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Oxford don Nigel Biggar says the 2014 referendum led him to reassess the benefits of the Union
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Academics have voiced concern about the “faltering inarticulacy” of unionists in

explaining the benefits of the United Kingdom.

To help launch These Islands, a pro-UK think tank advancing “the moral,

multicultural and economic case” for the Union in the 21st century, Oxford don

Nigel Biggar warned against Scottish independence as a solution for those north of

the border opposed to Brexit.

The regius professor of moral and pastoral theology said: “To enter upon the risks

of divorce for grievances that are trivial, temporary and in the past would be

reckless and imprudent and therefore morally wrong.”

Pointing out that Scotland exports four times more to the rest of the UK than it

does to the rest of the EU, Biggar said: “One of the most dismaying features of the

campaign leading up to the September 2014 referendum on Scottish independence

was the faltering inarticulacy of unionists in explaining what the United Kingdom

is good for, and therefore why some kinds of independence would be bad for

everyone, including the Scots.

“In retrospect, this was a symptom, not of the Union’s intellectual bankruptcy, but

of the natural di�culty of describing the very ground upon which we have long
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been standing.

“One of the benefits of the referendum was that it provoked unionists like me to

lift up our feet, look down, and contemplate what it is that supports us. What I

discovered is that the UK is good for three things: the greater external security of

liberal democracy, a depth of multinational solidarity of which the EU can still only

dream, and the upholding of a humane international order. All of that will remain

true, whether or not Brexit comes to pass.”

The group’s council includes historian Tom Holland, broadcaster Dan Snow, the

vice-chancellor of Oxford university, Louise Richardson, and former Labour MP

Brian Wilson.

Holland says the initiative was born out of frustration with the negative

campaigning by Union forces in 2014. He was jealous of the “giddy optimism” of

the “yes” campaign.

Kevin Hague, a blogger, businessman and founder of the initiative, said the group

wanted to engage the whole of the UK in the debate.

He plans to publish briefings to capture public imagination. “All of these papers

will be peer-reviewed, rehearsed and refined,” he said.
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HarperLady 19 hours ago

Philip PM 20 hours ago

 

Biggar is correct, but please, simple words so that the nationalists can understand.

 

Thank-you.

Recommend Reply

The three things that Biggar says that the UK is good for don't particularly grab me and, from

an English point of view, I doubt would be much di�erent if the union didn't exist.  Biggar

fails to mention two things that were, I believe, major factors for the creation of the union in

the first place.  The first of these is defence.  Defending the island of Britain is a much easier

job than defending part of the island.  The second is economics.  Scotland needed and wanted

to trade with England and the English colonies.  No colonies anymore but trade across the

border is still important to both countries but probably not as essential as it was in the early

1700s. 

1 Recommend Reply

Peter Wright 15 hours ago

@HarperLady

The Union came about because the Darien Scheme, a Ponzi scheme by modern

classification, bankrupted Scotland taking 30% of its economy away. It was badly

conceived, managed and executed requiring the now rUK to bail it out. Had we voted

"yes" in 2014 we would already be back knocking at the door with the Barnett

formula retracted and oil at permanently low levels.

Recommend Reply

This all sounds like a private Scottish spoiling fight between supporters of the SNP and their

detractors. As a typical British mongrel with a mixture of Welsh, Scottish and English blood,
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I'm a strong supporter of our British union. 

 

I was born in England and have lived here all my life, most recently down in the west country.

However, I believe that the infusion of identity from all four countries in the union has

enhanced our common life enormously, and it would be to our great detriment to consider

tearing the union apart now in pursuit of narrow sectarian self-interest. 

 

It is an unfortunate fact of history that England has dominated these islands over the

centuries but, given its relative size in both geographical and population terms, this was

bound to be so. Insults can be piled on injuries on both sides of Hadrian's Wall, but they do

little to contribute to a constructive plan for our longer term future together. For every

complaint that the English have despoiled and abused the Scots, the riposte can be made that

England spent much of its time and energy over several centuries in protecting and

defending itself from a continuous wave of alliances between Scotland and France aimed at

toppling governments in London and imposing their will on their English neighbours.

 

So all four countries bear their wounds of grievance and distrust, but this should not compel

us to abandon all reason and let the desires of the night dominate our future thinking. The

devolution project has clearly not succeeded, given the strong feelings of local nationalism in

all three smaller countries, while the English are increasingly feeling that they've lost all

sense of English identity, and are permanently cast in the role of stage villain as the

representative of all that's wrong with being British.

 

My own recommended solution, which seems to be finding growing support elsewhere, is

that the time has come to end these debilitating arguments over splitting up and sulking o�

into our respective funk-holes, by replacing our increasingly centralised unitary state with a

proper scheme of federation, in which each of the four countries will enjoy full home rule,

while working together with the others in common areas such as defence, foreign a�airs and

the currency through a federal administration and assembly in London.
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Paul Saunders 1 day ago

That would allow each country freedom to get on with tackling its own local problems in its
own best way, without giving rise to even more conflict every time it did something which
caused problems elsewhere. There will be plenty of naysayers to sneer that such an approach
is too idealistic to succeed, but unless we try it, we shall never know. Far better to do that
anyway, rather than just sit on our haunches and whinge.

Recommend Reply

Jonathan Story 15 hours ago

@Philip PM It is not an unfortunate act of history. It is not a fact at all. The influence
of Scots, Irish and Welsh on the UK has been enormous: take a small sample. Lloyd
George;  Jim Callaghan; Gordon Brown; You can quibble about their policies. But less
so about their importance.

Recommend Reply

I am unconvinced that the English element of the Union is protective of liberal democracy
now nor is multiculturalism a value held dear in pro Brexit England. With 92% of leave voters
willing to sacrifice the Union for Brexit, where does Scotland fit in the new sovereign UK,
irrespective of voting to remain. The political values underlining both countries are becoming
so evidently polarised I cannot see a continuation being of value to either. Let's go our own
ways whilst we are still friends.

2 Recommend Reply

Michael Doughty 23 hours ago

I don’t think that multiculturalism is held dear by a majority of ordinary Scots.
If we must have immigration then people want integration not multiculturalism.

2 Recommend Reply
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Robin St.Clair 1 day ago

Jonathan Story 15 hours ago

Cats Lockhart 22 hours ago

Social surveys have consistently, and recently, shown that the 'social democratic'
values allegedly cherished in Scotland are no more widely held there than in
England. Perhaps Scots are less willing to admit publicly sentiments that they hold
privately.

1 Recommend Reply

@Paul Saunders The political values are indistinguishable. What we have in Scotland
is a cultural war waged by nationalists, often with strong racial overtones, against
"the English".

Recommend Reply

The Regius professor of moral and pastoral theology said: “To enter upon the risks of divorce
for grievances that are trivial, temporary and in the past would be reckless and imprudent
and therefore morally wrong.”
 
What a bogus, self regarding hypocrite Nigel Biggar is. 
 
Try the sixth verse of  the national anthem, or recall that it was (is) British military policy to
sacrifice Scots regiments, before English regiments in conflict situations (along with African,
Indian, Foreign and Colonial troops, in more or less that order).
 
Professor Biggar really beggars belief with his narrow view of the world. I wonder if he is
aware that right up until the Second World War, there were great swathes of Scotland that
were inhabited by folk  for whom joining the British military was anathema, it was sinful, and
those who did lost their place in society.
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There are grievances, ignoring them is not going to make them go away.

2 Recommend Reply

Cats Lockhart 22 hours ago

All you have done is to provide evidence for the truth of what Biggar is saying. And
in very unpleasant, SNP propagandist manner.

2 Recommend Reply

Robin St.Clair 21 hours ago

@Cats Lockhart
 
These issues are NOT in the past, and I'm not an SNP propagandist.
 
The grievances are only trivial to the English, they are permanent, and many are
within living memory. If you find the truth unpleasant, well that is the panglossian
English way. Have you been seduced into soft southern ways?

1 Recommend Reply

Cats Lockhart 20 hours ago

If these grievances are in the present, it’s because the SNP and people like you ensure
that they are. Nationalism is based on grievance. What would you do without it. Your
comment about me isn’t quite as gross as that of thwarted separatists who tell people
like me, who voted NO, to ‘f*** o� back to England’. I was born and educated in
Scotland and have spent all my working life here. But to those who can’t see beyond
their disastrous nationalist project, that makes me a ‘quisling’ and not a ‘true
Scot’(whatever that is). The grievance and victimhood culture nurtured by some
Scots is sickening.

1 Recommend Reply
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Robin St.Clair 20 hours ago

Kevin Hague 19 hours ago

Robin St.Clair 19 hours ago

@Cats Lockhart

An independent Scotland within the EU would be on a sounder economic footing
than it would be in a tetchy union with an unrealistic and delusional post-Brexit
England.

Was it the panglossian English ways you did not like, or suggestion that you, like so
many of us have been to varying degrees, seduced into soft southern ways?

In my own case I use the term to poke ironic fun at myself. 

Recommend Reply

speaking as somebody who takes more than a passing interest in the economics of
this situation, your assertion is not backed up - in fact is directly contradicted by - the
available facts. Note scale and direction of fiscal transfers and 4x importance of rUK
market to Scotland than EU ... then we can talk about currency, costs of separation
etc

1 Recommend Reply

@Kevin Hague

 
If you look at what happens in the rest of Europe with respect to those nations that
have joined contemporaneously or since since the UK entered, and the benefits that
have accrued to them, the situation is not as you paint it.
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Cats Lockhart 18 hours ago

Robin St.Clair 17 hours ago

Further compare the GDP growth of the UK with that of Germany since 2005, and ask

yourself if Scotland would be better o� in a close association within the EU, than

with a catastrophically failing isolated and ever more irrelevant nation.

 

I have no idea how many financial institutions will move from London to Europe, but

an independent Scotland as an EU member would have a considerable attraction for

the predominantly anglophone bankers.

 

1 Recommend Reply

You make a sweeping statement without any attempt to produce evidence - there

isn’t any. Particularly in light of the Catalan crisis, and SNP support for separatists,

there is no guarantee that a separate Scotland would be accepted into the EU - let

alone any time soon. Scotland spends a lot more than it earns. The EU would require

extreme austerity to get its revenue/spend into balance. For a start. Please spare me

pie in the sky nationalist mantras about ‘growth’ or ‘levers’ or ‘natural wealth’. We

NEED the UK.

1 Recommend Reply

@Cats Lockhart
 

You keep mistaking me for a nationalist, which I am not.

 

However, I am a realist with a more than passing acquaintance of how successful

economies are run, and how they are not run. Presently, Britain has incompetent

politicians, and an incompetent civil service. The Treasury, for example, does not

understand how debt should be managed or how the timing of cash flows should be
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David Allen 1 day ago

Jason King 2 days ago

Cats Lockhart 12 hours ago

scheduled and managed. The MOD is as close as dammit to a meltdown, and, well
don't get me started on the NHS, or Infrastructure, or Education, or . . . , or . . .
 
Another economic shock, and a lot of what we presently take for granted will
become "negotiable". 
 
Have you ever wondered why the Scottish and Irish diasporas have prospered as
they have?

1 Recommend Reply

You clearly are totally ignorant about the SNP's mismanagement of devolved
Scotland, for which they are responsible. On the NHS, read Gillian Bowditch in
today's ST. I agree wholeheartedly with her. But the SNP wouldn't.

Recommend Reply

Scotsman plots to keep Union  - at the expense of England and the English nation and the
English taxpayer.

2 Recommend Reply

Julie Ormiston 1 day ago

I don’t think that’s always been the case David
Actually , who really props up the English Nation who as Mark Carney has said -
benefits from the ‘kindness of strangers’

1 Recommend Reply
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'These islands' is a mish mash of British nationalism. They have simultaneously unified
Ireland outside of the UK  as well as ignored Wales. Very poor stu� and reflects badly on the
people behind it (whomever they are). Geography and history are not their strong point 

1 Recommend Reply

Cats Lockhart 22 hours ago

Kevin Hague 19 hours ago

Kevin Hague 19 hours ago

Ah, we can always depend on Jason to pop up and rubbish anything that conflicts
with what his SNP masters propagate. I'm surprised you didn't mention the 'dog food
salesman'.

Recommend Reply

di�cult to “ignore Wales” with Delyth Evans and Prof Rick Rawlings and Prof Russell
Deacon on the advisory council

Recommend Reply

to suggest that this advisory council is weak on “geography and history” is ... well it’s
not smart
http://www.these-islands.co.uk/advisory_council/d3/

Recommend Reply
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