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These are dark days with the
Coalition’s public sector cuts
really due to bite with the new

fiscal year commencing in April.
Initial rage – that the British people
were going to have to pay for a
crisis caused by the banks – is
giving way to a growing campaign
of resistance. The TUC’s London
demonstration onMarch 26th is an
important stepping stone, particu-
larly in the context of May’s elec-
tions to the Scottish parliament.
Stuart Fairweather assesses how

the campaign against the
Coalition’s policies is developing,
supplemented by the opinions of
four Perspectives readers who out-
line how they are likely to use their
two votes in May.
Of course the financial crisis has

hit many countries world-wide –
not least the Irish Republic, which
has suffered a catastrophic fall
from its fabled status of “Celtic
tiger”, when its economy was
booming. The recent general elec-
tion there has seen the voters
severely punish the former Fianna
Fáil-led government. Alan
Murdoch, a Dublin-based journal-
ist, explores the background to
the Irish boom and bust which led

not just to the fall of Fianna Fáil
but also to the total wipe-out of
the Irish Greens, who lost all their
six seats for having lent their sup-
port to the outgoing government.
A lesson there for the LibDems at
Westminster?
This issue sees the launch of a

six-part series, “Riddoch’s
Scotland”, in which writer and
broadcaster Lesley Riddoch
writes about the people, places
and politics (small “p”) of
Scotland. Starting with a look at
clans, Lesley promises to survey,
in her inimitable manner, what it
is that makes Scotland Scotland. If
you are reading Perspectives for
the first time there is a subscrip-
tion offer on the back page, so
you can follow the whole series.
Elsewhere, Mike Arnott looks

at how much of the legacy of
Spain’s civil war still remains
unresolved and David Purdy asks
what’s wrong with capitalism. We
also have a tribute to mark the
thirtieth anniversary of Alasdair
Gray’s great novel, Lanark. As
ever, thanks to all our contribu-
tors.
Sean Feeny
Editor
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2010 was not
1968 but the
much-reported

actions of students did
appear to spark a wave
of resistance to the
Conservative/Liberal
Coalition. A significant
factor in the move from
rage to resistance has
been the role of the
trades unions. The elec-
tion of Ed rather than
David Miliband, the
securing of Len
McCluskey to the leader-
ship of Unite and the
STUC campaigning have
all been components of a
growing resistance to the
Coalition’s assault on the public
sector.
This article is written in the run-

up to the March 26th Don’t Break
Britain demonstration in London.
Demonstrations by themselves do
not make a movement, and there
are questions about the degree to
which Britain is united, but the
26th will be of great importance.
As part of a spring of mobilisation

it will act as a key focal
point for all those who
oppose the government’s
austerity programme.
However resistance
cannot be sustained and
developed into change if
we cannot identify and
win the sites that will
assist in building a differ-
ent type of society. To do
this we need more than a
battering-ram. Our
activity needs to be
more than episodes of
industrial militancy,
important as these are.
There is also the need

to enlist the mass of the population
in a shared vision of the future. To
do this we need to understand the
political continuities that will assist
neo-liberalism to operate post
crash. But we need to do more
than draw conclusions. As outlined
above there is a desire to resurrect
the labour movement, connecting
it with social movements to con-
jure up a reality beyond lives dom-
inated by owning, earning and
spending.

WHAT ABOUT LABOUR?
What about Labour? Whilst no
one expects Ed Miliband to be a
revolutionary his equivocation
over support for trade union
action and his inability to do any-
thing other than bow to royalism is
disappointing. Yet the ability of
trades unionists and others to halt
the election of David Miliband
pointed to something. Ed Balls
adds voice to those that would
assert a Keynesian opposition to
the cuts agenda. But Labour are
not in power. And whilst there has
been a move away from Blairism,
its legacy will deter many from
seeing it as the sole or even main
vehicle of change. However creat-
ing a society unpoisoned by overt
neo-liberalism will require a broad
alliance.
There is a tradition within the

British Left of putting too much
faith in the role of trade union gen-
eral secretaries. Fortunately
McCluskey is new enough to
deserve some trust. His role in
bringing Unite together will be
crucial but the area where he can
add something important is in sup-

FROMRAGE TO
RESISTANCE…
ANDBEYOND

Campaigning for an alternative to the Coalition’s austerity
programme is gathering momentum. Stuart Fairweather
examines the prospects in the run-up to the Scottish
Parliament elections.
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porting the union in building
bridges to others. He has already
paid tribute to the students and
taken part in coalitions against the
cuts while avoiding the pitfalls of

isolated militant labourism by
exposing the hypocrisy and irre-
sponsibility of Britain’s corporate
tax avoiders and overpaid bankers.
This observation is not to advocate
uncritical support for any individ-
ual union leader, but to recognise
that trades unions have the poten-
tial to relate to the real lives of
many, in ways that remote politi-
cians increasingly struggle to do.
The alliance against the cuts is not
yet creating something new but it
does provide more of a challenge
to Cameron’s vacuous notion of
the big society than the opposition
parties. Nor is the Coalition
impervious to protest and pres-
sure: witness its recent U-turn on
sales of publicly owned woodland
and housing benefit.
All this takes place within the

context of Britain’s multi-layered
democracy. Resistance and alter-
native visions of the future need to
find a home in Scotland, Northern
Ireland, Wales and indeed
London, as well as Britain as a
whole. Perspectives has a particu-
lar focus on Scotland.
Unsurprisingly this issue looks at
the forthcoming May election. It
will now take place in an atmos-
phere influenced by the establish-
ment of the STUC-led There is a
Better Way campaign. This has
seen trades unionists take to the
streets alongside community cam-
paigners and others in defence of
public services. But there is a long
way to go.

DISENCHANTMENT AND UNEASE
To make this happen, some fixed
positions need to be challenged.
We need to oppose politicians, of
all parties, who advocate more of
the same. Those that can find ways
of implementing progressive poli-
cies deserve support. Opposition
to Trident, the defence of services
and ideas for a more socially pro-
ductive and democratic economy
should not be seen as extreme.
Making Scotland the marine
energy capital of the world has
merit, particularly if it is linked to
energy conservation schemes at a
domestic and local level that are
more than piece-meal. A serious

SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT
ELECTION – MY TWO VOTES

My choice will be between
Labour, SNP or Green.

� The cuts dominate. They
are the most immediate and
palpable issue and are the
outcome of mainstream parties
blindly following the neo-
liberal free market project and
covering over the resulting
chaos with temporary, spurious
palliatives – like transfusing a
bleeding patient without
finding the source of, or trying
to stop, the haemorrhage.
With help from my friends and
even allowing for budget
manipulations, I conclude that
on this the SNP is marginally
better than Labour. The Greens
have radical, far-sighted ideas,
not yet widely accepted, but
sagely marrying today’s
solutions to those that also
lead to solving tomorrow’s
imminent threats.

� I cannot vote for someone
who supports nuclear weapons
or power.

� I reject candidates who
overlook continuing major use
of fossil fuels as contradicting
our CO2 reduction targets (e.g.
deep sea drilling, new roads).

� I reject those who support
continuing undifferentiated
economic growth, with
massive production from fossil
fuels of downstream products
and pollution which are
seriously inimical to human and
all other life on Earth.

Above all, true to mine own
self, I vote Green/SNP or
SNP/Green depending on
personal qualities, but waiting
impatiently for that
inspirational, charismatic, true,
beautiful, male or female eco-
feminist candidate.
Morag Parnell

SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT
ELECTION – MY TWO VOTES

My order of preference of
voting would be:

1. SNP: The only way for real
change to happen is to break
away from Westminster and
the “special relationship” with
the US. The Scots have always
been an innovative race with
sound values, but we lack the
unity and confidence to exploit
these virtues for our mutual
benefit. We need to take
responsibility for ourselves
before we can move forward.

2. Green Party: I doubt the
Green Party have the ability to
run the country at present, but
I do think we need them as a
major influence to help protect
our environment for the future.

3. Liberal Democrats: The Lib
Dems entered a no-win
situation when they joined
forces with the Tories and have
lost a lot of credibility.
However, I will probably vote
LibDem when Scotland does
win independence as I believe
they are the only truly
democratic party.

4. Labour: Although Labour
has held the balance of power
in Scotland for generations, I
feel they have forgotten their
true values and become blinded
by their desire to hold onto
power. I think that in order to
further their careers the Scottish
Labour MPs have allowed
themselves to be manipulated
by Westminster and have lost
their integrity. For too long too
many people in Scotland have
been caught in the poverty and
benefits trap with no means of
escape. I don’t believe the
Scottish Labour Party really
want this dependency culture
to change as it helps to keep
them in power. I will never
forgive the Labour Party for
taking us to war against Iraq.

5. Conservative: Have never
voted conservative and don’t
intend to do so now.
Patience Crichton

The Coalition
is not
impervious
to protest
and
pressure:
witness its
recent U-turn
on sales of
publicly
owned
woodland
and housing
benefit.

FROM RAGE TO RESISTANCE… AND BEYOND
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look at transport, infrastructure
and decommissioning projects that
create jobs and cut CO2 omissions
could contribute to a tangible
Green New Deal. Taking activity
like this forward would require
support across parties and society:
challenging dominant attitudes to
the market. But the Left cannot
delude itself that people want to
return to a grey social democracy
of “one-size fits all” mass provi-
sion. However there is growing
disenchantment and unease with
soulless mass-consumption and
cultural banality. Alliances that
develop community-building
activity through meaningful
localised planning could offer
alternatives. Culture, language and
art can contribute to strengthen
Scotland’s contemporary story, but
this requires them to be seen as
social assets, not as commodities
and skill sets.
The May election will be the

first test of whether the political
debate can be moved on from a
choice between cuts as part of an
ideological onslaught or cuts as a
part of Scotland’s, alleged, differ-
ent way of doing things. Votes for
greens, socialists and independ-

ents will signal opposition but will
not change the political land-
scape. We will need to continue to
campaign irrespective of the
arithmetical outcome. None of
this is easy. But one positive is the
permeability of political bound-
aries. The main message from
March’s London demonstration –
there is a better way – needs to
find an echo in the Holyrood
campaign. Scottish Labour needs
to be forced into saying some-
thing other than the SNP are bad.
There is no point in a Labour vote
unless they stand up to Cameron
and Clegg. After the vote all
potential opposition to the auster-
ity regime needs to be exhausted,
but formal cross-party action
seems unlikely. So if they win, will
Labour’s ability and appetite to
challenge neo-liberalism be any
greater than that of SNP minority

government? In this scenario,
how should trade unions
respond? Will they continue to
back a Scottish Government that
offers no defence or alternative?
March 26th will be important

but so will May 5th. Meaningful
political change requires mecha-
nisms for creating demands and
consolidating gains. The elections
for the devolved parliaments pro-
vide opportunities for building
opposition to the Coalition’s
policy implementation. This of
course will only be one step
towards challenging the hegemony
of the conservative forces at a
British and global level. But any
resistance that contributes to
maintaining and developing a dif-
ferent future is worth supporting.

� Stuart Fairweather is convener of
Democratic Left Scotland.

SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT ELECTION – MY TWO VOTES

Areally refreshing change this time in North East Scotland could be
candidates, in one or two of the urban constituencies, standing

for the various local grassroots anti cuts campaigns. They have been
displaying a healthy “horizontality” in their organisation (and could
be a factor in stimulating moves towards a non-rigid left unity) giving
me a real option for my constituency vote. List-wise, it would take a
lot to shake me from my anti-Trident voting commitment, reinforced
on the Footprints for Peace walk last August.
Mike Arnott

The elections
for the
devolved
parliaments
provide
opportunities
for building
opposition to
the
Coalition’s
policy
implemen-
tation.

SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT
ELECTION – MY TWO VOTES

My constituency in South of
Scotland is Carrick

Cumnock & Doon Valley and is
currently represented by the
Labour Party. I am a 64 year old
grandmother and married for
almost 43 years. Previously a
social worker, my politics have
always been left-wing.

My first vote this election will
be SNP as I have been very
impressed with Nicola
Sturgeon and was in
agreement with the
compassionate release of the
alleged Lockerbie Bomber, to
name but two reasons.

The environment and its
protection is a very important
issue for Scotland and so my
second vote will be Green.
Les Anderson

Perspectives
subscription offer

To mark the start of
Lesley Riddoch’s
six-part series on
Scotland in this issue,
we have a special
subscription offer –
get the next five issues
for the price of four.

See back cover for
full details.
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THECULTUREOF THECLAN

It’s more than 300 years after the Treaty of Union.Britain PLC has partly de-merged its acquisitions.
Scotland has regained a parliament and feelings of

Scottishness abound. No wonder. It would be hard to
think of a nation with more visible, durable and inter-
nationally accepted calling cards of identity – Tartan,
Bagpipes, Auld Lang Syne, Haggis, Burns, Whisky,
Golf.
And yet.
Do Scots identify with these Balmoralised symbols

of nationhood?
Disconnected from the environment that created

them, kilt wearing, single-malt quaffing, Pringle wear-
ing, golf-mad Scots seem strangely inauthentic. Like
an identikit picture on a Wanted poster – each piece
may be accurate but the whole face doesn’t look like
anyone real.
Nonetheless at some point every Scotsman will

have tried to pour himself into the part. Like 90
minute Christians who appear in church for marriages
and funerals only, 90 minute Scots “turn out” for
Burns Nights, Stag nights, rugby matches, Tartan
Army events, weddings, funerals and barmitzvahs.
When identity is demanded or ritual is required, the
kilt comes out, a few poems or songs are dusted down,
bawdy sideways snipes are made at women and seri-
ous drinking helps lads focus on the only point of
male Scottish identity that seems to matter.
Not being English.
Not indulging in pedantry, moderation, village

greens, New Labour, house-price discussions, real ale,
cricket or morris dancing.
It’s easy to sneer. But if this describes the English –

what does it make the Scots?
Immoderate, excessive, concrete-jungle tolerating,

Old Labour, vodka drinking, football-worshipping,
hard men? The current working definition of
Scottishness is male to the core and ties a nation psy-
chologically and symbiotically to a neighbour it pur-
ports to despise.
And if anyone hadn’t noticed, the English are cur-

rently on a quest of their own – driven to self-discov-
ery by the apparently resurgent Celts. Jeremy Paxman,
Kate Fox, David Starkey, Simon Schama – the book-
shelves are groaning with attempts to scrape together
a DNA of the English that does not rely on Empire,
Good Queen Bess, 1966, Dunkirk and Eastenders.
If being English is currently a puzzle – being not

English is an absolute nonsense.

Expressed succinctly in Renton’s speech, by Irvine
Welsh in Trainspotting,
“I hate being Scottish. We’re the lowest of the fuck-

ing low, the scum of the earth, the most wretched,
servile, miserable, pathetic trash that was ever shat
into civilisation. Some people hate the English, but I
don’t. They’re just wankers. We, on the other hand,
are colonised by wankers. We can’t even pick a decent
culture to be colonised by. We are ruled by effete arse-
holes. It’s a shite state of affairs and all the fresh air in
the world will not make any fucking difference.”
It’s no wonder young Scots want out – into a bigger

or smaller world where identity can be defined by sex,
drugs, music, shoe size, MSN messenger connection,
podcast preference, anything other than the dull, out-
dated strait-jacket that accompanies the geographical
accident of being Scottish.
And yet.

Try believing Scots are not a distinctive group butjust self deluded northern Brits surfing the net and
watching MTV in a globalised world devoid of local
cultural reference. Andy does. This earnest Scottish
TV researcher came over to chat after a BBC discus-
sion show in which I was the only person to think
Scottish independence was a perfectly reasonable
political choice. The comment seemed to bother him.
Like I had otherwise been on or near his wavelength
but with one apparent endorsement of Scotland as a
meaningful entity, had jumped straight onto another
political planet.
The whole exchange that followed could easily have

been avoided by adding that I’m not a card-carrying
Nationalist. But looking at this well meaning, back-
ground-denying, socialised but uneducated product of
the British state, it seemed like time for some mischief.
Like.
Was Andy watching MTV in a terraced house – the

traditional unit of “British” housing?
Nope – he lived in a tenement.
Did he take A levels like most British students?

Nope – he took highers.
Did his parents own their house – like most Britons?
Nope, and unlike most English students he’d stayed

in their council house during university. Cheaper.
After MTV would he be staying in to watch the

Ashes followed perhaps by the Vicar of Dibley?
Nope. Unlike anyone south of the Border he’d be

listening to a witheringly sarcastic phone-in about the

RIDDOCH’S
SCOTLAND

In the first of a specially commissioned series of articles on
Scotland, Lesley Riddoch considers the pluses and minuses of
the defining characteristic of Scots culture – the clan.

The current
working
definition of
Scottishness
is male to the
core and ties
a nation
psycho-
logically and
symbiotically
to a
neighbour it
purports to
despise.
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day’s football (Off the Ball) watching a sitcom about
two auld geezers on a bleak housing estate (Still
Game), and would stay in guzzling lager because he
couldn’t afford to buy a round.
Ever thought of going out and just buying a pint for

yourself, Andy?
Don’t be daft.
Alright. Did you vote for Britain’s painting of the

year – Turner’s Battle of Trafalgar? Or the best British
poem – Rudyard Kipling’s If?
Nope – if asked top marks would go to Dali’s Christ

of St John of the Cross (a picture Andy knows in great
detail because unlike the average British gallery, access
to Scottish public galleries has always been free). And
on best poem he’d be torn between Tam O’Shanter,
MacDiarmid’s Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle and
McCaig’s lines about his best poem being two fags
long.
And yes, before I ask, his dad did die prematurely

from lung disease, lived in a council house, refused to
buy it on principle, voted Labour until the shipyards
closed, switched to the SNP, decided they were Tartan
Tories and then supported Tommy Sheridan until the
Parliament building costs overran at which point he
stopped voting altogether.
Andy, catch a grip.

The Scots are not just what happens when you varyEngland’s default settings – less winter daylight,
more poverty, more hills, less warmth, fewer people,
less ethnic diversity. Though these basic physical truths
have certainly helped shape identity and behaviour.
Scots are not just intemperate versions of our more

measured southern cousins. We don’t live in the same
houses, laugh at the same jokes, read the same books,
or share the same life expectancy. We don’t have the
same capacity to commercialise ideas. We don’t have
the same informal rules about collective behaviour.
We don’t speak quite the same language and we don’t
(publicly) aspire to the same social goals. We don’t
have the same history, the same weather, geology,
bank notes, education system, legal system or levels of
home ownership. We don’t vote the same way, we
don’t die the same way.
Scots are no more just northern variants of the

English than the Irish are just western ones. Indeed,
our mission may be to offer the English a new (if cur-
rently undesired) identity as southern Celts.
Despite its contradictions the Scottish identity is not

just a bundle of remnants – a set of random behaviours
by mindless contrarians welded together into a dan-
gerously unstable and unpredictable personality.
Although on a bad day it can feel that way.
Scots are quite obviously different from the neigh-

bours – English, Irish or Norwegian. But different
enough?
Scots are (characteristically) in two minds.
Many believe national differences that matter must

be as strong as primary colours, as absolute as gender,
as non-negotiable as the Iron Curtain.

In practice, this “high bar” of distinction is not
louped by many neighbouring European states. And
yet, the Scots demand it – and instead of lowering the
bar, exaggerate difference to justify separation.
Why?
The Nordic nations differ by only a few shades of

grey. The Low Countries have pastel coloured bor-
ders. And yet try suggesting Spain and Portugal, the
Netherlands and Belgium, Norway and Sweden
should all just merge. Try it – and stand well back.
Slight but important points of cultural distinction

have been embodied as cornerstones of each nation
state.
Tension reigns in Scotland because cultural differ-

ence doesn’t – at least not fully.
Scotland is as distinct from England as many neigh-

bouring European states are from one another – a fact
masked by the accident of speaking (roughly) the same
language and the policy of difference-denying to keep
the United Kingdom united.
In a world where cultural difference is usually meas-

ured linguistically, the institutional bulwarks which
reinforce Scottishness are not equally dramatic.
Take Wales as a contrast. Gubbed by the English in

1283, they’ve been forced to dance to their neigh-
bour’s tune ever since – in education, health, local
government, housing and outlook. Welshness has
been kept alive by culture – male-voice choirs, Welsh
language schools, S4C, the Methodist Chapel and
campaigns against incomers and their holiday homes.
Like defiant prisoners whistling Home of our

Fathers as the firing squad takes aim, the Welsh have
had no structural way to defend their identity (until
devolution) except their culture. The Scots have
always had more.

No offence to speakers of Gaelic and Scots but nei-
ther language can fully define nor resurrect the

Scottish nation. We are defined by our institutions not
our language. By an education system that seeks
breadth not specialism. By a legal system based on
statute not precedent. By a Kirk that is not led by the
Head of State. By housing policy which provided
council flats and homes for rent instead of terraced
houses for sale. By our economic reliance on the
public sector itself. Even by our two public holidays at
Hogmanay.
We do things differently north of the border but we

don’t ask why.
As a result we prop up what doesn’t matter and

ignore what does.
Any day the family silver could be gone for good –

we no longer know what it looks like or where it was
buried. No wonder.
Scots have spent too many years trying to look

modern, trying to deny a peasant past, forget the cru-
elty of industrialisation, ignore the underclass it creat-
ed and escape (into the ever-accessible world of
alcohol rather than the distant and exclusive world of
nature).

Scotland is as
distinct from
England as
many
neighbouring
European
states are
from one
another.
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Occasionally we catch the scent of a blossom that
has been taken from the room – like Hugh
MacDiarmid’s little white rose of Scotland that
“smells so sweet and breaks the heart.”
What is it?
It isn’t the Scottish football team – however con-

venient a repository that is for outpourings of emo-
tion.
It isn’t – sadly – radical thought or communitarian

endeavour.
Scots don’t do co-operatives, credit unions, local

energy companies, community trusts or local asset
ownership (at least not on the scale of our neigh-
bours). We don’t do genuinely local. We don’t do
trust.
It isn’t a tradition of healthy living.
We don’t do the body as a temple, exercise, eating

vegetables or getting outdoors.
We don’t live in nature. We don’t build in wood.
Our national dish is Chicken Tikka Masala washed

down with Irn Bru or super lager.
We reassert our collective proletarian identity with

every curry we order, every sun-bed we occupy, every
triple voddie we demolish in the name of a “good
time”, every year of life expectancy we lose.
All to prove we are not posh and therefore not

English.
This pointless behaviour is self harming on a

national scale.

If Scots have different values we should defend them.If we have distinctive ideals we should articulate
them. If we have important customs we should main-
tain them. Every other nation does – whether sub-
sumed within a larger whole or independently
governed.
Instead we struggle to appear modern, ambitious

and go-getting – like Jack McConnell with his bold
pin-striped kilt.
We cling to a tough-talking, self-mocking, cynical

world outlook instead of recognising such gallows
humour for what it is – a coping mechanism from days
of appalling poverty and unfairness (which many still
endure). We ignore the paradox of an empty rural
landscape in which there is apparently no room for
expansion. The resulting sky-high property prices are
blamed on wealthy incomers seeking second homes
instead of the underlying land scarcity which has kept
city and country divided with no intermediate hut or
cabin culture – unlike every other country at our lati-
tude, east or west.
We replicate the landowners’ aesthetic of the empty

glen through “democratic” planning procedures. We
validate the industrialist’s degradation of landless
labour by walling up the underclass in vast, disem-
powered housing estates.
We hobble our democracy and we shame ourselves.
What we cannot accept is what we already know.
Scottishness springs from one four letter word –

Clan.

Who you are, who you know, what family you
come from and where they live still matters more than
anything else at every level of Scottish society.
On the plus side – it’s levelling. For Scots what you

earn, what you own and even what you do are not
necessarily more interesting than who you know and
where you were brought up.
“See you later” is exchanged every waking moment

of the day by people who will almost certainly never
meet again. Even in a corner shop 300 miles from
home, the illusion of inclusion in a never-ending con-
versation or relationship must be maintained. We are
all kin. We are all Jock Tamson’s bairns. It can feel
good.

My husband – brought up in Canada, born on the
Isle of Wight – often felt uncomfortable when

Glasgow taxi drivers asked where he was from.
Fearing anti-English remarks if he told the truth he
usually changed the subject. Mistake.
Taxi drivers pride themselves on having The

Knowledge. Scots pride themselves on having a con-
nection with any place you can mention – north,
south, east or west of the border. Thus a talkative
Scottish taxi-driver will feel driven to make a place-
based connection so his passengers can be temporarily
added to the clan.
Conversation is the goal. Exchange is the means.

Place or family detail is the missing ingredient. Once
it’s in place and an Aunty Jeannie or a friend of a
friend who once worked down there for a week has
been identified, all sorts of fascinating conversations
can begin.
But not until the connection has been made.
This quest for belonging and connectedness under-

pins almost every aspect of Scottish language and
behaviour.
On the minus side it’s conformist. Individual suc-

cess is frowned on as a threat to group cohesion. Tall
poppies must be scythed. All things collective must be
supported. And all things which sit in the middle
(co-operatives, social entrepreneurs, community
assets) are viewed as odd, wafty and even a disguised
rival clan attack.
It’s no joke.
The status given by the clan to violent male behav-

iour has created a destructive macho urban environ-
ment – copied by young women who can see no other
values at work in their world.
Scotland’s cities are clan based and territorial.
What is the urban gang if not the reincarnation of

the modern clan – young men bound together by loy-
alty whose acceptance, approval and identity depends
on violent defence of territory?
In Scotland’s huge housing estates public servants

keep the peace by day.
By night they are urban battlefields.
It’s not a pretty sight.
Clannish behaviour justifies nepotism, supports the

status quo and undermines equality. It means Scots

We cling to a
tough-
talking, self-
mocking,
cynical world
outlook
instead of
recognising
such gallows
humour for
what it is …

THE CULTURE OF THE CLAN
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can openly prefer family, kin, long-held allegiances
and local fiefdoms to anything newer, bigger or more
diverse.
It creates a social conservatism and easily trumps

common sense, fairness and even basic democracy.
Teams are generally more versatile than clans –

more inclusive, less macho, more rational and less
defensive.
But Scotland doesn’t do teams. It does clans.
And that is our guilty secret.

Look at Scotland as a connected, community centredand family focussed country compared to England
– and you can source that behaviour back past
Victoria, past Culloden to the informal rules of the
gaelic-speaking Scottish clans. Look also at Scots as a
suspicious bunch with myriad defensive groupings
based on kin not logic – and you are back at the same
point of origin. Look at Scots as masters of anecdote
in the release of drink and private company but ser-
vants of silence in the formality of public speaking –
and you hear the centuries long echo of the banned
Mother Tongue. Look at the self destructive nature of
unemployed male Scots and you see a culture of mas-
culinity modelled on the Clan warrior’s ability to
withstand damage – adapted now in the absence of
clan or even class conflict to a masochistic culture of
withstanding self harm. Look at the proudest moment
in the opening of the Scottish parliament when “A
Man’s a man for a’ that” rang out from the temporary
premises in the Kirk’s Assembly Hall. “The rank is but
the guinea’s stamp, the man’s the gowd for a’ that.”

Where did such deep seated notions of equality and
fraternity arise? Burns spoke French and supported the
Jacobin values of the Republicans in France and
America. He spoke no Gaelic. And yet his lowland cul-
ture – like the US Declaration of Independence itself –
was based on the expectation of equality that arose not
from feudal England with its hierarchies, vassals and
serfs but from the non-feudal culture of the clan.
Millions of Scots are unwittingly acting out values

created centuries ago by Gaelic speaking Scots with
whom they believe they have no connection.
But as products of this culture, most Scottish politi-

cians cannot identify the forces of the clan at work.
We need to face ourselves – we are worth the effort.

Instead we stumble on.
Time and again, I’ve marvelled at the massive social

and emotional burdens Scots will neither fully
embrace nor abandon. Increasingly, the prospect of
living elsewhere seems attractive. Time and again the
beauty of the country, the power of its musical culture
and the survivor cheek of its people have brought me
back.
So Riddoch’s Scotland is a series of sketches about

places which lie at the centre of my Scotland –
Glasgow, Eigg, Edinburgh, Aberdeenshire, Caithness
and Dundee.
The mission is to produce vivid and controversial

writing, provoke reader response and finally publish a
book. I have no intention to offend but I’m sure I will.
As my husband often says, nobody kicks a dead dog.

� Lesley Riddoch is a writer and broadcaster.

Look at the
self
destructive
nature of
unemployed
male Scots
and you see
a culture of
masculinity
modelled on
the Clan
warrior’s
ability to
withstand
damage.
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On Sunday afternoons as the
1990s closed you could
observe the gleaming afflu-

ence of the city’s renascent middle
class by looking south from indus-
trial Ringsend in the middle of
Dublin Bay towards Dun
Laoghaire harbour. A typical count
might be around 30 to 35 sizeable
yachts heading seawards.
By the end of the next decade

the sail-count had doubled and
more. New marinas at Malahide
and Howth on the northern side of
the bay held more floating toys of
consultants, lawyers and mercan-
tile beneficiaries of the boom that
stretched from 1992 to 2006. This
complacent focus on things other
than the job for part-time direc-
tors, part-time bankers and occa-
sional legislators would emerge as
a unifying factor in what went
wrong.
The downturn of 2008 came as

no great surprise after repeated
warnings of greatly over-valued
property. But the scale of the sub-
sequent motorway pile-up
unnerved financial observers who
had expected a “soft landing” then
spending cuts to stabilise national
finances.
It began as Irish banks found

themselves – just as international
trade slowed – painfully exposed
to the US sub-prime lending deba-
cle. Loans extended with little
hope of repayment became instant
bad debts. Banking intelligence

had failed disastrously to measure
the US risk.
As liquidity drained away, banks

quickly blocked new mortgage
lending within Ireland. A slow
September 2008 became a shud-
dering halt for property trading in
spring 2009. Property prices were
hammered.
Land had been paid for, but no

one wanted the housing. Sub-con-
tractors who had built unsold
structures went unpaid. Early pur-
chasers found themselves living
amid half-built shells as dozens of
“ghost” estates were abandoned
unfinished.
The media spotlight turned to

developers getting burned. Land
for future building, bought at sur-
real prices at the market peak by
developers with borrowed money
on assumptions of continuing
demand for offices, apartments
and houses, was now unsaleable.
One infamous site beside

Dublin’s main sewage works cost
over €400m. Billions loaned to
developers buying such land left
Ireland’s main banks stricken.
Bank chiefs, cap in hand, sought
huge cash injections from State
and shareholders to shore up bal-
ance sheets.

MELTDOWN
With the economy stalled and tax
revenues collapsing, a hair shirt
Budget package in late 2009 left
public servants staggering after pay

cuts and reductions in pension
contributions.
The focus had shifted to the

State’s finances after inexperi-
enced finance minister Brian
Lenihan, only a few wet weeks in
power after predecessor Brian
Cowen grabbed the top job in
2008, made the hasty decision to
guarantee all deposits in the strick-
en banks, possibly unaware of
what that might entail.
The speed of this overnight

bailout, driven by bank chiefs who
collectively stampeded Lenihan,
initially pacified markets. But
doubts escalated as the scale of
impaired loans concealed by banks
became clear, culminating in the
critical 2010 loss of Ireland’s AAA
debt rating; catastrophic capital
outflows from Dublin banks fol-
lowed.
Among them was the contro-

versial Anglo-Irish bank, effec-
tively a builders’ kitty lending vast
sums to developers who, coinci-
dentally, were friends of the
ruling Fianna Fáil party (FF). Its
loans extended through inter-
bank lending into mainstream
rivals; “toxic debt” now entered
pub vocabulary. There was uproar
when it transpired Anglo chiefs
had been lending bank money to
themselves.
Lenihan’s decision to shore up

Anglo with bucketfuls of taxpay-
ers’ money – €34 billion was the
likely bill in late 2010 – seemed
madness to many who sensed liq-
uidation was the only answer for a
fringe bank with such nightmarish
liabilities. That might have forced
a new equilibrium in property
values with less damage to employ-
ment.
Another Lenihan decision, to

tackle bad loans deemed to be sti-
fling normal commercial banking,
meant channelling state pension
savings into a “bad debts bank” –
the National Asset Management

Ireland’s economic collapse sent voters to the polls with
retribution in mind. Alan Murdoch reports.

One of the
many
abandoned
housing
developments
that now litter
the Irish
Republic
Photo:
Mark Stedman/
Photocall Ireland
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Agency (NAMA), which in
September 2009 paid a high value
– €54bn – for doubtful property
assets nominally worth €77bn at
peak. Assets would be sold to
recoup the outlay, if buyers materi-
alised …
Developers’ losses had suddenly

become the responsibility of ordi-
nary taxpayers. Meanwhile assets
were quietly slipped into names of
wives or other relations to thwart
the repo man.
Significantly, overseas commer-

cial bondholders, enriched by
Ireland’s 1992 to 2006 property
boom, were not required to share
the burden. The Irish public were
hit with the entire bill.
The mess reflected badly on

Taoiseach (prime minister) Brian
Cowen (finance minister 2004–
2008) and predecessor Bertie
Ahern, who oversaw thumping
public sector pay rises that greatly
inflated the state’s wage bill just as
the economy ran out of steam.
Both failed to react to warnings of
a dangerous dependence on
construction – by 2006 an
estimated 24% of male workers
were employed in building-related
jobs.
As for financial oversight, post

September 2008 revelations pres-
ent a dismal picture. Bank man-
agers who handed out billions to
developers for land purchases
blithely ignored warnings of a
downturn. Irish Central Bank
monitoring was woeful.
Magnificently rewarded execu-
tives and directors across the
financial system had simply not
been doing their job.
What exactly the Financial

Regulator did (a post created by
Ahern in 2001) remains a mystery.
Allegedly, banks submitted less-
than-candid accounts of their real
trading positions.

GOING UNDER WITH THE BANKS
By 2008 Allied Irish Banks (AIB)
and Bank of Ireland, the dominant
players, were international opera-
tions trading in Britain, Europe
and America, and for a time, the
Far East. The larger, AIB, con-
trolled assets in late 2005 of

€133bn. At peak it was capitalised
at €24bn; by January 2011 it was
worth just €286m.
By the Seventies ruthless

monopolistic power – most visible
in their management’s sometimes
brutal treatment of customers –
tinged with Ascendancy imperi-
ousness had fuelled an unassailable
arrogance in the big banks. In the
1990s it emerged they had vied for
deposits by pitching offshore
accounts to favoured clients in
breach of tax laws. To date no
executive has been jailed.
The sheer brass neck of the AIB

board saw it demand state aid after
a big insurance subsidiary went
bust in 1985 while operating
below its statutory reserve. A sub-
sequent state rescue cost taxpayers
IR£400m. As the Irish state was
then nearer bankruptcy than AIB,
the Fine Gael-led Government
decision beggars belief even now.
In the current Anglo-Irish Bank

fiasco, a 400-page file prepared by
the Director of Corporate
Enforcement on dubious 2008
loans has passed to the Director of
Public Prosecution. Accompanying
data highlights non-disclosure of
huge loans to bank directors in its
financial statements, and loans to
buy Anglo’s own shares.
In January it emerged Taoiseach

Cowen was in frequent contact
with Anglo-Irish chairman Sean
Fitzpatrick – simultaneously a
major borrower – including a day
on Druid’s Glen golf course and at
dinner before the 2008 crash, but
did not intervene.
Cowen emerged in 1992 as then

premier Albert Reynolds’s person-
al rottweiler, rejoicing in his
Midlands nickname “BIFFO”(Big

Ignorant F**ker from Offaly).
When an enthusiastic late night FF
ministerial gathering in Galway
last year led into a slurred early-
morning radio interview, the com-
bative Carlsberg-drinking premier
faced Opposition accusations of
drunkenness.
His New Year Dáil explanation

of the Anglo discussions was
painfully unconvincing, prompting
a leadership challenge inside
Fianna Fáil, which he initially
headed off, only for his own sup-
porters to reconsider. To voters,
Cowen was the public face of
Ireland’s most inept, out of touch
Government in decades. To endan-
gered FF parliamentarians his
removal became an electoral
imperative.
When foreign minister Micheál

Martin quit, Cowen overplayed
his hand by attempting to fill that
and five other empty cabinet seats
vacated by ministers not seeking
re-election as defeat loomed. Their
posts were due to go to younger
FF nominees.
The proposed promotions

looked like a pre-election stunt to
boost vulnerable FF candidates.
Ex-ministers talked gloomily of
the approaching “annihilation.”
Unable to back him in a pending
Dáil confidence debate, his Green
Party coalition partners quit.
Cowen now resigned as leader and
did not run in the general election.
The aftermath of the Anglo-Irish

Bank fiasco, which some fear may
yet cost €40bn, begs the question
of whether its investors enjoyed
special favours under Fianna Fáil.
Exactly what relationship existed
between Anglo directors, specula-
tive borrowers and the FF leader-

IRISH GENERAL ELECTION – FEBRUARY 2011
Number of seats and percentage of vote by party

2007 seats % vote 2011 seats % vote

FINE GAEL 50 27.3 76 36.1
LABOUR 20 10.1 37 19.4
FIANNA FAIL 78 41.5 20 17.4
SINN FEIN 4 6.9 14 9.9
GREENS 6 4.7 0 1.8
OTHERS 5 9.4 19 15.2

Turnout 2011: 70.1% (2007: 67.03%)

Developers’
losses had
suddenly
become the
responsibility
of ordinary
taxpayers.
Meanwhile
assets were
quietly
slipped into
names of
wives or
other
relations to
thwart the
repo man.
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ship over recent years remains
unexplained.
The election result may be seen

as voters’ judgement on a 50-year
alliance between property interests
and FF, inside which they had
exerted serious clout since the
Sixties. Then, “Taca,” a sort of
lunch-club for ambitious construc-
tion interests, began cultivating
friendly FF politicians to “fix”
developments and swing public
projects their way. What began
with inside information led into
dubious planning permissions,
bribes, corrupt land re-zoning, and
lucrative tax breaks.
In power Fianna Fáil promoted a

hedonistic consumerism over egal-
itarianism. It also provided a com-
fort zone in senior public positions
and state agencies. Latterly, report-
ing has highlighted €200,000-plus
salaries for part-time heads of
quangos, and surreal sums paid to
state energy companies’ chiefs.
Investment tax allowances meant
six-figure earners escaped with
paying between 10–16% income
tax in recent years.
It must take time to spend a

king’s ransom, between second
homes, golf, yachts, horseracing,
luxury holidays and eating out.
The self-evident negligence in
financial supervision begs the
question of whether all this turbo-
charged affluence among the
Mercedes classes left enough time
to focus on the day job.

AUSTERITY AND FALLOUT
Near-empty pubs on weekdays,
silent restaurants, eerily light
morning traffic and scarce shop-
pers mark the changed fortunes of
Ireland’s once vibrant capital.
Charity shops alone seem rich in
customers. Car dealers, estate
agents, bookmakers, bookshops,
pub and restaurant chains are clos-
ing. Businesses reliant on discre-
tionary spending may fail in 2011
as disposable incomes contract
after December 2010’s sharply
deflationary budget.
Designed to curb Exchequer

debt, it slashed €1 an hour, or
€40+ per week, off minimum
wages. Carers – among the least

POLITICAL PARTIES IN THE IRISH REPUBLIC
The electoral thrashing Fianna Fáil (FF) suffered last month after 14
unbroken years in power was the voters’ judgement on a miserable
economic legacy.

It was also a response to decades of its peddling shallow US-style
personality campaigns and contrived populist rhetoric – alongside

brutal character assassi-
nation of opponents.

Paramount voter con-
cerns were emigration
and unemployment,
blamed more on domes-
tic fiscal incompetence
than the global down-
turn. These helped ignite
pre-campaign explosions

of anger against outgoing ministers, notably in Galway and Meath.
Braced for a battering, the emollient new FF leader Micheál Martin
fielded a smaller, younger pool of candidates.

In the campaign Fine Gael and FF exchanged platitudinous job cre-
ation strategies, while Labour’s “innovative” technology proposals
aimed to counter a weak economic image.

But all this was window-dressing: polling showed only Fine Gael
might win a majority; other manifestos would become diluted in coali-
tion programmes. Last summer Labour’s more pointed opposition put
it in front with 32–35% in polls. Otherwise the post-2008 slump saw
Fine Gael in the driving seat. In this election the main uncertainties
were whether Fine Gael would secure a Dáil majority on its own or
need Labour backing, and if Fianna Fáil might surrender third place to
Sinn Fein.
Sinn Fein, long a peripheral presence in the Dáil, had most to gain,

and hoped for anti-FF transfers in the PR poll. Now fielding party leader
Gerry Adams as a candidate in the Louth border constituency, they
talked tough on the ECB/IMF bailout, damning its interest rate as unaf-
fordable. They pledged to seek money market finance at lower rates.

Amiable but less publicly authoritative than his Labour counterpart
Eamon Gilmore, the FG leader Enda Kenny was projected less in day-to-
day sparring than his more carnivorous henchmen.

History ensured Ireland’s parties did not develop along a clear Left-
Right lines: the nationalist movement Sinn Fein split when leader
Eamon de Valera quit the Dáil in January 1922 after it voted to accept
the Treaty ending the war of independence. Losing the subsequent
bitter Civil War, he re-emerged in 1926 as leader of the new Fianna Fáil
party, assuming power in 1932.
Fine Gael (FG),

emerged from Cumann
na nGaedheal, effectively
the pragmatic Michael
Collins’s wing of Sinn
Fein, led by WT Cosgrave.
Its leaders were avowedly
rightist with little concern
about extreme urban
deprivation.

Both had a rural base:
Fine Gael represented
large landowners who would be excused income tax; FF drew votes
from small farmers and “men of no property”, who “eat their dinner in
the middle of the day”, and for a time from some urban workers.�

Outgoing
Fianna Fáil
Taoiseach, Brian
Cowen
Photo:
Mark Stedman/
Photocall Ireland

Fine Gael
leader, Enda
Kenny
Photo:
Mark Stedman/
Photocall Ireland

IRELAND: CELTIC TIGER NOMORE
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well paid – saw their allowances
cut. These measures looked cyni-
cal; Ireland’s lowest income
groups tend not to vote.
To the relief of the yachting

classes, notorious Section 23 tax
incentives for property developers
have remained. But income tax
rises and big cuts in central and
local Government spending have
undermined private-sector jobs,
sacrificed to protect public sector
finances, a strategy with no obvi-
ous future.
Unemployment – at 444,000 – is

being contained only by high emi-
gration to Britain, other EU states,
the US and Australia. A State
think-tank expects 50,000 to emi-
grate in 2011, with many fleeing
negative equity that affects
300,000; around ten cars a week
are abandoned at Dublin Airport
by those going for good.
More than a quarter of the

country’s housing may be unoccu-
pied, with prices down 40% since
2006; in some Dublin suburbs the
fall exceeds 50%.
The outgoing Government

mantra claimed a multinational-
led export boom would lift all
boats. Exports did rise 6.7% in
2010, but in capital-intensive sec-
tors job creation is less dynamic
than in Irish SMEs (small and
medium enterprises).
Even before the 2010 Budget

Ireland had the eighth-highest
marginal personal tax rates in the
world, but lacks a national health
service free at point of use.
Healthcare may experience the
harshest consequences of the crisis.
Ireland has a three-tier health

service: First, a “health card” serv-
ice free for claimants and those on
very low incomes where care may
involve lengthy waiting. Second,
health insurers such as VHI,
founded by the state in 1957, pro-
vide faster treatment through pri-
vate beds in publicly subsidised
hospitals. Third, entirely private
hospitals cater solely for paying
patients. All but the first group pay
to see GPs.
Public health services, already

suffering severe bed and staff
shortages (exacerbated by a

� A ruthless, tightly drilled
electoral machine, FF held
power for almost 60 of the
state’s 89-year existence.
Backing the Irish language,
rural development and self-
sufficiency, Fianna Fáil – “the
Republican Party” – was more
the ardently anti-partition

voice. It helped drive rural development and slum clearance, though its
“labour must wait” approach made clear its nationalism was never
socialist.

Its brazen electoral gimmicks – including ending domestic rates in
1977 – conceal FF’s lack of distinctive policy identity in modern subur-
ban Ireland. Once claiming 75,000 members, its debts in 2010 were
reportedly €3m. Several of outgoing Taoiseach Cowen’s cabinet
seemed to think PR and TV appearances mattered more than govern-
ing.

Once dubbed “a slightly constitutional party,” by former leader Sean
Lemass, its TDs (MPs) had latterly featured in tax, bribery and corrup-
tion scandals. While in office one west of Ireland FF politician has
acquired 30 properties in five countries, and in one 21-month period
claimed €137,000 in expenses.

Irish commentators wonder whether FF will adopt a new identity, or
split. An earlier fissure that spawned the secular new-right Progressive
Democrats by anti-Haughey FF elements in 1985 faded away after the
last election, but not before it had influenced thinking on Church and
State, taxation and job creation.

Fine Gael by contrast still represents wealthy landowners, but also
comfortable professionals from pharmacists to doctors – “the coping
classes” – as one leader put it. Its members’ tweed and corduroy image
drew jibes that “their children know how to play the piano, but they
don’t know how to enjoy themselves.” Less mired in scandal than FF,
some of its Dublin councillors became tainted by corrupt land re-
zoning.

Camped on the high moral ground, FG draws voters distrustful of
Fianna Fáil, after the murky leaderships of Charles Haughey (Taoiseach
from 1979–81; in 1982; and 1987–92) and Bertie Ahern (1994 – April
2008). Revelations in 1997 that Haughey was living regally on business
backhanders as he told the nation in 1980 to tighten their belts meant
later ministers’ austerity demands were not enthusiastically welcomed.

Haughey helped chart a new economy and fostered early moves
towards peace in the North, but died in disgrace in 2006. Ahern, facil-
itator of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement, was forced out after
unconvincing explanations for cash gifts from business friends.
Labour has remained

a largely urban force,
drawing support from
civil servants, skilled
workers, teachers, and
less affluent urban pro-
fessionals. Historically, its
national vote hung below
20%, sometimes dipping
below 10.

Its modern impact suffered from the dismal economic record of its
coalitions with Fine Gael, notably 1982–87, when deficits prompted
ever-higher deflationary taxation that raised unemployment and emi-
gration.

Fine Gael’s
Kenny with
supporters
Photo:
Mark Stedman/
Photocall Ireland

Labour’s Eamon
Gilmore (centre)
Photo:
Mark Stedman/
Photocall Ireland
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recruitment ban to ease the state’s
finances), face sharply increased
demand after stinging January pri-
vate health insurance rises of 15 to
45% that will force thousands into
lower levels of health care. Some
households face health premium
rises of €1,000.
With 1400 beds “closed” due to

cuts, and convalescent space for
elderly patients lacking, the New
Year saw state-funded hospitals
struggling. On a single day –
January 5 – some 569 patients
were being treated on trolleys,
many in open corridors, due to
lack of space.

OUTLOOK
Behind unemployment figures lies
the reality that many self-
employed – not just in construc-
tion – currently have no work.
With 25 firms a week going bust
last year, economists expect anoth-
er 25,000 redundancies in 2011.
Despite exports set to rise 6% in
value, unemployment will remain
around 13.5%. Extensive part-
time working also contributes to
weak demand.
In their pre-Christmas stability

programme the IMF, the European

Central Bank (ECB) and other EU
states pledged €85 billion to prop
up Irish banks, albeit at high inter-
est (5.8%). Ireland was already
paying €4.8bn interest on its
€93.4bn national debt.
Some economists believe the

expanded international debt is
beyond the economy’s ability to
service, especially when multina-
tionals, the only dynamic sector,
contribute so little revenue and
PAYE earners so much.
Arguably, Ireland might have no

industry at all beyond food and
drink without a fiscal box of
sweeties to attract overseas invest-
ment. But decades of low corpo-
rate tax meant under-funded Irish
state services – notably healthcare.
At EU level, some view Ireland as a
tax haemorrhage disrupting the
entire EU balance sheet.
Germany and France, this

month seeking EU convergence
over taxation, retirement age,
index-linked wages and debt
limits, resent one nation letting
multinationals into the EU at just
12.5% corporation tax rate when
all of Europe has to support the
Irish rescue. Irish sceptics see low
corporation tax, long the main

attraction to corporate investors,
as a lazy job creation strategy as it
meant sector planning to develop
stronger indigenous SMEs got
sidelined.
Mordant wits deny ceding

power to the ECB/IMFmeans Irish
sovereignty has been lost. They
insist Ireland’s next football inter-
national will start as usual with the
national anthem: “Deutschland,
Deutschland, Über Allës …”

LESSONS
International risk capital from
banks and overseas investors
surged into Dublin during the last
20 years, drawing rich returns
from the property boom. Yet a
single EU state’s taxpayers must
now bail out overseas holders of
bank debt, including corporate
bond issues, a situation even
Germany’s Chancellor Merkel has
publicly questioned.
Last November’s mammoth

€85bn IMF/EU rescue implied the
Irish state alone had failed in its
duty of oversight. But if private
banks concealed their true level of
bad debt after their internal risk
management failed, should their
default become a public liability?
The scale of economic collapse

and resulting mass emigration
from Ireland to other EU states
suggests it may be time the
EU/ECB took over regulation of
banking, since cross-border money
outflows can overwhelm a small
state’s capacity to cope. The IMF
itself is now turning to this view.
Its assessors’ bracing November

experience of going through the
Dublin books prompted a January
call on the EU, two days after
Ireland’s coalition collapse, to
increase its bailout fund. It said
EU-wide banking resolution sys-
tems are now required and bank
creditors, not the taxpayer, should
carry the ultimate cost.
For the tens of thousands jobless

debt-ridden emigrants now plan-
ning a one-way ferry sailing out of
Dublin Bay in search of work
abroad, this may be little comfort.

� Alan Murdoch is a freelance jour-
nalist based in Dublin.

ROYALWEDDING 2011
(WAITY KATIE TO WILLY WALEY)
In default of a tribute from either the Poet Laureate or the Scots Makar

So here we go again, the Abbey or
Saint Paul’s, demure princesses under veils,
those yah-yah princelings togged as if for war,
pretending Scottish roots, a love of Wales.

New tawdry fictions hyped by media guile
to cloak them in a spurious relevance
and push their creaking coach another mile
through history’s ironic resonance.

Drag out the awful uncles, horsey aunt,
the leathery step-mum and a weirdo dad,
a dimbo brother, Granny Grim and gaunt
old Grandpa – for a day, forget that sad

elusive, unattainable it seems,
enlightened fair republic of our dreams.

Alan MacGillivray

IRELAND: CELTIC TIGER NOMORE

Some
economists
believe the
expanded
international
debt is
beyond the
economy’s
ability to
service,
especially
when multi-
nationals,
the only
dynamic
sector,
contribute so
little revenue
and PAYE
earners so
much.
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SPAIN:THELONG
SHADOWOF
THECIVILWAR

This July will see the 75th anniversary of the mili-
tary coup which began the Spanish Civil War and
led to the overthrow of the democratically elect-

ed Republican government. The country was subse-
quently ruled for over 30 years by General Francisco
Franco. His death in 1975, after decades of fascist dic-
tatorship, saw a tentative return to democracy, but the
terrible events of those years still cast a shadow over
the country. An estimated half a million Spaniards
died in battle during the Civil War, but between 1936
and 1975 hundreds of thousands more were executed,
tortured or imprisoned.
In the last week of January this year, a crowd gath-

ered in Barcelona’s busy Avenida Diagonal to witness
the removal of the city’s last physical monument to
General Franco. The four metre high bronze statue,
entitled “Victory”, was erected in 1940, overlooking
the route of the triumphal entry into the city made by
the dictator’s troops the year before.
Following the passing of the Law of Historical

Memory by Spain’s socialist government in 2007,
street names, monuments and other built tributes to
Franco are slowly but systematically being renamed or
removed across the country. Barcelona’s relative speed
in its implimentation is linked to the particular suffer-
ing that the city, and surrounding Catalonia, experi-
enced at the hands of the fascist dictatorship. Its
aspirations for autonomy were crushed by the coup in
July 1936 and after the military defeat of the demo-
cratically elected government, its language was out-
lawed and its civil structures dismantled. Catalonia
also saw the execution of many thousands of its
people, including its President, Luis Companys.

POLITICAL CRIMES PARDONED
Following Franco’s death in 1975, a prevailing atti-
tude emerged: that the discussion of past crimes and
injustices committed under his decades of rule would
threaten the delicate transfer to democracy. Many
feared the reaction of the armed forces, still very
much Franco’s creatures, if a newly elected govern-
ment started to address the legacy of tens of thousands
of murders, disappearances, torture and repression
which had taken place over the previous 40 years.
This was by no means a blanket consensus, with many
arguing that “political amnesty” rapidly became con-
fused with “historical amnesia” in the name of nation-
al reconciliation. And of course those who were
expected to stay silent and encouraged to forget were
Franco’s opponents and their families, some of whom
had returned to Spain after his death, following years
in exile, or had emerged from decades operating
underground within Spain itself. The killings and mas-

Three-quarters of a century since the start of the Spanish Civil
War, the country is even now trying to come to terms with its
legacy.Mike Arnott explains how the people of Spain are
attempting to reclaim their “historical memory”.
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sacres in Spain during the Franco regime were not
only not investigated, they became subject to the 1977
Amnesty Law, brought in by the centre right UCD
government, which won the first two post-Franco
general elections of 1977 and 1979. The law retro-
spectively pardoned the political crimes of both the
Nationalist regime and its Republican opponents,
granting amnesty for atrocities perpetrated during the
Civil War, all as part of the same impetus within the
newly democratic nation to put the war behind it, in
the interests of national reconciliation.
As a consequence, the stories of Republican families

that had been repressed throughout the Franco years
continued to be denied any public recognition in demo-
cratic Spain. This silencing, often referred to as a “pacto
de silencio” (pact of silence) or “pacto de olvido” (pact
of forgetting), has been increasingly challenged in
recent years, aided by the flood of publications, both
academic and popular, fiction and non-fiction, dealing
with the Civil War and its aftermath. Initially much of
this material came from abroad, where research and
debate on the Civil War had been growing rapidly, and
percolated into Spanish culture in the 1980s and 90s,
through academia and via translations of books that
were becoming commercially available. As years of fear
and trepidation gave way to growing confidence and
genuine interest, home grown cinematic and fictional
works began to appear, focusing on the years of the
Civil War and its aftermath, and increasing the level of
debate around the issue of the pacto de silencio and of
recovering Spain’s “Historical Memory”.

TIME TO BREAK THIS SILENCE
Some of the most striking of these Spanish works of
fiction written about the Civil War have been by
authors born well after its conclusion. Academics have
suggested that a certain distance is required in order to
permit the working through and articulation of politi-
cal trauma, asserting that it is only in subsequent gen-
erations that it can be witnessed and carried forward,
by those who were not there to experience it but who
felt its effects, belatedly, through the stories of their
parents’ generation. In Spain it is the children or, in
many cases, the grandchildren of the victims or sur-
vivors of the Civil War, less burdened by the past than
their parents, who are now drawn towards the
unvoiced narratives of war and repression. As the
author Dulce Chacón wrote in 2002: “We, those of us
who are in our forties or fifties, are the children of our
parents’ silence… But it is time to break this silence for
the sake of our children.We have to rescue the silenced
history. It is a responsibility of our generation.”
These developments all contributed to a situation

where adherence to the pact of silence was becoming
less sustainable. Another factor was the very physical
exhumation of Franco’s crimes, represented by the
continuing discoveries of the mass graves of his victims
all across Spain. Of course, these had been occurring
on a regular basis over the years, particularly as Spain’s
growing tourist economy drove the massive construc-

SPAIN: THE LONG SHADOW OF THE CIVIL WAR
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tion projects of the 60s and 70s, but under the dicta-
torship these had been covered up. Since 2000 the
unearthing of Republican graves has been led by the
Asociación para la Recuperación de la Memoria
Histórica (Association for the Recovery of Historical
Memory), although similar organisations can also be
found in different regions of Spain. Hundreds of mass
graves containing the remains of thousands of uniden-
tified Republicans have been located and numerous
exhumations have been carried out to find and identify
the remains and repatriate them to their surviving fam-
ilies. The pact of forgetting was effectively broken.
However, due to the contentious history involved, a

number of conflicting viewpoints exist on the issue of
the exhumations. There are two groups who oppose
the exhumations and, surprisingly, they lie on oppo-
site ends of the political spectrum. The more notori-
ous are those on the political right, who claim that
investigations into the fate of the victims of repression
“open old wounds”. Unsurprisingly these groups have
been accused of having a direct interest in leaving the
past forgotten. Then there are those, mostly on the
left, who believe that education about the dictatorship
and the memory of the victims is best served by leav-
ing the graves in situ, as memorials. They believe that
exhumations “erase the Franco era barbarism.”
Related to this group of objectors are family members
of some victims who are against exhumations out of
concern for disturbing the dead. The groups that
favour the exhumations counter those arguments by
stating that contemporary Spanish society must con-

Franco in 1969
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front directly the consequences of the repression and
that can only be done by exhuming the bodies.
2007 saw the passing of the Law of Historical

Memory, which included clauses relating to compen-
sation payments and pensions for relatives of victims
on both sides of the Civil War and of the subsequent
Francoist repression, as well as the removal of plaques
and symbols commemorating the war and dictator-
ship from public buildings. It also offered state help in
the ongoing tracing, identification and exhumation of
victims of Franco’s regime whose bodies were still
missing. This law enraged the political right, though
their opposition was not enough to stop Socialist
Prime Minister Zapatero winning a second term,
although his election victory in March 2008 was with
a reduced majority.
The stakes were raised in October 2008 by Spanish

Judge, Baltasar Garzón. He had gained prominence in
1998 when he served an international arrest warrant
on former Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet over the
torture and killings of Spanish citizens during his rule.
Garzón’s attempt to have Pinochet extradited to Spain
was eventually refused by British Home Secretary Jack
Straw on medical grounds.

MASS GRAVES EXHUMED
He used his position to launch the country’s first offi-
cial inquiry into the Franco regime’s campaign of
“mass killings, torture and the systematic, general and
illegal detentions of political opponents.” Garzón
ordered the exhumations of 19 identified mass graves,
supported by a petition from 13 groups of relatives of
the victims, and he named Franco and 34 deceased
wartime generals and members of his junta as instiga-
tors of the repression.
Garzón argued that the policy of “illegal, permanent

detention without disclosing [victims’] whereabouts”
constituted grounds for a crime against humanity.
Because crimes against humanity are regarded as inter-
national crimes of universal jurisdiction, Garzón
claimed, they were not covered by the 1977 Amnesty
Law. “Any amnesty law which aims at erasing crimes
against humanity that cannot be described as political
crimes, is null,” he stated. For the same reason he
argued that Spain’s 20 year statute of limitations could
not bar an investigation as, under international law,
crimes against humanity and war crimes were not sub-
ject to such limitations. His initiative was supported by
the UN Human Rights Committee, who called for the
1977 law to be abolished.

STRONGMOTIVE IN SILENCING GARZÓN
However, Garzón’s attempt was suspended by a
higher court and he announced that he would not pro-
ceed with the matter himself, handing responsibility
for investigating mass graves and pursuing any cases to
Spain’s regional courts. Soon after, Garzón found
himself at the Supreme Court as the defendant against
a charge of overstepping his jurisdiction in raising the
action in the first place. The complainants in the case

were two ultra right-wing civil groups: Manos
Limpias (Clean Hands) and the Falange Española de
las JONS. The Falange, a political and paramilitary
group, was responsible for most of the rearguard
killings in fascist held territory during the civil war
and therefore had a strong motive in silencing Garzón
and hampering his work.
While news reports suggested that Spaniards were

sceptical that the country’s regional courts would look
to pursue cases against any surviving members of
Franco’s regime, it is thought likely that the process of
exhuming the graves of his victims will be continued
at a regional level.
Another legacy of the repression to surface, this

January, was a legal action to obtain an official
enquiry into the practice of forcibly removing chil-
dren from their mothers. This began in the immediate
aftermath of the Civil War and the victims then were
largely Republican supporters, including prisoners,
whose children were handed over to more “ideologi-
cally suitable” families. But the practice continued
long after the end of the war, some allege even after
Franco’s death. There are cases of mothers who have
had their babies’ graves opened and found them
empty, after taking flowers there for 30 years, and the
falsification of birth and death certificates. It is
thought that thousands of children may have been
involved.
The truth about the legacy of the dictatorship in

Spain between 1939 and 1975 will continue to
emerge, but it is thought unlikely that there will be
any concerted attempt to indict Franco’s government
for crimes against humanity. In the meantime, in cor-
ners of quiet fields, at roadsides and in the courtrooms
of Spain, details of the inhuman repression of those
years is being gradually uncovered and will hopefully
permit the people of Spain to eventually reclaim their
Historical Memory.

� Mike Arnott is a committee member of the
International Brigade Memorial Trust and a member of
Democratic Left Scotland.
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WHAT’SWRONGWITH
CAPITALISM?

Interviewed in a recent televisiondocumentary, Paul Tucker,
Deputy-Governor of the Bank

of England, condemned a system
in which banks amass profits
during a boom, but are bailed out
by taxpayers when they go bust, as
a “flaw at the heart of capitalism”.1

His views about how to remove
this flaw were not recorded, but it
is more likely that he was finding
fault with the kind of capitalism
that has evolved in Britain and the
US than that he was criticising cap-
italism as such.
The distinction between genus

and species is central to what fol-
lows. Since the collapse of state
socialist alternatives to capitalism,
the very idea of a post-capitalist
civilisation has been banished to
the realms of speculation and
theory. For practical purposes, we
now take it for granted that the
only issue worth discussing is what
form of capitalism is best or will
prevail. Indeed prior to the finan-
cial crash of 2007–8, it was widely
believed that even this question
was on the way to being settled as
the Anglo-American, neo-liberal
model of capitalism appeared to
outperform its rivals. After 1990
Japan sank into protracted stagna-
tion and although the EU escaped
from the doldrums of the 1980s

and embarked on three major proj-
ects – completing the “single
market”, building monetary union
and absorbing the former Soviet
bloc states of Eastern Europe – it
signally failed to resolve its inter-
nal crisis of popular legitimacy and
governance, and far from stem-
ming the neo-liberal tide, got
caught up in it.
In the immediate aftermath of

the crash, from the autumn of
2008 to the summer of 2009, there
was a brief window of opportunity
for radical economic reform. The
opportunity was lost. Temporarily
thrown off balance, the political
and business elite were hardly
going to embrace the state-capital-
ist models of development
favoured by the world’s rising
powers – China, India, Russia and
Brazil – and in Europe (though not
in the US) they soon rallied behind
the banner of fiscal conservatism,
spreading alarm about the state of
the public finances and setting out
to restore “business as usual” by
dint of fiscal retrenchment. This is
a high-risk strategy at a time when
recovery from recession is far from
assured and little has been done
either to reform global finance or
to tackle imbalances in interna-
tional trade and capital flows, but
in the absence of a systemic alter-

native to the neo-liberal model
that combines intellectual cogency
with political appeal, our rulers
evidently judge the risk worth
taking. In that sense, what has
transpired over the past three years
is a crisis in neo-liberal capitalism,
not a crisis of neo-liberal capital-
ism.

THE ELEMENTS OF CAPITALISM
So will capitalism, in some form,
be with us forever? And however
that may be, is there an alternative
to the neo-liberal model, which is
not only desirable, but also viable
and achievable? Good questions
both, but impossible to answer
without posing two others: What
exactly do we mean by “capital-
ism”? And what, in general, is
wrong with it?
Three clusters of institutions are

fundamental to capitalism, con-
cerned respectively with markets,
production and money. Economic
activity is co-ordinated by imper-
sonal market forces, a mechanism
that Adam Smith famously likened
to an “invisible hand”. There are
markets for money and money
capital (that is, money employed
to make more money – through
lending at interest, speculative
trading or productive investment);
for labour power; for produced

For practical
purposes, we
now take it
for granted
that the only
issue worth
discussing is
what form of
capitalism is
best or will
prevail.

What can we do about capitalism, which increasingly
appears to be, in its various forms, the only game in town?
David Purdy dissects the beast and explores an alternative
that promises to better tackle the challenge – competing
claims on resources – that faces rich societies.
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commodities, whether to serve as
means of production or for use in
final consumption; and for physi-
cal and financial assets of various
kinds, from land and buildings to
stocks and shares. These markets
form an interrelated system.
Views differ about how well it
works.
Production is organised by pri-

vately owned, profit-seeking enter-
prises, which employ wage labour
to produce marketable commodi-
ties and are separate from house-
holds, communities and the state.
All means of production are the
property of the enterprise and con-
stitute its physical capital. Co-ordi-
nation within the enterprise is
based not on the invisible hand,
but on the subordination of
employees to the authority of its
owners or managers appointed by
them.
Both market co-ordination and

generalised commodity produc-
tion require a viable monetary
system. Buyers and sellers rely on
price signals, and prices are
expressed in terms of money, the
“universal equivalent”, which also
serves to facilitate exchange and
make payments. Enterprises too
need a standard of account to cal-
culate costs of production and net
profits. And both production and
speculation are financed by means
of credit money created by bank-
ing enterprises, which make profits
from lending at interest and may
also play the markets on their own
account.
Taken together, these institu-

tions form what we now call the
“economy”, a term that comes
from the ancient Greek word for
household management, but is
now used in almost the opposite
sense to refer to a realm of society
set apart from supposedly “non-
economic” institutions such as the
state and the family. Those who
study this realm, “economists” as
they started to call themselves in
the late nineteenth century, drop-
ping the older term “political
economy”, routinely abstract from
politics and culture in order to
focus exclusively on markets, com-
modity production and money, or

indeed, simply on markets alone.
This change of usage marks the
historic transformation wrought
by the forcible creation of a “self-
regulating” market system in the
early part of the nineteenth centu-
ry, when as Polanyi (1944) put it,
the activities of production, distri-
bution and exchange were “disem-
bedded” from the social
institutions and norms that had
previously sustained and con-
strained them.
Nevertheless, the autonomy of

the economic realm under capital-
ism is only relative, not absolute.
Indeed, Polanyi (op. cit.) argues
that the attempt to create a self-
regulating capitalist market is
utopian. Drawing on the history of
Britain from 1815 to 1845, he
shows how the conversion of land,
labour and money into what he
calls “fictitious commodities”
endangered nature, human beings
and even business itself, giving rise
to popular grievances, social resist-
ance and protective counter-move-
ments. “Backed by phalanxes of
political economists, entrepre-
neurs and politicians, the idea of
the self-regulating market could
appear an irresistible force, but it
possessed a critical flaw: it was
quite simply unsustainable … No
sooner had industrial capitalism
secured its footing in Britain, in
1834, than a deep-seated move-
ment sprang into being to protect
society from its perils,” (Dale,
2010: 60).
Thus, the elements of capitalism

form only a sub-system in a larger
social whole. Nowadays, of
course, we depend on this sub-
system for our livelihoods.
Governments too need it to per-
form well. So it makes sense to
speak of capitalist societies. But no
account of their “anatomy” or
“laws of motion” is adequate
which fails to consider how the
bare elements of capitalism are
articulated with the institutions
and activities of the state; with kin-
ship systems, gender relations and
the sexual division of labour; and
more generally, with historically
evolved cultural norms and beliefs,
including attitudes towards nature.

VARIETIES OF CAPITALISM
The scale and scope of state inter-
vention and participation in the
economy are continually contest-
ed in a way that almost defines the
nature of politics in modern capi-
talist societies. In different soci-
eties at different times, the state
has variously sought to accommo-
date, guide, regulate, manage or
unleash capitalism. Mid-Victorian
Britain worshipped the gods of
free trade and laissez-faire, but
Germany, the US and, at a later
stage, Japan all industrialised
behind tariff walls under the aegis
of a developmental, nation-build-
ing state. Even in Britain, the dis-
locations caused by the First
World War, the Wall Street Crash
and the Great Depression shat-
tered confidence in classical liber-
alism and the minimum state.
From the mid-1930s to the mid-
1970s, a strong consensus
favoured state-managed, socially
protective capitalism. But the
crisis of “stagflation”, falling prof-
itability, rising aspirations and
socio-political conflict that erupt-
ed in the 1970s led to a resurgence
of belief in the superiority of free
markets, and as governments sac-
rificed full employment to the
control of inflation, deregulated
labour markets, sold off state
assets, introduced floating
exchange rates, unshackled the
financial sector and removed bar-
riers to cross-border capital flows,
the neo-liberal word was made
flesh.
Since capitalism is a global

system, these successive transfor-
mations have affected all countries
to some degree. Yet capitalist soci-
eties display significant institution-
al differences. Scholars have
proposed several more or less elab-
orate typologies, but simplifying
drastically, the “varieties of capital-
ism” boil down to two ideal-types:
“liberal market economies” (LME)
and “social market economies”
(SME). The former are charac-
terised by arm’s length govern-
ment and competitive markets;
stock exchange finance and the
pursuit of shareholder value; min-
imalist social protection and high

In different
societies at
different
times, the
state has
variously
sought to
accommo-
date, guide,
regulate,
manage or
unleash
capitalism.



20 / SPRING 2011 / PERSPECTIVES 29

levels of income inequality. In the
latter, government works closely
with key firms and relies on pro-
ducer organisations, including
trade unions, for help in managing
the economy; bank loans rather
than stock markets provide
“patient” capital, permitting firms
to make long-term plans and form
“productive” relationships with
employees and other stakeholders;
and social policy is designed to
offset market inequalities, safe-
guard personal security and avoid
class conflict.2

Actual capitalist societies can be
placed on a continuum between
these two polar types. Among
OECD countries, the US, Canada,
UK, Ireland, Australia and New
Zealand lie towards the LME pole;
Germany, Austria, Switzerland,
Belgium, Holland, Denmark,
Norway, Sweden, Finland and
Japan are closer to the SME pole;
and France, Italy, Spain, Portugal,
Greece and Turkey lie somewhere
in between. The US is the arche-
typal LME, Germany the exemplar
of an SME.
Why has the world not con-

verged on a single model of capi-
talism? One explanation runs in
terms of “path dependency”. In
the absence of any countervailing
force, the institutional framework
in place at the beginning of capital-
ist development persists as a form-
ative influence in the forging of
subsequent, complementary insti-
tutions. For example, London’s
eighteenth century market for gov-
ernment bonds provided the
means of financing capitalist enter-
prise in the nineteenth century.
Similarly, the principle of “lesser
eligibility” enshrined in the Poor
Law Amendment Act of 1834 has
continued to shape British public
policy towards joblessness and
poverty. A second explanation
emphasises the role of social and
political conflict, particularly at
times of crisis when established
institutions come under stress. In
the 1960s and 70s, for example,
successive UK governments adopt-
ed a “corporatist” approach to
policy-making in an attempt to
revamp the country’s lagging eco-

nomic performance. The Thatcher
governments of the 1980s cut
short this “deviation” and put the
country firmly on the neo-liberal
path.

TRANSFORMING AND
TRANSCENDING CAPITALISM
Over the past thirty years, SMEs
have come under intense pressure
to liberalise markets, weaken
social protection, and embrace
casino capitalism. In some
respects, they have succumbed.
Labour markets have become
more flexible; stock markets, foot-
loose capital, and mergers and
takeovers have all grown in
importance. Nevertheless, though
the varieties of capitalism are less
distinct than they were, institu-
tional differences have not disap-
peared and what Ingham (2008)
calls “the battle of the systems”
continues.
Does the forward march of neo-

liberal capitalism mean that it is, in
some sense, a superior economic
system? It depends what you mean
by superior. Economic perform-
ance is multi-faceted and different
evaluative criteria yield different
international rankings. But there is
certainly no evidence that free
market economies do best.
Consider three standard measures
of performance: the long-term
growth of GDP per head and
output per worker or per hour
worked, the extent of cyclical
instability and the degree of
income inequality. By none of
these yardsticks do LMEs excel.
First, despite some variation in
specific periods, over the long run
SMEs are just as good at achieving
economic growth. Second, since
rampant inflation brought the
golden age to an end in the mid-
1970s, the depth and duration of
recessions have increased marked-
ly, as have the frequency and scale
of financial crises. And third,
income inequality is greater –
often much greater – in LMEs than
in SMEs. Furthermore, as
Wilkinson and Pickett (2009)
show, unequal societies tend to do
worse on a wide range of indica-
tors of personal and social well

being, from the incidence of anxi-
ety and depression to teenage
pregnancy and crime rates.
There is, in short, more than

one way of organising a viable cap-
italist economy. Hence, in the long
run, it can be argued, institutional
arrangements are a matter of col-
lective choice. But institutions and
norms cannot be reshaped like
putty: changing regimes, as distinct
from policies or governments, is
normally a long hard slog. And if
transforming capitalism is a strug-
gle, the idea of transcending it
altogether looks like the stuff of
dreams.

THE USES OF UTOPIA
Nevertheless, we should not give
up the idea of life after capitalism.
Rather, we need to clarify the rela-
tionship between imagining a
better world and trying to change
this one. The two are related, but
as guide and conduct, not as goal
and journey.
Any idea for improving the

world invites three questions: Is it
desirable in principle? Would it
work, if it could be achieved? And
what are the chances of achieving
it? Of the desirable ideas, some are
viable, but not currently achiev-
able because they lack the requisite
support. Others are not viable in
the world as it is, but would or
might become so in a transformed
world. Still others will never be
viable: they belong to the realms of
fantasy. The boundary between
possible worlds and flights of fancy
is blurred. It is also elastic in the
sense that views about the limits of
social possibility change over time.
Utopias straddle this contested and
shifting boundary.
The word “utopia”, coined by

Thomas More in 1517, is a pun, a
Latinised amalgam of the Greek
words “eu” (well or rightly), “ou”
(no or not) and “topos” (place). So
utopia is a good, but non-existent
place. Could it exist? That is a
matter for debate. More admired
the institutions of his imaginary
island. Its inhabitants were pagans,
but their virtues, he thought, put
Christian Europe to shame,
though they were neither better
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endowed by nature nor technolog-
ically more advanced.
Could utopia be brought into

existence, perhaps by a wise ruler,
Modern Prince or some other
human agency? The question is
misplaced. Utopia is not a goal or
destination, but an image of excel-
lence, an answer to the question:
“Given what we know about
human nature and the human con-
dition, how, ideally, should we
live?” not to the very different
question: “All things considered
and in the situation as it is, what
shall we do?” Accounts of utopia
are deliberately vague as to its
whereabouts or genesis. More’s
prototype lay just beyond the edge
of the known world. Later, as the
globe was spanned and mapped,
time travel replaced the voyage of
discovery as the standard device
for “getting to” utopia, now trans-
posed from terra incognita to the
more or less distant future.
If utopias are not prophecies,

blueprints, manifestos or
roadmaps, what are they? Various
answers have been proposed. The
German Marxist Ernst Bloch saw
utopian thought as a secular substi-
tute for religious faith, helping to
sustain collective hope for the
future. For William Morris, a
fierce critic of capitalist industriali-
sation, utopia was a tool for the
“education of desire.” His
romance News from Nowhere was
a riposte to the consumerist para-
dise described by the American
utopian novelist, Edward Bellamy,
who put his faith in technology
and capitalism rather than art and
socialism. But whether concerned
with material prosperity, social
arrangements, human passions,
moral codes or aesthetic standards,
most utopias – and, for that
matter, their dystopian cousins –
are thinly disguised forms of social
criticism, offering normative
benchmarks against which what
passes for “civilisation” is judged
and found wanting. And when
writers of fiction or political
philosophers engage in reasoned
speculation about what the world
would be like if some long-stand-
ing, deep-seated and taken-for-

granted features of the present
social order, such as the sexual
division of labour or perpetual
economic growth, were somehow
to disappear, they are conducting
utopian thought experiments.
A world in which the core insti-

tutions of capitalism have been
transformed to the point where
market forces, commodity produc-
tion and capital accumulation no
longer dominate economic and
social life, may or may not come to
pass: no one knows or can know.
But thinking seriously about it
enables us to explore the limits of
social possibility, to gain a better
understanding of capitalism itself
and, above all, to ask more search-
ing questions about its contribu-
tion to human well-being.

WORK-INCOME BLUES AND THE
ECONOMICS OF HAPPINESS
By way of illustration, consider the
evidence from surveys of self-
reported happiness or life-satisfac-
tion and its implications for the
way we organise work and distrib-
ute income. In all countries, the
rich are happier than the poor. Yet
in rich countries, raising the
incomes of all does not increase
the happiness of all. This is
because our happiness depends on
both absolute and relative income
– that is, where we stand in the
income hierarchy. Holding relative
income constant while raising per
capita GDP increases aggregate
happiness in poor countries, but
leaves it unchanged in rich coun-
tries.3

Thus, once societies cross the
threshold of affluence, economic
growth becomes a treadmill. What
stops us getting off it? One barrier
is that capitalism contains an
inbuilt bias towards output expan-
sion: competitive rivalry compels
the enterprise to grow or die. This
is reinforced by our addiction to
getting and spending: we prefer to
enjoy the fruits of productivity
growth in the form of increased
consumption rather than shorter
working hours. Then there is the
problem of joblessness: with rising
productivity and unchanged work-
ing hours, if GDP stopped grow-

ing, employment would fall and
unemployment would rise. And as
the old Marxist adage has it, the
only thing worse than being
exploited is not being exploited.
Unemployment lowers happiness
not just because it lowers income.
The unemployed report substan-
tially lower levels of happiness
than those in employment with
exactly the same household
incomes, probably because of
social stigma or loss of self-esteem.
Psychologically, unemployment
hurts per se. And whereas people
eventually recover from other
kinds of loss such as bereavement
or divorce, continuing unemploy-
ment continues to hurt.
Yet we remain an overworked

society. Some workers – mostly
men – work longer than is good
for them or, indeed, for their fami-
lies. Examples abound at all levels
of the occupational hierarchy,
from corporate executives to low
paid drudges. On the other side of
the gender divide, many women
(and some men) juggle with the
competing demands of career and
family. More generally, despite the
emergence of childcare as a major
concern of public policy and the
overwhelming evidence that early
childhood experience is crucial for
subsequent life-chances, Britain, in
common with most other
European countries, has failed to
reconcile motherhood with
employment and is locked into a
low fertility syndrome. With the
native population failing to replace
itself, inward migration is used to
relieve labour shortages, depress-
ing wages at the lower end of the
labour market, while individual
preferences regarding family size
are left unsatisfied. And all the
time, willing slaves keep the tread-
mill of economic growth turning –
no longer breadline proletarians,
to be sure, but wage slaves for all
that.

RE-IMAGINING THE
WORK-INCOME NEXUS
As things stand, there are no insti-
tutions that allow us to engage
with these problems. Imagine then
how we might create them. A key

Once
societies
cross the
threshold of
affluence,
economic
growth
becomes a
treadmill.



22 / SPRING 2011 / PERSPECTIVES 29

step would be to replace the exist-
ing social security system by one
based on Citizen’s Income (CI): a
recurrent, tax-financed money
transfer payable on a lifelong basis
to every individual member of the
political community, each in his or
her own right, with no means test
and no work test. To make a real
difference to people’s work-life
options, CI would have to be paid
on a scale that enabled people to
meet their basic needs, defined
according to prevailing social
norms and adjusted for age and
disability. This benchmark is gen-
erally known as Basic Income (BI).
Imagine further that BI is

financed exclusively from personal
income tax, with other public
spending programmes defrayed
from other sources of tax revenue:
corporation tax, VAT, excise duties
etc. An integrated, self-contained
tax-transfer system of this kind has
important advantages. It is trans-
parent: people know what their
income tax payments are used for
and how their own income com-
pares with the social minimum. It
is inclusive: everyone is in it
together. And it combines fiscal
discipline with transforming
potential. The system must be rou-
tinely monitored and managed, as
part of the annual budgetary cycle.
This is because proposals to adjust
tax rates and transfer scales are
bound to have repercussions for
the disposition of people’s time
and hence for the balance between
different kinds of economic
activity.
Our present economic system is

dominated by capitalist commodi-
ty production. Under what we
might call “Basic Income
Capitalism”, the balance of social
power undergoes a subtle shift.
The partial decoupling of income
from employment effectively sub-
sidises unpaid activities in the
household and voluntary sectors
of the economy, countering the
bias towards getting and spending.
At the same time, the onus is on
commercial interests to justify the
expansion of commodity produc-
tion rather than taking it for grant-
ed that what is good for business is

good for society. Conversely, crit-
ics of unlimited economic growth
are better placed to raise searching
questions about the work-life ratio
– the proportion of the week, year
or lifetime devoted to paid work
rather than to other uses of time,
from child-rearing and voluntary
work to recreation and the life of
the mind.
The need to monitor and

manage Basic Income Capitalism
not only broadens the framework
of social accounting; it also brings
questions of value and distribution
into a common frame, encourag-
ing people to ask not just who gets
what and who does what, but what
things areworth having and doing.
What, in other words, is the best
kind of life, not just for me, some-
one like me or the group I most
identify with, but for human
beings in general? This question
invites further questions about the
way society is organised and the
distribution of power: in a nut-
shell, who decides what?
Once these questions emerge

from the shadows, they are bound
to impinge on the policy-making
process in general and the annual
budget in particular, helping to
shape the terms of debate and
highlighting the need for a multi-
lateral system of policy negotia-
tion in which all relevant
stakeholders are represented. A
Basic Income Democracy (BID),
as we might call it, would be far
better equipped than existing cap-
italist democracies to tackle the
central challenge facing rich soci-
eties: how to deal with competing
claims on resources in a context
where economic growth – the tra-
ditional remedy for distributional
conflict because it expands pro-
ductive capacity, creates jobs and
boosts tax revenue – has ceased to
promote personal happiness and
is seriously damaging both the
fabric of society and the natural
world.
There would still be social divi-

sion and conflict – between
employers and employees, skilled
and unskilled, jobholders and job-
less, men and women, old and
young, able-bodied and disabled,

and so on. But BID enables the
“associated producers” – broadly
understood as all who produce the
goods and services that help to
keep society going – to manage
these conflicts by pitting their
shared interests as citizens against
the sectional interests that divide
them. This is, of course, a utopian
vision. But it is a possible world,
unlike the fantasy of a relentlessly
competitive and endlessly expand-
ing capitalist cornucopia that
somehow remains inclusive, cohe-
sive and sustainable.

� David Purdy is a regular contrib-
utor to Perspectives and a member
of Democratic Left Scotland’s
national council.

NOTES
1. Interviewed by Robert Peston

on BBC2, Britain’s Banks: Too
Big to Save, 18th January 2011.

2. See Hall and Soskice (2001:
1–68). What they call co-ordi-
nated market economies, I
prefer to call social market
economies to avoid any sug-
gestion that liberal market
economies are unco-ordinated.

3. For an accessible account of
happiness economics, see
Powdthavee (2010). The rela-
tionship between income and
happiness is discussed in
Chapter 2; the impact on hap-
piness of unemployment and
other kinds of loss is detailed in
Chapter 6.
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NEW LANARK

BOOK3
Chapter 1
The ship was entered by an escalator that ran from
the fire exit at the rear of Braehead shopping centre;
that palace of fame, between earth, sea and heaven. A
landing half way up had a fire door into the deck of
the ship itself; those travelling first class would enter
here, via the RBS Platinum Lounge, a evenly lit room
furnished with stylish and durable La-Z-Boy recliners
and perfumed by the amusing aroma of Costa
Coffee.“I’d happily stick my face in it”, Gregg mused,
“it’s like a cinnamon snog”. This room was hygienic
and the fabrics vibrant because it was cleaned regular-
ly by happy shift-workers. The rota was visibly
inscribed in hieroglyphics on a Corinthian column,
just above the 12ml UHT creamers. It was a sanctu-
ary, a place to forget your troubles with a newspaper,
Mini Mars Bar and complimentary refreshments.
But Gregg wasn’t wasting money on luxurious

travel these days, not when he had a Michelin stan-
dard mortgage to pay. He was going to have to blow
his own historical trumpet. He pushed hard on the
battered cabin class door marked “Rose Room”, and
started to negotiate the convoluted public guidance
system. According to the map he had been making,
this had been arranged in the circuitous route of
Chartres Cathedral floor labyrinth – he estimated that
there were at least a thousand pilgrims ensconced in
this maze of typical and standardised retractable post
and belt crowd control mechanism. Gregg’s hypo-
glycemia was giving him the cold sweat. The uniform

glare of 1,734 florescent strip lights bore inexorably
upon his brow. He shuffled along the line like an extra
in Dawn of the Dead, eventually reaching a branch in
the queue. It wasn’t obvious which way would be the
quickest. Does Gregg:
Follow Imber? Turn to Prologue
Follow Unthank? Turn to Chapter 38

BOOK 1
Chapter 12
Unburdened of his journeymen, Gregg used his lam-
prey limbs to fishily joust his way to the centre of the
Pendle Wavelengths leisure pool. He was startled by
what looked like a steak and kidney pie screaming
loudly in his face. “Mmmmmmmmmmmm, I would
quite happily bathe in that.” As he gazed in bemuse-
ment at the prone serf shouting at him, he noticed a
strange coupon clutched in his interlocutor’s bloodied
fist. It was the reduction sticker of Dr. Oetker. “I’ll
have a plate of that!” he exclaimed, eyes bulging. A
volcano of food emotion, Gregg plunged head first
into the open wound.
Inside the wound, what’d he’d thought was an array

of pizza toppings turned out to be a band of pilgrims –
circling back and forth wearing police helmets and
waving batons threateningly. Holding aloft his crown
of anchovies only seemed to anger them more. In his
haste to escape from the rapidly cauterising lesion,
Gregg tripped and fell over the body of a railway
worker who had been lured in by the promise of deep

As he gazed
in bemuse-
ment at the
prone serf
shouting at
him, he
noticed a
strange
coupon
clutched in
his
interlocutor’s
bloodied fist.

Illustrations
reproduced with
kind permission of
Alasdair Gray.
© Alasdair Gray.

Written as a collaborative venture using a live “wave”,
the Confraternity of Neoflagellantsmark the thirtieth
anniversary of the publication of Alasdair Gray’s Lanark.
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pan action. He quickly patted the body down and
found the SAUCEPAN, CHOPPING BOARD and
MIXED HERBS. Add 5 vocation points. As he
glanced back upon the railwayman’s face, suddenly
his eyes clicked open! Gregg retreated a few steps
towards the waterslides and pulled on the TUSSLER’S
TOP and IMMORTAL TRUNKS. Add 2 Gap points.
The worker was Gregg’s nemesis John Torode. He
stood up and made an unsuccessful lunge at the uten-
sils hanging from Gregg’s swimshorts. “God you’ve
got some bold flavours Torode!”
Does Gregg:
Suggest a meeting? Turn to Chapter 23.
If he still has it, use the tin opener? Turn to

Chapter 29

labyrinth. Although Gregg had made direct covenant
with Pyongyang to rule over them, the ITVP&RC
may well now have to wait until the end of the natu-
ral world. Or at least until Gregg the Egg had had his
elevenses.
As it grew dark the rich stench of death was every-

where. As he stood retching outside a Kebab Shoppe,
Gregg’s weary band of North Korean saucier, pois-
soniers, sous chefs and patty flippers stared up at him
from trusting positions of exhaustion and hunger. The
crumbling stone flooring was muddy and littered with
skeletal footprints. Fire blazed from the windows of
every third building. “Quick”, yelled a passing
demonstrator, “follow that tomato”. Always seeking
new flavour sensations, Gregg ran after him and into
a small shop fronted by a huge tomato-shaped street
lamp.
Gregg thrust out his taste glands and flicked them

stealthily along an array of bulging rotisseries, remain-
ing ever wary of an impending ambush. The air tasted
metallic. Satisfied at the lack of immediate danger he
addressed the proprietor who was languorously dry-
humping a classical pillar in an alcove above. He float-
ed down on an inflatable cherub and proffered a
sealed scroll. “There’s some things in life that are an
absolute joy … that’s superb!”
Does Gregg:
Join the proprietor? Turn to Chapter 41.
Abstain? Turn to Chapter 11.

BOOK 4
Chapter 31
A leviathan-lynching, ball-busting masticonnoisseur
hailing from the plague-pens of the Northern Grind.
Instead of eyes, a single tattooed line circumscribed
the upper-middle third of his smoothly ovoid head.
His bottom portion consisted of cable-tied lampreys
elaborately pierced by enamel tools designed for the
mastication and divination of monstrously queer
gastro-combos. GreggWallace was always one to go in
for adventure; while travelling last year he had gained
the accolade chef de cuisine de amore. He was at the
centre of his “core group”; his Kingdome was to be in
this world alone, his needs were what needed to be
served now. The customer always came eighth.
Gregg awoke grumpily. He’d had restless night. He

was still shocked at the news that PG Tips were doing
animal experiments to boost evidence on health
claims for tea. His emotions continued to ride high on
top of a river of chocolaty heaven. After thirty-three
days at sea, he was going ashore for a stopover in
Pumelberg, Nova Scotia – the “City of Annoying
Steps”. Despite their precision military drilling, his
North Korean catering guild had quickly become sep-
arated from the main party of explorers whilst chas-
ing escaped livestock through this sandstone

BOOK 2
Chapter 21
Gregg was astounded to find himself inside a large
amphitheatre. A celebrity butcher expo was being
mc’d by Jimmy Saville’s skeleton. Crowds of appren-
tices watched gleefully as two burger kings dismantled
a treacherous serf on a butcher’s block. There was
much laughter and snuffling sounds. Leaning through
a portal Gregg called on his chieflings to join the party
atmosphere. They made no movement at the sound of
his voice. And then he saw why. Their heads were
missing.
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Some of the party were engaged in Richard and
Judy’s book club. The book they had chosen was set in
bindings of intricate tracings. It was written in a
strange, unfamiliar language. Flipping through the
pages, Gregg was impressed by the deep, rich, velvety
goodness of the illuminations, none more so than that
of a shortbread tin. He fingered gingerly at the picture
of its ring-pull. To his delight, the lid of the tin ripped
open, only to reveal another one. “Ooooooow
Yeaaaaaah!” He opened this to find still another.
“WOW! …That’s just run up and kissed me!!” The
tins only led to more tins. Impossibly each tin was
bigger than the last, each one increasing Gregg’s rap-
ture. “That is really really really not bad!”
Finally he found himself in a tin big enough to stand

up in. In the middle of this there stood another tin, a
tin of tins, hanging from a rope. The rope was
attached to a fan spinning around and around…Greg
stepped forward to find that the tin has the face of
Father Fray Bentos grinning on the lid.
“Mmmmmm … we likey!” Tinny laughter comes
from inside. A voice whispered, “You, Greggorius
Wallimus, shall define the difference between yourself
and all creation, by devouring everything that is dead
and all that lives and breathes, all cattle and all wild.
On your belly shall you crawl eating dirt, dandelions
and dogs the days of your life.”
Does Gregg:
Accept the challenge? Turn to Interlude.
If he still has it, use the tin opener? Turn to

Chapter 29

vagabonds and serfs. The prequel to the show would
be important for teasers in between the ads for
Hellman’s Mayo and Cheese Strings.
The inside pocket of his AlexanderMcQueen jacket

sported a pop-up travel version of the ITV Peace and
Reconciliation Cuboid. Gregg fumbled to grab the
cuboid, a completely opaque block of black glass, as it
slithered between his olive oiled fingers. Sensing his
greasy fingerprints, it mumbled into action. Gregg
beamed a winning smile and sucked down hard on a
lime, pulling in his cheeks. The startup instruction
beamed out from the cube onto the hammock dan-
gling above him, the light refracting off of his freshly
shaven head to startle a neighbourly rat.
“The ITVP&RC is a four sided beamer capable of

projecting images (1,000 megawatt) from each of its
facades. Each screen is configured to display an ITV
online game (please visit http://www.itv.com/Games/
default.html and make your selection).”
Seemed simpler than a deconstructed chicken pie.

Gregg clicked the link with his forefinger and was
soon online. The ITV games page popped up on the
hammock. As head chef of the ITVP&RC Gregg’s
four games of choice were:
1. Family Fortunes
2. Catchphrase
3. The Price is Right
4. Bullseye
The ITVP&RC had been a big hit that summer.

Members of the public were invited to interact with
the games and, hopefully, win cash prizes. Currently
ITV online were charging £10 for 50 credits, which is
around 20p per game. Gregg’s plan was to charge a
groat – four days’ wages for a farmer, or the price of
quail’s egg in late 14th century England. Those who
had no money could indenture their cooking skills or
barter food for a punt on the ITVP&RC. The camera
crew would be able to get an authentic slice of dark
age veg talk.
As curator of this project, this cooking woman’s

crumpet would effectively be charging his medieval
clients the real terms equivalent of 50p per game
(=140.13 North Korean Won), bringing in a cool
profit of 30p per game, enabling the ITVP&RC to pay
for itself. Of course, if the participants did well, they
could win a cash prize of up to £150, paid by ITV
online each week. “That money, the money they win,
that will be safe”, Gregg imagined himself saying to
camera. The cuboid, would be placed in the heart of
York, just outside the Shambles. It would be open to
view 24 hours per day during the period of lent in
1377.
While the cuboid was the size of a small jar of truf-

fles, it produced only images. Sound was to be pro-
duced through 8 x 120 watt Gale speakers and an
amplification system kindly lent by Richer Sounds
(who, in return, would be able to leave their latest cat-
alogues alongside the cuboid for interested members
of the public). The time traveling costermonger
couldn’t be arsed dragging these speakers and Richer

PROLOGUE
This route ran from the entrance, around the gallery
in a maze like fashion, and back to the entrance, forc-
ing Gregg to retrace his steps! Finally, after three
hours and forty minutes, Gregg was able to board the
hull of the sailing ship.
Gregg was sponsored by ITV, the new owners of

BBC 2. His voyage would take him from mid 21st
century Scotland to medieval England where he was
to research a new historical cooking programme
“Magistra Vitae” that he would co-host with the
former Deputy Prime Minister Arthur Scargill. He
was traveling cabin class – the film crew monitoring
his every move in the ship’s hull as he mixed with
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Sounds catalogues with him on his medieval voyage,
so he had pawned them and instead brought with him
a set of Binatone Bluetooth enabled speakers that ran
on solar power. The speakers were bought from Ca$h
Convertors and would be sold back to Ca$h
Convertors when the cuboid’s residency was over.
Gregg would get Richer Sounds’ kit back. This and the
profits from selling the games to the villeins would
cover his restaurant tab.
The cuboid’s projection screens would be assem-

bled by the ground force of the Korean People’s Army
who would provide the scaffolding and canvas in
return for having a recruitment ad shown on the
cuboid during the breaks. The internet connection
would be provided by KCC Europe, led by Jan

Holterman in Berlin in collaboration with the North
Korean government’s medieval England investment
committee. The connection would be established
through a satellite link from North Korea to servers
located in Heiligkreuzkirche (Church of the Holy
Cross) in Schwäbisch Gmünd. In return KCC Europe
would be offered first refusal on all other ITV online
gaming cuboid ventures in the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea.

� The Confraternity of Neoflagellants are lay peoples
dedicated to the ascetic application, dissemination and
treatment of neo-medievalism in contemporary cul-
tures of premodern futurity.
confraternityofneoflagellants.org.uk
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BOOK REVIEWS

TWENTIETHCENTURYSCOTLAND

When did the Twentieth
Century start? This is not
a trick question, or even

just an esoteric question for aca-
demic historians who fussily worry
about “periodisation”. Ewen
Cameron, in his fine contribution
to Edinburgh University Press’s
multi-volume New Edinburgh
History of Scotland, shows us why
it is important to commence our
study of Scotland’s distinctive
twentieth century trajectory with
an analysis of the final two decades
of the nineteenth century. This was
when the core economic, social
and political issues that shaped
Scotland in the twentieth century
essentially matured and coalesced:
the heavy industrial economy of
coal, metals and ships reached its
apogee, and began to face the
emergence of global rivals; agricul-
ture and rural society were also
squeezed by international compe-
tition, with food imports, as well
as by the rival and compelling
material attractions of urban civili-
sation; the population passed five
million, with a major clustering in
and around Glasgow, and in
Edinburgh, Dundee and
Aberdeen; and the long Unionist
honeymoon, relatively undis-
turbed since 1707, was finally
nearing an end, with Home Rule
movements nascent in both urban
and rural Scotland as well as in
Ireland. There was, of course,
nothing “inevitable” about devel-
opments thereafter, and Cameron
analyses the various ways in which
politics were highly contested. His
book consists of two halves, with
the Second World War as the
dividing point, as the various eco-
nomic, social and political fixtures
established in the late Victorian

period began to destabilise after
1945. The road to a Scottish
Parliament was underway: the cer-
tainty of a cross-national union,
predicated on imperial markets
and preferences, solid and contin-
uous industrial activity and
employment, was gradually giving
way to a renegotiated and – even-
tually in the twenty first century –
a more fluid set of political identi-
ties and configurations. Social rela-
tions were also reconstructed, in
the context of industrial and
employment structural changes,
with the dissolution of indigenous
heavy industry, and the growing
importance of lighter manufactur-
ing industry and services, and a
greater presence of “footloose” or
inwardly investing multinational
capital. Class and gender relations
– in society generally, and in work-
places and communities – were
redrawn; an emphasis on the phys-
ical separation of the daily lives of
Scots from their multinational eco-
nomic and Whitehall political
“governors” developed, elegantly
captured in the fifth of Edwin
Morgan’s post-UCS work-in
“Glasgow Sonnets” of 1973; and a
greater space for Scottish national
political identity was created. I
have characterised these changes
as amounting to The Industrial
Politics of Devolution, the pressure
for reform of political and consti-
tutional arrangements resulting, in
essence, from the dialectics of
social tension and economic devel-
opment. This process is captured
in Cameron’s longer sweep across
the post-1945 environment,
emphasising its very rapid, rela-
tively recent and still incomplete
nature. Understandably he balks a
little at the requirement to reach

judgement on the very near and
still unsettled past, which chal-
lenges his generally cautious and
careful approach to historical
analysis.

MASTERFUL COMMAND
The first half of the book, examin-
ing chronologically more distant
developments from 1880 to the
outbreak of the war in 1939, is
therefore more successful.
Cameron’s command of the poli-
tics of these decades is masterful.
The embedded presence in
Highland society of radical
Liberalism, chafing against the
legacy of the Clearances and the
continuing tensions arising from
Landlordism – whether absentee
or only too present – is carefully
delineated; the economic and
social pressures of urban and
industrial society are acutely
detailed, and related to the debates
about Protection versus Free Trade
that instigated substantial divisions
within the pre-1914 Tory and
Liberal parties, just as they strug-
gled to accommodate the widening
Parliamentary franchise and the
emergence of independent labour
politics. The traumatic impact of
the First World War on all sections
of society and all areas of the coun-
try is sensitively relayed, and the
economic and social contradic-
tions of the 1920s and 1930s
deftly integrated into a discussion
of the politics of these decades,
involving as they did the first
appearance of Scottish nationalist
politics and culture, including the
“renaissance” associated with
Hugh McDiarimid, whose
A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle
– published in 1926 – gives
Cameron the title of his book.

Impaled Upon a
Thistle:
Scotland Since
1880
Ewen A. Cameron
(Edinburgh
University Press,
2010)

Gender and
Political
Identities in
Scotland,
1919–1939
Annmarie Hughes
(Edinburgh
University Press,
2010)

A History of
Everyday Life in
Twentieth
Century
Scotland
Lynn Abrams and
Callum G. Brown
(Edinburgh
University Press,
2010)

Jim Phillips is impressed by three studies of
Scotland in the last century.



28 / SPRING 2011 / PERSPECTIVES 29

BOOK REVIEWS

Cameron’s history is excellent,
but the politics he writes about
most convincingly – with fluency,
confidence, and rigorous attention
to detail and evidence – tend to be
those ofWhitehall and the Scottish
Office, Parliamentary elections,
manoeuvres and personalities, the
Town and County Hall, and the
company boardroom. The politics
of the workplace, the community,
the family, and the street, are
slightly beyond his horizon, but
they feature in a very important
analysis of inter-war Scotland by
Annmarie Hughes. This shows
very clearly how political identities
are shaped through material and
cultural experience. Loyalties of
class and gender can be too readily
assumed, it should be emphasised,
“read off ” economic and social
classification. Hughes shows
instead that in inter-war Scotland
these loyalties were actually highly
contested, and were identified and
mobilised through local, regional
and national activity. The notion
of working class “respectability”,
for instance, was vigorously articu-
lated and pursued by Tories, seek-
ing to marginalise the organised
working class by characterising its
institutional expressions – trade
unions, the co-ops, the Labour,
Independent Labour and
Communist parties – as “rough”,
therefore “poor” and a challenge
to thrifty and independent work-
ers. Women’s Suffrage Societies in
both Glasgow and Edinburgh, led
and populated predominantly by
economically privileged women,
duly supported anti-Labour pact
Unionist and Liberal candidates in
local authority elections in the
1920s and 1930s, casting Labour
as a profligate menace to working
class household budgets. This is
important. The Tory or Unionist
ascendancy in Scotland of the late
1940s and early and middle 1950s
is usually ascribed to its essential
moderation and consensual
approach, with generous spending
on social housing and economic
interventionism to stabilise indus-
try and minimise unemployment.
But we can see through Hughes’s
analysis that in fact it owed some-

thing also to the deeper ideological
legacy of the 1920s and 1930s,
with relatively limited working
class enthusiasm in Scotland after
the Second World War for radical
progressive wealth redistribution.
Unionists – notablyWalter Elliot in
the 1940s and even Bill Lithgow,
the Clydeside shipbuilder, in the
1960s – advanced what we would
now recognise as devolutionary
critiques of the Labour govern-
ments led by Clem Attlee and
HaroldWilson. Their “nationalisa-
tion” through the assumption of
public ownership of economic and
social assets – generally amounting
to a redistribution of resources in
favour of the manual working class
– was resisted by Elliot and
Lithgow as the “denationalisation”
of Scotland, for it was shaped from
Whitehall.

GENDERED CITIZENSHIP
Hughes develops her analysis of
the fissures between respectability
and roughness within a discussion
of “gendered citizenship”, a form
of gendered class awareness exhib-
ited by many organised working
class activists, including men as
well as women. This accepted that
male and female interests
diverged, but compelled men and
women – in organised working
class politics, communities and
families – to accept the importance
of women’s interests as a necessary
part of their struggle. Housing was
a crucial issue here, as might be
expected, and so too was access to
infant and maternal welfare servic-
es. But the workplace and other
“public” spaces were also vigor-
ously contested by women, who
contributed in distinct and some-
times highly pungent and con-
scious working class manner to
industrial struggles. Their “misbe-
haviour” – jokes, play and songs,
sometimes geared to the humilia-
tion of male supervisors and
employers – was highly gendered,
often political and occasionally
highly effective. This gendered
analysis, especially of industrial
politics, is a significant challenge
to the overly masculine narrative
of Red Clydeside and inter-war

Scotland more broadly, demon-
strating that feminism was a pow-
erful political, cultural, economic
and social force. “We not only
build ships on the Clyde, we also
build men”, said Jimmy Reid in
1971, during the UCS work-in.
Women were also constructed on
the Clyde too, and across Scotland
more generally, through their
everyday politics. Hughes has
shown us how, in this major histo-
riographical achievement.

CULTURAL ASPECTS PRIVILEGED
The politics of everyday life also
feature in the collection of essays
edited by Lynn Abrams and
Callum Brown. Class is less evi-
dent here than in Gender and
Political Identities, or even
Impaled Upon a Thistle: the
boundaries of gender are central,
and cultural aspects are privileged
over material matters. There is one
and immensely valuable exception
to this approach, in the book’s first
substantial chapter, by Callum
Brown, “Charting Everyday
Experience”, which explores
everyday life through a wide range
of quantitative data which he
analyses with characteristic intelli-
gence. Various social phenomena
leap out as signifiers of impressive
twentieth century Scottish trends:
the accelerated escalation of the
“illegitimate” birth rate after
1980; the steady growth of paid
women workers as a proportion of
the workforce in Scotland in the
second half of the twentieth centu-
ry to 46.5% by 2001, from a stag-
nant base of around 30% for the
entire first half of the century; the
large volume of unemployment in
the context of radical changes in
economic and industrial structures
from the mid-1970s to the mid-
1990s; the marvellous fall in infant
mortality rates achieved in the
1940s; the welcome fall in deaths
from tuberculosis accompanied by
an unwelcome and more or less
countervailing rise in deaths from
cancer across the twentieth centu-
ry; the changing balance in hous-
ing provision between public and
private sector; changes in mass
consumption of leisure and sport,

This
gendered
analysis,
especially of
industrial
politics, is a
significant
challenge to
the overly
masculine
narrative of
Red
Clydeside.
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focusing on cinema, football and
rugby; the steady increase in car
licenses; and changes in criminal
convictions – peaking in 1978–9 –
across the century.
This data establishes the broad

economic and social frameworks
that structure the aspects of every-
day life explored in the nine chap-
ters that follow. These are Lynn
Abrams and Linda Fleming on the
Scottish Home, Lynn Jamieson on
Couple Relationships, Arthur
McIvor on the ScottishWorkplace,
Hilary Young on Masculinities,
Callum Brown – again – on the
Scottish Sunday, Steven Sutcliffe
on “the ‘Post-Presbyterian’ Self ”,
Angela Bartie on Art and Society,
John Stewart on Sickness and
Health, and Elaine McFarland on
Death and Mourning. In different
ways Impaled Upon A Thistle and
Gender and Political Identities
both emphasise the contested
nature of economic and social
progress. This theme is vividly
realised here. Stewart’s impressive
essay links experiences of health,
disease and injury to broader
changes in the political economy.
Heavy industry, of course, pun-
ished workers and their bodies, as
McIvor and Young argue, but its
temporary revival in the 1940s and
1950s, after the lean 1920s and
1930s, also provided the material
basis for consumption of the type
domestic goods discussed by
Abrams and Fleming, and working
class cultural participation, as
Bartie demonstrates. Thatcher-
ism’s unemployment surge, signi-
fying the eclipse of much of
Scotland’s heavy industry, was cul-
turally as well as socially damag-
ing, and included the end of the
ritual Sunday break from employ-
ment. Brown relates this to the fact
that the Sabbath was rooted in
custom rather than law, lacking
secular or worker protectionist
elements as elsewhere in northern
Europe. So it was undermined
from the 1980s by the progressive-
ly limited capacity of employees to
resist employer demands for week-
end working as well as declining
religious observance. Meanwhile
“lighter” manufacturing and serv-

ices provided employment that
was more amenable to many, but
contained new dangers, as Stewart
illustrates, with carcinogens in
electronics and repetitive strain
injuries in offices and other work-
places. The twentieth century,
beginning in the 1880s, and with
these various economic, social and
political legacies still live in the
2010s, will remain contested his-
torical terrain.

� Jim Phillips is Senior Lecturer in
Economic and Social History at
the University of Glasgow. He is
the author of The Industrial
Politics of Devolution: Scotland in
the 1960s and 1970s (Manchester
University Press, 2008) and is cur-
rently writing Collieries and
Communities: the 1984–5Miners’
Strike in Scotland, which will be
published by Manchester
University Press in 2012.

IDEOLOGIES IN THE
TWENTIETHCENTURY

Few terms have caused so much
controversy as the concept of
ideology. For Marx it could

have two different but related
meanings – on the one hand false
consciousness, a way of obscuring
reality, and on the other that body
of ideas that represented the way
in which one class saw the world.
When that class controlled the
means of production of ideas and
values then its ideology would pre-
vail; ideas “are nothing more than
the ideal expression of the domi-
nant material relationships, the
dominant material relationships
grasped as ideas” as he put it. The
interesting part is how the ideas
and concepts of that powerful
ruling class come to prevail in soci-
ety as a whole. Gramsci was most
helpful here in his exploration of
the “battle for hegemony”, where
hegemony referred to the way in
which the ruling ideas shape every
aspect of culture and daily life. The
common sense debate seems to
have moved to a point where an
enormous power is attributed to

the machinery of production of
ideas today, especially in the
debates around the media. It is as if
people were mere blank pages on
to which can be indelibly stamped
the thoughts of Rupert Murdoch
et al. But it’s worth underlining
that Gramsci always spoke about
the battle for hegemony; the rulers
may wish to inflict upon us a
world-view that insists that all is
for the best in the best of all possi-
ble worlds, that their enemy is an
enemy to us all (be it barbarism or
Islamic fundamentalism) that the
essential nature of all human
beings is brutally individualistic
and competitive, that some were
given hands to work with and
others mouths to eat with (in
Abraham Lincoln’s famous epi-
gram). But human beings are not
mere robots, nor empty pages for
the great and the good to write on.
Those who are ruled and exploited
see the world from where they are,
and their day to day experience
systematically contradicts the ver-
sion of reality that they are given;

Mike Gonzalez takes to task Willie Thompson’s
account of four ideologies of the twentieth
century – as much for what is missing as what
is included.

Ideologies in
the Age of
Extremes –
Liberalism,
Conservatism,
Communism,
Fascism 1914–
1991
Willie Thompson
(Pluto Press,
2010)
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living instrument in the struggle
against a ruling class “red in tooth
and claw” as Maclean put it.

DISAPPOINTED BY REALITY
The entire history of the struggle
for what Draper called “the soul of
socialism” is simply absent, and
the passing minimal references to
the French left in 1968 or the
impact of Maoism simply rein-
force the shutter that covers the
view to the left. For this is a history
from the point of view of someone
disappointed by the reality of
Stalinism exposed after 1989,
which is why presumably he ends
his account in 1991 and reflects
back on a communism which
“accomplished great things in its
first four decades that existed”
(229). In the end, he argues, the
role of communist eastern Europe
was “to check the predatory
instincts of capital and ensure that
trade union strength was tolerat-
ed” – in a word, it was a hand-
maiden to the social democracy he
chose not to include among his list
of ideologies because “it was just a
version of liberalism”. It is hard
not to draw the conclusion from
this wide-ranging and ambitious
survey of events in the “short 20th
century” that this is a history of a
triumphant liberalism riding
roughshod across the world. In the
end, resistance proved futile, in
Willie’s view; since working class
resistance was somehow embodied
in the “actually existing socialism”
of eastern Europe, its failures
marked the end of resistance.
This is a very strange history of

the 20th century. The Spanish
Civil War, an ideological struggle
at the highest level embodied in
living people fighting for the trans-
formation of society, does not rate
a mention. The responsibility of
Stalin in Hitler’s rise to power in
Germany is passed over in silence;
thus the German Communist party
simply appears and reappears with
two different and wholly opposed
positions at different points in the
narrative. Naturally Trotsky’s mas-
terly analysis of this period (the
articles collected in Stalinism,
Fascism and the United Front) is

not mentioned – I wouldn’t really
expect it to be, despite its widely
acknowledged insights, but where
are the brilliant studies of Pierre
Broue, never mind Wilhelm
Reich’s unique studies of the col-
lective psyche of the German petit
bourgeoisie?

FASCISMMORE THAN A TOOL
Willie Thompson’s volume covers
a great deal of ground and his
knowledge of the detail of
European history is not in ques-
tion. The aspiration to give every-
thing at least a passing mention
means that there are very brief sec-
tions on a wide range of issues –
but they are too brief for the level
of analysis that the book demands.
Willie’s own political background
(see hisWhat Was Communism?) is
evident in the detailed knowledge
of Russian developments. But the
sections on fascism owe much of
their analysis to a particular school
of thought which sees fascism fun-
damentally as an idea, an ideology.
This explains its presence here as
one of the big four of course. But
the problem is that the search for
all-purpose definitions of fascism
have largely failed to explain the
widely varying political practice of
fascist movements. It is more than
a tool of the ruling classes at a time
when mass democratic movements
threaten them (though it is also
that) and it is much more than a
kind of mystique, an idea which
embeds itself in a population as a
kind of collective subconscious.
The particular symbols of fascist
movements vary widely; their dis-
turbing power lies in the capacity
to build on the fears and yearnings
of different social groups at partic-
ular moments in time. This biolog-
ical racism drove Hitler whereas
Mussolini built his movement on
authoritarianism and imperial nos-
talgia. The question is what distin-
guishes fascism from the
conservatism it often aligns with
and why in the course of forging
those political alliances do the
movements themselves split and
divide. The “socialist” element of
Nazism for example served its pur-
pose and was then extirpated with

no amount of Royal Wedding
memorabilia can persuade the
majority of people that the huge
wealth of the indolent monarchs
and their offspring is legitimate,
nor that the director of a bank that
has destroyed the lives of millions
of working class people has some-
how earned himself a bonus in
seven figures. In fact, of course,
Marx and Marxism, in developing
“the theory and practice of prole-
tarian revolution” systematised
and built upon the ideas and expe-
rience of working people, the class
consciousness out of which the
ruling class could be challenged in
all its zones of domination, from
the economic to the cultural.

FOUR IDEOLOGIES
Willie Thompson’s Ideologies in
the Age of Extremes promises to
explore four ideologies as they
evolved between the beginning of
the first world war in 1914 and
1991, two years after the fall of the
Berlin Wall – Liberalism,
Conservatism, Communism and
Fascism. There is a difficulty here
from the outset, and it is one that
shapes the whole volume.
Liberalism and Conservatism are
uncontroversially ideologies,
explanations of how the world
works from the point of view of
the dominant class at different
moments of its evolution. It is a
matter of considerable debate,
however, as to whether fascism
falls into this category, and I’ll
return to the issue later.
Communism, Willie tells us, refers
to “the ideology of the regimes
emerging from the Russian revolu-
tion … (and) … for better or very
possibly for worse it was the defini-
tion that dominated the age of
extremes …” (3). “Space (he tells
us) does not permit an exploration
of the dissident collectives that
denied the legitimacy of the fran-
chise on the term claimed by the
regimes of ‘actually existing social-
ism’.” This is a nifty sleight of
hand, since it simply eliminates
from this history the ferocious
debates and arguments around that
“franchise” – as if it were a product
in the marketplace rather than a
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the murder of Erich Rohm. How
can we explain these internal ten-
sions in the context of a unifying
idea? Robert Paxton and Michael
Mann offer a very different expla-
nation from the idealism of Roger
Griffin whom Willie quotes at
length.
The historical origins of liberal-

ism and the tensions between indi-
vidual liberty and the operations of
a “free” market which deprives
millions of their freedom is dis-
cussed (31) but the assertion that
“liberalism’s most serious success
was to turn social democracy into
a variety of liberalism” (40) leaves
an enormous question hanging in
the air. Why did social democracy
emerge, grow and achieve such a
profound hold on workers in the
west? Clearly social democrats,
particularly of the left, struggled to
locate themselves in an alternative,
contestatory tradition, even if they
were ultimately beaten down by a
right wing that was hard to distin-
guish from the liberals and later
the neo-liberals. This phenomenon
is far too important to be dis-
missed.
The second section, on the

“Golden Years 1945–71” (golden
for whom?), to my surprise, does
mention Yalta and the post war
division of the world. It would be
absurd to suggest that the conse-
quences of the Yalta division were
not central to understanding the

revival of liberalism after 1945 to
whichWillie makes repeated refer-
ence. How to explain its omission?
Might it be that the cynicism of
Stalin’s role in dividing Europe
would seriously undermine its
right to represent an alternative
ideology as well as call into serious
question the ability of the USSR to
achieve “dramatic progress” in the
decade after 1945? The Czechs
and the Poles might have some-
thing to say about that. Here the
role of key thinkers of the right –
Hayek, Bell, Mises – is appropri-
ately discussed and unmasked. But
who picked up these ideas and
what political form did they take,
given the weakness and often the
marginality of conservative par-
ties?

NO DEBATE ABOUT SOCIALISM
In the end this volume fails to live
up to its promise, embedded in the
title, of being a companion volume
to Eric Hobsbawm’s Age of
Extremes, though it does share
with Hobsbawm’s most recent
book, on Marxism, what appears
to be a desire to vindicate Stalin
and Soviet Russia as the one real
opponent of liberalism. Sadly he
does not explore how it came to
absorb many of the characteristics
of capitalism, despite the central
control of the economy. The omis-
sion of any debate about socialism
or Marxism, acknowledged as

deliberate in the introduction,
leaves us with a kind of despair,
reinforced in the final chapter
“Aftermath” which suggests that
the resurgence of the orthodox
communist parties in the east is a
hopeful sign. On the contrary, in
my view it is evidence of a failure
to elaborate a socialist project for
the 21st century based on mass
democracy and the self-emancipa-
tion of the working class. Yet we
have witnessed in the decades
since 1991 new expressions of the
impulse to freedom which
re-emerges wherever people expe-
rience exploitation despite the pre-
vailing ideologies rooted in the
materially dominant classes.
And because class struggle is

endemic in capitalism, the ideologi-
cal struggle will continue and
deepen, taking new forms and
deploying new ideas and visions.
The line we might draw from the
Zapatistas through the emerging
anti-capitalist and anti-war move-
ments to the eruption of theMiddle
Eastern masses on to the historical
stage can leave no doubt about that.
And the task of the left is to be part
of the elaboration of the ideas and
practices that will construct social-
ism for the 21st century.

�Mike Gonzalez is a historian and
literary critic and Emeritus
Professor of Latin American
Studies at Glasgow University.
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TALESOF THE VILLAGE

The scene: The Treasury. Mr George Osborne,
spinster of this parish and to widespread
amusement Chancellor of the Exchequer, is

puzzling over an entry he has encountered in an
economics textbook passed to him by an ill-wisher.
There is a knock upon his door.

Mr Osborne: Come in … (He looks up) Ah, Lord
Cable. Take a pew.

Mr Vince Cable: (A trifle nervously) Uhmm… not
yet, George. The peerage, I mean. You
remember we were planning to wait until after
the next election …?

Mr Osborne: Very shortly after, I should think. Ha
ha ha. Now Vince, how are you with
economics?

Mr Cable: Well, it’s not really my field, George, I’m a
Liberal Democrat. I could always ask my
adviser.

Mr Osborne: I’m not sure John Barrowman would
be much help with this one, Vince. I’ve got a
problem.

Mr Cable: What have you got there?
Mr Osborne: It’s an economics textbook. Gove

found it in Alan Johnson’s locker. What do
you know about Giffen goods?

Mr Cable: It’s one of those economic chimeras, isn’t
it? A mythical beast. Giffen says that there is a
category of goods for which demand increases
when their price rises, in contradiction to the
usual pattern where an increase in price causes
a drop in demand.

Mr Osborne: Is that what all this means? Good for
you, Vince. Yes. According to Giffen, there is a
category of relatively cheap necessities for
which there is no practical alternative, and
when their price increases, consumers are
obliged to cut down on more expensive
consumption and substitute more of the
relatively cheaper stuff.

Mr Cable: What’s your problem?
Mr Osborne: It sounds absurd. Surely as the price

goes up, people buy less, not more. Do you
think it’s true? Is there such a thing as Giffen
goods?

Mr Cable: We’ll never know. The only way to find
that out for sure would be to take a
population on limited incomes, and, well,
squeeze them.

Mr Osborne: Squeeze them?
Mr Cable: Yes; if you wanted to know if the theory

was true, you would need to find yourself a
population whose standard of living was

declining and then muck about with their
welfare.

Mr Osborne: How would you do that?
Mr Cable: Well … if, for instance, there was a really

bad recession, you might put a savage
constraint on pay, say by increasing
unemployment and capping salary increases,
induce a general inflation in prices, and
degrade public services by starving them of
cash, and then you could take a good look at
what happens.

Mr Osborne: Could you slow down a bit?
Mr Cable: Are you writing this down?
Mr Osborne: Just making some notes. Vince, it’s

fascinating, this … what did you call it,
economic chimera?

Mr Cable: But no politician could follow through on
such a plan. It would be electoral suicide.
Everybody would interpret it as a
breathtaking failure to grasp the basic
principles of macroeconomics.

Mr Osborne: Unless we pretend that we’re doing it
in the name of restoring international
confidence in the British economy.

Mr Cable: Nobody would buy that.
Mr Osborne: Of course not: the general public

would be persuaded that it was in fact a quasi-
Thatcherite conspiracy to conduct a sadistic
economic experiment on them for mad
ideological reasons.

Mr Cable: Frankly, George, the British public don’t
think we’re that smart. They will almost
certainly conclude that we are incompetent
rather than malevolent.

Mr Osborne: Well, that’s the clever bit, because
they’re right and wrong at the same time. We
could get this past them, you know.

Mr Cable: Not on the fly, we couldn’t. George, I’m
in the cabinet. If there was a conspiracy it
would have been on the agenda. This scheme
would only work if people think we know
what we’re doing.

Mr Osborne: That’s our smokescreen, Vince.
Everybody is, in varying degrees of secrecy,
collaborating to give it the appearance of a
conspiracy.

Mr Cable: You mean it’s a plot to make it look like a
conspiracy. But that’s brilliant! So, look,
what’s your best guess, George? Do you really
think that there is any such thing as Giffen
goods?

Mr Osborne: Stick around, bubelah. We’re about to
find out.

Tim Haigh overhears a conversation sparked by a book found
in the former Shadow Chancellor’s locker …

“If you
wanted to
know if the
theory was
true, you
would need
to find
yourself a
population
whose
standard of
living was
declining and
then muck
about with
their
welfare.”



PERSPECTIVES 29 / SPRING 2011 / 33

Visit Democratic Left Scotland’s website
for news, views, events listings, articles,
blogs and downloads from Perspectives.

www.democraticleftscotland.org.uk



People and politics
In Scotland, as in the rest of Britain, there is widespread disillusionment with politics.
The mainstream parties have lost touch with ordinary people and issues are trivialised
and distorted by the media.

We are continually told that “there is no alternative” to global capitalism. Yet this is
doing untold damage to our environment, our communities and the quality of our
lives, while millions of people remain poor and powerless because the market
dominates our society and we do too little to protect and empower them.

Democratic Left Scotland is a non-party political organisation that works for
progressive social change through activity in civil society – in community groups,
social movements and single-issue campaigns – seeking at all times to promote
discussion and alliances across the lines of party, position and identity.

Political parties remain important, but they need to reconnect with the citizens they
claim to represent, reject the copycat politics that stifles genuine debate and recognise

that no single group or standpoint holds all the answers to
the problems facing our society.

We are trying to develop a new kind of politics, one that
starts from popular activity – in workplaces, localities and
voluntary associations – and builds bridges to the world of
parties and government, on the one hand, and the world
of ideas and culture, on the other.

What does Democratic Left add?
Our approach to politics is radical, feminist and green.

Radical because we are concerned with the underlying,
structural causes of problems such as poverty, inequality,
violence and pollution and aspire towards an inclusive,
more equal society in which everyone is supported and
encouraged to play a full part, within a more just and
sustainable world.

Feminist because we seek to abolish the unequal
division of wealth, work and power between men and
women and to promote a better understanding of the
intimate connections between personal life and politics.

Green because we believe that our present system of
economic organisation is socially and environmentally
destructive, and that a more balanced relationship
between human activity and nature will be better for us,
for our descendants and for the other animal species with
whom we share the planet.

Who can join Democratic Left
Scotland?
Membership is open to anyone who shares our general
outlook and commitments. Whilst many of our members
are involved in a range of political parties, others are not.

Democratic Left Scotland
na Deamocrataich Chli an Alba

Joining and supporting
Democratic Left Scotland
I support the aims and values of Democratic Left Scotland
and have decided to join and/or to support the
organisation. (Please tick as appropriate)

� I wish to join Democratic Left Scotland

Please indicate the level of annual membership you
wish to pay (from £5 unwaged to £60 high waged)

� £5 � £12 � £24 � £36 � £48 � £60

� I wish to support DLS’s campaigns

Please indicate the amount you wish to donate

� £5 � £10 � £15 � £20 � £25

� Other £____________

Please indicate if your donation is

� monthly � annual � one-off

Payment

Payment for membership and/or support for our
campaigning work can be made either by cheque,
payable to Democratic Left Scotland, or banker’s order. If
neither method is suitable, please let our office know and
another arrangement can be made.

� I enclose a cheque to the value of £____________

� Please send me a banker’s order form

Name ............................................................................

Address .........................................................................

.............................................. Postcode .........................

Telephone ......................................................................

E-mail ............................................................................

Please return this form to Democratic Left Scotland,
10 Constitution Road, Dundee DD1 1LL
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Christmas Eve in Edinburgh’s
Western General Hospital.
I’m recovering from lumbar

decompression surgery. The
multi-national staff are cheerful
and efficient. The food is (mostly)
acceptable. The ward looks out
over snowy rooftops to
Corstorphine Hill.
It’s many decades since I was

last a hospital patient, and things
have changed. There’s a friendly
informality; staff (apart from the
consultants) introduce themselves
by their first names. I’m
remembering having my tonsils
out when I was ten, and being told
that if I didn’t eat up my dinner I
wouldn’t get home at the end of
the week. Every mouthful was
agony. “And don’t read so much”,
the nurse added fiercely. “It’s bad
for you.” I’m still reading, but
there are continual interruptions
and distractions.
In spite of disturbance, and in

spite of the pre-op anxiety and the
post-op pain, there is some
pleasure in spending 48 hours in
hospital. I am checked and re-
checked. I have no choice but to
absolve almost all responsibility. I
am being looked after. I have an
arm to lean on as I make my first
attempt to put one foot in front of
the other. Food and drugs and cups
of tea are delivered. At the touch of
a button I can raise and lower my
high-tech bed. And thanks to large
amounts of painkillers I even sleep
well. At each stage in the process
I’m being supplied with
information: what the surgery
involves, possible side effects,
likely outcomes, recuperation
time, follow-up. A leaflet on
anaesthetics spells out the risks: the
last is “Death”. Hmm.
Occasionally I think I can detect
the whirring mechanism of the
training manual, but mostly I’m

impressed. When fifteen years ago
I was sent for anMRI scan I was
told almost nothing about what
was being looked for –MS as it
turned out. Fortunately the scan
was negative. Now all is laid before
me: this is the problem, this is what
we can do, these are the risks. Too
much information? I don’t think
so. People do die in hospital. The
last time I spent a night here was at
my dying father’s bedside.
Opposite me is a woman in her

early thirties who came in the
night before. The consultant
arrives and her bed is curtained
off, but I can hear everything. She
has a brain tumour. He explains
the procedure, the first of two
operations, which will relieve the
pressure on the brain. Later, ready
for theatre in gown and elastic
stockings, she phones her partner
on her mobile and instructs him
on wrapping presents for their
two young children. Shortly
before I leave for home she is
wheeled away.
There’s not much privacy in a

public hospital. (If you go private,
that’s what you’re paying for –
privacy.) It’s not the exposure of
naked bodies and human frailty
that matters so much as talk. I’m
reading Yiyun Li’s incisive,
compassionate short stories, but
with half an ear I’m listening.
Linda is not well enough to go
home for Christmas, and besides
there is no one there to look after
her. Margaret asks for more
painkillers. Kate, one of the
nurses, plans at the end of her
shift to drive through the snow to
her family in Northumbria. There
is no silence. If it’s not words, it’s
rumbling trolleys, the swish of
floor mops, the clatter of meal
trays, the tread of soft-soled shoes
up and down the corridors, the
EastEnders theme tune spilling

from the TV room. But most of
all, it’s doors opening into other
people’s lives. Hospital levels and
illuminates. It’s not just the drama
that attracts the writers of TV
scripts.
During the second half of 2010

I saw rather a lot of hospitals,
thanks to a fractured wrist, a torn
cartilage, and acute sciatica in my
legs. Nothing particularly serious
or urgent. But without the
attentions of several doctors,
nurses, technicians, anaesthetists,
receptionists and physiotherapists
at my local health centre and three
hospitals, my life would now be a
great deal more difficult. I’ve paid
my National Insurance
contributions for decades and
should expect no less, but I’m very
grateful to all of them.
Meanwhile, as I write, there is

hot debate south of the border
about the coalition government’s
proposals to reform the NHS,
which will make the provision of
health care open to competition
from both public and private
sources with only the flimsiest
assurance of quality. It’s a chilling
prospect in an environment of
acute budget and personnel cuts.
Already, there are some parts of
England where elective surgery,
such as mine, is no longer on
offer, so National Insurance
should come with an exclusion
clause: no hip or knee
replacements, no surgery for
varicose veins or to relieve
pressure on the sciatic nerve. How
sick do you have to be, and who
will judge your pain levels? No
doubt I could have lived out my
remaining years struggling to walk
the dog and wait for a bus. I’m
bloody glad I don’t have to.
Health care and education are
issues that cannot be isolated from
social context and the conditions
in which we live, by choice or
necessity, but they are the
benchmarks of a civilised society.
The consequences of allowing
them to decay will be dire.

� Jenni Calder is a writer and has
published work on various aspects
of Scottish literature and history.

Jenni Calder dons
The Hat and reflects
from her hospital bed.

No doubt I
could have
lived out my
remaining
years
struggling
to walk the
dog and wait
for a bus.
I’m bloody
glad I don’t
have to.
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