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Abstract 

Engström, Robin (2019). The 2014 Scottish Independence Referendum in Text, 
Image and Thought, Linnaeus University Dissertations No 362/2019, ISBN: 
978-91-88898-86-9 (print), 978-91-88898-87-6 (pdf). 

In 2014, a referendum was held in Scotland in order to decide the country’s 
constitutional future. The referendum was the climax of years of campaigning that 
gave rise to a rich body of political discourse. This compilation thesis attempts to 
show how an independent Scotland was discursively constructed, and how these 
constructions impacted on Scottish identity. The thesis consists of four original 
research papers which employ a number of complementary approaches in order to 
analyse a rich and diverse data set. 

The first article examines how the Scottish government looked at small European 
states in order to construct a vision of a future independent Scotland. This was 
achieved by discursively constructing small states as economically successful and 
democratically progressive and then by emphasizing Scotland’s role as a small 
country. 

The second article analyses the many new metaphorical personifications of 
Scotland, notably as a woman, that appeared during the campaign. The article finds 
that traditional, gendered metaphors were largely reworked in order to function in 
a modern political context. 

The third article maps the central topics and the ideological morphology of 
discourses on Scottish independence produced by the Scottish National Party and 
the intellectual and artistic movement National Collective. Unlike previous 
research, the results of the analysis suggest that these organizations as 
complementary but labels the former politically nationalist and the latter culturally 
nationalist. 

The fourth article analyses image tweets published by the official Yes and No 
campaigns in order to ascertain how the two campaigns legitimated their own 
standpoints and how they delegitimated their opponents online. The analysis finds 
that the Yes campaign balanced between promoting its own visions whilst 
criticizing their opponents, in contrast to the No campaign which almost entirely 
focused on delegitimating its opponents, thus failing to offer alternative visions. 

Collectively, the thesis paints a picture of a diverse independence movement with 
different aims and different rationales for advocating independence. Besides making 
a contribution to the literature on nationalism in general and Scottish nationalism 
in particular, the thesis further integrates the fields of political theory and discourse 
studies. 

Keywords: Cognitive linguistics, ideological morphology, legitimation, metaphor, 
metonymy, nationalism, political discourse, political theory, unionism 
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1. Introduction 

“Should Scotland be an independent country?” That was the question that the 

Scottish electorate had to answer on the 18th of September 2014. The 2014 

Scottish independence referendum was a momentous event in European 

political history and it saw the biggest turn-out of any British general election 

since the introduction of universal suffrage. The referendum was the climax of 

years of campaigning and public deliberation that encouraged Scots and EU 

citizens residing in Scotland to take part in shaping the future of the country, 

whether this meant staying in the union or leaving. 

The referendum was of course not an isolated political event. Scotland was 

once an independent country with its own parliament, a status that it lost in 1707 

with the passing of the Acts of Union. After the Jacobite risings in the mid-

eighteenth century, Scotland seemed to have accepted its place within the union, 

and even thrived as a motor of empire. However, in the late nineteenth century, 

the dormant issue of Scotland’s constitutional status was once again revived by 

the debates over Irish Home Rule and subsequent independence. Since the 

1960s, there has been a gradual increase in support for independence. 

Concomitantly, support for the pro-independence Scottish National Party (SNP) 

has increased, resulting in the SNP taking the reins of power in Scotland in 

2007. The referendum itself was an election pledge made by the SNP, who won 

a majority of the seats in the Scottish Parliament in the 2011 Scottish general 

elections. The terms of the referendum had been set out in the so-called 

Edinburgh Agreement, negotiated with the British Government.  

The result was closer than pollsters had initially predicted: 55% of the 

electorate voted to stay in the union, 45% to leave. More powers have been 

devolved to the Scottish Parliament since then, but at the time of writing, that 

outcome does not seem to have fully settled the issue of Scotland’s 

constitutional status. The confusion surrounding the ongoing separation process 

between Great Britain and the EU has further underlined the fragility of the 

current state of affairs, with the Scottish Government saying that a second 

referendum is still on the table. 

Scotland is a nation without a state. Its constitutional status has both 

fascinated scholars of nationalism whilst also posing a problem to received 

theories concerning what a nation-state is and how nation-states emerged. 

Scholars of nationalism (Gellner, 1983; Ichijo, 2004; Nairn, 1977) have all 

noted that Scotland did not follow the same trajectory of nation-building that 

many other European nation-states did, and that Scotland, unlike large parts of 

Europe, did not see a rise in nationalist sentiment in the nineteenth century. In 

contemporary research, Scotland is frequently grouped together with polities 

such as Catalonia, Quebec and Flanders. i.e. nations that belong to “mature, 
democratic states (rather than empires), in which there is no manifest 
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oppression” and which have “long puzzled political scientists” (Keating & 

McEwen, 2017, p. 1). Keating (1996) has described these polities as post-
nation-states, and further argued that they constitute stateless nations in a post-

sovereign era (Keating, 2001). 

An independent Scotland would not only have been a political construction, 

but a discursive one too. This claim is grounded in Anderson’s (1983) notion of 

imagined communities. National identity and the feeling that we are part of a 

larger community are largely imagined, since, even in relatively small states, it 

is unlikely that we will ever meet all inhabitants, even less get to know them. 

Instead, ideas about national identity and thus the individual’s place in society 

are informed by and organized through discourses, myths and the stories we 

communicate. Discourse is crucial in the routinely proliferation and 

normalization of the nation (Billig, 1995). Wodak et al. (2009) identify 

discourse as the primary means by which visions about a common past and 

future are realized, both seen as essential components of the construction of 

national identity. Emphasizing the role played by storytelling in the 

proliferation of society, Hellström (2016) reminds us that such stories “are not 

innocent speech acts. . . arbitrarily made and innocently reproduced” but rather 

“they inform us of who we are as people” (p. 185). 

How was the concept of independence conveyed to the Scottish electorate 

during the 2014 Scottish independence campaign? Obviously, there are a great 

many ways of answering that question, not least because “the Scottish 

independence campaign” is an umbrella term for a complex nexus involving 

numerous campaigns, actors, parties, organizations and other expressions of 

political participation. For a discourse analyst, it is a rich source of material. 

The complexity and availability of data are mirrored in the present thesis. The 

aim of this thesis is to analyse the discursive construction of independent 

Scotland and its concomitant effect on the construction of Scottish identity, and 

in so doing, illustrate the complex and diverse nature of the Yes campaign. 

This thesis consists of four research papers focusing on different aspects and 

actors. While the individual papers draw on different theoretical frameworks 

and make use of different methods and material, put together, they paint a 

picture of how the independence movement constructed an independent 

Scottish state discursively. The articles showcase the diversity as well as the 

complexity of the independence movement. In so doing they explore an 

objective shared by the activists, parties, campaigns and the then government, 

namely to revitalize and therefore reconceptualize “Scottishness.” Hellström 

(2016) claims that “parties eager to play ‘the nationalist card’. . . need to 

communicate their politics in harmony with popular notions of national 

identity” (p. 16). What this thesis has found is that the referendum was indeed 

framed in terms of Scottishness. However, the referendum was not only the 

means to gain independence, but a process whereby Scotland was reinvented by 

the independence movement as a modern, progressive and successful 
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democracy. Collectively, the research papers show the diversity of this ongoing 

conversation about what Scotland is and can be. 

The research papers all fall within the scope of political discourse studies. 

Besides making a contribution to the literature on the Scottish referendum in 

particular and Scottish nationalism in general, this thesis exemplifies how the 

study of politics and the analysis of discourse benefit from further mutual 

integration. 

This introduction is followed by a summary of the individual research papers 

(section 2). Section 3 situates the referendum politically and historically by 

discussing key concepts in theories of constructing community, and by 

providing a short historiography of key political events leading up to the 

referendum, as well as providing an overview of the different actors involved 

in the campaign. Any serious study of political discourse must be grounded in 

general theories that on the one hand account for what constitutes politics and 

ideology, and on the other hand identify the functions of discourse. Section 4 

discusses the interacting nature of language and ideology by presenting the 

theoretical frameworks that have had the largest influence on the thesis. Section 

5 provides a much needed discussion of politics and discourse as meta-objects 

in political discourse studies and makes a call for further integration. Section 6 

explicates on the mixed methods used in the thesis and tackles ethical questions 

facing the researcher. Finally, section 7 recapitulates the general arguments of 

the thesis but also discusses its limitations in order to suggest further avenues 

of research. 
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2. Summary of the Papers 

The aim of this thesis is reached by focusing on different aspects of the 

referendum and on different actors. In all articles, the focus is on how 

independence is understood and what the implications are for Scottish society. 

2.1 Article 1: The Myth of Successful Small States 

In the debate leading up to the Scottish independence referendum in September 

2014, the relationship between Scotland and the rest of the United Kingdom 

was given considerable attention. However, despite being a salient part of pro-

independence rhetoric, the relationship between Scotland and the rest of the 

world was largely neglected in public debates and academia alike. In its flagship 

publication Scotland’s Future: Your guide to an independent Scotland (2013), 
the SNP-led Scottish Government justified its independence policies. 

Scotland’s Future was also a document intended to motivate and mobilize the 

Scottish electorate to vote for independence. A particularly salient feature of 

this extensive document is the large number of non-UK references, in particular 

to small northern European countries. This article identifies the motivational 

features underpinning the independence rhetoric in Scotland’s Future by 

adopting a framework developed in political philosophy which sees political 

rhetoric as continuously reworking the form and content of political myth 

(Bottici, 2007). The Scottish Government’s development of a political 

mythology of independence is investigated by combining corpus linguistics 

methods and theories of cognitive linguistics applied to discourse (Hart, 2011a, 

2011b, 2013, 2014). This allows for rigorous and systematic mapping of 

rhetorical structures to cognitive processes. This article claims that the main 

motivational feature in Scotland’s Future is the myth of national rebirth. The 

analysis shows that through its discursive construction of small European 

nations, the Scottish Government has taken what has historically been a fiercely 

ethnic nationalistic myth and domesticated it. The end product of this process is 

referred to here as the myth of successful small states. This myth is then used to 

sell the idea of independence to the Scottish electorate. 

2.2 Article 2: The Body Politic of Independent 
Scotland 

Many European countries are associated with a national personification: 

Germania in Germany, Britannia in Britain and Marianne in France just to give 

a few examples. These are not only representations of their respective nations 
but of national virtues. In fact, the construction of national personifications is a 
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political act that informs us about ideological and cognitive strategies 

underpinning nation-building. However, such figures have been absent in 

Scottish society where instead Scottish virtues have been represented by 

historical figures such as William Wallace or Robert Burns. The 2014 

independence referendum marked a shift as national personifications began to 

feature not only in the main pro-independence campaign material, but in the 

visual profile of many new and radical organizations, such as Bella Caledonia 

and National Collective. These personifications raise questions about the use of 

metaphor in political discourse. Through a combination of multimodal 

metaphor and metonymy analysis and interviews with artists behind the design 

of Scottish personifications, this article investigates how these new body politic 

metaphors were constructed during the campaign. This methodological synergy 

increases our understanding of the wider, social context of the referendum, and 

improves the interpretation of national personifications by providing informed 

arguments. While the findings indicate that the body politic metaphors that were 

used in the campaign draw on traditional Scottish symbols such as tartan or 

thistles, the traditional body politic metaphor types are subverted, especially 

concerning gender roles, in order to convey messages that are relevant in 

today’s political landscape. 

2.3 Article 3: The (Dis)continuation of Scottish 
Nationalism? 

The Scottish independence referendum in 2014 was characterized by a high 

level of political activity, and political parties as well as independent campaigns, 

media, companies and private citizens contributed to the debate. One of the 

major players was the Scottish National Party (SNP), but the referendum also 

saw the emergence of new, radical pro-independence groups. One of the most 

prominent movements was National Collective (NC), which was a cultural 

movement that emphasized the empowerment of the younger electorate. 

Because of its emphasis on political empowerment and culture, NC has been 

described as part of a radical pro-independence milieu, marking the end of the 

nationalist hegemony and the arrival of a new post-nationalist politics in 

Scotland. This article investigates that claim from a political discourse 

perspective by analysing interviews conducted with influential NC and SNP 

representatives. The analysis of the interview data is framed by Gorski’s (2006) 

conception of nationalism as consisting of discourse and mobilization which in 

turn are broken down into social and geographical mobilization. The mapping 

of ideological content in these two organizations’ discourse is performed using 

Freeden’s (2013a) morphological approach. The findings suggest a great degree 

of discursive and conceptual overlap between NC and the SNP but wide 

divergences in terms of imagined recipient scope. However, the claim that the 
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NC would be part of a post-nationalist hegemony is refuted. Instead, this paper 

suggests that NC should be considered a culturally nationalist organization. 

2.4 Article 4: (De-)legitimating Scottish 
Independence Online 

The Scottish independence referendum in 2014 saw not only the highest voter 

turnout in Britain since the Second World War but also an explosion in online 

activity and the definite breakthrough of social media in British politics. 

Previous research into Scottish voters’ preferences suggests that voters 

primarily find the information they want online, and that the average Scottish 

voter prefers policies in micro format (Baxter et al., 2013). The two main 

campaigns, Yes Scotland and Better Together, seem to have taken this 

information in as the referendum would bring the analogue election poster 

online in the form of multimodal tweets. Despite the outcome, research and 

media alike concluded that the main pro-independence campaign, Yes Scotland, 

outdid the main pro-union campaign, Better Together, in the online battle. This 

paper explores this discrepancy by analysing how Yes Scotland and Better 

Together used the affordances of social media in order to legitimize their own 

positions and de-legitimize those of their opponents. The material studied 

consists of multimodal tweets published by Yes Scotland and Better Together 

in the run-up to the referendum. The paper employs a model for multimodal 

legitimation that takes into consideration the construction of authority, moral 

evaluation and the construction and justifications of means and goals. The 

findings show that both campaigns made extensive use of de-legitimating 

strategies, although Yes Scotland was more balanced. The paper also shows that 

the campaigns’ communicative choices had implications for the construction 

and justification of goals and means, with Yes Scotland running a more 

visionary campaign than Better Together. For Yes Scotland, Twitter thus 

appears to have been both a platform for ideological proliferation and a 

launching pad for attacks on opponents, while Better Together used it mainly in 

the latter capacity. 

2.5 How the Articles Fit Together 

In all articles, the focus is on how political actors constructed an independent 

Scottish state discursively. The variance is in the aspect of discourse studied, in 

the choice of population and in the choice of theoretical framework and methods 

and material. 

The different aspects of discourse studied in the articles are political myth, 

conceptual configuration and categorization, metaphor and metonymy and 

(de)legitimation. These are different aspects that all play an important role in 
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any (political) discourse, but which are difficult to analyse in a single article due 

to space restrictions and the often narrow profile of journals. 

The independence movement was a particularly complex coalition of groups 

and organizations, and the articles also complement one another by focusing on 

different populations inside the independence camp. Focus is on parties but also 

on campaigns, organizations and activists. The articles thus cover both 

establishment and grassroots voices. There is also a rich variety in the empirical 

material studied, including interviews, manifestos, white papers, tweets and 

different kinds of visuals. The theoretical and methodological choices made also 

reflect this richness and variety that characterize contemporary (political) 

discourse studies, which in its nature is complex and varied as it draws on 

insights from many disciplines. 
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3. The Historical and Political Context 

This section situates the 2014 referendum in a wider historical and political 

context. The question of Scotland’s constitutional status is approached through 

the lenses of unionism, nationalism and supranationalism, i.e. different forms 

of constructing communities (3.1). Section 3.2 provides a short historiography 

of the main political events and trends leading up to the referendum. Section 3.3 

introduces the main players in the campaign. 

3.1 Ways of Constructing Communities 

The following section is a theoretical and historiographic overview of the 

notions of unionism, nationalism and supranationalism, which are key in 

understanding the events leading up to the referendum. While this section 

attempts to provide a general view of how these terms are used in the literature, 

the main focus is on how they are understood in the present study in relation to 

Scotland. 

3.1.1 Unionism 

Consisting of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, the UK is what 

textbooks in political science refer to as a multinational state (see for example 

Hague et al., 2016; Heywood, 2004). While the next section will address the 

question of the nation, the present section focuses on the other dimension of a 

multinational state, namely that the nations are bound to one another. 

Given the intense focus on Scotland’s constitutional future in the last few 

decades, a reasonable assumption might be that British unionism is primarily 

the opinion that Scotland ought to remain part of the UK. Historically, however, 

British unionism has been the opinion that Ireland (the whole island) should 

remain part of the UK. It is the Irish question, not the Scottish one that has 

mainly shaped British unionism.3 

Just as the question of Scottish independence has shaped the contemporary 

Scottish political landscape, so did the Irish question once have impact on 

Scottish (and British) politics. The Conservative Party is an example of this. 

The full name of the Conservative Party is The Conservative and Unionist Party. 

Torrance (2012) sees a parallel between the position of the Scottish 

Conservative Party of 1912 and that of 2012, and notes how the “unionist” part 

of its name has changed meaning over the decades. The history of this name 

                                                        
3 The terms (British) unionism and British nationalism are sometimes used interchangeably. However, 

the former is preferred here because the focus of this section is on the aspect of union, not on what 

constitutes nations. Moreover, British nationalism, although sometimes used as a civic concept, often 

has ethnic connotations and is indeed used interchangeably with terms such as far right or fascist in 

academic literature and by British fascists themselves (see e.g. Copsey, 2008). 
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begins in 1886 when a unionist phalange, which opposed Prime Minister 

William Gladstone’s plans for Irish Home Rule, defected from the Liberals and 

went on to found the Liberal Unionist Party. After more than two decades of 

collaboration, the Liberal Unionists in England and Wales merged with the 

Conservatives in 1912 to form the Conservative and Unionist Party. The 

Scottish equivalent, the Unionist Party, would remain organizationally separate 

and not merge with the Conservatives until 1965, when it also adopted 

Conservative as part of its name. Thus, up to that point, one of the most 

prominent political forces in Scottish politics explicitly endorsed unionism but 

refrained from identifying itself as conservative. 

The question of the impact of unionism on Scottish history is complex and 

inflammatory, and inevitably leads to the question of empire and colonialism. 

Scotland entered into a personal union with England in 1603 when James VI of 

Scotland became James I of England. This was the Union of Crowns. 

Administratively, however, Scotland was a self-governing entity with its own 

parliament under the same monarch as England until that parliament voted itself 

out of existence in 1707 to integrate with the Westminster system. This was the 

Union of Parliament. Before the passing of this act, Scotland had had imperial 

ambitions of its own, but its attempts to establish colonies in the Caribbean was 

an unmitigated disaster, severely damaging the country’s finances. This was 

certainly one of the motivations for the then Scottish Parliament to further 

integrate with England in hope of stabilizing the economy. Another step towards 

a union of parliament came with the passing of the 1704 Act of Security, which 

stipulated that the Scottish Parliament, upon the death of the childless Queen 

Anne, joint ruler of England and Scotland, was not ready to accept an English 

successor unless a number of conditions were met, among them access to 

imperial markets. However, the ensuing English boycott of Scottish goods made 

it clear that Scotland was completely dependent on the English market (Hossay, 

2002). 

As noted by Mitchell (2014), the union with England and the concomitant 

abolishment of the Scottish Parliament was characterized by a “relaxed attitude 

towards pre-union institutions” (p. 18). The union did not see an overhaul of 

institutions in order to impose a new British standard, and Scotland has retained 

separate judicial, educational and ecclesiastical systems to this day. Eriksonas 

(2004) argues that “[t]o the outsiders, Great Britain represented a bigger self of 

the English constitutional monarchy but, according to the Scots, it was a union 

for empire” (p. 42). Claims that Scotland was a victim of colonialization or 

empire are contestable. Colley (2003) underlines that “Scottish endeavour not 

only sought expression in a splendid and cosmopolitan Enlightenment, but had 

an aggressive and sometimes unscrupulous side as well” (p. 132). As noted by 

Kanter (2009, pp. 103f), in the years leading up to the Acts of Union in 1800, 

leading British politicians and the press reported positively on the Anglo-

Scottish union, particularly emphasizing the economic benefits. Many leading 



16 

Scottish intellectuals of the time, for example David Hume and Adam Smith, 

were also pro-union. 

Despite Scotland’s involvement in the project of empire, academics have 

considered Scotland to be a victim of imperialism, or even to be a colony itself. 

Hechter (1975, p. 342f) acknowledges that labelling Scotland as a colony is 

controversial, especially because of the cultural affinity between England and 

Scotland. He adds, however, that “the persistent concern of the English and 

lowland Scots to neutralize Celtic culture in Scotland is evidenced by their 

policies in the Highlands following the Jacobite Risings of the eighteenth 

century” (p. 343). In his revised theory, Hechter (1985, p. 20), defends his claim 

regarding the Highlands while also acknowledging that “[t]he Scots have long 

been innovators in the British context,” and that within a colonial framework, 

Scotland could be seen as an “overdeveloped peripheral region.” While a 

colonial narrative does not constitute an empirically grounded model for 

economic or democratic development, McCrone (2001), has suggested that the 

importance of Hechter’s work lies in its powerful use of colonialism as a 

metaphorical rather than as an explanatory concept (p. 67). As he also adds, the 

emergence of the colonial metaphor in the 1960s and 1970s “seemed especially 

relevant at a time when the SNP was making headway with the electorate” (p. 

64). 

While the colonial metaphor was not a salient aspect of 2014 independence 

discourse, there was still a sense of othering. For many Scottish independence 

campaigners, it seems the struggle for independence was also, to use the 

terminology proposed by Therborn (2006), a struggle to transform Scotland 

from a place to visit to a place to be in. This is a theme particularly common in 

narratives of some of the new and more radical (and often youth-oriented) 

independence organizations (Engström, 2018b). 

Recently, independence campaigners have argued that many of the socially 

and economically successful states are also small states, and national role 

models include e.g. the Baltic countries, the Nordic countries and the Republic 

of Ireland (Engström, 2016; Keating & Harvey, 2014). However, a British union 

was for a long time seen as a natural or even unstoppable development, a type 

of argument epitomized by John Stuart Mill (1977 [1861], p. 549): 

 

Nobody can suppose that it is not more beneficial for a Breton or a 

Basque of French Navarre, to be brought into the current of the ideas 

and feelings of a highly civilized and cultivated people – to be a 

member of the French nationality, admitted on equal terms in all the 

privileges of French citizenship. . . than to sulk on his own rocks, the 

half-savage relic of past times, revolving in his own little mental 

orbit, without participation or interest in the general movement of the 

world. The same remark applies to the Welshman or the Scottish 

Highlander as members of the British nation. 
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As part of the strategy to transform Scotland into an independent nation whilst 

simultaneously attempting to stress Scotland’s bond with the rest of the UK and 

the EU, the SNP has extended the content of the concept of UNIONISM. The 

SNP’s understanding of UNIONISM is perhaps most clear in the Scottish 

Government 2013 white paper Scotland’s future, in which the SNP government 

makes clear that Scotland is part of not one, but six unions. In addition to the 

aforementioned Union of Crowns (1603) and Union of Parliament (1707), the 

SNP underlines Scotland’s membership of the Pound Sterling currency union, 

its membership of NATO, its membership of the European Union and what the 

SNP calls a social union “made up of connections of family, history, culture 

and language” (Scottish Government, 2013, p. 215). Thus, from the SNP’s 

perspective, the independence referendum was not about ending the union, but 

rather an aspect of it.  

3.1.2 Nationalism 

Nationalism is one of the hottest topics in contemporary social science and 

discourse studies alike. It is also a multifaceted phenomenon that can be difficult 

to grasp in its many forms.4 This section approaches the concept of nationalism 

by introducing a number of heuristic dichotomies before outlining the major 

trends in nationalist studies and how they apply to Scotland. 

A first distinction proposed by Freeden (2003, pp. 97-100) is that between 

broad and thin ideologies. As will be further explicated in Section 4.3, 

ideologies have distinct morphologies that allow them to be identified as broad 

or thin. Examples of broad ideologies are liberalism, conservatism or socialism. 

These are ideologies that provide answers to the big questions, such as the 

design of economic, governmental, legislative and judicial systems; or referring 

to the title of Lasswell’s (1958) pivotal opus: who gets what, when and how? In 

contrast, a thin ideology consists of a set of identifiable beliefs that have a 

limited scope of application and that need to siphon content from other 

ideological traditions in order to provide answers to political macro questions. 

Nationalism is a case in point as it provides answers to the questions of who is 

part of the nation and why, but fails to explain how society should be organized 

without borrowing ideas from the bigger ideological traditions. Contemporary 

Scottish nationalism is by and large a leftist form of nationalism, with the SNP 

being the main player. Right-wing nationalist parties like the British National 

Party (BNP) or the UK Independence Party (UKIP) have failed to poll more 

than half a percent and one and a half percent of the votes respectively in 

Scottish general and local elections since 2001. 

A second distinction that is often made is that between civic and ethnic 

nationalism, sometimes seen as western and eastern nationalism respectively. 

As pointed out by Shulman (2002), these dichotomies are not only widely 

adopted by scholars of nationalism, they are also quite old, dating back to the 

                                                        
4 For a concise overview of different theoretical schools of nationalism, see Smith (2001). 
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first half of the twentieth century. These dichotomies have, however, been 

critiqued for example by Shulman (2002) who dismisses the distinction between 

west-civic and east-ethnic as a “gross simplification of concepts of nationhood 

in the West, Central Europe, and Eastern Europe” (p. 583), and by Brubaker 

(2004) who has labelled it a “Manichean myth.” It is easy to see why this 

distinction does not hold. Historically, many prominent nationalist parties in the 

UK (e.g. the BNP, UKIP, Britain First, National Front) have been far-right or 

borderline fascist and, despite existing in a western country, harbouring ethnic 

conceptions of the nation. 

Different aspects of nationalism may be combined and it may be difficult to 

disentangle them. In the case of Scotland, Pittock (1999) notes that 

“characterizations of the Celt from outside have been primarily ethno-cultural, 

while internal self-definition has dominantly emphasized the civic and 

territorial, even when appearing to stress the ethnic” (p. 7). One form of 

nationalism can also transform into another form of nationalism over time. 

Hroch (1985, p. 23) has suggested that national movements undergo three 

phases: 

 

Phase A: “the period of scholarly interest” 

Phase B: “the period of patriotic agitation” 

Phase C: “the rise of a mass national movement” 

 

Historically, Hroch argues, mass nationalist movements have been preceded by 

scholars and activists who judge language and culture as the basis for 

nationhood. In a similar vein, Hutchinson (2004) stresses the importance of 

cultural movements in the project of nationhood. Hutchinson’s nationalist 

taxonomy is ternary, and besides ethnic nationalism, he distinguishes between 

political and cultural nationalism. The former “looks to the state and 

citizenship” while the latter is “focused on the moral regeneration of the 

historical ‘community’” (p. 33f). 

Historically, ethnicity has been an important aspect of the construction of 

identity but also of state-building. For example, Pittock (1999, pp. 83f) notes 

that during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Celtic communists 

and pan-Celticists stressed the ethnic similarity of Scotland and Ireland in order 

to justify a Celtic federation. Contemporary Scottish nationalism is rarely ever 

described as ethnic by scholars of nationalism. The dominating nationalist party, 

the SNP, has a clearly civic and open understanding of Scottish identity even 

though there is still a certain amount of antipathy against the English. However, 

survey data show that Scottish ancestry is still an important part of Scots’ 

conception of Scottishness, but so is residency (Leith & Soule, 2012, pp. 81-

99). 

The cultural dimension is not the most contentious in mainstream Scottish 

politics, not even for a nationalist party like the SNP. As noted by Lynch (2002), 
“history, culture, and tradition may be important to Scottish nationalism in the 
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broadest sense,” but the SNP “is not a party of intellectuals, poets, writers or the 

like” (p. 4). This is also a crucial difference between the SNP and the radical 

left that emerged from the referendum campaign (Engström, 2018b). That said, 

there are cultural issues that are contentious, e.g. the status of Scots and Gaelic 

(Unger, 2013). While the use of Gaelic and Scots has increased since 

devolution, for example on road signs and on official buildings, this is not 

necessarily an effect of increased nationalist sentiment. As noted by Hornsby & 

Vigers (2012), Gaelic began to appear on Scottish road signs in 2003, when 

Scotland was still governed by a Labour-Liberal coalition. As their linguistic 

landscape and respondent analysis shows, the use of such signs is still 

contentious, and not only motivated by a desire to express a national identity 

but also by a perceived need to increase the authenticity of a place in order to 

attract tourists. 

There is an enormous body of literature on nationalism, and as argued by 

Ichijo & Uzelac, (2005, p. 1) scholars disagree on which of the questions 

“what,” “when,” “why,” and “how” should be prioritized. One of the most 

popular schools of thought is imprecisely referred to as modernists. As noted by 

Gorski (2006) in his review of modernist theories of nationalism, many scholars 

agree that nationalism is a modern phenomenon, but disagree on exactly what 

constitutes modernity. Generally, modernist accounts of nationalism see it as a 

“modern phenomenon, which has accompanied, among other things, the 

processes of industrialisation, the spread of capitalism and the establishment of 

the modern state” (Ichijo & Uzelac, 2005, p. 2). 

As was briefly discussed in the introductory section, Scotland, unlike many 

other industrialized nations in Europe, did not experience any transformative 

nationalism in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century. To paraphrase 

Ichijo (2004, p. 33), the Scottish dog failed to bark. A popular thesis put forward 

by Nairn (1977) holds that this was because of a lack of agonism between the 

British state and the Scottish middle class, and especially the Scottish 

intelligentsia, which Nairn sees as a driving force in the nationalist project. 

Hobsbawm (1983), however, argues that Scottish (and indeed also Welsh) 

voters did express their “national feelings,” but by voting either for the Liberal 

Democrats or Labour (p. 125). Scotland is also a fascinating and contradictory 

context as it saw a boom in nationalist sentiment in the 1960s. At the time, this 

development surprised many scholars as nationalism in Europe was generally 

thought to be a thing of the irrational past (Ichijo, 2004, p. 43). It is equally 

noteworthy that in contemporary Europe, which is seeing a veritable explosion 

of right-wing and populist nationalism, Scottish nationalism has decidedly 

steered to the left while right-wing nationalism as espoused by parties such as 

the BNP or UKIP have failed to make an impact in Scotland. 

There is also many history scholars, so called perennialists, who see nations 

as a pre-modern phenomenon. However, these scholars disagree on when the 

Scottish nation emerged. Hutchinson (2004) notes that a “’little English’ 
nationalism. . . has long existed in tension with an Imperial Anglo-British 
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identity based on the crown” (p. 82) and Greenfield points out that the first joint 

ruler of England and Scotland, James I/VI, referred to England and Scotland as 

“two nations” (p. 39). Ferguson (1998) sees it as beyond all doubt that Scotland 

was an established nation at the time of the death of Alexander III in 1286 and 

the ensuing Wars of Independence. Seton-Watson (1977) dates the emergence 

of the Scottish nation to 1192, when Pope Celestine III ended the Archbishop 

of York’s jurisdiction in Scotland. As a consequence, a “Scottish state, and 

Scottish loyalty to its king, began to take shape” (p. 25). 

McCrone (2001) notes the difficulty in determining the territorial stretch of 

the Scottish kingdom in mediaeval times, and also argues that the “preference 

for referring to the ‘kingdom of the Scots’, and to their ruler as rex Scottorum – 

king of the Scots – reflected the ethnic diversity of the territory” (p. 154). 

Mitchell (2014) concedes that it is difficult to know whether people living in 

Scotland at the time of union felt a bond, but he adds that there were linguistic 

differences that might have stood in the way of a nation-wide sense of 

Scottishness. Like several other scholars, he stresses the role played by the elite. 

At the time of union “there already was a sense of Scottishness amongst the 

elites, and it was these elites who both abandoned the Scottish state but fought 

to preserve Scottish institutions” (p. 10). 

An aspect of nationalism that is often addressed by scholars is its banal 

nature. The term banal nationalism was coined by Billig (1994) and refers to 

the routine nature of the proliferation of the nation and national identity. Banal 

expressions of national identity are a characteristic of contemporary British 

nationalism, which is decidedly right-wing and borderline fascist (Copsey, 

2008; Goodwin, 2011). Parties such as the BNP or UKIP have made it a virtue 

to politicize the banal, ranging from lamentation of the decreasing number of 

bars serving real ale to decorating wheelie bins in patriotic colours (see e.g. 

Engström, 2014; Engström & Paradis, 2015; Rhodes, 2009). This is in stark 

contrast to the form of nationalism which has developed in Scotland throughout 

the late twentieth century exemplified by the somewhat dry left-wing political 

nationalism of the SNP, or by the intellectual form expressed by new radical 

organizations such as National Collective and Bella Caledonia. 

3.1.3 Supranationalism 

The UK has been a member of the EU since 1973 and is, at the time of writing, 

still a member, and one of the largest. While the outcome of the 2016 Brexit 

referendum showed that a small majority of the aggregated electorate wanted to 

leave the EU, it also showed that a clear majority of Scottish voters wanted to 

remain. In fact, a majority voted to remain in all 32 Scottish council areas 

(Electoral Commission, 2016). As Telford & Wistow (in press) point out, this 

is in stark contrast to socially and economically comparable regions in England 

which are also suffering from the effects of deindustrialization. The SNP and 

the SNP-led Scottish Government are also warm supporters of the EU. As they 
declared in the white paper Scotland’s Future (Scottish Government, 2013): 
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If we vote for independence, the eyes of the world will be on Scotland 

as our ancient nation emerges – again – as an independent country. 

Scotland will become the 29th member of the European Union and 

the 194th member of the United Nations. (p. 3) 

 

At first glance it might seem contradictory that a party which is such a vocal 

advocate of independence would be willing to support a supranational 

organization like the EU. Breuilly (1982) identifies three strategies that may be 

employed by a nationalist opposition that opposes the state (which the SNP is 

in relation to Westminster, albeit not in Scotland): “to break away from the 

present state (separation), to reform it in a nationalist direction (reform), or to 

unite it with other states (unification)” (p. 9). The SNP has tried all three. While 

independence is the goal, the SNP has been working towards constitutional 

change on a number of levels and employing different strategies. This is 

possible due to the constitutional nature of the UK, which allows the SNP to act 

in a government and opposition role simultaneously. 

The strategy of separation was of course on the table in 2014, but the Scottish 

Government has since then threatened with a second referendum should the UK 

leave the EU. The strategy of reform has so far proven the most successful. As 

will be discussed in 3.2.1 and 3.2.2, Scottish institutions, whether it be the 

Scottish Office or the Scottish Executive/Government, have been successful in 

securing more resources and more powers for the Scottish Parliament. The third 

strategy suggested by Breuilly (1982), unification, might be exemplified by the 

SNP’s, as well as the other major Scottish parties’ preference to remain in the 

EU. 

The SNP, which was initially a Eurosceptic party, began to change its views 

on the European project around the time of the 1975 EEC referendum, and 

during the 1980s the party adopted the policy of “independence in Europe.” As 

argued by Mitchell (2014, p. 233), the party’s change of heart mirrored social 

changes in Scotland. Most importantly, perhaps, was that both local councils 

and trade unions saw Brussels as a means of bypassing London, which they 

perceived as less sympathetic to Scottish issues. Prior to this change, Scottish 

nationalism was, as argued by Pittock (1999), characterized by a traditional 

understanding of sovereignty as “a unique, total and absolute good which could 

be held in the same way and to the same extent by small nations as superpowers” 

(p. 136). This definition, Pittock argues, has more in common with a “Tory 

Eurosceptic” understanding of sovereignty than with its more recent use by 

Scottish nationalists. 

The site of ultimate decision-making, competence, varies over time, a 

process known as rescaling. Keating (2013) describes rescaling as the 

“migration of economic social and political systems of action and of regulation 

to new spatial levels, above, below, and across the nation-state” (p. 6). Keating 
(2001), who sees Scotland as a stateless nation in a post-sovereign era, i.e. an 
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era in which sovereignty is dispersed, notes that “[n]ationality demands and 

nationalism can thus be less than the demand for a separate state but more than 

a request for devolution within a sovereign state” (p. 28). Post-sovereignty, in 

Keating’s view, involves a great deal of compromise. As was discussed in 3.1.1, 

the Scottish Government wanted to end the Union of Parliaments but retain 

bonds to the rest of the UK through the Union of Crowns, the currency union 

and a social union. Concomitantly, Scotland reached beyond its own shores by 

stressing its role as a current and future partner and member of NATO and the 

EU. 

Brexit is often conceptualized as an attempt to take (back) control over 

national borders and to take back powers from Brussels, in other words, to be 

sovereign. For Scottish nationalists, independence from the UK does not equal 

sovereignty in absolute terms, but rather requires cooperation with other states 

and international organizations. At the time of writing, it is still unclear whether 

there will be a Brexit, and on what terms. Regardless of the outcome, Scotland 

will have to seek new venues to execute power. 

3.2 The Road to the Referendum 

This section offers a short historiography of key events leading up to the 2014 

independence referendum. As this thesis is primarily concerned with the 

discursive aspects of the 2014 referendum, this section will only provide a 

general overview of Scottish political history. Section 3.2.1 outlines the 

constitutional trajectory leading to establishment of the Scottish Parliament. 

Section 3.3.2 focuses on the rise of Scottish nationalism while the post-

referendum context is discussed in 3.2.3. 

3.2.1 Re-establishing a Scottish Parliament 

As already stated, this thesis does not provide an in-depth picture of Scottish 

constitutional history but rather offers a broad overview of the events leading 

up to the referendum.5 Having said that, for the sake of context, it may be useful 

to browse a list of some of the major constitutional events that preceded the 

referendum, seen in Table 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
5 There is of course a rich literature on Scottish political history. Ferguson (1998) offers a thorough 

history of national identity in Scotland. McCrone (2001) focuses on social and political development in 

twentieth century Scotland while Mitchell (2014) provides a thorough political and constitutional history 

of Scotland from the abolition of the Scottish Parliament in 1707 up to the 2014 referendum. For an 

overview of the Scottish electoral system, see Lundberg (2018). 
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Table 1. Major constitutional events in Scotland’s history. 

1296 The beginning of the Wars of Independence against England 

following the failed attempts to name a legitimate successor to the 

late Queen Margaret 

1320 Signing of the Declaration of Arbroath, a letter sent to Pope John 

XXII in order to re-affirm Scotland’s status as a sovereign state. By 

some considered an early constitution 

1357 Signing of the Treaty of Berwick, officially ending the war with 

England 

1603 James I of Scotland ascends the English throne as James VI. The 

Union of the Crowns 

1707 Acts of Union. The Scottish Parliament votes itself out of existence. 

The running of Scotland is overseen by a Secretary of State for 

Scotland 

1746 The failed Jacobite Risings. Severe limitations of expressions of 

Scottish culture, escalating in evictions and mass emigration. The 

daily running of Scottish affairs is transformed to the Lord Advocate 

1800 Acts of Union resulting in the formation of the United Kingdom of 

Great Britain and Ireland 

1885 The creation of the Scottish Office, overseen by a Secretary for 

Scotland, promoted to Secretary of State for Scotland in 1926 

1922 The creation of the Irish Free State 

1973 The UK joins the European Communities (EC), reaffirmed in a 1975 

referendum 

1979 A referendum is held in Scotland in which a majority votes in favour 

of establishing a Scottish Assembly, but the result is rejected due to 

low turnout. 

1997 A referendum is held in Scotland in which a majority votes in favour 

of establishing a Scottish Parliament. 

1999 The Scottish Parliament is re-established 

2007 The first one party government (SNP). The Scottish Executive 

changes its name to the Scottish Government 

2011 The first one party majority government (SNP) 

2012 Signing of the Edinburgh Agreement, providing a legal basis for a 

referendum 

2014 Victory of the No side. Creation of the Smith Commission, 

investigating the devolvement of further powers to the Scottish 

Parliament 

2016 

 

2017 

Scotland Act 2016, giving the Parliament more powers including the 

right to set income tax rates. The UK votes to leave the EU, 

A snap election saw a decrease in support for the SNP, which 

however remains the largest party in Scotland 

 

After 1707, Scotland retained its own separate educational, judiciary and 
ecclesiastical system – and its identity too. Responsibility for the daily running 



24 

of Scottish affairs had migrated but was overtaken by the Scottish Office in 

1885. Until its displacement in 1999, the Scottish Office grew in power and 

resources, which has led Mitchell (2014) to brand it “the Oliver Twist of 

Whitehall, always asking for more” (p. 61). 

The question of Irish Home Rule was discussed in 3.1.1. As a consequence 

of the focus on Ireland’s constitutional status, Scottish questions were largely 

neglected by Westminster (Mitchell, 2014, p. 28). During this time, attempts 

were made to achieve independence, or at least home rule, well before the 1979 

referendum.6 One of the pioneer organizations fighting for a Scottish Parliament 

was the Scottish Home Rule Associations (SHRA), founded in 1886 as a 

response to William Gladstone’s attempt to introduce Irish Home Rule 

(Mitchell, 2014, p. 88f). While the SHRA was unsuccessful in its attempts to 

establish a Scottish Parliament, it did give rise to the National Party of Scotland 

(NPS) which in 1934 merged with the Scottish (Self-Government) Party to form 

the current SNP. 

In 1979, a referendum was held in which a majority of the votes cast were 

in favour of establishing a Scottish Assembly; however, the result was not 

accepted as the 40% turnout requirement had not been met. Another 

referendum, a Labour election pledge, was held in 1997. This time the turnout 

was much higher (60.13%) and the votes were 74.29 to 25.71% in favour of 

establishing a Parliament and devolving more powers. 

At the time of the re-establishment of the Scottish Parliament, the Scottish 

political landscape consisted of Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the 

Conservatives. This reflected Britain as a whole, but with two notable 

exceptions: first, the support for the Conservatives was considerably lower than 

in the rest of the UK and secondly, there was relatively strong support for a 

nationalist party – the SNP. However, the creation of the Scottish Parliament 

allowed voters to have divided loyalties. That is, voters could cast a vote for one 

party in the nation-wide general elections, but vote for another party in the 

Scottish Parliament elections. Moreover, in the Scottish Parliament elections, 

voters have two votes to cast: one for a constituency candidate and one for a 

candidate from a wider region, once again allowing voters to divide their 

loyalty. Initially, the establishment of the Scottish Parliament resulted in new 

parties entering parliament, e.g. the Scottish Greens (1999-), the Scottish 

Socialist Party (1999-2007) and the Scottish Senior Citizens (2003-2007). 

Perhaps most importantly, devolution gave one party, the SNP, a platform 

to use in order to spread their vision of an independent Scotland. From the very 

beginning, it seemed clear that a devolved Scottish Parliament was not going to 

be enough for the SNP, as clearly shown in this excerpt from a speech given by 

the then Mother of Parliament, Winnie Ewing, on 12 May 1999 (quoted in Arter, 

2004, p. 3.): 

 

                                                        
6 For an overview of these organizations, see Mitchell (2014, pp-87-112). 
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It is not a secret that, to members of the Scottish National Party, this 

Parliament is not quite the fulfilment of a dream, but it is a Parliament 

we can build a dream on. Our dream is for Scotland to be as sovereign 

as Denmark, Finland or Austria – no more, no less. 

 

After this brief overview of important Scottish constitutional matters preceding 

the establishment of the Scottish Parliament, the next section will further 

elaborate on the emergence of the nationalist turn in contemporary Scottish 

political history. 

3.2.2 Nationalist Scotland and the Referendum 

As has already been mentioned, there was a nationalist surge in Scotland in the 

1960s. What might also be clear to the reader at this point is that the question of 

nationalism in Scotland is intimately associated with its chief advocate: the 

SNP. The increase in support for the SNP is certainly worth investigating. As 

Macwhirter (2014) argues, “[i]n the 1950s and early 1960s, Scottish 

Nationalism was the preserve of the lunatic fringe: a motley crew of eccentrics 

who spent their time blowing up pillar boxes and stealing the Coronation Stone 

from Westminster Abbey” (p. 13). While Macwhirter’s comment is a belittling 

and sweeping generalization, his observation that nationalist support has grown 

since the 1960s is psephologically accurate, as seen in Table 2. 

Literature on Scottish nationalism abounds with theories seeking to explain 

the rise in nationalist sentiment in Scotland in the 1960s and 1970s. Oil is 

certainly a salient theme. In hindsight, and from a broader perspective, the fight 

over oil revenues in the seventies, which led to the SNP’s infamous claim that 

“It’s Scotland’s oil!” (McLean et al., 2013, pp. 151ff), could be seen as a success 

story in that, unlike in many other parts of the world, the Scottish oil conflict 

never resulted in violence (Casertano, 2012). As noted by Harvie (2004), the oil 

price had risen exponentially in the early 1970s, and the oil question “ultimately 

brought, as no other issue did, the whole concept of the Union into question” 

(p. 131). 

It is also worth noting the impact of electoral systems on Scottish politics. 

All Scottish governments up to 2007 were coalition governments, more 

precisely a coalition of Labour and the Liberal Democrats. As noted by Keating 

(2010, p. 55), the design of the Scottish electoral system makes it difficult to 

form majority governments. The system itself is known as the Additional 

Member System (AMS) and combines proportional and winner-takes-all 

voting. There are altogether 129 seats in the Scottish Parliament, of which 73 

are elected from single-seat constituencies by first-past-the-post, that is, the 

candidate with the highest number of votes gets elected. The other 56 seats, 

which are allocated into 8 multi-seat regional constituencies, are elected by 

proportional representation. Voters cast one vote for a single-seat constituency 

candidate and one for a multi-seat constituency candidate. Because of the 
combination of these systems, and the absence of compensatory (or “overhang  
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Table 2. The SNP’s shares of the votes and allocated seats in UK and Scottish 

general elections 

Westminster elections Holyrood elections 

Year % of 

Scottish 

votes 

Seats Election % of 

constituency 

votes 

% of 

regional 

votes 

Seats 

1945 

1950 

1951 

1955 

1959 

1964 

1966 

1970 

1974 

1974 

1979 

1983 

1987 

1992 

1997 

2001 

2005 

2010 

2015 

2017 

1.2 

0.4 

0.3 

0.5 

0.8 

2.4 

5.0 

11.4 

21.9 

30.4 

17.3 

11.8 

14.0 

21.5 

21.9 

21.1 

17.7 

19.9 

50.0 

36.9 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

7 

11 

2 

2 

3 

3 

6 

5 

6 

6 

56 

35 

1999 

2003 

2007 

2011 

2016 

28.7 

23.8 

32.9 

45.4 

46.5 

27.3 

20.9 

31.0 

44.0 

41.7 

35 

27 

47 

69 

63 

 

seats”,) the outcome of an election will not necessarily be proportional.7 

The outcome of the 2007 elections was unclear. The SNP narrowly beat 

Labour, but with 47 seats, the party was far from the 65 needed in order to form 

a majority government. As explained by Mitchell (2014, p. 268) a majority 

government would require that at least three of the four largest parties 

collaborate. However, as the Liberal Democrats refused to enter into another 

coalition government with Labour, and no other party wanted to cooperate with 

the Conservatives, the SNP managed to form a minority government together 

with two Green Party Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSP). The future of 

the government, however, was seen as uncertain at the time, and as reported by 

Mitchell (2014), “many doubted it would last until Christmas” (p. 268). 

The rise of the SNP is concomitant with the decline of the other major 

parties. As noted by Torrance (2012, p. 1), the Scottish Conservatives’ “recent 

history has been a tale of managed decline.” Hassan (2012) downplays the 

impact of Labour in Scotland and notes that unlike the Conservatives, the 

                                                        
7 AMS, as well as STV which is used in local elections, is explained more thoroughly in Lundberg 

(2018). 
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Labour Party has never actually won a majority of the popular vote in Scotland. 

Labour has been the largest party for most of the post-war period, but talk of a 

Labour hegemony is an overstatement, or what Hassan calls “the myth of 

Labour Scotland.” While Hassan’s definition of myth is largely in accordance 

with how the term is used in the present thesis, it seems a little far-fetched to 

claim that Labour’s influence in Scotland is severely overstated. 

The SNP has grown largely on behalf of the Labour Party, and the 2007 

Scottish local elections marked a turning point in support for the two parties. 

Hassan (2012) argues that one of the main reasons for the decline of Labour in 

Scotland is its loss of influence over local councils. This, according to Hassan, 

is a consequence of the introduction of a new electoral system for local 

elections, known as the Single Transferable Vote (STV). STV is a proportional 

system of allocating votes. Voters only get to cast one vote, but they get to rank 

candidates in order of preference. Thus, the composition of the councils will 

mirror the will of the electorate in a way that the previous system did not. 

The decision to hold a referendum was an SNP election pledge. The 

referendum was made possible with the Edinburgh Agreement of 2012; 

however, the text stipulated that there should only be one question on the ballot 

and that it should address the issue of independence. This effectively ruled out 

a third choice preferred by many, including nationalists, namely whether more 

powers should be devolved to the Scottish Parliament, a process informally 

referred to as devo max. The unionist parties clearly preferred an in/out 

referendum as they were “anticipating an easy win” (Keating & McEwan, 2017, 

p. 9). This decision might in part explain the outcome of the referendum and the 

pledges made by the unionist parties in the days leading up to the referendum 

to devolve further powers if Scots voted No. Johns & Mitchell (2016) argue that 

opponents of the SNP have always struggled to understand the party’s internal 

divisions. The conventional dichotomies of left vs. right and liberal vs. 

conservative are less important within the SNP than the division between 

fundamentalists, i.e. those advocating a direct move to independent status, and 

gradualists, i.e. those who support a stepwise move towards independence. At 

the heart of SNP discourse is the idea of democratic deficit in the sense that 

decisions affecting Scotland are made elsewhere. As Johns & Mitchell (2016) 

argue: “the emergence of a party that focused on a territorial or ‘centre-

periphery’ cleavage proved difficult to grasp” (p. 158). 

Despite the increase in support for the SNP, both before and after the 

referendum, and despite the plethora of independence organizations emerging 

during the referendum, the fact remains that the No side won the referendum. 

This seems a little paradoxical, but according to Mitchell (2014), the Scottish 

electorate did not vote for the SNP because of the party’s advocacy of 

independence, but despite it. Mitchell argues that the SNP won the 2011 

elections “because it was deemed highly competent as a party of government, 

best capable of standing up for Scotland especially as compared with the 
alternatives” (p. 273). 
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Contrary to expectations, the outcome of the referendum did not see the SNP 

losing its raison d’être. Nor did it mean that the status quo was preserved. The 

referendum did not settle the question of Scotland’s constitutional status, as will 

be further discussed in the ensuing section. 

3.2.3 Scotland After the Referendum 

The day and night of the referendum were calm in most parts of the country. It 

had been a rainy day in the capital and not a lot of people were on the streets. 

The only people who were waving flags that evening were Catalan separatists, 

but there were quite a few of them camping outside the parliament building. The 

weather had not deterred voters, though. In fact, Pike (2015) claims that once 

Yes Scotland strategists realized that there was going to be a really large turnout, 

activists were told to stop knocking on doors and instead urged to “be visible 

and high-profile, creating a carnival atmosphere” (p. 149). 

The first preliminary votes started to drop in after the polling stations closed 

at ten, and it seemed quite clear from the beginning that the No side would win. 

Before a new day had dawned, then First Minister Alex Salmond had announced 

his resignation, which might have been one of the best moves he had ever done 

to increase support for the SNP. Salmond was a divisive figure in Scotland and 

the UK as a whole, and so to a lesser extent was his successor, Nicola Sturgeon. 

However, as argued by Johns & Mitchell (2016) Sturgeon had a strong position 

in the party, and decent approval ratings when compared to many other leading 

British politicians. 

The outcome did not mean going back to status quo in Scottish politics. Just 

two days before the referendum, David Cameron, Ed Miliband and Nick Clegg 

had signed “the vow,” a set of promises published on the front page of the Daily 
Record. What this vow entailed was that the Scottish Parliament was recognized 

as permanent and that new powers would be devolved to it (Pike, 2015, 140f). 

The so called Smith Commission was established on the day after the 

referendum and would eventually result in the 2016 Scotland Act, devolving 

new powers to the Scottish Parliament, notably control over income tax, 

management of the Crown Estate and the power to design the electoral system. 

The referendum defeat could easily have resulted in the loss of the raison 

d’être of the SNP. However, rather than being hit by a backlash, the party grew 

in strength and support, which was also the case of the Greens and the SSP. 

Voters clearly punished Labour for their close collaboration with the 

Conservatives, and with Alex Salmond gone and the question of independence 

taken off the table, the SNP was a viable option for many voters. As was pointed 

out in 3.2.2, voters had not elected the SNP in 2011 because of their advocacy 

of independence, but despite it. Moreover, an SNP government was a guarantee 

that more powers would indeed be devolved. 

The 2015 general election was a tour de force for the SNP. The party, which 

had previously taken local votes from Labour, now grew almost as much as the 
system allows. Within the Westminster system, Scotland is allocated 59 seats, 
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and the SNP won 56 of these, leaving Labour, the Conservatives and the Liberal 

Democrats with one seat each. Many commentators, not to mention politicians 

themselves, were shocked by this result. The party lost some of these newly 

won seats in a 2017 snap election, but with 35 seats it is still the largest party in 

Scotland and the third biggest in the UK as a whole. The SNP once again 

became the biggest party in the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections. While losing 

its majority, Nicola Sturgeon remains First Minister thanks to support from the 

Scottish Greens. 

Summing up, since 2014, Scottish voters have participated in a Scottish 

Parliament election, local elections, two national general elections and two 

referenda. At the time of writing, Britain has still not left the EU and the 

possibility of a second Brexit referendum and a second Scottish independence 

referendum are still debated, and so is the possibility of a new snap general 

election. The actions of the current Prime Minister Boris Johnson have further 

complicated the relationship with Scotland. Johnson’s illegal decision to 

prorogue parliament led Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon to comment 

that such an action “is not democracy, it is dictatorship” (BBC, 2019), perhaps 

signalling that the Scottish government is preparing for a second referendum. 

3.3 Dramatis Personae 

The 2014 independence referendum was a dynamic process involving a great 

many “actors.” The notion of actor used here is a rather wide one. The main 

parties, campaigns and independence organizations are presented in 3.3.1, 

voting trends in 3.3.2 and the media in 3.3.3. 

3.3.1 The Parties, Campaigns and Organizations 

A large number of actors participated in the campaign, whether in the capacity 

of a party, a campaign, an organization or as individuals or groups of 

individuals. The campaigns took place in a diverse, highly dynamic yet 

momentary political landscape. Besides the parties and main campaigns, forty-

two organizations registered with the Electoral Commission, half Yes, half No 

(Keating & McEwan, 2017, p. 11). Political parties campaigned both under their 

own name and as part of campaigns. 

The field was dominated by two campaigns: Yes Scotland and Better 

Together. Yes Scotland was the main pro-independence campaign, launched in 

May 2012. Despite the fact that its head, Dennis Canavan, had been a prominent 

Labour MSP before standing as an independent, Yes Scotland was propelled by 

and intimately associated with the SNP, but also included the Scottish Greens 

and the Scottish Socialist Party. The collaboration was not frictionless, 

however, as the leader of the Scottish Greens, Patrick Harvie, was initially 

concerned that Yes Scotland was “entirely an SNP vehicle” (Mitchell, 2016, p. 
5). Moreover, it has indeed been argued that the Scottish Greens helped “to 
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nurture the impression that the campaign was bigger and broader than the SNP” 

(Keating & McEwan, 2017, p. 12). Both the SSP and the Greens ran their own 

separate campaigns emphasizing their core issues in tandem with their work as 

part of Yes Scotland. The SNP, in contrast, did not campaign under its own 

name. 

The main pro-union campaign, Better Together, was founded in June 2012 

and involved the three big parties in British politics: Labour (which also ran its 

own campaign: United with Labour), the Conservatives and the Liberal 

Democrats. Its head was Alistair Darling, a former Labour Chancellor of the 

Exchequer under Gordon Brown’s premiership, but it was tightly controlled by 

the Conservative-led UK government (Keating & McEwan, 2017, p. 13). Unlike 

Yes Scotland, Better Together suffered from leadership issues and was 

generally perceived as a negative campaign. In fact, Better Together’s own 

director of communications jokingly referred to his own campaign as “Project 

Fear” in conversations with journalists (Pike, 2015). However, as noted by 

Mitchell (2016), Better Together’s biggest problem was not its negative 

campaigning but that it did nothing to change people’s opinion of it, which is 

also one of the claims made in Article 4 (Engström, submitted). 

Both campaigns were thus led by politicians intimately associated with 

Labour. Whilst officially opposed to independence, the party’s voters were 

divided. As McEwan & Keating (2017) point out, “[t]he largest group of 

independence supporters was sometimes to be found among Labour voters” (p. 

194). The Conservatives generally kept a low profile in the debates, and there 

were accusations that Better Together was made up of “Tory money and Labour 

foot soldiers” (Mitchell, 2016, p. 6). The close collaboration between Labour 

and the Conservatives would prove disastrous for Labour, which lost all but one 

of its seats in the ensuing general elections. 

The referendum saw the creation of a great many campaign organizations, 

almost all of which supported independence. Most of these were ad hoc 

organizations and part of Yes Scotland, such as Architects for Yes, Poles for an 

Independent Scotland (Tak) or Business for Scotland. Others were autonomous 

and had additional objectives, some of which continued their work even after 

the referendum, e.g. National Collective (NC), Women for Independence and 

the Radical Independence Campaign (RIC). While Women for Independence 

departed mostly from Yes Scotland in their emphasis on equal representation, 

the other two had considerably more radical visions for Scotland. RIC has been 

described as a “split of mostly twentysomething pro-independence activists 

from the Socialist Workers’ Party. . . who have years practiced the politics of 

vanguardism and left posturing” (Hassan, 2014a, p. 118). NC was another 

youth-dominated movement which had a largely left-wing vision of Scotland 

and which advocated radical democracy. The organization saw neoliberalism as 

its enemy and wanted to challenge “the common sense” promoted by 

mainstream UK political parties. The movement’s most prominent 
characteristic, however, was its emphasis on cultural expressions of politics, 
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whether this meant staging plays, musical performances or arranging festivals. 

In this way, they complemented an otherwise rather traditional campaign 

(Engström, 2018b).  

3.3.2 The Voters 

With 84.59% of the registered Scottish electorate casting a vote, the referendum 

saw the biggest turnout in British politics since before the introduction of 

universal suffrage. Commonwealth and EU citizens residing in Scotland were 

also eligible to vote, as were, for the first time in Scottish history, sixteen-year-

olds. This enfranchisement was mirrored in the campaign by the emergence of 

youth movements such as NC or Tak, an organization affiliated with Yes 

Scotland and which sought to convince Polish Scots to vote yes. 

During the final week before the referendum, polls were published on a daily 

basis. Providing an overview of polls, Mitchell (2016) notes that in the years 

before the referendum, support for independence was usually below 35%. Even 

when the gap began to close, the No side was still ahead in the polls. While most 

polls indicated that the result was going to be tight, some polls actually put Yes 

in the lead. Whether support for the union increased during the final days or 

whether the polls were simply inaccurate is not clear, but what “was clear was 

that the polls elicited panic amongst supporters of the union” (Mitchell, 2016, 

p. 12). Figure 1 shows the support for Yes and No respectively during the month 

leading up to the referendum according to YouGov. While there are many 

pollsters to choose from, YouGov’s polls are cited here because of the relatively 

small gap between their predictions and the actual outcome, but also because of 

their visibility during the campaign.  

 

Figure 1. YouGov’s appreciation of support for Yes and No respectively in 

August and September 2014 
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2017, pp. 188f). The typical Yes voter was a middle-aged man born in Scotland 

(McEwan & Keating, 2017, p. 194). Liñeira et al. (2017) argue that once social 

class and party identification are taken into consideration, the only significant 

factor in explaining support for either side is age. The oldest sections of the 

demos voted No while the youngest voted Yes. 

As McEwan & Keating (2017) conclude, “[a]ny referendum which includes 

only two opposing options is likely to become polarized” (p. 194). While the 

outcome was clearer than that of the 2016 Brexit referendum, it was still tighter 

than many pollsters had predicted. So despite the outcome, it is difficult to talk 

about winners and losers considering that we now know that the result did not 

end with either independence or the status quo, but with more powers being 

devolved to the Scottish Parliament, the so-called devo-max scenario. As 

Liñeira et al. (2017) found in their survey data, “the median voter was a devo-

max supporter” (p. 168). 

3.3.4 The Media 

As in the rest of the UK and in many other western countries, the Scottish media 

landscape consists of a variety of media. Print media has historically had a 

strong position in Scotland and has also played an important role in the shaping 

of national identity. Mitchell (2014) notes that while print media broke down 

barriers between the different parts of the UK, it simultaneously helped shaping 

a “sense of Scottishness in everyday life” that made Scots “more aware of their 

Others” (p. 36). Unlike print media, Scottish TV broadcasting has “always been 

determined by policy elsewhere, generally in London” (Blain & Hutchison, 

2016, p. 17).8  

Print media was overwhelmingly pro-union (Dekavalla, 2016). In fact, the 

only major newspaper to support the pro-independence side was The Sunday 
Herald, based in Glasgow. In an editorial published on 4 May 2014 it was 

declared that “[a]t The Sunday Herald we want a Scotland that cares about 

others, everywhere, as much as it cares about its own” (Sunday Herald View, 

2014). This support mattered a great deal to the Yes campaign. This statement 

about a future independent Scotland was not only used by, but also appropriated 

by, the Yes campaign, something which is analysed in Article 2 (Engström, 

2018a). As noted in Engström (2018a), Yes Scotland’s in-house artist would 

downplay the role of The Sunday Herald in pictorial campaign material in which 

the above statement occurred, but also emphasize the care aspect, effectively 

presenting Scotland as a NATION IS A MOTHER metaphor. 

While “[n]either the English press nor its readers were hugely excited by the 

referendum outside the period immediately before and after the vote” 

(Williamson & Golding, 2016, p. 111), all of the major Scottish and UK-wide 

                                                        
8 For an overview of the Scottish media landscape as well as an exhaustive discussion of various 

aspects of Scottish media and the independence referendum, see the edited volume by Blain et al. 

(2016). 
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broadsheets and tabloids’ front pages were dominated by the referendum on 18 

September 2014.9 While there was a great deal of negative media coverage 

overall, both broadsheets and tabloids had more or less balanced front pages and 

headlines on the referendum day: 

 

The Herald: “Scotland’s day of reckoning” 

The Scotsman: “Day of destiny” 

Daily Record: “Choose well Scotland” 

The Scottish Sun: “Yes or No. Today Scotland starts with a blank page” 

The Sun (nation-wide): “Better Together” 

Daily Mirror: “Don’t leave us this way” 

Daily Telegraph: A photo of two people waving a saltire and a union flag 

The Guardian: “Day of destiny” 

The Times: “Scotland decides” 

Daily Mail: “Is this the day the UK dies?” 

Daily Express: “Great Britain on the brink” 

Scottish Daily Express: “Don’t let the sun set on our union” 

 

There seems to have been consensus among the editors that the referendum was 

indeed an important day, but explicit political stance-taking was relatively low. 

Scottish tabloids were not only against independence, they also have a history 

of targeting the SNP and what they call “Nats.” It is worth recalling some of the 

front pages published on election day 2007, the election that resulted in the SNP 

taking the reins of power. The Scottish Sun’s front page featured a picture of a 

noose along with the headline “Vote SNP today and you put Scotland’s head in 

the noose” while The Daily Record fronted with an exhortation: “Don’t let a 

protest vote break up Britain” (Mitchell, 2014, p. 266). 

The negative press coverage of the independence movement had at least two 

major consequences for Scottish media. The first was a veritable explosion in 

online activity and activism in support of independence; the second was the 

emergence of new news outlets, both digital and print. Despite the outcome of 

the referendum, British media dubbed the Yes side the winners of the online 

battle (see e.g. Belam, 2014; Cookson, 2014; Davidson, 2014). The Yes side 

dominated social media. As an example, there were 750,000 tweets published 

in the month leading up to the referendum containing either the hashtag 

#YesScotland or #VoteYes, which was three times as many as the No 

equivalents #bettertogether and #nothanks (Cellan-Jones, 2014). 

The referendum also saw the emergence of new media outlets. Two such 

outlets that are still active are the daily newspaper The National and the online 

magazine Bella Caledonia. Although Bella Caledonia was technically launched 

                                                        
9 Images of UK newspapers’ front pages are available at 

https://www.theguardian.com/media/gallery/2014/sep/18/scottish-independence-referendum-day-

newspaper-front-pages-in-pictures 
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online back in 2007, it was the referendum that brought it into public awareness. 

Bella Caledonia was launched in 2007 as a “rejection of the norms of British 

politics, and indeed large parts of Scottish mainstream politics,” more 

particularly “the Anglo-American capitalist model, the Westminster consensus, 

and the narrow fetishisation of miniscule differences between Labour and the 

SNP (other than on the issue of independence” (Hassan, 2014b, p. 66). The 
National was launched in November 2014 as a sister publication of The Herald 
and The Sunday Herald. It is less radical than Bella Caledonia and a “critical 

friend of the independence movement” (Blain & Hutchison, 2016, p. 21). Since 

its launch, its circulation has, however, been the lowest of all the daily Scottish 

titles. 

Bloggers also played an important part during the referendum. Perhaps the 

most influential one was Stuart Campbell, who still runs the blog and the Twitter 

account Wings over Scotland (WoS). Campbell himself describes WoS as a 

“Scottish political media digest and monitor which also offers its own 

commentary” (Buchanan, 2016, p. 76). To many voters WoS is perhaps best 

known as the people responsible for the publication of “The Wee Blue Book,” 

a booklet arguing in favour of independence, which was largely based on the 

white paper “Scotland’s Future.” 
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4. Language and Ideology 

This section is concerned with the interplay between language and ideology; a 

nexus that is at the heart of political discourse. There is an ongoing trend both 

in political theory and discourse studies to emphasize the conceptual and 

ideological aspects of language. This section discusses two approaches that are 

of particular importance for the present study, one emanating from the field of 

linguistics and the other one from political theory, namely the cognitive 

linguistic approach to critical discourse studies and the morphological approach 

respectively. By doing so, this section identifies points of contact between 

political theory and discourse studies, thus showing how both fields can benefit 

from further integration and disciplinary cross-fertilization. Section 4.1 

addresses the question of how language influences thought. Sections 4.2 and 4.3 

discuss how the language-ideology nexus has been theorized in discourse 

studies and political theory respectively. 

4.1 Linguistic Influence on Thinking 

The question whether language affects our thinking is one of the most long-

standing avenues of research in the field of linguistics. This question is often 

couched in terms of linguistic relativity and linguistic determinism, and 

frequently referred to as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. Perhaps one of the most 

fundamental questions concerning linguistic influence on thinking is whether it 

is possible to distinguish between the two. As pointed out by Zlatev & Blomberg 

(2015), it does not make much sense to ignore the relationship between the two, 

but there are nonetheless cognitive capabilities which do not require us to make 

use of language, e.g. mental imagery and episodic memory. 

Understanding the relationship between language and thought is necessary 

for anyone who is interested in ideologies and how they are constructed, 

proliferated and contested. To be more precise, it is important to understand to 

what extent an actor is capable of influencing other actors. This is the main 

concern for Dor (2015), who takes the notion of linguistic relativity and 

determinism as points of departure for his general theory of language, and for 

his reformulation of the question whether language affects thought. Dor, who 

himself has studied how language is used in order to legitimize political action 

in the Israel-Palestine conflict (Dor, 2002, 2005), considers the fact that our 

conceptualization of linguistic influence on thought matters for how ideology 

and propaganda are studied. The manner in which he approaches this issue may 

therefore be of help in explaining what is meant in this thesis when it is claimed 

that language constructs, proliferates and contests ideology. This section does 

not provide a full overview of Dor’s general theory, which is considerably more 
complex than the following outline, but focuses instead on two aspects that have 
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particular bearing on this thesis, namely the distinction between privately held 

and shared experience, and a vector model of influence. 

Dor makes a distinction between privately held and shared experience. 

Shared experience is the knowledge needed in order to communicate. Dor’s 

understanding of shared knowledge bears affinity to Slobin’s (1996) notion of 

thinking for speaking, which Slobin describes as a “special form of thought that 

is mobilized for communication” (p. 76). In Dor’s work, this is called 

experiencing-for-instructing. This term mirrors the underpinning of Dor’s 

argument, namely that a speaker cannot convey the exact same (personal) 

experience to an interlocutor, but rather has to instruct the interlocutor in how 

to experience in a manner like the speaker. Dor (2015) argues that “[e]very 

speaker, then, lives in two worldviews at the same time, one for knowing and 

one for speaking ‒ the first privately experienced, the other socially 

constructed” (p. 94). This important distinction results in a reformulation of the 

question of linguistic influence on thinking. The question is not whether 

language influences thinking, but to what extent, and how experiencing-for-

instructing affects how people experience in general. 

Rather than assuming that language has a direct effect on a hearer’s thinking, 

the degree of linguistic influence depends on a number of factors. These factors 

are subsumed in Dor’s model of vector space of influence. The experiential 
profile refers to an actor’s susceptibility to linguistic influence, an actor’s ability 

and willingness to allow the socially constructed worldview to impose on the 

private worldview. Linguistic influence may also have different strength, 

direction and temporal order. 

The strength of influence concerns the relationship between linguistic and 

experiential vectors, where an existing experiential vector may be strong 

enough to withstand linguistic influence. A citizen who has a very positive or 

negative view of a political system might hold on to this view even when 

presented with strong arguments against it. The temporal order of influence also 

matters as an experience that is prior to a linguistic statement can be weakened 

or strengthened, while linguistic influence anteceding experience may direct 

future influences. A linguistic vector may also frame experiencing by directing 

attention to ways of experiencing that appeal to the experiencer. This might 

result in different forms of bias. Similarly, experience may make us question 

the linguistic categories we use to make sense of the world. Trust is a vital 

ingredient, and in this sense linguistic influence is a continuum. 

In sum, what Dor’s ideas amount to is a relationship between language and 

thought that is “bi-directional, dialectic, highly dynamic and cyclical” (p. 101). 

This has implications for how we should understand political communication. 

Successful persuasion should by no means be the presupposed outcome of 

political communication but rather an extreme goal as “[a]ccording to the 

theory, language should also reach its peak of influence on private experience 

where it manages to replace direct experiencing – and build an entire 
experiential world built purely on imagination.” This is how ideology and 
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propaganda operate, Dor claims, as “they make their impact not by directly 

configuring lived experience, but through the construction of an entire 

imaginary world – which then reflects back on experience” (p.102). 

4.2 From Language to Ideology 

Cognitive linguistics is one of the schools of linguistic thought in which the 

discourse-ideological interface has most clearly crystallized in recent years. 

When the cognitive linguistic school emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

something happened to the way that language was viewed: it became the stuff 

that ideologies are made of. Language was now seen as “reflections of general 

conceptual organization, categorization principles, processing mechanisms, and 

experiential and environmental influences” (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 2007, p. 3). 

Cognitive linguistics is an umbrella term for a great many usage-based 

approaches concerned with the dynamics of meaning-making in text and 

discourse. A number of key assumptions are shared (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 

2007): 

 

(i) Semantics takes centre stage in linguistic analysis; 

(ii) Linguistic meaning is encyclopaedic in nature; 

(iii) Linguistic meaning is perspectival 

 

A clear distinction between what could be labelled “word meaning” and “world 

knowledge” is thus refuted. Language does not, however, reflect reality 

objectively, but rather “reflects the needs, interests and experiences of 

individuals and cultures” (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 2007, p. 5). As will become 

clear later, it is the third characteristic, the perspectival nature of meaning, that 

connects language to ideology in many discourse frameworks. 

Lakoff (1987) and more notably Lakoff & Johnson (1980) played a major 

role in the launch of cognitive theories in the wider field of linguistics. 

Beginning with Lakoff & Johnson (1980), metaphor was described in terms of 

language-independent cognitive structures that can be expressed in language. In 

other words, metaphor was no longer considered merely a text-surface 

phenomenon but peeping holes into our minds. Since then, the study of what 

has become known as conceptual metaphor has exploded. The fundamental role 

played by metaphor in political discourse, has been exemplified by Thompson 

(1996) who sees it as a sine qua non for politics, and to whom “politics without 

metaphors is like a fish without water.” 

In the present thesis, the conceptual metaphor that has been given the most 

attention is THE NATION IS A PERSON metaphor. This particular metaphor has 

drawn a lot of attention from scholars in different fields, e.g. political science 

(Norocel, 2013), political philosophy (Bottici, 2009), sociology (Youval-Davis, 
1997; Youval-Davis & Anthias, 1989) and linguistics (Musolff, 2004, 2013). A 
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number of these scholars have either employed feminist approaches or focused 

on THE NATION AS A GENDERED BODY metaphor, notably on THE NATION IS A 

WOMAN metaphor. In his critical analysis of metaphors employed by right-wing 

nationalist organizations, Norocel (2013) states that “women play a crucial role 

in the discursive (re)production of the nation” (p. 64) typically as a symbolic 

and ethnic rallying point or as a symbol of the particular nature of the nation. 

The analysis presented in Article 2 (Engström, 2018a), however, goes beyond 

this research and focuses on what happens when these traditional gendered 

metaphors are employed in a situation where the relationship between nation 

and body is highly contested. What Article 2 found is that traditional 

conceptualizations such as THE NATION IS A MOTHER and other conceptual 

metaphors were reworked in order to function in a society where concepts such 

as EQUALITY, FAIRNESS and EMPOWERMENT are more important than political 

concepts such as SOVEREIGNTY or ETHNICITY. 

A major step towards integrating cognitive linguistic theories with discourse 

studies beyond metaphor was taken by Hart (2011a, 2011b), who began laying 

the foundations for a cognitive linguistics approach to Critical Discourse 

Studies (CDS). The cognitive turn in discourse studies, Hart (2013) argues, “can 

show not only how linguistic constructions reflect ideology but how they 

reproduce ideology” (p. 404). 

Central to Hart’s cognitive approach to discourse studies is the notion of 

construal. When a writer produces a text, the choice of words encodes certain 

interpretations. The reader’s understanding of the text is contingent on the 

application of construals. Construals are concrete sense-making processes that 

are grounded in more general cognitive faculties. For example, our 

understanding of metaphor hinges on our ability to make comparisons, and the 

singling out of a person in a crowd depends on our ability to pay attention. There 

are a great many construals proposed and the exact terminology, meaning and 

focus differ from scholar to scholar. Hart’s approach builds primarily on the 

works of Langacker (1987, 2008) and Croft & Cruse (2004). Table 3 offers an 

overview of the main construals used by Hart. 

Hart (2013) lists four general cognitive faculties: gestalt, comparison, 

attention and perspective. Categorization and Metaphor are grouped together 

since they both rely on comparison between entities. The construals grouped 

under the label Attention are all concerned with elements of other elements, and 

could be expanded to include also metonymy (see Littlemore, 2015; Paradis, 

2011). Perspective refers to means of representing the writer vis-à-vis the text, 

e.g. external or internal position. 

Gestalt refers to the configuration of entities. Hart offers no systematized 

typology of the different forms of conceptual organization, for which reason it 

is worth looking at Paradis (2005). Paradis makes a primary distinction between 

conceptual content and conceptual structure where the former refers to concepts 
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Table 3. Construal operations as instances of general cognitive faculties and 

discursive strategies. Adapted from Hart (2013, p. 406). 
                            

              System 

 

Strategy 

   Gestalt Comparison Attention Perspective 

Structural 

configuration 

Schematization    

Framing  Categorization 

Metaphor 

  

Identification   Focus 

Profiling 

Scanning 

 

Positioning    Deixis 

Modality 

 

 

qua concepts (concrete phenomena, events, processes, states, abstract 

phenomena) and the latter refers to the configurational templates into which 

concepts are inserted. Concepts can be in a thing-relation, a part/whole relation, 

bounded or unbounded, part of a scale, differ in terms of degree and frequency. 

As will be discussed in section 4.3, this line of reasoning also permeates one of 

the most linguistically oriented approaches to the study of ideology in political 

science proper, namely the morphological approach. 

Cognitive aspects are considered in all original articles, and certain 

categories, notably metaphor and metonymy, play a larger role in several 

articles. The notions of schematization and categorization are only employed in 

Article 1 (Engström, 2016). In this article the terms are used in order to illustrate 

how the Scottish government construct different nations as having different 

capacities in order to stress the differences between the UK and what the 

Scottish government see as national role models. The difference between a static 

and a dynamic schematization is seen when contrasting examples (1) and (2), 

which are taken from Engström (2016). 

 

(1) Within the UK, Scotland is part of an increasingly unequal society. 

(2) Sweden, New Zealand, Switzerland and Finland have all made 

significant global contributions to security, peace and reconciliation 

initiatives. 

 

Example (1) exemplifies a static schema, in this case a part-whole relationship 

involving Scotland and the rest of the UK. The purpose of this construction is 

to construct Scotland as unable to take action as long as it is part of this current 

constitutional configuration. Example (2) on the other hand is a force-dynamic 
construction, i.e. a dynamic construction that serves to illustrate how a number 
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of small states have managed to take action because they are independent. 

Article 1 analyses many such constructions where a passive Scotland is 

contrasted with active small states, as in example (3).  

 

(3) Whilst the Westminster Government requires firms to report the number 

of men and women on their boards, and has a target to increase the 

number of women on FTSE 100 boards to 25 per cent by 2015, a number 

of European countries have adopted a more progressive attitude to 

gender balance on company boards. Belgium, Italy, France, Iceland and 

Norway have already introduced legislation requiring a gender quota on 

boards. 

 

Example (3) is an example of a comparative construction where a Scotland as a 

part of the UK is contrasted with a number of small, but according to the 

Scottish government, more forceful states. Throughout the white paper known 

as Scotland’s Future, comparison and static and force-dynamic constructions, 

and their corresponding discursive strategies of structural configuration and 

framing, are used in order to stress the differences between Scotland and the 

Westminster system, as well as to present Scotland as a successful small 

European state. 

Ideology takes centre stage in Hart’s cognitive linguistic approach to 

discourse studies. Hart (2013) says that the objective of his cognitive-discursive 

enterprise is to “demonstrate the conceptual import of ideological language 

choices and to identify the particular parameters along which (potential) 

ideological differences in text and conceptualization can occur” (pp. 404f). 

There is, however, great discrepancy between Hart’s definition of ideology and 

how many scholars of ideology would define it. As has previously been noted 

in this section, the perspectival nature of language is identified as one of the key 

assumptions in cognitive linguistics (Geeraerts & Cuyckens, 2007). The 

concept of perspective has also infiltrated Hart’s understanding of ideology. To 

Hart (2014), ideology is understood as “something akin to ‘perspective’. That 

is, as a particular interpretation of the way things are or ought to be. Language 

is ideological when it is used to promote one perspective over another” (p. 2). 

What Hart has done with the study of ideology is turning it into the 

identification of perspectives. However, the perspectival meaning of ideology 

did not emerge from Hart’s work, but goes back to the founding of what was 

then called critical discourse analysis, nowadays more often referred to as 

critical discourse studies. In this understanding, “speaking and writing always 

represent, produce, and reproduce beliefs, opinions and ideologies” (Heer & 

Wodak, 2008, p. 10). For founding members such as Ruth Wodak and Teun van 

Dijk, ideologies are also perspectivized on a large scale. To Wodak & Meyer 

(2016), ideologies are concerned with inclusion and exclusion, and “texts are 

often sites of struggle in that they show traces of differing discourses and 
ideologies” (p. 12). The us/them distinction clearly imbues the writings of van 
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Dijk (e.g. 1998, 2013), where the “who are we?” question is one of the 

fundamental questions structuring ideology. 

Discourse analysts rightly underline the group aspect of ideology. Van Dijk 

(1995) claims that just as “there is no ‘private’ language. . . there are no personal 

ideologies” (p. 245). Ideologies are what van Dijk calls sociocognitive; they are 

“social and political, and related to groups and societal structures” (p. 244). 

Examples of groups, according to van Dijk, include such diverse groups as 

elites, masses, professors and feminists. What might be learned from van Dijk’s 

view of ideology is that the composition of the group matters less than the 

composition of the ideology. Moreover, it also shows that despite a great interest 

in ideology, discourse analysts tend to treat ideologies as given, assuming that 

they are prepackaged and ready to be appropriated. Generally, little attention is 

paid to their internal structure. For this reason, the next section turns to a view 

of ideology where both language and internal structure take centre stage. 

4.3 From Ideology to Language 

The previous section provided an overview of some of the research centring on 

the discourse-ideology interface from a discourse point of view. In contrast, this 

section focuses on how researchers in the social sciences, notably political 

theory, have approached the role played by language in the construction of 

ideology. 

Discussing the central role played by language in (political) thinking, Fiala 

(2015) proposes that “[o]ne seemingly universal exhortation of political 

philosophy is that we ought to be aware of how our language and culture limits 

our political thinking and activity” (p. 15). Perhaps taking it a bit too far in a 

social constructivist direction, he also argues that “[a]fter Marx, Nietzsche, 

Freud, Foucault and other suspicious hermeneuts, it is no longer possible to 

simply accept that we even know what we are talking about (or what we are 

inheriting and perhaps obfuscating when we employ the language of political 

philosophy” (p. 8). 

For some political scientists, language is a delight mingled with terror. 

Heywood (2004) laments the insight that language is evaluative and asks 

himself “[i]f the attempt to devise a neutral and scientific vocabulary for politics 

is hopeless, where does this leave us?” (p. 3). Heywood answers the question 

by suggesting that “the least, and possibly the most, we can do is be clear about 

the words we use and the meanings we assign to them. . . When a stupid remark 

is uttered its stupidity should be obvious, even to the speaker” (ibid). Expanding 

on the difficulties of studying political language, Heywood (2004, p. 3) zooms 

in on the conceptual nature of language. 

 

A definition ties a word down to a specific meaning, something that 

is difficult to do with political terms because they stand for ideas, 
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concepts and values which are themselves highly complex and often 

fiercely contested. Moreover, most political terms carry heavy 

ideological baggage, a set of assumptions and beliefs which serve to 

influence how the words are used and what meanings are assigned to 

them. . . However carefully words are used and however rigorously 

their meanings are refined, language tends to simplify and 

misrepresent the infinite complexity of the real world. 

 

This critique has been around for a long time. Antoine Destutt de Tracy (1754-

1836), the man who coined the term ideology in the late eighteenth century to 

designate what he saw as a new discipline concerned with the study of ideas in 

general, lamented the mismatch between word and idea, and dreamt of perfected 

language (Head, 1985, p. 53). 

That concepts have fuzzy boundaries is received knowledge in both 

linguistics and political theory. A ground breaking investigation into the nature 

of political concepts was made by Gallie (1956). By introducing the term 

essentially contested concepts, he showed that (core) political concepts are far 

from stable and unequivocal, but dynamic and complex. Altogether, Gallie 

proposed seven conditions for what constitutes an essentially contested concept, 

some of which are more basic than others. To begin with, it has to be appraisive 

(I). The concept has to be internally complex (II), and its components can 

change the meaning of the totality depending on their order (III). It also has to 

be open to change that “cannot be prescribed or predicted in advance” (IV) 

(ibid., p. 172). Those competing over the meaning of a concept should also 

acknowledge that there is competition (V). While the competing definitions are 

derived from an original and widely accepted definition (VI), the respective 

derivative definitions should continue to develop through competition (VII). 

The notions of concept, structure and contestability take centre stage in the 

works of Michael Freeden, whose work draws heavily on insights from the field 

of linguistics, and as argued in Article 3, mostly on lexical semantics and 

cognitive linguistics (Engström, 2018, p. 101). Freeden has developed the so-

called morphological approach, a rich terminological apparatus used in order to 

account for the different conceptual configurations that constitute ideologies.  

 

Thinking about politics involves the formation of ideological 

frameworks – at different levels of sophistication – that operate 

within a world of essential contestability, vying over the shaping of 

political language through various decontesting devices that attempt 

to fix meaning, and frequently appearing clustered together in 

fluctuating family resemblance modes to which are given names such 

as liberalism, conservatism, or anarchism. (Freeden, 2013b, p. 3) 

 

Ideologies are structured through different configurations of political concepts, 
which Freeden (2008) sees as “political thinking’s basic unit of meaning” (p. 
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199). All forms of political thought are constrained with respect to semantics 

and structure. 

The semantic constraints concern the properties of political concepts, e.g. 

ambiguity and indeterminacy), while the structural constraints refer to 

discursive properties such as the configuration of concepts into ideologies, or 

the internal complexity of concepts. The basic building blocks are thus the 

political concepts (e.g. LIBERTY, JUSTICE, POWER), and an ideology (e.g. 

socialism, conservatism, liberalism), “is hence the macroscopic structural 

arrangement that attributes meaning to a range of mutually defining political 

concepts” (Freeden, 1996, p. 54). 

Concepts, as noted by Gallie (1956), have internal structure, and this is 

where Freeden (1996) picks up. The internal components of political concepts 

can be understood in relation to their range and their indeterminacy. Freeden 

(1996, p. 57) illustrates this by taking the concept EQUALITY. By selecting a 

range you may choose to narrow the meaning of equality to ‘equal opportunity’. 

‘Equal opportunity’, however, can in turn be broken down into scalar readings, 

the minimalist being ‘there should be no legal hindrances stopping people from 

reaching their full potential’, and the maximalist reading being ‘there should be 

no socio-economic hindrances stopping people from reaching their full 

potential’. Depending on historical and geographic context, these ranges and 

readings may vary, e.g. in a society where women are not allowed to own 

property but men are, the range imposes severe restrictions on how maximalist 

a maximalist reading can really be. 

The ideological-morphological apparatus used to map the relations between 

political concepts has been referred to as the “four Ps”: Proximity, Priority, 

Permeability and Proportionality (Freeden, 2003, pp. 60-66). This model is used 

in Article 3 (Engström 2018b) in order to identify the similarities and 

differences in the Scottish National Party’s and National Collective’s 

understanding of independence. In what follows, the model will be explicated 

by drawing on examples from that publication. 

The proximity of concepts refers to the fundamental insight that concepts do 

not make much sense on their own. Democracy is a case in point, being perhaps 

one of the most contested political concepts of all. According to Lummis (1996), 

the sentence “’I’m for democracy’ conveys virtually no information. At best it 

shows that the speaker is not a straightforward Nazi or a supporter of the divine 

right of kings” (p. 14). The need for proximity also applies to discourse. Whole 

discourses make more sense when seen in the appropriate context. In the case 

of the SNP, it is clear that the party’s economic discourse is tightly linked to 

discourse on democracy and social issues. One of the findings of Article 3 is 

that sometimes SNP politicians present these discourses as a connect-the-dots 

puzzle (Engström, 2018b, p. 108). Discourse analysts might refer to this 

embedding of discourses as interdiscursivity (Reisigl & Wodak, 2009, p. 90). 
Priority links back to the previous discussion on the structure of ideology. 

Some concepts can be said to occupy a more central position and be surrounded 
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by adjacent and more peripheral concepts. At the centre of SNP discourse we 

find unsurprisingly the concept of independence. Independence is an important 

concept also in NC ideology, but less central than social justice. Sustainability 

is a more peripheral concept in both SNP and NC ideology. An example of the 

proximity-priority interface is Hassan’s (2014a) argument that independence is 

the goal for the SNP while it is a means for social transformation for NC 

members. 

Permeability refers to the insight that concepts and ideologies are not 

mutually exclusive. A concept such as DEMOCRACY is difficult to disentangle 

from concepts such as EQUALITY and REPRESENTATION, but both EQUALITY and 

REPRESENTATION are still concepts in their own right. There is also permeability 

on a higher level, i.e. between ideologies. Decentralization is a core concept of 

green ideology (Humphrey, 2013), and also a central issue for the Scottish 

Greens (Scottish Green Party, 2016). However, further devolvement of power 

inside of Scotland is not limited to the Greens but also an important question 

for the SNP (Scottish National Party, 2016) and Labour (Atkins, 2015). 

Proportionality is not only a question of whether a concept exists in an 

ideology, but also a question about the relative space available to concepts and 

themes. As Freeden (2003) explains, “[i]n part it is a question of how an 

ideology wishes to present its arguments” (p. 64). Libertarians, Freeden points 

out, are more likely to single out personal liberty as the most important liberal 

value, with less focus on values such as progress or rationality. In relation to 

Scottish independence, the SNP is more prone to talk about secession in terms 

of independence than in terms of sovereignty. The proportionality of ideologies 

is also a question of voter appeal. Presenting an argument is a balance act 

between being general and being detailed. As Freeden (2003) argues, “[t]he vast 

majority of people will experience overload as a consequence of undue 

complexity” (p. 65). As seen in section 3.1.1, leaving the union could mean 

leaving many unions (monarchical, parliamentary, monetary, social, NATO, 

EU), but the SNP chooses to single out one of those in relation to secession– 

the parliamentary. 

The morphological approach has received critique for its emphasis on 

descriptive analysis. Alexander (2015) criticizes what he sees as “justifying 

collection,” and groups Freeden together with Heywood (1998) and Vincent 

(1992). These writers, according to Alexander (2015), “cannot explain why the 

ideologies are divided into liberalism, socialism and conservatism and so on. So 

they fall back on common sense and observe simply that they are divided in this 

way” (p. 982). 

While ideological morphology is descriptive in nature, reconfiguration of 

ideological morphology indexes social change. Concepts on the perimeter of 

ideologies are typically ephemeral (often policy proposals) and the dynamics of 

these peripheral layers of ideologies thus mirror social changes or attempts 

thereof (Freeden, 1996, p. 79f). In part, Alexander’s (2015) critique misses the 
point. The point of the morphological approach is not to map concepts and be 
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satisfied with that: “The proper conduct of the investigation of ideologies cannot 

be geared just to telling a tale about a particular set of beliefs, but to 

understanding the larger fluid phenomenon we call political thinking” (Freeden, 

1996, p. 130). This understanding, moreover, does not come from one single 

spring but from a complex totality of research. 

To reconnect with section 4.2, the question is whether it is worth 

incorporating a compressed morphological analysis with existing models of 

discourse analysis, e.g. the discourse-historical approach (Reisigl & Wodak, 

2016) or in a model for multimodal analysis (Machin & van Leeuwen, 2016). 

These step-wise models already require a descriptive linguistic analysis before 

the application of social theories, but it would also be fruitful to map the 

configuration of key concepts. By doing so, ideology would no longer be 

reduced to a given in political discourse studies, a claim that will be further 

explicated in the following section. 
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5. Political Discourse Studies 

This section discusses how the notions of politics (5.1) and discourse (5.2) are 

used in the present thesis. It also contains a discussion concerning the 

possibilities and limitations of political discourse studies whilst making a call 

for further integration (5.3). 

5.1 Politics 

The discussion of ideology in section 4 claimed that ideology is often treated as 

a given by discourse analysts, and often conflated with the notion of perspective. 

Similarly, while discourse analysts make sure to define the notion of discourse 

in their work, they rarely do so with politics. The lack of clarity when it comes 

to the use of the term politics in discourse studies has been noted by Zienkowski 

(2019) who calls for scholars to pay attention to the meta-political dimension of 

discourse studies. As he points out, “[c]onceptual discussions about politics in 

discourse studies are rare and tend to be confined to sub-disciplines within the 

field such as Essex style discourse theory. . . or (post-) Foucauldian studies of 

political rationality and governmentality” (p. 132). 

Politics is often seen as a scalar phenomenon ranging from an understanding 

of it “in the most general sense of what pertains to the public” to narrower senses 

such as “the potential recourse to the legitimate physical coercion” (Bottici, 

2014, p. 10). In fact, many commentators might argue that even the broader 

definition is not broad enough. So, can politics be reduced to the layers of 

representative government? Is it personal? If so, how personal? Too personal? 

Does it all boil down to resources and whether these should be redistributed? 

The scope of the notion of politics is immensely difficult to grasp. As a heuristic, 

we may approach the matter from a rather broad meta-perspective. 

As far as academic disciplines are concerned, Freeden (2013b) makes a basic 

distinction between political philosophy and political theory. The former is 

concerned with the exploration of politics, of what could constitute politics. 

Political theory, in contrast, is concerned with actual political thinking and 

thought. Freeden further offers two perspectives on political theory: thinking 
about politics and thinking politically. The former is concerned with the 

mapping of ideological constellations that was discussed in section 4.3. The 

notion of thinking politically is rather concerned with the different categories of 

thought processes that can be said to distinguish political thinking from other 

sorts of thinking, e.g. thinking artistically, thinking sexually or thinking 

historically and which manifest themselves discursively (Freeden, 2013b, p. 3). 

While different forms of thinking may overlap, there are still certain categories 
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of thinking that are central to political thinking. While the list is far from 

complete, a number of such thought practices may be noted:10 

 

1. A sort of thinking geared at claiming the right of ultimate decision 

making, including the right to limit the power of others; 

2. A sort of thinking geared at ranking the importance of social aims and 

needs; 

3. A sort of thinking geared at evaluating other social entities, including 

giving and withdrawing support; 

4. A sort of thinking geared at presenting an image of society in which the 

relations between its different actors are conceptualized as cooperative, 

competitive or conflictual, et cetera; 

5. A sort of thinking geared at making decisions or policies affecting 

society, including grand collective visions 

 

Referring to Bottici’s view of politics as scalar, this of course applies to these 

categories of thinking too. For example, policies may only affect a small portion 

of society, or society as a whole. Similarly, everyone makes decisions on a daily 

basis, but far from all are political. As Freeden (2013, p. 36) explains, ordering 

food from a menu requires that we make decisions. For example, the decision 

to order a vegetarian dish might be politically motivated, just like the decision 

only to serve vegetarian dishes might be politically motivated. The point of this 

observation is not to conflate politics with gastronomy, but to highlight that 

there are political features to virtually all domains of human society. 

Delimitations of concepts and disciplines is a sensitive matter. Claims such 

as that by Machin & van Leeuwen (2016) that “[p]olitical science and critical 

discourse analysis have generally stuck to a relatively narrow ‘institutional’ 

definition of politics” (p. 244) have to be balanced against the risk that too broad 

a definition renders politics an utterly useless term. Zienkowski’s (2019) 

overview of how politics is defined by critical discourse analysts suggests that 

the understanding of politics is scalar. He reminds us that one of the founders 

of CDS, van Dijk, does not consider interpersonal conversations as political, 

nor does he see corporate discourse or media discourse as examples of political 

discourse (Zienkowski, p. 133). However, leading discourse analysts (e.g. 

Chilton, 2004, Wodak, 2001) have a broader understanding, one that often 

departs from an understanding of politics as a struggle for power, but that 

complements this understanding with a focus on moral issues or interpersonal 

cooperation. 

Politics, as understood by many discourse analysts and political scientists 

alike, is becoming increasingly broader and more complex. That does not, 

however, entail that the term will become meaningless because of ambiguity. It 

should not suffice for discourse analysts merely to claim that their object of 

                                                        
10 For a more detailed list of features of political thinking, see Freeden (2013b, pp. 33-36). 
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study is “political” or “ideological” without further elaboration or justification. 

Such claims should be grounded in a theory of politics. This section has 

suggested that one possibility would be to anchor the object of study to thought 

practices that are indeed political. The next section offers an insight into how 

the notion of discourse is used in the present thesis, and section 5.3 then 

reconnects to the issue of how to make sense of a seemingly ever-increasing 

broadening of our understanding of politics. 

5.2 Discourse 

As is the case with politics, the notion of discourse is immensely difficult to 

grasp. Definitions of discourse span from rather formalistic and linguistic ones, 

such as “linguistic organization above the level of the sentence” (Ingram, 2007, 

p. 331), to definitions postulating that discourse is multimodal and has to 

perform a certain function, e.g. hide, lay bare or legitimate power structures, 

which is a central pillar in CDS theory. 

Extrapolating from the structure of the previous section, it might be useful 

to approach the notion of discourse from a meta perspective. Angermüller 

(2015) makes a basic distinction between discourse theory and discourse 
analysis, which he subsumes under the rubric of discourse studies. The former 

is concerned with “discourse as an intellectual and epistemological problem of 

social, political and cultural theory.” Discourse analysis, in contrast, refers to 

“the analytical and methodological challenges of studying discourse as a 

material and empirical object” (p. 511). 

In order to elaborate on how the notion of discourse is understood and 

studied, we might use Wodak’s (2001) received definition as a point of 

departure. To Wodak, discourse is a “bundle of simultaneous and sequential 

interrelated linguistic acts, which manifest themselves within and across the 

social fields of action as thematically interrelated semiotic, oral or written, 

tokens, very often as ‘texts’, that belong to specific semiotic types, that is 

genres” (p. 66). 

The present thesis has already criticised CDS and discourse studies in 

general for skipping political-conceptual analysis prior to application of social 

theory, and that critique does not have to be repeated. However, Wodak’s 

definition of discourse indexes an issue which has been more frequently 

addressed in recent years, namely the need for more multimodal studies of 

politics. “The written language bias” as Linell (2005) calls it, has caused 

researchers to overlook important material. This is not a problem belonging 

exclusively to discourse studies. As Freeden (2015) acknowledges, “[t]ext and 

speech are the lifeblood to political theorists and students of ideologies, even if 

the latter are also learning to include and decode visual symbols” (p. 1). As 

Machin & van Leeuwen (2016) state in the opening paper of a special issue on 

multimodal approaches to CDS: “political discourse is articulated in many 

contexts and genres, including not only the media – new and old –, but also 
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interior design, architecture, fashion, product design, and a range of 

entertainment genres” (p. 428). 

Wodak’s (2001) definition also refers to discourses as acts. In the present 

thesis, this has been discussed in terms of different foci of discourse, and 

different functions. On an overarching level, it might be argued that the function 

of political discourse is to end contestation. The concrete foci in the articles of 

the present thesis are discourse as myth (Article 1), discourse as cognitive 

configurations (Article 1), discourse as metaphor and metonymy (Article 2), 

discourse as ideological morphology (Article 3), discourse as mobilization 

(Article 3), discourse as (de-)legitimation (Article 4). There are of course other 

foci; for example, the present thesis has not paid much attention to discourse as 

a means of proliferating or unmasking power structures, which is more of a CDS 

enterprise. The multitude of discursive foci makes it difficult to arrive at a 

conclusive definition of discourse in terms of its function. 

Finally, it has been reiterated here that ideology is not a given. The same 

applies to discourses: a discourse is not a given – it is reconstructed by 

researchers for analytical purposes. This insight, combined with what emerged 

from the preceding review, results in a definition of discourse that sums up how 

the term has been employed in the present thesis: A discourse is the result of an 

analyst’s attempt to systematically and thematically organize semiotic material 

in order to ascertain its function and social significance. 

5.3 Expanding Political Discourse 

So far, this section has attempted to discuss politics and discourse as discrete 

entities, which of course they are not. The study of political discourse draws on 

insights from different disciplines, and political discourse is an object of study 

in different disciplines. In order to make sense of this sometimes messy mixing 

of disciplines, van Leeuwen has created a nomenclature for interdisciplinary 

models of research. Political discourse might qualify as an integrationist 

discipline as this view is problem-focused on behalf of disciplinary origin of 

theory and method. “Disciplines” are seen as interdependent and in fact 

reconceptualized as skills. Drawing on personal experience, van Leeuwen says 

that “[i]n such a context I no longer say, for instance, ‘I am a linguist’. . . but ‘I 

know how to do certain types of linguistic research and can therefore make a 

specific and useful contribution to interdisciplinary research projects’” (p. 8). 

Freeden (2012) stresses the need for disciplinary inclusion. As previously 

discussed, politics may take many forms and it is an object of study in many 

disciplines. A scholar ought to consider theories originating not only in the field 

of departure but from neighbouring ones too. For this reason it might be worth 

quoting Freeden at length: 

 

If one gazes reflectively at the interlinking areas through which to 

enrich our comprehension of the actual practising of political thought, 

they encompass the study of ideologies, the comparative study of 
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political thought, intellectual history, conceptual history, discourse 

analysis (though not necessarily its critical mode), and a large number 

of post-structural approaches influenced by diverse perspectives such 

as psychoanalysis, post-Marxism, ethnography, the linguistic turn or 

artistic performativity. None of these is the key to interpreting 

political thought on its own, but each brings insights that enrich such 

interpretation in an accumulative manner. (Freeden, 2012, p. 262) 

 

The previous sections have discussed politics, ideology, discourse and discourse 

analysis in terms of narrow or broad, formal and functional, as cognition and 

action. In true academic fashion, this thesis will not offer a definitive definition 

of any of the notions discussed, but rather provide material for further debate. 

Table 4 is a heuristic model of how politics could be approached in political 

discourse studies and in other disciplines where discourse analysis is used as a 

tool. The model, which is an adaptation of that proposed by Ekman & Engström 

(2017), is inspired by Coşeriu’s (1985) abstract model of language as action, 

knowledge and product, or energeia, dynamis and ergon to use the original 

terminology. Coşeriu’s model has since then been adapted to account for 

different aspects of semiotics (Nedergaard-Thomsen & Brier, 2014) as well as 

for different subdisciplines of linguistics (Zlatev, 2011). 

The first thing to be noted is that Table 4 does not present a methodology or 

a set of tools of a methodology, but rather a heuristic that encourages researchers 

to contemplate ontological and epistemological aspects of theory and method in 

political discourse studies and political science. 

On the horizontal axis a distinction is made between politics as performative, 

politics as cognitive and politics as concrete objects of study. On the vertical 

axis a distinction is made between politics as universal, politics as abstracted 

and conventional, and politics as situated. The scope of the vertical dimensions 

may be understood by referring back to Freeden’s (2013b) distinctions between 

political theory and political philosophy on the one hand, and the distinction 

between thinking politically and thinking about politics on the other (see section 

5.1). The universal level is similar to Freeden’s understanding of political 

philosophy, i.e. the exploration of politics. More precisely it is concerned with 

what makes certain actions, thoughts or products political as opposed to for 

example economic or psychological. In order to make such discussions 

comprehensible, the universal level is often contrasted with the abstracted or the 

situated levels. 

The meso level is concerned with politics as something conventional and 

abstracted and is akin to what Freeden labels “thinking about politics.” In 

contrast, situated politics extrapolates from Freeden’s notion of thinking 

politically and draws on the different dimensions listed in 5.1. For example, if 

we understand a political product as something abstracted, we might think of 

texts that have been edited, e.g. manifestos or white papers, perhaps also bills, 
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Table 4 A heuristic model of politics as an object of study in political 

discourse studies. 

 Action Knowledge Product 

Universal 

politics 

Actions deemed 

to be political, as 

opposed to other 

actions 

Knowledge 

deemed to be 

political, as 

opposed to other 

forms of 

knowledge 

Products deemed 

to be political; 

typology thereof 

Conventional 

(abstracted) 

politics 

Political 

behaviour 

constrained by 

conventions, e.g. 

prescribed 

behaviour in an 

assembly 

Knowledge needed 

to work within a 

group, including 

how a concept or 

ideology is 

understood or 

developed by 

groups 

Products arising 

from abstraction, 

e.g. edited texts 

such as 

manifestos 

Situated 

politics 

Situated, 

individual actions 

Knowledge needed 

to express oneself 

politically, 

including private 

understanding of 

concepts and sets 

of beliefs 

Situated 

production, e.g. 

personal blogs or 

conversations. 

 

which have to be structured according to certain criteria. Similarly, if we think 

of political action as something abstracted/conventional, we might think of 

organized forms of political action, which range from behaviour in an assembly 

to organized protests. In contrast, situated political products are such products 

that are the result of individual actions and thinking, e.g. personal conversations 

or blogs/vlogs. Situated political action, in contrast to abstracted/conventional 

action is spontaneous, or at the very least minimally conventionalized. 

The question of what is political then requires contrasting different 

ontological dimensions seen in the table, and it requires arguments. Studies in 

politics and political discourse focus on different dimensions and sometimes 

advocate strongly for certain approaches. An example of this is Duverger’s 

(1964) claim that “[c]onstitutions and rules never give more than a partial idea 

of what happens, if indeed they describe reality at all, for they are rarely 

applied” (xvi). As pointed out by Ekman & Engström (2017), a study of a 

party’s understanding of a political phenomenon might differ, sometimes 

greatly, depending on whether the researcher’s entry point is at a situated or at 
an abstracted level. For example, a researcher may get one understanding of an 
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issue by studying parliamentary bills, and a different one by interviewing local 

activists. What the employment of the model in Table 4 can hopefully 

contribute, is a way of contextualizing research and to encourage researchers to 

provide arguments as to why a particular question is political. 
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6. Methodology 

This section addresses on the one hand the various methods employed in the 

constituent articles (6.1) as well as the ethical considerations underpinning the 

design of the studies (6.2). 

6.1 Methodologies Employed in the Articles 

The following section provides an overview and discussion of the methods used 

in the featured articles. Table 5 summarizes the different methods and data used 

in the articles. 

 

Table 5. Overview of methods and data used in the articles 

 Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 Article 4 

Aspect of 

discourse 

Political myth 

as mobilization 

Metaphor 

and 

metonomy 

Ideological 

morphology 

 

Mobilization 

(De)legitimation 

Method Manual corpus 

annotation 

 

Qualitative 

discourse 

analysis 

Interview 

 

Manual 

corpus 

annotation 

 

Multimodal 

qualitative 

discourse 

analysis 

Interview 

 

Manual 

corpus 

annotation 

 

Qualitative 

discourse 

analysis 

Manual corpus 

annotation 

 

Qualitative 

discourse 

analysis 

Material A 175000 

word white 

paper 

Image 

tweets, 

posters, 

postcards, 

interview 

data 

Interview 

data with ten 

respondents 

249 image 

tweets 

 

As seen in Table 5, the articles, while all making use of qualitative discourse 

analysis, focus on different aspects of discourse. Two of them study mainly 

visual data while the two others study verbal material. The next three sections 

will provide general overviews of the different methods. Manual corpus 

annotation and qualitative discourse are discussed in relation to each other in 

6.1.1 while qualitative multimodal analysis is discussed in 6.1.2 and interviews 
in 6.1.3. This section provides a brief overview of the different approaches 
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while more detailed descriptions of the different methodologies are used in the 

articles. 

6.1.1 Qualitative Discourse Analysis and Manual Corpus 
Annotation 

Over the past decade, discourse studies has come to adopt methods associated 

with corpus linguistics, i.e. the branch of linguistics concerned with the 

systematic study of text collections, or corpora. While this is a dynamic and 

heterogeneous field, the aspect of corpus linguistics discussed here is concerned 

with manual corpus annotation, which is a sine qua non for a systematic and 

qualitative analysis. All four studies presented in this thesis make use of 

qualitative discourse analysis as method, and the material, which consists of 

corpora of varying sizes and composition, has been manually annotated. The 

role of annotation is scalar and ranges from merely marking a finding for later 

retrieval to the exploration of patterns. Moreover, annotation is a means of 

imposing structure on data, which may consist of the implementation of an a 

priori set of labels or through an open annotation process that gradually 

develops into a coherent set of labels. 

On one side of this scale is Article 2, where a corpus annotation tool was 

merely used in order to annotate the occurrence of metonymy and metaphor in 

a small image corpus.11 For the study presented in Article 3, a corpus annotation 

tool was used in order to annotate interviews following a model developed by 

Gorski (2006), which had been adapted for the particular discursive approach 

of the article.12 Through a qualitative discourse analysis in which different 

motivational statements were recursively compared, themes emerged which 

could then be further analysed by employing the morphological approach. In 

this case, the annotation lead to the identification of three broad discourses: a 

democratic, an economic and a social. This is thus essentially a way of forming 

categories. On the topic of category design, Edwards (2001) has suggested that 

categories should be “systematically discriminable” and “usefully contrastive” 

(p. 323). That is, however, a form of categorization that does not work well 

within a discursive framework seeking to identify discourses, and where the 

notion of interdiscursivity is more important than clearly demarcated 

discourses. Similarly, the notion of permeability is one of the four “Ps” in the 

morphological approach which highlights that ideologies are analogous rather 

than discrete. The type of categorization done in Article 3 is what Gray (2004) 

refers to as “identifying the story” (pp. 336f), i.e. a process where sub-categories 

are linked to core categories within the frame of a story that summarizes the 

content of the categories. The story is typically derived from broad, abstract 

categories, such as in the case with the broad themes identified in Article 3, i.e. 

democracy, economic issues and social issues. 

                                                        
11 The UAM Image Tool was used in order to annotate visual data in Article 2 and 4. 
12 The UAM Corpus Tool was used in order to annotate verbal data in Article 1 and 3. 
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For the studies presented in Articles 1 and 4, manual corpus annotation was 

used for a different purpose, namely to identify patterns in data sets that might 

be difficult to spot without technical aid. For Article 1, national references 

occurring in a verbal corpus were annotated using a small set of analytical 

categories adapted from the cognitive linguistic approach to CDS (e.g. Hart, 

2011a, 2011b, 2014) in order to map the constituent parts resulting in political 

myth. By employing corpus software, it was possible to discover that certain 

categories co-occur and in a certain order. The study in Article 4 involved 

manual annotation of 249 image tweets. As in the case of Article 1, the use of 

corpus software allowed the researcher to identify trends by looking at how 

different categories co-occur. As the (de)legitimation framework contain some 

twenty categories, it was necessary to use corpus software in order to get an 

overview. 

6.1.2 Multimodal Discourse Analysis 

The articles in the present thesis focus on different semiotic modes and their 

communicative functions. Of particular interest has been the juxtaposition of 

text and image. While the analysis of multimodal discourse is similar to the 

analysis of verbal discourse, there are a number of questions that need to be 

addressed. Of particular importance for the present thesis are the issues of what 

a combination of verbal and visual features may convey, and what is required 

in order to determine the meaning of multimodal discourse. 

Multimodal material is studied primarily in Article 2 and 4, although the 

articles have different foci; metaphor and (de)legitimation respectively. While 

the material ranges from postcards and posters to tweets and other digital 

products, most of the material consists of a combination of verbal and visual 

features. More precisely, they constitute what Forceville (1996) has labelled 

verbo-pictorial metaphors. According to Forceville & Urios-Aparisi (2009), 

these verbo-pictorial metaphors have a discursive function, i.e. they are mini-

narratives. However, the meaning of these mini-narratives might not be obvious 

to a beholder. 

One of the fundamental questions in multimodal discourse analysis is 

concerned with how the meaning of non-verbal messages can be safely 

ascertained, as they are to an even larger extent than verbal communication a 

matter of interpretation. Forceville (2002, p. 12) suggests that the intention(s) 

of a metaphor maker should be taken into account, but not always be considered 

indispensable. Forceville (1999, 2014) has also singled out genre as a means of 

narrowing down interpretation of multimodal material. Forceville (2014) argues 

that when we are confronted with material, “[w]e usually know what genre to 

expect before we read/see/hear/feel the discourse itself, due to where and when 

we encounter it” (p. 64).  

The ambiguity and vagueness arising from the mixing of modalities could 

also be seen as an affordance in itself. As pointed out by Engström (2014, pp. 
18f), images can be used in order to express ideas that might prove difficult to 
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express verbally, for example for legal reasons. As is found in Article 4, some 

of the most offensive and negative online campaigning is carried out using 

visual rather than verbal elements. 

The interpretation of multimodal texts require arguments that posit a 

meaning potential. According to Machin & van Leeuwen (2016), whose model 

is employed in Article 2, interpretation starts by viewing multimodal material 

through the lens of a macro-theory that pertains to discursive goals, e.g. 

legitimation, mobilization, trust-building, et cetera. Arguments, according to 

Machin & van Leeuwen, are based on either experience or cultural provenance, 

or a mixture of the two. Experiential meaning is typically shared, e.g. most 

people have an understanding of the difference between day and night and light 

and darkness. Provenance, on the other hand, requires documentation 

supporting “common or traditional associations” (p. 252). As shown in Article 

2, some of these arguments seem more straight-forward than others. For 

example, an argument linking tartan to Scottishness might not require much 

evidence as they are well-known symbols of Scottishness, while the linking of 

a certain artistic style to Scottishness might require more evidence. 

6.1.3 Interviews 

An interview is, as noted by Breakwell (2000), a “virtually infinitely flexible 

tool for research” (p. 239) that may be employed at any stage of the research 

process. Interviews also allow the researcher to elicit many kinds of 

information, such as personal experience, emotions, memories, understanding 

of concepts and ideologies and so on (Vromen, 2018, p. 246).  

Interview as method and as material plays a pivotal role in two of the studies 

included in this thesis: Article 2 and Article 3. Both studies make use of semi-

structured interviews, which are structured as to moving the interview forward 

without closing down potential avenues of exploration. Both articles employ 

purposive sampling (Vromen, 2018, p. 247) where focus is less on 

generalizability and more on exploring the distinctive nature of a small sample 

of participants (two artists/campaigners were interviewed for Article 2 and ten 

politicians/activists for Article 3), selected because of their unique position to 

answer questions pertaining to the independence referendum campaigning. All 

interviews took place at public venues in Edinburgh and Glasgow and were 

recorded with the consent of the interviewee before being transcribed.13 As the 

interviewees in Article 2 are not anonymized, they were given a chance to check 

and comment on excerpts prior to article submission. 

In the different studies, interviews are used for different purposes. There are 

not, however, any watertight bulkheads between these functions, which may be 

seen more as ideal types. With that caveat in mind, interviews perform mainly 

three functions in the studies: 

                                                        
13 The transcription was carried out with the aid of the Express Scribe Transcription Software with the 

FastFox Typing Expander plugin. 



57 

 

1. Eliciting material for a qualitative discourse analysis 

2. Gaining knowledge that will enrich the analysis 

3. Providing arguments for interpretations 

 

The first function of the interview is to elicit text that can be qualitatively 

analysed. As Kapiszewski et al. (2015) point out, “interviewing can aid 

researchers in exploring emergent concepts, further developing concepts. . . or 

understanding how several concepts are related and linked” as well as to 

“identify a concept’s contested nature” (p. 207). This is exactly what interview 

data is used for in Article 3, where Freeden’s morphological approach is used 

in order to identify core motivational discourses and their inter-dependent 

nature both within and between the SNP and NC.  

The second function of interviewing is to gain knowledge that will enrich 

the analysis, more precisely the sort of information that is difficult to obtain 

without the cooperation of the interviewee. For the study in Article 2, artists 

were asked questions about their understanding of contemporary Scottish 

politics with a particular focus on nationalism and independence, as well as 

questions about their own participation in the independence movement. The 

interviewees were also asked questions about the context of production of 

different particular works of art. Such information is typically not readily 

available but requires elicitation. In order to elicit the sort of information that 

only the interviewee has access to, practical as well as ethical considerations 

have to be made. It is important to provide the interviewee with some basic 

information about the research project. Potter & Hepburn (2005) have suggested 

a protocol to be followed when conducting qualitative interviews. Besides 

informing the interviewees about the aim of the project and for what ends the 

recorded material may be used, it is paramount they be informed about the 

reason for inclusion in the project and more importantly, in what role they are 

expected to answer the researcher’s questions. This is particularly important 

when interviewing politicians, who not only are able but typically required to 

answer questions in different capacities, which beside their private capacity may 

include the role of party representative, elected politician or the holder of other 

political titles. 

The third function of interviews in the studies is concerned with generating 

arguments for interpretation. As Breakwell (2000) points out, interview data can 

be used at any of the stages of the research process, including checking the 

accuracy of a researcher’s interpretations. As was discussed in the previous 

section, the meaning potential of political communication increases when 

expressed using multimodal features, which requires arguments. For the study 

presented in Article 2, interviews were conducted with artists who had created 

political material. Besides being able to provide contextual information, the 

interviewees were in a unique position to discuss their artistic intentions. Thus, 
the range of potential meanings of metaphors and metonymy and other visual 
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features included in these political products was enriched. The opposite might 

also hold true, i.e. that interview data could be used in order to limit the 

interpretation of multimodal data, however, considering the fact that political 

discourse is consumed by a greater public, it would seem unreasonable to limit 

the interpretation of political discourse to authorial intentions alone as it is 

merely one of a great many ways to impose validity on interpretation. 

6.2 The Role of the Researcher 

This section discusses two important aspects of a researcher’s role. The first is 

that of professional responsibilities which is discussed here primarily in terms 

of intellectual responsibilities (6.2.1) but also ethical responsibilities. The 

second aspect is that of stance-taking, i.e. the way in which researchers position 

themselves vis-à-vis their object of study (6.2.2). 

6.2.1 Professional Responsibilities and Ethical Considerations 

Any researcher has a great many professional and ethical responsibilities, 

particularly when eliciting and analysing sensitive data, which political 

interviews often are. Some responsibilities concerning ethical issues pertaining 

to the collection and use of personal data, which was discussed in the previous 

section, are considered by using a formalized approach. In other words, a 

protocol is used when informing human participants about the nature of the 

study. 

There are also responsibilities that clearly have an impact on the nature of 

the study, but which are more difficult to formalize. Freeden (2012, pp. 259-

277) lists a number of responsibilities of political theorists, which are very much 

applicable to any researcher in the humanities and social sciences. This section 

will discuss some of these responsibilities. 

A number of observations are subsumed under the rubric of relevance. 

Firstly, theories and interpretations in political discourse should reflect actual 

thought practices and thus have a chance of actually work in real life. 

Interpretation is central to discourse analysis, which is why it is so important to 

provide well informed arguments. This might seem obvious, but to Svensson & 

Stenvoll (2013), balanced analyses are seen as a threat to political discourse 

studies which risk “turn[ing] into rehearsals of established and ‘authorized’ 

representations of the world” (p. 180). Instead, they suggest overinterpretation 

and speculations in order to revitalize the field, and in order to compensate for 

the complexity and lack of transparency that might make an analysis of politics 

difficult. 

Svensson & Stenvoll also argue that “[t]he interpretation of political texts 

requires contextual knowledge and sensitivity to metaphors, genres, 

intertextuality, unspoken assumptions and socio-cultural history” (p. 181). 
Their call for speculation thus seems a little strange for a number of reasons. 
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One point of critique might be understood in the light of another of Freeden’s 

(2012) professional responsibilities, namely understanding. It is indeed a 

professional responsibility to make an effort to understand a political issue in 

all its complexity, which also involves a balancing act between describing 

complexity and making general claims. A researcher that meets the criteria set 

out by Svensson & Stenvoll (2013), i.e. someone who has contextual 

information, a deep understanding of the socio-cultural aspects and is also well 

aware of various linguistic tropes ought not to be required to speculate or 

overinterpret, but rather to rely on all this knowledge in order to make viable 

interpretations. Sometimes it can also be more or less difficult to check one’s 

own understanding. Allowing participants to read and comment on 

transcriptions was raised as an ethical consideration earlier, but it of course also 

allows the researcher to ask the participant the simple but important question: 

“Did I get this right?” 

Svensson and Stenvoll’s claim about researchers’ knowledge might also be 

understood in relation to another of Freeden’s (2012) postulated professional 

responsibilities, namely that of inclusiveness. What this entails is that a 

researcher ought to recognize the interdisciplinarity of political thinking and not 

to discriminate between disciplines in order to gain knowledge. It is therefore 

unfortunate that Svensson and Stenvoll’s ideal political discourse analyst seems 

to have a monodisciplinary background, given that they list knowledge of 

metaphors, genres and intertexuality as important while overlooking e.g. 

knowledge about political conventions, parliamentary proceeding, et cetera. 

As previously mentioned, there are three aspects summarized under the 

rubric of relevance, The second domain of relevance could be boiled down to 

the dictum that researchers should not only theorize about people’s language, 

but in a language that people understand, because of the public nature of 

politics. 

The final domain deals with a point raised by a number of scholars (see 

section 5.1), namely the need to avoid a too formal definition of politics. As 

Freeden (2012) explains, this domain is concerned with “our capacity to 

theorize about ordinary forms of political expression, in journalism, 

demonstrations, conversations in the piazza, constituency meetings, pageants, 

or reactions to immigration officers” (p. 266). This, however, also opens up for 

the risk that apolitical actions might become politicized, and that we therefore 

have to talk about both political discourse and politicized discourse. For 

example, it is likely that there are more women than men wearing pink 

headphones when they go running. This might be seen as an innocuous design 

choice, but providing the right context, it might now be seen as reflective of 

wider social tendencies. This is very much a question of perspective, as the 

following examples illustrate. For some people, an open office area might just 

be that – another office for them to work in. For a critical discourse analyst, 

however, it might be a “translation of neoliberal conceptualizations of work, 
governance and the creation of value” (Roderick, 2016, p. 285). To Kvåle 
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(2016), the software Microsoft Word “is loaded with ideologies” (p. 260) while 

Ledin & Machin (2016) consider strategic diagrams to be “in themselves one 

part of the way that neoliberal ideology is becoming infused into fundamental 

ways of thinking about social practices in all parts of social life” (p. 323). 

There is no end to what could be politicized. Therefore, it is important to 

keep in mind that CDS researchers are concerned with identifying ideological 

features. However, in a world where virtually anything can be politicized, it 

might also be worth every now and then to give people the benefit of the doubt. 

Pink headphones and office design might just be that – design, not politics. 

Finally, researchers should have a critical distance not only to other’s but to 

one’s own work, requiring the researcher to be aware of both the strengths and 

the limitations of a particular approach. For example, as Freeden (2012) notes, 

“[t]here are no methodless or perspectiveless approaches to the study of political 

thought” rather “”[t]hey are wrapped up in the ontological and epistemological 

assumptions that we carry with us as researchers, deliberately or unwittingly” 

(p. 275). He makes a distinction between decoding and unmasking texts. Within 

the former mind set, texts are seen as polysemic and it is up to the researcher to 

identify significant elements. Within the latter mind set, the researcher is 

expected to “reveal the hitherto obscured, real and sole meaning of a text” 

(ibid.). Naturally, the selection of either of these mind sets or approaches will 

affect the design of the study. The articles in this thesis make use of the former 

approach, while the second approach is more common in CDS research, as one 

objective of CDS is to “reveal buried ideology” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 1). 

CDS objectives will be further discussed in the next section. 

6.2.2 Stance-taking 

Many discourse approaches and methodologies are developed out of CDS, and 

indeed all articles that constitute this thesis make use of theories and 

methodologies originating from authors associated with this loosely connected 

school of thought. CDS is also very much a political venture, which is why it is 

not uncommon for scholars to comment on this fact in research products. In 

Hart’s view (2014), “CDA is not directly aimed at specific ideologies and may 

therefore, in principle, be applied to social and political discourse of any 

ideological bent.” However, he also acknowledges that “[m]ost CDA 

practitioners can be seen to adopt a broadly liberal or humanitarian philosophy 

and thus tend to target more conservative Discourses which run counter to this 

point of view and which are perceived to be more dominant” (p. 5). 

This position has throughout the years resulted in criticism regarding the 

validity of the analyses. Drawing on argumentation originating with CDA 

founder Norman Fairclough, Hart (2014) argues against this view: 

 

CDA faces charges of being biased leading to claims that its analyses 

are invalid. . . To this one may respond that no research is a priori 
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free from values of scholars and that recognizing one’s own position 

in conducting research is in fact a form of objectivity. (p. 5). 

 

As argued in the previous section, it is necessary for an analyst to be aware of 

the possibilities and limitations of an analytical approach, but to claim that 

awareness of bias is a form of objectivity is taking it too far. The tendency of 

CDS researchers to over-interpret has been noticed by Bartlett (2012), who 

claims that CDS researchers suffer from “overenthusiastic interpretation of 

grammatical form as being psychologically real and the resulting failure to 

account for how pragmatic meaning of grammatical forms can be derived from 

the context” (p. 4). As a consequence, voices have been raised advocating an 

approach that has come to be known as Positive Discourse Analysis (PDA) (e.g. 

Bartlett, 2012; Martin, 2004). According to Martin (2004), taking a solely 

critical perspective “cripples our understanding of how change happens, for the 

better, across a range of sites” (p. 9). Examples of such change, according to 

Martin, may include feminist constructions of new gender roles, or the struggle 

of indigenous peoples against colonialist structures. While these are indeed 

important changes, and while a PDA perspective does complement the more 

critical approaches to discourse studies, PDA scholars fail to pinpoint an 

important insight. It is argued here that politics in all its forms are worthy of 

analysis, and that there is an inherent need to study all expressions of politics. 

In order to secure the validity of an analysis, this ought to be the mind-set of the 

researcher. 
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7. Conclusions 

This final section revisits the main findings and arguments of the articles (7.1) 

and highlights the contributions of the thesis (7.2). The section closes with a 

discussion centred on the limitations of the thesis and implications for further 

research (7.3). 

7.1 Summary of Main Findings 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to investigate how an independent Scotland 

was constructed discursively and how it impacted the construction of Scottish 

identity, and it does so by focusing on different actors and organizations and by 

focusing on different aspects of political discourse. Article 1 starts off with the 

premise that the white paper Scotland’s future, perhaps the most important 

political document published in Scotland prior to the referendum, contains a 

large number of references to small European states. Small, northern states in 

particular are lifted as role models. Article 1 sets out to investigate the role 

played by references to small European states in the development of mobilizing 

pro-independence discourse. The article finds that references to primarily the 

Nordic countries and Ireland serve to re-work the myth of national rebirth in 

order to envisage a new and independent Scotland that has more in common 

with the small economically successful states in Europe than with the UK in its 

current form. 

The premise for Article 2 is that unlike many other European nations, 

Scotland has not been associated with a national personification, but that the 

Scottish independence campaign changed this. By analysing a number of 

potential national personifications that featured frequently in campaign 

material, the paper postulates that some of these are indeed national 

personifications, as they on the one hand are anchored in Scotland 

metonymically and metaphorically, and simultaneously convey political 

messages grounded in Scottish values. The personifications analysed in the 

paper all exemplify traditional metaphorical mappings: THE NATION IS A 

WARRIOR, THE NATION IS A MOTHER and THE GOVERNMENT IS THE HEAD. One 

major finding of the analysis is that the responsible artists have modernized 

these metaphors in order to make them more relevant in modern society. The 

WARRIOR metaphor is connected to the concept of EQUALITY, the scope of the 

MOTHER metaphor is widened to include the whole planet, and the HEAD 

metaphor places civil society hierarchically above the government. Through a 

combination of qualitative discourse analysis and interview data, the analysis 

revealed that the choice of female motifs was particularly important as they 

were supposed to redefine Scottish politics as the opposite of the Westminster 
system, which the artists saw as aggressive and masculine. 
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The premise for Article 3 is an argument put forward by Hassan (2014b) that 

many of the new non-partisan independence groups that emerged prior to the 

campaign constituted a post-nationalist stage in Scottish political history. 

Representatives of an established nationalist party, the SNP, and a new 

independence movement, National Collective, were interviewed about their 

visions of an independent Scotland and about their own involvement in the 

campaign. The analysis found that both organizations’ discourses were 

underpinned by the same themes, namely a democratic deficit, the economy and 

an emphasis on social issues such as healthcare. The analysis found that there 

was great ideological overlap between the two organizations, but that NC used 

economic discourse in order to talk about injustice while the SNP used it in 

order to spread positive messages. NC and the SNP also imagined different 

recipients, with the SNP being a catch-all party and NC focusing on the younger 

electorate. This led to the conclusion that NC and similar organizations that 

emerged before the referendum, rather than marking the end of the Scottish 

nationalist hegemony, constitute complementary political forces. 

Article 4 is concerned with the social media aspect of the campaign. The 

2014 campaign has been described as the breakthrough for online campaigning 

in the UK, and judging by online support for the two main campaigns, Yes 

Scotland was crowned the winner by the media. The premise of Article 4 is that 

in contrast to Better Together, which became known as Project Fear, Yes 

Scotland was widely seen as a positive campaign. By comparing multimodal 

tweets posted by Yes Scotland and Better Together during the month leading 

up to the referendum, the analysis shows that there were indeed differences 

between the messages conveyed by the two campaigns, but it was not as black 

and white as previously argued. By annotating for self-legitimation and others-

delegitimation, the analysis shows that Better Together indeed used de-

legitimation strategies twice as often as they used legitimation strategies. Yes 

Scotland, in comparison, struck a fine balance between legitimation and 

delegitimation, often juxtaposing them in the tweets. A further important 

finding is that Yes Scotland’s communicative choices allowed the pro-

independence campaign to convey visions, something Better Together largely 

failed to do. 

7.2 Contributions 

This thesis has made a number of theoretical, methodological and empirical 

contributions to political discourse studies. Article 1 contributes to the body of 

literature seeking to make political myth a permanent tool in the discourse-

analytical toolbox. Rather than merely using myth in the sense of semi-true 

narrative, Article 1 draws on the work by Bottici (2007) in order to stress its 

changing nature and mobilizing function. Methodologically, political myth is 
operationalized by drawing on theories emanating from cognitive linguistics in 
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order to study the internal structure of political myth. Article 1 also contributes 

to existing literature that emphasizes the Scottish Government’s positive 

evaluation of small European states. Previous work (e.g. Arter, 2004; Keating 

& Harvey, 2014) has seen the Scottish Government’s references to other 

countries of roughly the same size as Scotland as a means of legitimating 

independence, and to provide arguments for various policy areas. However, 

given that the material also contains instances of the palingenetic myth, i.e. the 

view that a nation needs to be reborn in order to do away with unwanted power 

structures, Article 1 also argues that this is a way for the Scottish Government 

to reinvent Scotland. 

Article 2 contributes to the body of literature that views national 

personifications and embodied national metaphors as part of political discourse 

(e.g. Bottici, 2009, Cavarero, 2002; Musolff, 2004, 2013). Empirically, the 

study contributes by identifying fictional national personifications that are also 

body politic metaphors, a feature that appears to have been hitherto absent from 

Scottish politics. The study also contributes to our understanding of such 

features by emphasizing that body politic metaphors, as they are the result of 

political acts, can mirror the contemporary political landscape, and that by 

studying them it is possible to identify changing attitudes towards national 

identity, and in this case, constitutional status. 

Article 3 makes theoretical, methodological as well as empirical 

contributions to political discourse studies, and is perhaps the article that goes 

the furthest in order to bridge discourse studies and political theory. From a 

methodological point of view, Article 3 adapts Gorski’s model of nationalism 

as discourse and mobilization to become a fully discursive model where also 

the question of mobilization is approached through a qualitative discourse 

analysis because mobilization is a discursive phenomenon. A further step 

towards bridging discourse studies and political theory was taken by adopting 

Freeden’s (2003) “four Ps” model in order to analyse the internal structure of 

the identified discourses. Empirically, Article 3 sheds light on a generation of 

new (mostly) non-partisan organizations fighting for independence and 

contextualized these in relation to the established nationalist party, the SNP. 

From a theoretical point, the conclusion drawn from the analysis presented in 

Article 3 is that the classification of the organization National Collective and 

other new organizations as “post-nationalist” (Hassan, 2014b) is not accurate. 

Rather, it ought to be considered culturally nationalist, and together with many 

of those other new pro-independence organizations as complementary forces. 

Article 4 is primarily an empirical contribution to our understanding of how 

the two main Yes and No campaigns, Yes Scotland and Better Together 

respectively, campaigned in social media, a finding that could perhaps be 

extrapolated to the campaigns in their entirety. The Article offers a more 

nuanced picture of online campaigning and contributes to a discussion that has 

mostly seen Yes Scotland as a positive campaign and Better Together as a 
negative campaign. 
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Seen as a totality, this thesis has further contributed to our understanding of 

the visions of and motivation underpinning many actors’ participation in the 

campaign, and it has furthered our understanding of Scottish nationalism, for 

example by comparing it to the ideologies of other pro-independence groups. 

This thesis has also contributed to the field of political discourse analysis and 

to the further integration of linguistics, discourse studies and political science. 

7.3 Limitations and Future Research 

Despite its interdisciplinary nature and mixed use of theoretical frameworks and 

material, this thesis has several limitations. One of them is a consequence of the 

formulation of the research question. While the official No campaign, Better 

Together, is contrasted with the official Yes campaign, Yes Scotland, in Article 

4, the main focus is clearly on those actors and organizations that campaigned 

for independence. This is in part because the Yes campaign was much larger 

and more complex and dynamic than the No campaign, but also because the Yes 

side was such a prolific producer of discourse. Generally, campaigns that seek 

change tend to get more attention than those advocating the status quo for the 

simple reason that they offer something new to be studied. Still, more attention 

could have been paid to how the two sides interacted with each other, whether 

on social media, in debates or during campaigning. 

The thesis includes analyses of both established and new organizations, and 

consequently discourse produced by established politicians or other party 

people as well as with activists. Yet, the main focus has been on the big, 

established players, and the SNP has come to be a symbol for Scottish 

nationalism and the struggle for independence. As a consequence, little attention 

was paid to other influential forces, e.g. the Scottish Greens or the Scottish 

Socialist Party, or the Radical Independence Campaign. Although worth 

investigating, neither the green nor the Marxist cases for independence have 

thus been analysed. 

Although different kinds of material has been analysed, it only constitutes a 

tiny fraction of all available discourse. In fact, the media was largely 

overlooked. Even though Article 4 is concerned with campaigning on Twitter, 

it is just one of a number of social media platforms that were used. Moreover, 

the relationship between media and social media during the Scottish campaign 

has not been thoroughly researched. One possible road ahead would be to 

investigate whether users’ interaction with political news on social media 

platforms motivates interaction with news from political organizations. Such an 

approach has been used by Bossetta et al. (2018) in order to study political 

participation on Facebook around the time for the 2016 Brexit referendum, but 

could also be fruitful to apply to the ongoing debate about a second Scottish 

referendum. 
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In the introductory section, Scotland was described as a post-nation-state 

and contextualized as part of a group of small polities fighting for independence, 

notably Catalonia, Flanders and Quebec although probably a few others could 

be added to the list. Especially the Catalonian attempts to gain independence 

has received much attention in the last few years. Despite the initial 

contextualization, the thesis has not further elaborated on the similarities or 

differences between these polities, or attempted to make any comparisons 

between the Scottish referendum campaign and that in Catalonia. 

The story of Scottish independence and nationalism clearly did not end on 

the 19th of September 2014. The question of Scotland’s constitutional status 

was certainly not stabilized by the UK’s decision to leave the EU in 2016, given 

that EU membership was conveyed by the No side as one of the perks of 

remaining in the UK framework. At the time of writing, it is still unclear what 

a future relationship between the UK and the EU will look like, and what the 

consequences might be for Scotland. A second referendum cannot be ruled out. 

Even if there will not be a second referendum, the question remains how an EU-

friendly polity such as Scotland will cope with leaving the EU. There might be 

new demands for devolved powers or more resources, or perhaps more powers 

will be scaled down to local authorities. Regardless of what the future 

relationship between Scotland, the rest of the UK and the EU will look like, it 

will have been preceded by lengthy public debate, thus constituting fertile 

ground for new research questions. This thesis has shown that the 2014 

referendum was a democratic success in that it galvanized people not only to 

vote, but to partake in the debate in whatever form they preferred. Whatever the 

future constitution of Scotland might be, let us hope it will come about in the 

spirit of the 2014 referendum. 
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