turn of events. As the early losses were in 

Labor constituencies, a rather reluctant Labor government under Wilson was forced to 

initiate a commission to study the issue; in the meantime, the problem would perhaps 

disappear.  

Even the Tories under Ed Heath recognized the rising tide of nationalist demand 

in Scotland; accordingly, his Declaration of Perth speech argued for an elected 

assembly in Scotland. In the early 1970s, his government finally released the 

constitutional commission’s report, which recommended elected assemblies for both 

regions. Although it did not lead to any active legislative agenda, the report itself gave 

legitimacy to nationalist demands and indirectly helped legitimize the message the 

nationalists had been vocalizing for years. These boosts to nationalist confidence all 

occurred when both parties’ electoral bases believed they were unable to rectify the 

worsening economic situation in Britain. Heath was unable to control the unions, whom 

the Tories blamed for the problem, and Labor lacked the resolve to further the socialist 

agenda of the unions. 

Therefore, by the February 1974 parliamentary election, frustrated voters viewed 

the national parties in Scotland and Wales as viable alternatives; indeed, the SNP and 

Plaid Cymru enjoyed significant electoral victories. Both parties now threatened the 

electoral prospects of Labor and the Conservatives, for neither party won a majority, 

and Wilson was forced to form a minority government that would later achieve a razor-

thin majority in the October 1974 election. More importantly, Wilson understood the 

depth of the threat when he realized that the Scottish nationalists ran second in over 
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thirty Labor constituencies in Scotland. The party manifesto for the October election had 

stated that it would give Scotland an elected legislative body; this promise did not 

appear in the February election manifesto because the extent of the nationalist threat 

was not clear from the February election results. Finally, as Labor’s thin majority 

evaporated, devolution legislation became an offering designed to keep the party in 

power. 

Labor reluctantly placed devolution on its agenda to mitigate rising nationalist 

discontent and later implemented it to save a dying government. Interested only in 

political expediency, leadership managed the legislation in a haphazard manner and 

failed to insure that it had the wholehearted support of its backbenchers. Labor 

exemplified exactly how a government should not promote a bill, a mistake it would 

eventually redeem as it successfully managed and passed devolution legislation 

through the 1997-1998 parliamentary session. 

Finally, the Scottish and Welsh Offices, initially a successful strategy for taming 

regional concerns about the uniqueness of the problems facing Scottish and Welsh 

communities, were eventually viewed as tools through which a highly unpopular central 

government in London could wield its power. This disconnect between the political will 

of the community and the political party that dominated the regional administrative 

apparatus turned these offices into political liabilities. Complaints of a democratic deficit 

emerged because these organizations could no longer be held accountable by the 

actual communities they governed. This discontent was exasperated in Scotland when 

the central government used the Scottish Office to implement the highly unpopular poll 

tax. The frustration level of the Scottish electorate generated a large civil disobedience 
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movement, organized and promoted by the SNP, to boycott the tax. In Wales, a similar 

event occurred when the Tory-dominated central government, lacking established 

Welsh MPs, appointed English MPs to the Secretary of State for Wales, creating the 

image of an insensitive and arrogant government that had no concern for the Welsh 

community. These appointments received widespread press during the tenure of John 

Redwood, who was portrayed as looking down on the Welsh. This negative view was 

coupled with the view that the unelected quangos, used to administer many programs in 

Wales, were packed with Tory political hacks appointed by the English Secretaries of 

State. Again, vocal complaints of a democratic deficit and a government that could be 

held accountable reverberated. Political expediency necessitated placing devolution on 

the agenda, and the government attempted, however halfheartedly, to give the issue 

legitimacy. Consequently, an administrative apparatus designed to placate regional 

sensitivities began to look like a tool through which an unrepresentative central 

government could indiscriminately impose its political will.  

The second dimension of Liebermann’s (2002) model emphasizes the 

organizational environment; in the current study, this dimension is represented by the 

Labor Party. Without some fundamental changes within Labor, devolution would have 

remained a nationalist war cry and never been implemented. The Liberal Party later 

recognized that any devolution legislation with a chance to pass Parliament would 

require the support of one of the major parties, and it assumed that the Conservatives 

would always be against it. Labor was fundamentally socialist after 1918 and pursued 

the explicit agenda demanded by its leadership and electoral following. However, by the 

late 1950s, its socialist agenda had been questioned, particularly the now famous 
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Clause IV of the 1918 Labor Party Constitution: public ownership of the economic 

means of production. The new leader Gaitskell recognized that capitalism was no longer 

the evil institution of the inter-war years. He understood that a mixed economy was 

capable of delivering economic fairness, as West Germany had begun to demonstrate. 

He believed government could manage the economy in order to permit the private 

sector to operate alongside the public sector and provide Britain a vibrant economy to 

the benefit of all. However, he recognized the need to adopt more business-friendly 

policies if the party wanted the private sector to cooperate. 

Therefore, Gaitskell attempted to revise the party’s manifesto in the late 1950s 

but encountered deep resistance among the trade unions and the more ideological 

activists of the party. Although he initiated a debate about the relevance of Clause IV, 

he was unable to push the membership to accept a more pragmatic approach to 

economic policy and abandon what was seen as the party’s ideological core. 

Unfortunately, Gaitskell passed away a few years later. When the party, under Harold 

Wilson, achieved power in the 1960s and later in the 1970s, despite his party-line 

rhetoric about socialism, he adopted much more pragmatic economic policies, which 

angered the unions and the activists. His successor, James Callaghan, continued this 

approach to economic policy and even convinced the unions to sign a social contract 

that controlled wage increases and limited strike actions. Eventually, the unions revolted 

against such policies and unilaterally initiated strikes demanding higher wages. These 

events brought the country to an economic standstill. The Labor government had to call 

an election and lost to Thatcher and the Tories, ushering in a long period of Tory 

dominance. 
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In response, the Labor left, represented by unions and the ideological activists, 

called for internal party reforms that would limit the influence of the Parliamentary Labor 

Party . For example, they demanded that an electoral college elect the leader so that he 

would be held accountable to the membership, not the Parliamentary Labor Party, and, 

therefore, would be less likely to support economic policies that seemed contrary to a 

socialist economic agenda. They also implemented constituency reselection, again to 

guarantee that candidates for Parliament would stick to the party line. This schism 

within the party became so bitter that it eventually led a small group from the party’s 

right to resign and create a social democratic party, which eventually merged with the 

Liberal Party. 

The conflict between the left and the right within the Labor Party would lead to a 

change in leadership after the 1979 election and a number of reforms favored by the 

left. Michael Foot, an outspoken member of the party left, became leader. The party 

was soon dominated by its left wing, who promoted a more radical socialist agenda. 

Subsequently, the party lost the 1983 parliamentary election in its worst defeat since the 

beginning of the twentieth century; in fact, it was almost regulated to third-party status 

behind the Social Democratic and Liberal Party coalition. After this disaster, Michael 

Foot resigned, and the party elected Neil Kinnock, a former backbencher who had been 

a member of the left. But he would attempt to modernize the party campaign apparatus 

and challenge the left both nationally and locally in order to reverse the public’s negative 

view of the party and its ability to govern.  

Kinnock essentially had two goals to achieve in order to make the party a viable 

alternative to Tory rule. The first was to fend off the left, which was now dominated by 
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Marxist ideologues and the more radical elements of the trade unions, and its influence 

over the party. Second, the party’s campaign apparatus was antiquated, a result of (a) 

previous failures of the party to understand the influence of television and (b) a luddite 

attitude toward more professional and scientific campaign methods. However, regaining 

control from the left would prove to be a formidable task, for it would reopen wounds 

from previous struggles, potentially worsen the party’s image, and ruin its chances to 

portray itself as a party capable of governing.  

By the late 1980s, the party had clearly improved its campaign organization, the 

1987 election results notwithstanding, and had successfully reestablished itself as the 

second alternative. By the 1992 campaign, the party had clearly recovered from its 

internal struggle, having subdued the radical left, and the unions had tarnished their 

own image and influence as a result of the failed 1984-85 miners’ strike. Unfortunately 

for Labor, the Tories replaced Margaret Thatcher with John Major, removing Kinnock’s 

election advantage. The loss, its fourth defeat since 1979, was devastating to Labor. 

Despite two election defeats, Kinnock had accomplished two critical tasks: restoring 

control of the party to a more moderate leadership and modernizing the party’s 

campaign infrastructure. These accomplishments set the table for a generation of new 

leadership who would complete the rebirth of the party in the 1990s. 

John Smith assumed leadership of the party in 1992 after Kinnock’s resignation, 

but his tenure would last only two years as a result of his premature death. Tony Blair 

followed and would continue the battle initially started by Gaitskell in the 1950s. Blair, as 

did Clinton with the Democratic Party, moved his party further to the center and 

embraced the market capitalism that had been championed by Thatcher. And in order to 
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convince the electorate that “New Labour” was real, he successfully removed the 

socialist reference from Clause IV. He further modernized the party’s campaign 

structure, embracing even the media, which he recognized would help revamp Labor’s 

image and promote its telegenic young leader. These internal transformations would 

make victory possible, and Labor had to regain power before devolution could ever 

become a political reality. In addition, Blair did not promote devolution as a single policy 

course; it was part of a potential constitutional reform package designed to bring the 

United Kingdom into the twenty-first century. 

Now that Labor no longer pursued a purely socialist economic agenda, economic 

centralization was no longer necessary; therefore, devolution was no longer a threat. 

Finally, placed in the context of constitutional reform or modernization of the state, 

devolution was not portrayed as part of a nationalist agenda but as a policy that would 

democratize the state, along with abolishing hereditary peers in the House of Lords, 

restoring a city of London Council, and establishing the freedom of information act. This 

group of policies made government more transparent and more responsive to its 

citizens. 

The third dimension of disorder is the cultural or ideological environment; in the 

current study, this dimension is represented by the growing sense of Scottish and 

Welsh identity that placed demands on the central authority for some form of home rule. 

The failure of devolution in 1979 was the third critical juncture because it shaped the 

structure and level of support for a new demand for devolution. After this failure, the 

issue appeared to be dead in Wales and on life support in Scotland; however, in 

Scotland, a small group began a long process to regenerate demands for home rule, an 
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effort that evolved into the Covenant Movement. Similar attempts occurred in Wales, but 

they did not attract the same widespread support. In Scotland, the revitalized home rule 

movement was popular because Scottish identity exerted a unifying force, and because 

the referendum had passed, devolution appeared to have been wrongfully denied the 

Scottish people. In Wales, it was overwhelmingly defeated because it was tied to a 

nationalist agenda; in addition, Welsh identity was actually divisive because of language 

differences. 

The Covenant Movement in Scotland was a decade-long push to organize a 

grassroots movement for devolution; it eventually gained legitimacy when the Labor 

Party and the Liberal Democrat Party established cross-party cooperation on the issue. 

They dominated the agenda and what would become the basic demands in the Claim of 

Right produced through the movement. This task was easily accomplished once the 

SNP decided not to participate; the two parties could then guide the agenda to the 

satisfaction of its members and later, at the national level, present the devolution issue 

as part of an overall constitutional reform package to bring Britain into the twenty-first 

century. This demand for home rule was further reinforced by the long period of Tory 

rule, which did not reflect the political aspirations of the Scots themselves. The central 

authority in London was clearly an English government run by an English party that 

possessed little legitimacy in the eyes of most Scottish voters. For example, in what 

became known as the Doomsday scenario, Labor would win in Scotland, but the region 

would still be governed by a party who had only won re-election by victory in England.  

For Wales, the situation was different from Scotland. First, no mass movement 

appeared, and the Welsh Labor Party did not adopt devolution as a legitimate policy 
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proposal, having soundly rejected the referendum of 1979. And because of the 

language issue, Welsh identity was a more divisive than unifying force in the region. 

Indeed, a cultural revival was necessary to reinvent Welsh identity. In the 1980s, the 

revival included the establishment of a Welsh BBC network, the promotion of Welsh 

history and culture in the educational curriculum through the university level, and the 

urbanization of a Welsh-speaking  middle class, helped along by the expansion of the 

Welsh Office in Cardiff. All these factors helped to promote a more unified Welsh 

identity, at a time when Tory influence was beginning to shrink in Wales. In addition, this 

developing identity began to conflict with the appointment of Welsh Secretaries who 

represented English constituencies. The Welsh community also recognized that these 

secretaries appointed Tory political hacks to quango boards. They had the power to 

distribute large sums of the annual Welsh budget but were not accountable to the Welsh 

electorate. In addition, the arrogance of John Redwood as Secretary and the scandals 

surrounding some of the quango board members at the end of the decade further 

alienated the electorate and generated vocal complaints about a democratic deficit. 

Consequently, voters began to believe that home rule might be a viable alternative to 

their present political situation, for a regional assembly elected by the voters could 

protect them from unpopular policies of the central government. The Labor Party, led by 

the anti-devolutionist Kinnock, recognized the frustration of the Welsh and Scottish with 

London rule and included in their 1992 election manifesto a promise to establish 

assemblies for both regions.  

By the time Tony Blair became the Labor Party leader in 1994, dissatisfaction in 

both Wales and Scotland was high; they viewed the central government, dominated by 
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the Tories, as illegitimate because it did not reflect the political views of the majority of 

the electorate. An examination of electoral results in Scotland and Wales shows that the 

Tories, in the general election of 1992, lost 50% of their constituencies in Scotland and 

60% in Wales since 1979. In fact, the Scottish National Party won 22% of the vote share 

in 1992, only 3 points behind the Tories. Finally, in 1997 the Tories were literally wiped 

out in both regions, having failed to win even one parliamentary constituency and 

winning only 17.5% of the vote in Scotland (placing third behind the SNP) and 19.6% in 

Wales (Tetteh, 2008, 14-15). 

Based on the dimensions of disorder model, electoral incentive motivated Labor 

to acknowledge the threat of the national movements in Scotland and Wales. In its 

pursuit of political expediency, its first course was to establish a commission to study 

devolution, which had the unintended consequence of placing it on the agenda as 

legitimate policy. Wilson clearly hoped the issue would simply go away, but it persisted. 

In addition, the election results of 1974 placed the party in a predicament; they had to 

initiate the legislation in order to survive as a government. Unfortunately, the leadership 

left the writing of the legislation to the bureaucrats, who produced an ill-conceived bill 

that had never been thoroughly discussed within the party. Therefore, Labor was 

committed to a policy it disliked and a referendum process that almost assured its 

failure, but this third critical juncture set in motion the shape and process of the last leg 

of the devolution saga. As a result, the Labor government fell, devolution died in Wales, 

and the Scots felt they had been denied a legitimate outcome. Later, a grassroots and 

eventually cross-party movement would revive the cause. 



 
 

296 

Meanwhile, the Labor Party had suffered four consecutive electoral defeats, 

which created incentive to revitalize itself and change its message to move closer to the 

voters whose priorities had changed since the 1940s and 1950s. This process was 

started by Neil Kinnock and completed by Tony Blair with the advent of “New Labour.” 

As the party embraced Thatcher’s market capitalism, it still argued that government 

should assist the needy, but it couched this principle in the terms “social justice” and 

“democratization.” In turn, the party could promote devolution within a larger context of 

constitutional reform. This promotion was reinforced by Blair’s ability to establish an 

agreement with the Liberal-Democratic Party that allowed him to maneuver his party to 

the center without a political fight. This arrangement naturally fit the ideal of 

democratization and assured that devolution would not be view simply as a nationalistic 

aspiration. Instead, devolution was a future safeguard against a highly centralized state; 

the Welsh and Scottish Offices had failed to achieve this status because they became 

little more than instruments of the center. With no desire to re-establish a centralized 

economy, Labor could embrace a decentralized state, especially in the context of 

constitutional reform and the principle of social justice. 

Finally, the unifying force of national identity kept devolution alive in Scotland and 

generated a national debate that embraced all segments of Scottish society. The 

actions of the Tories at the time further demonstrated the need of home rule and 

provided additional impetus for the movement. In Wales, a movement did not occur, but 

the behavior of the Welsh Office and its control of the quangos demonstrated a need for 

another layer of government that could shield the region from an out-of-touch central 

authority. In the end, the personal drive of Ron Davies, as the Labor Shadow Secretary 
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of State for Wales and later as minister, pushed and pulled Wales to establish, by a very 

narrow margin, its own assembly. 

Electoral necessity placed devolution on the agenda and legitimized it, but it 

could only be implemented by one of the two major political parties. At the same time, 

the party that could achieve such a result would first have to change in such a way that 

devolution was no longer viewed as a threat to its long-term policy goals. Finally, 

national identity was the glue that unified Scotland and kept a defeated policy alive. 

Although identity had been divisive in Wales, by the 1980s, the Tory government’s 

attitude toward the Welsh had likely accelerated a more unified front or at least made 

the people in the region more clearly see their enemy in London. In the end, three 

separate circles operated independently, but due to electoral changes, structural 

changes in society, and chance circumstances, these circles finally overlapped to make 

what had been a latent issue before the 1960s a fully implemented reality. 

The analytical model examined here allows us to draw some clear conclusions 

about the stages of devolution. The first part of the model analyzed the path 

dependency approach in order to draw attention to the way historical causation, as 

discussed in the introduction of this study, shows that particular institutional 

arrangements have a tendency to reinforce themselves and resist alteration, generating 

a self-reinforcing dynamic (Pierson, 2004). Path dependency analysis suggests that 

early events can push particular aspects of a political system onto a distinct path that is 

reinforced over time. It permits an examination of the temporal context and the long-

term processes usually ignored by theories of actor-centered functionalism, such as 

rational choice. Path dependency helps identify these long-term processes, and critical 
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junctures provides the focus needed to discover how initial political or social events 

occurring at one point in time reproduce themselves later. 

According to Collier and Collier (1991), there are three components of a critical 

juncture. First, it must mark a significant change; second, the change has to have taken 

place in “distinct ways in different cases”; third, the explanatory hypothesis about its 

consequences must produce a specific legacy (p. 30). Following this description, this 

study identified the process by which each of the Celtic regions was incorporated into 

the British state as the first critical juncture. First, each event was the significant 

culmination of a long process of conquest and domination by a much more powerful 

state: England. Second, the process of incorporation was distinct in each of the different 

regions. Finally, the legacy of that process laid the foundation for a residual national 

identity that would perceive the new political arrangement as either productive or 

disadvantageous and later determine whether a particular form of devolution satisfied 

future problems of governance. 

For Scotland, incorporation into the British state was a long and incremental 

process. First, Scotland had been a united kingdom at the time of the Norman invasion 

of England. However, early on, the Scottish kings recognized the power of the Anglo-

Normans and paid homage to its king. The Scots also recognized the economic model 

the Normans introduced to England and willingly permitted their entry into the kingdom, 

allowing the Scots to replicate a similar economic model. By the end of the thirteenth 

century, the lowlands had been Anglicized and had a social-economic structure similar 

to England’s. However, tensions between the two kingdoms persisted for centuries as 

England attempted to dominate its northern neighbor through force or establish dynastic 
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unification through marriage. After decades of struggle between the two kingdoms, both 

England and Scotland embraced the Reformation and became Protestant states, but 

under different circumstances and for different reasons. By 1603, the kingdoms were 

united when the two crowns joined under the same monarch, James I. However, the 

turbulent seventeenth century witnessed a brutal civil war that impacted all regions of 

Great Britain and Ireland. By the end of the century, Britain began to experience 

unprecedented economic growth, accelerated by colonization of the new world. With 

Scotland’s economic success in doubt, Scots saw an opportunity to unite the two 

kingdoms further in order to gain access to English markets and participate in the 

successful colonization of the new world. The result was the Act of Union, which saw 

the Scottish Parliament subsumed into the English Parliament in London. Although 

political control was still dominated by a parliament in London, the treaty allowed the 

Scots to keep their church, education system, and legal structure; the Scots retained a 

limited amount of autonomy, unlike Wales, which was completely assimilated into the 

English state. These surviving elements of their previously independent kingdom 

reinforced and preserved Scottish identity for another two centuries before devolution. 

Retaining these long-standing institutions later helped promote that perception that 

governing Scotland was different from governing England. This perception led to calls 

for devolution when the parliament in London was clearly unable to understand the 

unique problems confronting Scotland and lacked the institutional resources to devote 

the time and energy to them. 

On the other hand, the way Ireland was conquered and colonized before 

incorporation clearly dictated a sense of identity that was confrontational in its 
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perception of the English state. This conflict was reinforced by a sectarian difference 

among the majority of the Irish people. Finally, the incorporation was viewed more or 

less as an annexation, for the region was still essentially treated like a colony instead of 

a partner in a mutually beneficial arrangement, as Wales and Scotland had been. 

Therefore, devolution or home rule was never an acceptable solution; it was seen as 

merely another institutionalized form of colonization, making independence or 

separation the only acceptable alternative. 

When a national revival emerged in the nineteenth century in both Scotland and 

Wales, it occurred after relatively peaceful transitions into the English state, which had 

been embedded for centuries. In Scotland, the demand for some form of regional 

autonomy was acceptable, for the partnership with England had proved beneficial 

enough over time to make separation unlikely. However, in Wales, the national revival 

was not a unifying movement; rather, it was centered on the Welsh language and 

occurred at a time when the lower classes were being Anglicized by the industrialization 

of south Wales and a public education system focused on establishing English literacy 

had been introduced to the Principality. In both regions, the result was a second critical 

juncture. In Scotland, the national revival was pacified with the introduction of 

administrative devolution in 1886. Wales experienced a similar policy offer, but not for 

another seventy years, for the national revival was limited and did not place great 

political pressure upon the central authority. In fact, administrative devolution was 

introduced primarily as a political expediency to improve bureaucratic efficiency, for the 

Tories had already introduced a limited form of it, and Labor felt obligated to improve 

upon the initial offering. Later, both institutions became advocates for their regions in 
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London and essentially self-reinforcing expressions of devolution. Any future 

improvements in governance of the regions would build upon the already established 

structures. 

At this point, the second part of the model enters the analysis, using the 

dimensions of disorder to examine how the administratively devolved structures became 

the starting point for a policy initiative to placate the Nationalist threat to Labor from the 

1960s to the present day. This part of the analysis demonstrates how the multiple 

political orders pulled and clashed, producing a policy outcome that had really never 

been the intent of the Labor Party in the 1960s. Labor’s original implementation of a 

royal commission was to make the problem disappear. However, the unintended 

consequences were to legitimize the unwanted policy just at a time when the Nationalist 

parties were starting to enjoy some electoral success. The result was to push the Labor 

Party to add devolution to their election manifesto in order to stave off a Nationalist 

onslaught in the following election. Unfortunately, the strategy failed, but the party was 

now committed to the policy. And as the Labor government’s hold on political power 

was tentative, the party was forced to introduce a bill to retain the parliamentary support 

of the Nationalists and the Liberals. However, because the leadership lacked any 

enthusiasm for the bill, it painfully worked through the legislative process and was 

forced to accept a referendum in order to maintain the support of its own backbenchers. 

Therefore, they backed a piece of legislation that, to be passed, had to contain a fail-

safe mechanism that would cause it to fail later. However, the referendum campaign set 

the stage for a future political landscape that would determine whether the demand for 
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expanded devolution would emerge. Thus, this study recognizes the referendum 

campaign and its outcome in both regions as a third critical juncture. 

The campaign witnessed elements of cross-party cooperation but on a limited 

scale in Scotland and not at all in Wales. In fact, in Scotland, the “No” campaign even 

utilized the argument, not that a Scottish Assembly was wrong but that the present 

proposal was inadequate or that the Tories could offer a better package. Indeed, there 

was extensive support for such an arrangement because the proposal itself was not 

demonized, as it had been in Wales, but was framed as inadequate or not worthy 

enough for Scotland. And when the referendum actually passed, but fell short of the 

Cunningham requirement, it created a sense of resentment that the will of the majority 

had been denied. In Wales, the referendum was defeated outright by an overwhelming 

majority, even being defeated in the predominantly Welsh-speaking communities. 

These particular outcomes determined whether a future demand for home rule 

would emerge and the structure the movement would take to press its demands. In 

Scotland, because of the prevailing belief that home rule had been stolen against the 

will of the majority, an immediate grassroots movement emerged to initiate a new 

organization that would demand home rule for Scotland. This movement started slow 

but eventually grew using a grassroots approach and finally enlisted the support of the 

Liberal-Democratic and the Scottish Labor Parties. This spirit of support and 

cooperation eventually produced a blueprint that would be incorporated into the actual 

legislation in 1997. Whereas Scotland’s movement was a bottom-up approach, Wales 

experienced no such demand, for most thought the issue was dead as a result of the 

referendum’s definitive outcome. Therefore, John Smith promoted home rule for Wales 
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in order to diminish the belief if it was only implemented in Scotland it would appear to 

many as essentially a path to independence and nothing more. Therefore, the entire 

process in Wales followed a top-down approach to generate support first in a reluctant 

Welsh Labor Party and later a skeptical public. This assertion is particularly supported 

by the voting results in the 1997 referendum. Scotland’s passed with a clear majority, 

which would even have passed under the old Cunningham formula, and it did so with 

even an additional question asking voters to give it the power to levy additional taxes. In 

Wales, it barely passed and only after the last county had reported its vote tally in the 

early hours of the morning. 

Last, in light of the changes within the Labor Party and the ascension of Tony 

Blair to leadership, the electoral incentive was paramount. Labor’s decision to update its 

structure and message to wage a modern political campaign in a world now dominated 

by the television media was imperative. Started by Kinnock and completed by Blair, this 

modernization was essential in a world of fading party loyalties and growing 

dealignment in the British electorate. Along with modernization, the Labor Party had to 

move itself to the center on many issues and to convince the electorate that it was 

competent to govern. Blair understood this problem completely and had a plan to 

accomplish this exact goal. 

First, he had to change the party’s image as a socialist party; he achieved this 

goal by changing its constitution, especially Clause IV, and by moving it to the political 

center on a number of issues. For instance, he stole the issue of crime from the Tories 

by talking hard on criminals and tough on its causes. As a result, the party could still 

support policies that were originally a part of the social welfare state, but framed now as 
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components of “social justice.” He also talked of modernizing the governmental 

structures by bringing them into the 21st century. By bundling reforms, such as 

devolution, with democratization and constitutional reform, he presented them as 

attempts to improve accountability, transparency, and efficiency. The emphasis on 

efficiency was couched in terms of delivery, playing to the consumer idea that services 

were now products available to a discriminating consumer. However, the most important 

part of the strategy was to enlist the support of the Liberal-Democrats who occupied the 

political center and, in procuring agreement with them, validate their own image as a 

responsible party through association. And the carrot he used to enlist their support was 

constitutional change, particularly electoral reform. 

In the end, he used constitutional change, and devolution in particular, to 

enhance the party’s credibility as a government and to deliver on promises the party 

made. Although he was not very keen personally on devolution, by quickly implementing 

the most fundamental constitutional change since the Great Reform Act 1832, a change 

that Labor had failed to deliver in 1979 and the Liberal Party had failed to achieve in the 

1880s and 1890s, he enhanced the party’s credibility and clearly demonstrated that it 

possessed the competence to govern effectively. The referendum in 1997 and 

eventually the actual legislation showed that they had clearly learned from failures in the 

1970s and had managed a flawless process. 

The first part of the model analyzed the historical causation that shaped the 

political landscape and determined the direction in which it would evolve over an 

extended period of time. The incorporation process did not establish devolution as a 

future policy, but it predetermined the residual level of national identity that would 
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establish the political divisions over devolution and its capacity to placate demands for 

political autonomy. Once devolution was offered as a policy direction and established in 

its initial form, the opportunity cost of meeting similar demands for autonomy in the 

future was lower. That is, subsequent institutional changes would build on already 

established structures. In Scotland, where a secretary is established originally, the 

institution later expanded to meet the growing demands of governing, particularly when 

the desire for more attention or autonomy were made known to the government. This 

expansion was done in a layered fashion, following Schickler’s (2001) theory of 

disjointed pluralism: as each competing interest places its demands on the system, that 

interest gets layered onto the already prevailing structure. Thus, by the 1970s, a very 

robust bureaucratic structure was in place in both regions to meet the prevailing needs 

of its respective communities. 

By the 1960s, administrative devolution was alive and satisfying the concerns of 

most citizens. However, the political landscape had changed, and the dynamics of the 

macroeconomic structure were influencing those changes and realigning political 

cleavages, particularly in Wales and Scotland. The second part of the model helps 

explain why devolution reappeared as a significant issue. The choices made within the 

micro-structure of Parliament in order to sustain political power unleashed forces that 

later demanded macro-institutional changes in the current political arrangement. 

Decisions made for short-term gain had the unintended consequence of propelling 

demands for long-term political change that the actual policy setters never really 

wanted. Therefore, a long, sometimes incoherent, movement towards devolution 

refused to follow a straight line to its completion; rather, it twisted and wound down a 
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narrow path to its end, which is really no end at all but a still-evolving narrative in the 

present. 
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