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Scottish Publishing      
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In 2014, Scotland will hold a referendum on 
whether to remain part of the United King-
dom or become an independent country. 
This article examines how a transition to 
independence might affect the publishing 
industry in Scotland. It addresses some of 
the key considerations for publishers fac-
ing the prospect of operating in a newly 
autonomous country, beginning with an 
overview of the current state of Scottish 
publishing, before presenting the most rel-
evant points of the Scottish National Par-
ty’s White Paper on Independence and the 
results of a PESTLE (political, economic, 
social, technological, legal, environmen-
tal) analysis. Drawing on this information, 
it delineates the potential effects, both 
positive and negative, of independence on 
the Scottish publishing industry.

Keywords: books, culture, independence, 
independent, publishing, publishing in-
dustry, referendum, Scotland, Scottish 

Introduction

… the haar1 is perhaps a perfect meta-
phor for the independence referen-
dum, because nothing about it—the 
ramif ications of a Yes vote, what it’ll 
mean for the book trade in particular, 
and culture and business in general—
is clear.
Marion Sinclair, CEO of Publishing 
Scotland2

 In September 2014, Scotland will hold 
a referendum on whether to become an 
independent country or to remain part 
of the United Kingdom. Opinion on the 



potential effects of Independence varies wildly, with 
Nationalists and Unionists playing out their ideologi-
cal clash across every possible outlet and questions still 
unresolved on issues such as currency and EU member-
ship. However, it is clear that a ‘Yes’ vote in the referen-
dum will trigger signif icant changes in how Scotland 
operates, both internally and in its relationships with 
the rest of the world. For the Scottish publishing indus-
try, the possibility of an independent Scotland is f illed 
with challenges, problems, and opportunities. The vi-
sion of a Scottish writing scene invigorated by a new 
identity and a surge of global interest in the cultural 
output of this emergent nation is a tantalizing one. 
However, it is tempered by the possibility of Scotland 
instead becoming an insular, parochial society, trapped 
by an image of ‘Scottishness’.
 This article examines the potential impact of 
Scottish Independence on the country’s publishing in-
dustry. It focuses on some of the key considerations for 
publishers facing the prospect of operating in a newly 
autonomous country, beginning with an overview of 
the current state of Scottish publishing, before present-
ing the most relevant points of the Scottish National 
Party’s (SNP) White Paper on Independence and the 
results of a PESTLE (political, economic, social, techno-
logical, legal, environmental) analysis. Finally, drawing 
on this information, it will look at the potential effects, 
both positive and negative, of independence on the 
Scottish publishing industry.

An Overview of Scottish Publishing
According to Publishing Scotland, over 110 publish-
ers are currently operating in Scotland (Publishing 
Scotland, 2012), from huge commercial businesses 
like HarperCollins to ambitious independents like 
Canongate and tiny operations like Freight Books. The 
industry employs around 1500 workers (excluding free-
lances), produces approximately 3000 titles a year, and 
has an average yearly turnover of around £343 million 
(Publishing Scotland, 2012, p. 9). 
 There is much to be positive about in the current 
state of Scottish publishing. Scottish authors are at the 
forefront of contemporary writing, both f iction and 
non-f iction, boasting such names as Ian Rankin, A. L. 
Kennedy, and Alistair Moffat.3 There is a sound struc-
ture of support bodies for writers and publishers, from 
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the funding body Creative Scotland to the Scottish 
Book Trust, Publishing Scotland, and the Scottish 
Poetry Library. Scottish publishers are f inding success 
with major literary awards, both Sandstone Press and 
Canongate having had authors listed for the Man Booker 
Prize in recent years.4 Moreover, a thriving and innova-
tive body of independent publishers have contributed 
to a new buzz about the country. Cargo Publishing 
founder Mark Buckland (himself a young, progressive 
publisher in Scotland) claims that, ‘now, there’s a new 
generation of Scottish publishers like Freight, Backpage 
and Saraband burning down the “conventions” we’re 
all supposed to adhere to’ (Buckland, 2013).
 However, there has also been much discussion 
recently of the ‘decline of Scottish publishing’, the 
country having suffered the movement or closure 
of some major publishers. For instance, Mainstream 
Publishing—formerly one of Scotland’s largest inde-
pendent publishers—was subsumed into the giant 
conglomeration Random House, its Edinburgh off ice 
subsequently closing at the end of 2013, causing the loss 
of 10 jobs (Williams, 2013). Meanwhile, academic pub-
lishing—traditionally a strong sector in Scotland—has 
been greatly depleted over the last few years, par-
ticularly with the closures of the Scottish off ices of 
Wiley (Page, 2012) and Chambers,5 leaving Edinburgh 
University Press (EUP) as the country’s last major aca-
demic publisher (though it too is showing the effects 
of diff icult trading conditions, having posted drops in 
prof its over the last three years).6

 There have also been serious problems associated 
with the support bodies for publishing in Scotland. 
Creative Scotland faced particular criticism. In 2012, an 
open letter bearing the names of 100 signatories—in-
cluding prominent Scottish writers like Ian Rankin and 
Liz Lochhead—was sent to Sandy Crombie, Chairman 
of Creative Scotland. The letter expressed ‘dismay’ over 
the organization’s management, stating that ‘We ob-
serve an organization with a confused and intrusive 
management style married to a corporate ethos that 
seems designed to set artist against artist and company 
against company in the search for resources’ (BBC News 
Scotland, 2012). This has since led to the resignation 
of Creative Scotland’s Chief Executive Andrew Dixon 
(BBC News Scotland, 2013a), as well as a number of re-
forms in the way the organisation works, especially 
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in terms of the input from working artists (Creative 
Scotland, 2012). During a parliamentary question ses-
sion, organized in response to the debate that followed 
this open letter, playwright David Greig—a signatory 
of the letter—noted that improvements were begin-
ning to be seen in the operation of Creative Scotland 
but ‘There is still some way to go on one or two issues’ 
(Scottish Parliament, 2013).

Framework for the Future: The SNP’s White Paper
In November 2013, the SNP published its White Paper 
on the forthcoming referendum. Entitled Scotland’s 
Future: Your guide to an independent Scotland, this 
650-plus page report lays out in detail the SNP’s argu-
ments for independence and their plans for the country 
should their campaign be successful. In short, this is 
the roadmap for Scotland’s transition from devolution 

to independence and, as it is a product of the SNP (and 
therefore as much a piece of propaganda as a source of 
information), it projects an optimistic and positive im-
age of this outcome. 
 For the publishing industry, the most relevant sec-
tions of the report deal with Business and the Economy, 
International Relations, and Culture. These will be 
dealt with in more detail below, but the following are 
some of the more interesting points made in the section 
entitled ‘Gains from Independence—Whichever Party 
Is Elected’:

•  An economic policy aimed at economic stability and 
job security in Scotland will replace an economic pol-
icy which disproportionately benef its London and the 
South East of England

•  Access to our own resources—for every one of the last 

Table 1. PESTLE analysis of key factors potentially affecting the Scottish publishing industry in an independent Scotland.

POLITICAL
•  Highly likely change from conservative to social- 

democratic, left-leaning government
•  Government would reflect Scotland only, rather than 

whole of UK—which is currently ruled by Conservatives 
though they have only one MP in Scotland

•  Culture (including literature) as a marketing tool   
for a new Scottish image

•  Possibility of increased government spending on/  
support for the arts and culture—though culture is  
already devolved, so likelihood of change is questionable

SOCIAL
•  National pride will increase?
•  Rise in global interest/visibility?
•  Greater connection with diaspora?
•  Over-reliance on kitsch, parochial ‘Scottishness?’— no 

longer able to draw on depth of British culture
•  English-speaking country—larger potential marketplace 

than countries using less dominant languages

LEGAL
•  Def inition of borders—export/import 
•  Tax implications
•  Independence affects EU membership,     

travel between territories, visas

ECONOMIC
•  Still dealing with effects of recession
•  Full control over economy—lower corporation tax?
•  Currency—would Scotland want to/be allowed to keep 

the pound or join the euro?
•  Cheap international labour = decrease in Scottish labour 

market?

TECHNOLOGICAL
•  Sound infrastructure
•  Good track record with tech industries (e.g. Silicon Glen, 

videogames industry)
•  Remote areas have poor access—would an independent 

government attend to this?
•  Ease of communication means that business can be done 

anywhere—removes one barrier to businesses entering 
Scotland

•  Digital publishing provides a global platform for even 
remote publishers

ENVIRONMENTAL
•  Increased importance of Scotland’s landscape    

as an attractive destination for tourism and business
•  Control over own resources will create greater wealth?
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32 years estimates show Scotland has generated more 
tax per head than the UK as a whole. With independ-
ence, decisions about the level and allocation of pub-
lic spending will be taken here in Scotland

•  A timetable for reducing the rate of corporation tax by 
up to three percentage points to counter the gravita-
tional business pull of London

•  Examination of further help for small businesses, for 
example with national insurance costs to encourage 
them to create more jobs (Scottish Government 2013, 
pp. xii–xiii)

Scottish Independence and the Publishing Industry: 
PESTLE analysis
When one considers the current state of Scottish pub-
lishing alongside the most relevant points of the SNP’s 
stated plans for the future of the country, a picture of 
the potential effects of independence on the industry 
begins to emerge. The PESTLE analysis in Table 1 out-
lines the factors that influence the publishing business 
in Scotland and the effects and considerations that in-
dependence might create.

Business and the Economy
The recurring refrain of Nationalists is that independ-
ence will grant Scotland full control of its own affairs, 
allowing the government to ‘pursue a Scottish tax and 
economic policy to boost jobs, growth and social jus-
tice’ (Scottish Government, 2013, p. x). For instance, 
one of the headline features of the SNP’s independence 
campaign has been the promise of a cut in corpora-
tion tax in order to aid Scotland’s businesses, as per the 
White Paper. The government’s analysis forecasts that, 
over 20 years, a three per cent cut could result in a 1.4 
per cent expansion in the economy and the creation of 
27 000 jobs (Marsh and Nicol, 2014, p. 11); the Scottish 
Parliament corroborates this: ‘It is reasonable to sug-
gest that in most plausible scenarios a 3% cut in cor-
poration tax will expand the economy, create jobs and 
increase investment. Exports would also be expected 
to rise in absolute terms and as a share of Scotland’s 
economy’ (Marsh and Nicol, 2014, p. 11). The ability to 
make decisions like this would, theoretically, allow an 
independent Scottish government to make the country 
an appealing prospect for business and investors. For 
the Scottish publishing industry, such improvements 

might help to keep publishers in the country at a time 
when closures and cutbacks have become common. 
 However, there are doubts over whether the SNP will 
be able to fulf il such promises and even whether they 
would prove advantageous. Regarding corporation tax, 
economist Gavin McCrone points out that, 

if the Scottish government tried, as is its stated aim, 
to reduce the rate of tax to a very low level, it could 
be seen as an attempt not just to help companies in 
Scotland but to attract economic activity that might 
otherwise go elsewhere in the UK or to other mem-
ber states of the EU. That would raise problems both 
with the European Union and the remainder of the 
UK. As it is, several EU countries have taken issue 
with Ireland’s low 12.5 per cent rate of corporation 
tax, notably at the time of the Irish f inancial bailout, 
arguing that it was unacceptably distorting. While 
Ireland has, so far, managed to resist this pressure, it 
is unlikely that a newly independent Scotland, seek-
ing to establish itself within the EU, would be able to 
do so. (McCrone, 2013, pp. 37–38)

 All businesses, publishing included, function in an 
interconnected world, particularly given the ease of 
communication and distribution through digital chan-
nels. Moreover, as McCrone points out, ‘This would be 
especially so for Scotland, given its relatively small size, 
the fact that the rest of the UK would be its dominant 
trading partner and that freedom of movement of both 
capital and labour throughout the single market of the 
present UK would continue’ (McCrone, 2013, pp. 36–37). 
Given that 79% of Scottish publishers sell their titles 
overseas (Publishing Scotland, 2012, p. 9), any obstacles 
to trade with other countries would be disastrous and 
publishing could f ind itself threatened by a post-‘Yes’ 
Scotland trying to tread a f ine line between establish-
ing attractive conditions for its businesses and too ag-
gressively competing against countries with which it is 
still establishing relationships. 

Culture
There is a long history of bad feeling about British pub-
lishing’s attitude towards its Scottish sector, with an 
overriding sense that Scottish publications are over-
looked and neglected. In a speech on his publishing 
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house Freight Books and Scottish publishing in general, 
Adrian Searle noted that there is great diff iculty in get-
ting Scottish books reviewed by British critics (Searle, 
2013). Mark Buckland goes further:

 [London’s] media decides what is important to 
London and publishes accordingly. Its publishers 
follow that tact [sic], and inevitably, the artists there 
dance to the tune played by those with the purses-
trings. It has little to no interest in Scottish writing, 
outwith a few, rightly celebrated authors—but there 
should be far more beyond that. Should Scottish au-
thors be changing their work and deracif iying them-
selves so that they can f it into the London literary 
parties? I would hope not. I’ve been to those parties; 
they’re not a marker of success, they’re just the dull-
est £10 Martini you’ll ever buy. (Buckland, 2013)

There is a long history of bad feeling 

about British publishing’s attitude 

towards its Scottish sector, with 

an overriding sense that Scottish 

publications are overlooked and 

neglected. 

 The hope of commentators like Buckland is that an 
independent Scottish government will show more in-
terest in promoting and protecting Scotland’s culture. 
The pre-referendum rhetoric of the SNP certainly sup-
ports this: Fiona Hyslop, Scotland’s Cultural Secretary 
for Culture and External Affairs, states that ‘an inde-
pendent Scotland will be a place where our arts, our 
creativity and our heritage is collectively celebrated, 
valued, nurtured and supported across the public, pri-
vate and third sector. Culture will f lourish in an inde-
pendent Scotland’ (Hyslop, 2013). However, there are 
those who are not convinced that much change will 
occur at all, particularly in a political sense. Cultural 
policy is already dealt with under the auspices of the 
Scottish Parliament, having been one of the powers 
transferred completely during devolution, which leads 

publishers such as Timothy Wright, CEO of EUP, to note,

We work with partners such as the National Trust 
of Scotland, Historic Scotland and Visit Scotland, 
which are separate from their English counterparts. 
Creative Scotland is devolved. Publishing Scotland 
is expanding and already works closely with the 
Publishers Association. It makes you wonder what 
effect an independent Scotland would have for us. 
Quite frankly, whichever way the referendum goes, 
I don’t think it will make a huge difference. (Tivnan, 
2012)

 It is worth noting that matters such as the problems 
with Creative Scotland—established in 2010—and 
publishers pulling out of the country have occurred 
under the control of Holyrood, not Westminster.
 There is also a question over the level of interest 
Scotland’s readers have in reading overtly Scottish 
texts, since books classif ied as ‘Scottish’ account for 
just f ive per cent (according to best estimates) of the 
country’s retail market (Andrew, 2013). Add this to the 
possibility of alienating readers in the UK (particularly 
the English, who, according to Adrian Searle (2013), ‘get 
sick of Scotland going on about Scotland’) and the pos-
sibility arises that an increase in the ‘Scottishness’ of 
Scottish books might be to its detriment rather than its 
advantage.

A Local and Global Scotland: Borders, territories, and 
relationships
One of the biggest sticking points in the campaign to 
convince voters to choose independence has been the 
uncertainty over the off icial relationships a newly inde-
pendent Scotland would have with the rest of the world. 
From the most basic question of which currency the 
new country would use, to complex debates over visas 
and passports, voters do not yet have any clear sense of 
the global position of an independent Scotland. For ex-
ample, the SNP has been bullish over any question that 
the country would not easily gain membership of the 
EU: Alex Salmond states that ‘Scotland is a European 
nation. Resource-rich Scotland would be welcome [in 
the EU]. Anybody with an ounce of sense knows that’ 
(BBC News Scotland, 2013b). However, the certainty in 
this statement is misleading, and many commentators 
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believe that an independent Scotland’s membership of 
the EU would be in question, most notably José Manuel 
Barroso, President of the European Commission, who 
claims that it would be ‘extremely diff icult, if not impos-
sible’ (Barroso, 2014) for the new country to join the EU. 
Barroso’s words are borne out by comments from Prime 
Minister Mariano Rajoy of Spain—a country keen to 
curb the independence movement in Catalonia, its 
own semi-independent region—who has warned that

It’s very clear to me, as it is for everybody else in the 
world, that a country that would obtain independ-
ence from the EU would remain out of the EU, and 
that is good for Scottish citizens to know and for all 
EU citizens to know … [EU treaties] apply only to 
member states that have agreed and ratif ied them, 
and if a part of one member state cleaves from the 
member state, it converts itself into a third part with 
relation to the EU. That is the law and that law ap-
plies. (Carrell and Kassam, 2013)

 This uncertainty is indicative of the anxiety associ-
ated with the future of an independent Scotland. Would 
the country be accepted into the world as a player in its 
own right, or face obstacles and obfuscation from its 
peers?

This is an issue with particular resonance for Scottish 
publishers—for them, the ideal outcome of independ-
ence would be a combination of localization and glo-
balization, with Scotland gaining a stronger local 
identity and a more direct connection to the global 
book market. The industry can only speculate as to the 
likelihood of this situation transpiring, though, and 
some fear that independence might lend itself more to a 
promotion of parochial ‘Scottishness’ than a reinvigor-
ated and confident writing culture. Writer Magi Gibson 
vividly articulates this fear:

Is that the Scotland we have today? A nation happy 

to package up and sell its sense of self in couthy tar-
tan shortbread tins and tartan tammies and faux-fur 
sporrans? To peddle a plastic-heather-kitsch-and-
keech culture while its young people develop an 
alarming sense of victimhood, and despite (appar-
ently) better education than ever before, confuse 
nationalism—with all its negative connotations of 
nasty and nazi—with national pride? (Gibson, 2012, 
p. 98)

In striking out alone, Scotland might end up turning in 
on itself, ghettoizing its business and returning its cul-
ture, literature included, to the Kailyard.7

Conclusion
We do not know. Through thousands of opinions and 
millions of words, the one thing that becomes obvious 
is that, until Scottish independence actually comes to 
pass, nobody will know exactly what its effects will 
be. That has not stopped an entire cottage industry of 
speculation springing up, with Scottish publishers like 
Birlinn and EUP producing books dedicated to inde-
pendence8 (indicating that the industry will be able to 
capitalise on the novelty of its new identity, for a while 
at least). Still, the SNP’s promises of benef its for busi-
nesses and greater protection and support for Scottish 
culture are just that—promises. It remains to be seen 
whether they will be fulf illed.
 Perhaps the most important aspect of becoming 
independent is that Scotland will be turning its back 
on one connection for another. No longer directly con-
nected to the UK, it will instead have the opportunity 
to be directly connected to the whole world, rather 
than trading at one remove as part of a larger whole. 
Whether this will prove to be the imagined opportu-
nity to become an equal player on the global stage is a 
question that will only be answered in the past tense, 
while, for now, we can only speculate and speak of the 
future.                  
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Notes

1  The Scots word for a thick, heavy fog
2 Quoted in Tivnan (2012).
3 It should be noted that many of these authors are not 

published by Scottish publishers, including Rankin (pub-
lished by Orion) and Kennedy (published by Vintage). 
Moffat is published by Edinburgh-based Birlinn.

4 Sandstone Press’s Jane Rogers was longlisted in 2011 for 
The Testament of Jessie Lamb (see Man Booker Prize, 2011). 
The novel also won the Arthur C. Clarke Award (see 
Flood, 2012). Canongate’s Ruth Ozeki was shortlisted in 
2013 for A Tale for the Time Being (see Man Booker Prize, 
2013).
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5  See Neilan, 2009; Donnelly, 2012.
6  See Duedil, 2013; Edinburgh University Press 2013, p. 17; 

2013b.
7  The term for a particular movement in Scottish f iction, 

now used as a general term for a twee or kitsch image of 
Scottish culture. See Scott (2013).

8  Birlinn publish Gavin McCrone’s book (2013) referenced 
in this report, and EUP has a range of books on Scottish 
independence, including Scotland’s Choices: The referen-
dum and what happens afterwards by Iain McLean et al. 
(2013) (see Edinburgh University Press, 2013c).

References

Andrew, H., 2013. ‘For Culture What the SNP Offers Is Not 
Salvation but Destruction’, ThinkScotland, 18 September

Barroso, J. M., 2014. Interview by Andrew Marr, The Andrew 
Marr Show, BBC 1, 16 February. Television broadcast

BBC News Scotland, 2012. ‘In Full: Open letter to Creative 
Scotland’, 9 October

BBC News Scotland, 2013a. ‘Creative Scotland Boss Andrew 
Dixon to Step Down’, 3 December

BBC News Scotland, 2013b. ‘Scottish Independence: Alex 
Salmond rejects EU membership fears’, 28 November

Buckland, M., 2013. ‘Publishing and Independence’, National 
Collective, 25 September

Carrell, S. and Kassam, A., 2013. ‘Scottish Independence: 
Spain Blocks Alex Salmond’s Hopes for EU Transition’, 
The Guardian, 27 November

Creative Scotland, 2012. ‘Statement from the Board of Crea-
tive Scotland’, 7 December

Donnelly, B., 2012. ‘End of an Era as Top Publisher Pulls Out’, 
The Herald, 7 October

Edinburgh University Press, 2013a. ‘Annual Report 2012’
Edinburgh University Press, 2013b. ‘Edinburgh University 

Press Acquires Dundee University Press’, 4 November 
Edinburgh University Press, 2013c. ‘Scotland’s Choices’
Duedil, 2013. ‘Financial Statement of Edinburgh University 

Press Limited’, 2 November 
Flood, A., 2012. ‘Arthur C Clarke Award Goes to Jane Rogers’, 

The Guardian, 3 May 
Gibson, M., 2012. ‘Magi Gibson’, in Unstated: Writers on Scot-

tish Independence, ed. Scott Hames, pp. 95–99 (Edin-
burgh: Word Power Books) 

Hyslop, F., 2013. ‘Full Speech: Fiona Hyslop on Scottish cul-
ture’, The Scotsman, 5 June

Man Booker Prize, 2011. ‘The Man Booker Prize 2011’ 
Man Booker Prize, 2013. ‘Welcome to the Man Booker Prize 

2013’, 8 December
Marsh, R. and Nicol, S., 2014. ‘Financial Scrutiny Unit Brief-

ing: Understanding corporation tax modelling’, SPICe: 
The Information Centre, 4 September

McCrone, G., 2013. Scottish Independence: Weighing up the 
economics (Edinburgh: Birlinn)

McLean, I., Gallagher, J, and Lodge, G., 2013. Scotland’s 
Choices: The referendum and what happens afterwards 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press)

Neilan, C., 2009. ‘Chambers Harrap Edinburgh Base to 
Close’, The Bookseller, 15 September

Page, B., 2012. ‘John Wiley to Close Edinburgh Facility’, The 
Bookseller, 20 June 

Publishing Scotland, 2012. ‘Books in Scotland’, Scottish Cen-
tre for the Book, Edinburgh Napier University

Scott, M., 2013. ‘Scots Word of the Season: Kailyard’, The 
Bottle Imp, 4

Scottish Government, 2013. Scotland’s Future: Your guide to 
an independent Scotland (Edinburgh) 

Scottish Parliament, 2013. ‘Off icial Report: Education and 
Culture Committee—Tuesday 26 November 2013’

Searle, A., 2013. ‘Freight Books’, lecture, Stirling Centre for 
International Publishing and Communication, Universi-
ty of Stirling, 17 October

Tivnan, T., 2012. ‘Scot Free’, The Bookseller, 13 July 
Williams, C., 2013. ‘Mainstream to Cease Publishing’, The 

Bookseller, 1 March

20 LOGOS 25/1  © 2014 LOGOS


