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Jim Sillars

Question: Which prominent
Scottish politician does this
description fit?

'He is regarded as one of
the brightest of the recent
intake of new young MPs. On
the radical left of the party,
he played a prominent role
in Labour's unsuccessful
camgaign in the recent Gov-
an by-election; during the
campaign he referred fre-
quently and contemptuousy
to the Scottish National Pear-
ty (SNP) as 'Scotland's Tar-
tan Tories. Mawy in the
paréy - and outside - see him
as destined for high office in
a Labour government. Heis,
however, not universally
popular among his felow
Labour MPs.

Answer: It depends which
year youre thinking of. If
the year is 1989 it IS Brian
Wilson, recently-elected
Labour MP for Cunning-
hame North. But if the year
is 1973 the answer is Jm
Sillars, then the recently-
elected Labour MP for South
Ayrshire.

For two politicians with
such similar backgrounds,
there's no love lost between
Sllars and Wilson. More
than that, the enmity be-
tween the two is likely to be
a mgor stumbling block to
Scotland's h antl—Thatcgker
magjority as they try to make
sense of the political land-
scape after the Nationalists
landdlide in Govan.

Back in 1973, when Jm
Sillars dismissed the SNP as
Tartan Tories he had two
things in mind. One was the
Nationalists incoherent set
of policies which tended to
lurch from the far right to
the mid-left depending on
who happened to have in-
fluenced the last party con-
ference. His other concern
was that the SNP should be
Penned in their rura heart-

ands, if voters in Labour's
traditional  industrial fief-
doms could be persuaded to
see the Nats as Tories in
kilts then they would make
little impression.

This response to the SNP
was risky for the Labour
Party in 1973. Margo McDo-

nad - now married to Jm
Sillars - won that year's
Govan %/—election for the
SNP, and, although Labour
won it back a the general
election three months later,
by October 1974 the SNP had
11 MPs and over 30% of the
popular vote in Scotland.

At the an]e tirrrl]e,h_SiIIars
was going through his own
politica upheaval. Disllu-
sioned by the British Labour
Party's reluctance to adopt a
positive approach to Scottish
devolution, in 1975 he laun-
ched the Scottish Labour
Party. With just one other
MP, a handful of Labour
activists and the enthusias-
tic support of certain sec-
tions of the Scottish media,
he set out, single-handed to
redraw the politica map.
The enterprise ended in 19/9
when he logt his South Ayr-
shire seat by a narrow mar-
gin to the offidd Labour
candidate. Sillars joined the
NP the following year.

So what is the significance
of a second SNP by-election
victory in Goven after 15
years? Jim Sillars is trying
to make it easy for Labour
supporters to discard their
instinctive  distrust  of
nationalism. In his accept-
ance speech a Govan he
adopted the victor's magna-
minity towards his od col-
leagues in the Labour Party.
Some of them, however,
found this even harder to
suffer than the smugness
they expected. They were,
after al, still smarting from
Sillars well-targeted jibes
about the ‘feeble fifty', refer-
ring to the frustrating inabil-
ity of 50 - now 49 - Labour
MPs to protect Scotland
from 'that bloody woman'.

Sillars has two good
reasons for feding pleased
with himsdf. Not just the
victory at Goven - that was
the icing on the cake. More
important, he can look back
over the last eight years
since he joined the SNP and
recognise the major con-
tribution he has made to
shifting the Nationalists
centre of gravity leftwards

convincingly clam to be a
European-style |eft-of-
centre party. Tartan they
may be, but not Tories.

But where does Sillars
victory leave Scotland's
overwhelming anti-Thatcher
majority? No further for-
ward unless they can get
their act together.

A handful of Scottish
Labour MPs are starting to
talk of electoral pacts be-
tween the opposition parties
in order to deal the coup de
grace to the Tory presence
north of the border.

It is, however, hardly con-
ceivable that shadow Scot-
tish secretary Donad Dewer
- never mind his front bench
colleague Brian Wilson -
would approve an electora
pact with the Nationalists.
They dill dream of taking
power in a British Labour
government.

Perhaps, then, the poll tax
will provide the trigger for a
rebellion which would make
Scotland practicall?/ ungov-
ernable by an English Tory
government. Perhaps, but
probably not.

to a point where it can  While Jm Sillars and the
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SNP can call on Scots who
can afford the surcharges to
refuse to pay the tax, Brian
Wilson and the Labour Party
insist mass non-payment is a
pointless exercise. With
politicians divided and loca
authorities the main losers
from non-payment it is dif-
ficult to see how the poll tax
can provoke more than an
impressive, but ultimately
futile, gesture. Mrs Thatch-
er will not roll over and stick
her limbs in the ar just
because 100,000 Scots delay
payment of their poll tax by
afew weeks.

In November 1973, when
the voters of Govan €ected
Mrs Margo MacDondd the
SNP  declared  Scotland
would be independent by the
end of the decade. By the
end of the decade the SNP
were reduced to two seats at
Westminster. In November
1988 when the voters of
Govan €elected Mr Mar
MacDondd, the SNP de
clared Scotland would be
independent by the end of
the century. By the end of
the century we shdl see. »
BrianBarr
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