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In the run-up to the independence referendum, a recurring debate 
has broken out once again – the very nature of nationalism. Does it 
represent a narrow and parochial outlook, based on ethnicity and 
history? Or can it be a broader assertion of the commonality of a group 
of people sharing a particular geographic space, something outward-
looking and positive. In August 2013, BBC presenter Andrew Marr, 
who was born in Scotland, voiced concerns about what he saw as a 
“toxic” anti-English feeling at large and at some of the language used 
in the independence debate [Ref: Scotsman]. Scottish writer Alasdair 
Gray caused controversy when, in a recent essay, he drew a distinction 
between what he called English “settlers and colonists” who held 
leading jobs within Scotland, with some claiming this showed an anti-
English attitude [Ref: Express]. On the other hand, many have pointed 
out clear distinctions between the kind of nationalism associated 
with the campaign for Scottish independence and the nationalism 
associated with political parties such as the British National Party – 
contrasting an inclusive and multicultural “civic nationalism” with a 
monocultural and racist nationalism [Ref: Better Nation]. They say that 
fears over anti-English sentiments are overblown, and that the vast 
majority of people in Scotland engage with the debate around the 
independence referendum without engaging in—and free from the fear 
of—Anglophobia [Ref: National Collective]. Indeed there are a number 
of people born in England who live in Scotland who support and actively 
campaign for Scottish independence [Ref: Daily Telegraph].
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Same old nationalisms
For some, the claim that Scottish nationalism can be truly free from 
questions of ethnicity is a hollow one – that despite admirable claims 
to a civic nationalism, there still lies an undercurrent of the idea of a 
Scottish race or people who are unique amongst others. For example, 
they point to the SNP government’s Homecoming events, which 
called for those of Scottish descent living abroad to “come home” 
[Ref: Open Unionism]. This, they say, undermines claims that a sense 
of Scottishness is purely based around those who choose to live and 
work in Scotland. Others claim that there is a focus on the teaching 
of Scottish pre-Union history [Ref: British Future], and there were 
concerns of “brainwashing” at plans to introduce a Scottish studies 
course in schools [Ref: BBC News] (though others saw the proposals 
as rectifying a lack of teaching about Scottish culture and history [Ref: 
Newsnet Scotland]). Others say that the promotion of Gaelic as an 
“oppressed and suppressed” indigenous language is evidence of an 
ethnicised view of Scotland’s past, which fails to take into account the 
diversity of experience in Scotland [Ref: University of Huddersfield]. 
These aspects of a view of ethnic Scottishness remain and so tie 
Scottish nationalism closely with other types of nationalism such as 
British or English nationalism from which the SNP are keen to distance 
themselves. There have also been concerns over anti-English bullying, 
with the former head of the National Theatre of Scotland, Vicky 
Featherstone, claiming she faced criticism of her programmes due to 
her being English [Ref: Scotsman], and claims that there has been in an 
increase in anti-English racism in the run-up to the referendum [Ref: 
Telegraph].

inclusive nationalism
However, others claim that it is a mistake to conflate Scottish 

nationalism with British nationalism. Scottish nationalism is a civic 
nationalism, and has no associations with the racism or jingoism 
that come with other types of nationalism [Ref: National Collective]. 
“Narrow nationalism” doesn’t have to be the case, but rather identities 
can be more inclusive and fluid – with Scottishness being decided 
by those who choose to live in Scotland, rather than by birthplace 
or ethnicity. They rebut claims that the SNP indulge in a narrow 
nationalism by pointing out that they are much less focused on 
immigration as a problem for Scotland than the Westminster parties 
are for the UK and that they have specifically reached out to otherwise 
ethnically defined communities such as Italians and Pakistanis living 
in Scotland. As for Scotland as a whole, the failure of the BNP and of 
UKIP is taken as evidence that, despite claims to the contrary, Scottish 
nationalism has a distinct nature and embraces the multicultural 
societies that the nationalisms promoted by those two parties decry 
[Ref: Wings Over Scotland]. The first non-white and first Muslim MSP in 
the Scottish parliament, Bashir Ahmad, represented the SNP [Ref: BBC 
News]. He was the founder of the group Scots Asians for Independence, 
and famously declared at the SNP’s national conference that “It’s not 
where we came from that’s important, it’s where we’re going together” 
[Ref: Scotsman]. Other nationalist parties in the UK struggle under 
accusations of being extremists [Ref: Spectator]. 

Patriotism and nationalism
Questioning the value of patriotism and nationalism (and the 
differences between the two) is not a new issue, nor one isolated to 
Scotland. Samuel Johnson declared “Patriotism is the last refuge of the 
scoundrel” in 1774 and George Orwell famously looked at the effects 
of nationalism post WWII, when he argued that it lead to people 
behaving or thinking dishonestly, and showed concern over the effects 
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http://www.britishfuture.org/national-conversations/scotland/how-civic-is-the-new-scottishness/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-15093213
http://www.newsnetscotland.com/index.php/scottish-politics/3000-scottish-pupils-to-learn-about-scotland-for-first-time-ever
http://blogs.hud.ac.uk/academics/blog/2012/05/21/how-civic-is-new-scottishness-an-aspiration-or-reality/
http://www.scotsman.com/lifestyle/arts/news/exiting-theatre-boss-vicky-featherstone-suffered-at-hands-of-anti-english-bullies-1-2696829
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/10509480/Row-over-anti-English-racism-link-to-independence-referendum.html
http://nationalcollective.com/2012/08/05/editorial-finally-britain-is-beginning-to-understand-civic-nationalism/
http://wingsoverscotland.com/why-nationalists-arent-racists/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/scotland/7876038.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/scotland/7876038.stm
http://www.scotsman.com/news/obituaries/bashir-ahmad-1-828488
http://www.spectator.co.uk/columnists/matthew-parris/8921021/why-ukip-is-a-party-of-extremists/
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rising nationalism had in Europe [Ref: Notes on Nationalism]. Education 
Secretary Michael Gove recently caused controversy by claiming that 
“Blackadder myths” about WWI “denigrate patriotism” [Ref: Daily 
Mail], leading to him being accused of “point scoring” and offering a 
“simplistic” narrative [Ref: Guardian]. During WWI itself, poet Wilfred 
Owen condemned Roman poet Horace’s lines “Dulce et decorum est 
pro patria mori” as the “old lie” [Ref: War Poetry]. The question of 
patriotism is not isolated to the UK even – for example, countries such 
as the USA often have internal disputes about the effects of patriotism 
[Ref: New York Times]. 

Scottish nationalism is not the only nationalism enjoying increasing 
popularity in Europe today – a recent independence march in 
Edinburgh was also attended by Catalan nationalists (who are also 
looking to hold an independence referendum in the near future), and 
also smaller numbers of Flemish and Venetian nationalists. This need 
not be viewed as an inward turn, but rather a spirit of integration – for 
example, wanting to be part of the EU – which, it is hoped, will act as a 
safeguard against sectarianism [Ref: OneEurope]. This can be compared 
to other nationalisms currently undergoing a resurgence, such as 
the Front National in France and UKIP in the UK. Both have much 
more traditional, isolationist styles of nationalism. UKIP’s popularity 
is insignificant in Scotland however. Leader Nigel Farage, on a recent 
visit to Edinburgh, was hounded by protestors who objected to UKIP’s 
policies [Ref: Independent], and the party’s poor performance in the 
recent Donside by-election was held up as further proof that UKIP style 
nationalism was not welcome in Scotland [Ref: Hope Not Hate]. UKIP’s 
position in Scotland suffered further collapse with the sacking of their 
Scots leader [Ref: Herald]. 

Can nationalism be more than narrow? Is Scottish nationalism truly 
a civic nationalism as has been claimed? Are fears of Anglophobia 
overblown? Does nationalism in Scotland offer an inclusive and 
progressive outlook? Or does nationalism inevitably lead to a closing 
off of minds?
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http://orwell.ru/library/essays/nationalism/english/e_nat
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2532923/Michael-Gove-blasts-Blackadder-myths-First-World-War-spread-television-sit-coms-left-wing-academics.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2532923/Michael-Gove-blasts-Blackadder-myths-First-World-War-spread-television-sit-coms-left-wing-academics.html
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/04/first-world-war-michael-gove-left-bashing-history
http://www.warpoetry.co.uk/owen1.html
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/07/03/is-our-patriotism-moral/
http://one-europe.info/integration-through-separation-catalonia-and-scotland
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/ukip-leader-nigel-farage-hits-back-at-fascist-hecklers-in-edinburgh-pub-8619819.html
http://www.hopenothate.org.uk/ukip/article/2795/scotland-doesnt-want-ukip
http://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/referendum-news/ukip-wiped-out-north-of-the-border-after-its-scots-leader-is-sacked.22833054
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http://www.bettertogether.net/
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