Boris Johnson and Nicola Sturgeon are not alike in much, but they both have a knack of defying gravity. The prime minister has blundered and blustered through the pandemic. His popularity has taken a knock, but not in proportion to the most serious charge: negligence costing tens of thousands of lives. A lot of voters let Johnson off on the lesser offence of being himself – obviously unserious; a stranger to discipline and responsibility, but elected for those very qualities.

Sturgeon, by contrast, sounds capable in a crisis, and her ratings have soared. But her earnest empathy has not made the pandemic much less deadly in Scotland. Meanwhile, the first minister is mired in scandal involving the sexual harassment allegations against Alex Salmond, her predecessor – claims that led eventually to his trial and acquittal. The current SNP leadership is accused of collusion, cover-up and cynical manipulation of events for political gain.

All is denied. The truth may never be excavated from beneath the rubble of civil war between nationalist factions. If conventional laws of politics applied, those divisions would sink the party.
But Sturgeon is still expected to prevail and perhaps command a majority. Nationalism has captured the apparatus of devolution and moulded the contours of debate so completely that it seems natural for Scottish politics to be played out as an internal SNP affair. Other parties struggle just to be part of the conversation. Rival leaders with forgettable names make partisan demands while “Nicola” speaks for Scotland.
 
There are swaths of England where the same faith is bestowed on “Boris” – more mascot than man: redeemer of the people’s mood with powers of jollification that transcend boring politics. That tune doesn’t carry in Scotland. Posh Anglo-Tory insouciance strikes all the wrong cultural notes. Sturgeon has mastered the less showy brand of charisma that seduces its audience into believing it is coolly rational and has not been swept up in a charismatic movement at all.

Nationalism needs charismatic leadership. It is always a journey to an idealised destination that requires a leap of faith to get over obstacles and deny downsides. Coaxing people to make the jump is a job for preachers. That is as true of the project to unyoke Scotland from Westminster as it was of the campaign to liberate England from Brussels (dragging a largely reluctant Scotland along for the ride).

The SNP hates that comparison because Brexit is meant to be an argument in favour of Scottish independence. 
 
Opinion polls show regular majorities for separation driven by the swing of remainers   who had voted “no” in the referendum for independence in 2014. Their minds have been changed by the Westminster carnival of Tory contempt for Scottish opinion. But seeded in that apparent advantage for the nationalists is a hazard. The arduous process of UK disentanglement from the EU has been an education in the difficulty of dissolving a union of nations, and the one binding Scotland and England is more intricate and intimate than the one that bound the UK to the continent. 

As Brexit becomes a settled fact of life, it will still be a cause of remainer grievance. But it could also fuel reluctance to go through the same trauma all over again as “Scexit”. The SNP will offer the prize of one day rejoining Europe, but that too brings complications. To be serious about EU accession, Scotland needs answers to questions that nationalists don’t like: over currency, national debt, a budget black hole, a customs border with England, and how much it would all cost.
 
The pro-independence side would not want its proposed solutions stress-tested in a second referendum. That might not be necessary. Emotional arguments about identity and sovereignty could carry the day over economics, just as they did for Vote Leave in 2016. 
But it is also possible that pro-union campaigners will learn from remainer mistakes in that battle. Johnson has a certain insight on that front, having led the campaign that so mercilessly punished those mistakes. Where Johnson’s appeal runs out of road at the border with Scotland, Sturgeon’s equal and oppositely charged charisma as the anti-Johnson takes over. That feedback loop is a powerful force sustaining the impression that Scottish independence is somehow inevitable. It isn’t. It might still happen. But it might also be the case that, given time, gravity will kick in – and on the side of the union.





1. Since the pandemic Boris Johnson’s popularity has… 
a) drastically declined.
b) declined a little but not as much as one could imagine.
c) increased out of all proportion.

2. Nicola Sturgeon …
a) has been the victim of sexual harassment allegations.
b) is accused of plotting to bring down Alex Salmond.
c) is known to have plotted against Alex Salmond.

3. What is meant by defying gravity in the first line?
a) Both Boris and Nicola often appear to be frivolous.
b) Both Boris and Nicola are skilled at tackling serious issues.
c) Both Boris and Nicola sometimes circumvent serious issues. 

4. Which statement is true?
a) There is an imbalance of power among political factions in Scotland.
b) The SNP is the only political party in Scotland.
c) Everyone in Scotland wants independence.

5. Posh Anglo Tory Insouciance in this context means Johnson projects an image of…
a) nonchalance and superiority.
b) dedication and seriousness.
c) responsibility and classism.

6. What does that comparison refer to?
a) comparing the campaign to leave the EU with the campaign for Scottish independence.
b) comparing Scottish politicians to English politicians.
c) comparing preachers to politicians.

7. What has Brexit made evident?
a) Scotland is linked to the EU by stronger bonds than to England.
b) Scottish politicians have no powers in Westminster.
c) Separating from England can have unbeneficial consequences.

8. The writer mentions the SNP campaign for independence would have to consider …
a) whether to rejoin the EU or not.
b) what compromises Scotland might have to make in order to rejoin the EU.
c) how to keep those who voted against independence in the 2014 referendum happy.

9. The experience of Brexit…
a) will lead Scots to choose independence.
b) will discourage many Scots from considering independence as an option.
c) will lead the English to dissuade Scots from seeking independence.

10. The writer believes that… 
a) Scottish independence is a foregone conclusion.
b) Johnson can convince Scots to remain in the UK.
c) good sense and reason might prevail and lead Scots to remain in the UK.

