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“Disturbingly, the pollsters and psephologists advise him that
there is no certainty that a grateful nation will sweep him

back to Number Ten next May” – Tim Haigh on  page 29

The big issue
Inevitably much of this edition

of Perspectives is given over to
the independence referendum.

We have an extended editorial on
page 3 which looks at the
strengths and weaknesses of both
the Yes and No campaigns and
makes proposals for the way
forward after the vote, whichever
side is victorious.

While overwhelmingly the
campaigns on the ground have
been good-humoured while
passionate, there has been the
occasional tendency lately
towards the use of more extreme
language (senior Labour
politicians accusing Yes
spokespeople of being “liars” over
the suggestion that the NHS in
Scotland is at risk if we vote No)
and actions (Labour’s Jim Murphy
being spattered with eggs).

Whichever way the vote goes,
there will be a majority who will
be pleased and a substantial
minority who are going to be
downcast. We should bear in
mind that we all have to live with
each other after 18 September.
e conduct of both sides in the
final days before the vote will have
a large influence in determining
reactions to the outcome.

On the subject of deciding yes
or no, John Sturrock asks whether
this process is helpful in taking
such an important decision. After

all, real life is nuanced, so would it
not be more beneficial to explore
the “grey” areas, where we might
achieve an outcome which enjoys
consensus rather than the
polarisation demanded by black
and white choices?

One of the remarkable parts of
the build-up to the referendum
has been the outpouring of  books
tackling the subject. We have two
of them reviewed plus a look at
omas Picketty’s best-selling
take on capitalism and a new short
volume on feminism by Bea
Campbell.

Free universal childcare has
been one of the components of the
Scottish government’s offer for
independence. However Shonagh
McEwan believes the functioning
of this policy has not been thought
through, as it is predicated on the
assumption that parents would
rather be at work than looking
after their children. But does
really suit the needs of the family
or the child?

is year marks the centenary
of the outbreak of the First World
War – as testified by the plethora
of TV programmes on the subject.
Stephen Whitefield and historian
Adrian Gregory talk about
conflict and how it is
commemorated on page 13.
Sean Feeny
Editor

n Letters and
contributions
(which we may
edit) are welcome
and should be
sent to the
editor – contact
details below
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Editorial –the big issue

As the campaigns enter the
final days, we assess their
strengths and weaknesses …
and where we go when the
result is known

Perspectives has not taken sides in the
referendum campaign. Over the
past two years, we have published

contributions from supporters of both
sides, as well as guides to key issues in the
debate – including Scotland and the EU,
the currency question and the economics
of independence generally. ere is, how-
ever, no denying that the views expressed
in the magazine have tilted towards the
Yes camp. is bias certainly reflects the
balance of opinion on the Scottish left,
but not that of the general public, most of
whom, according to almost every poll
conducted up to the time of writing,
remain unconvinced of the case for inde-
pendence.

Of course, as seasoned campaigners
invariably remind us, the poll that counts
is on 18 September and there will be time
enough after that to take stock of the
result, pondering why it went the way it
did and what it portends. Nevertheless,
as our long-running national conversa-
tion draws to a close, it is worth reflecting
on how this unusual exercise in demo-
cratic deliberation has already made
Scotland a better country, and thinking
about how we as citizens and the parties
that represent us should respond to our
collective decision, whatever it turns out
to be and whichever way we as individu-
als voted.

e most obvious point to be made is
that not a drop of blood has been spilt. To
be sure, anonymous cybernats hurled on-
line abuse at J. K. Rowling, and Ian
Davidson MP, confident of a Unionist vic-
tory, spoke of “bayoneting the wounded”.
Nor have our political leaders always
been paragons of poise and sagacity: the
first television debate between Alex
Salmond and Alistair Darling was a petty
slanging match that generated more heat

than light.
Nevertheless, for the most
part, the debate has
been conducted in a
civilised manner.

Not only that, but for
the first time in years, mil-
lions of ordinary citizens
have been seriously
engaged in discussing
political issues of the high-
est order. We don’t know how
the experience has changed the way
people think about politics, but there is
no doubt that while the debate has
been exhaustive – not to say exhausting –
public interest has remained keen
throughout. People know that the stakes
are high, that the eyes of the world are
upon us, and that this time our votes
really count.

One should not exaggerate the
progress that has been made in
regenerating democracy: we are,

after all, starting from a long way back.
But if predictions of an 80% turnout in
the referendum prove well founded, it
will mark a big advance on the 50%
turnout for the Holyrood election in 2011
and the 64% who voted in the
Westminster election in 2010. e chal-
lenge in the years ahead will be to make
participation in the decisions that – to
coin a phrase – affect our “common weal”,
a normal part of our lives rather than
something that happens once in a gener-
ation or lifetime. at means, amongst
other things, extending the reach of
democracy into the boardroom and the
workplace, devolving political and fiscal
power from central to local government,
and making our public services more
accountable to the groups with a stake in

them: their users, their employees and
the communities they serve.

NEGOTIATION OR REALPOLITIK?
If the public has risen to the occasion, the
same cannot be said of the rival cam-
paigns. With economic arguments to the
fore, Better Together’s project fear came
up against the relentless optimism of Yes
Scotland. A polarised debate was always
on the cards once the Scottish and UK
governments had decided to restrict the
referendum to a single question offering a
straight yes/no choice. During the
months of negotiations that preceded the
Edinburgh Agreement in October 2012,
the UK government consistently pressed
for a simple in/out ballot, threatening to
withhold legal authority to hold a refer-
endum unless this point was conceded.
e pro-Union parties made no secret of
their desire to “settle the issue for a gener-
ation”.

e SNP did not officially support a
“more powers” option, but with opinion
polls regularly showing that in a three-
way choice it was the most popular,
wanted to keep it in play. ere was no

YES®
NO ®

Tick relevant
box after
18 September

Scotland decides
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technical problem about having two
questions on the ballot-paper (or alterna-
tively organising a two-stage referen-
dum) so that voters could choose from
three options, while still producing a
clear and decisive result. (See “Scotland’s
Referendum: e Case for Two
Questions”, Perspectives 33, Summer
2012). But there was no organised cham-
pion to put the case for devo max or devo
plus, proposals that were, in any case, ill
defined. So in the end, the pro-Union
parties got their way.

Ironically, once the campaign began in
earnest early this year and the polls
showed Yes Scotland starting to close

on its opponents, the pro-Union parties
scrambled to shore up their lead by
making (diverse) forward offers of more
powers for Holyrood. ey had always
said they would do this, but arguably the
offers were more substantial than they
otherwise would have been. Whether, in
the event of a No vote, they will deliver
on promises made under pressure
remains to be seen. It will be cynical in
the extreme if they do not. e size of the
winning margin will be important here.
Realpolitik made its most spectacular

intrusion into the debate when George
Osborne, in a move rapidly endorsed by
Ed Balls and Danny Alexander, vetoed
the Scottish government’s proposal for a
formal currency union with the rest of
the UK. is was, of course, a campaign
tactic, designed to unnerve voters and
discomfit the SNP. ere is little doubt
that in the event of a Yes vote, the UK gov-
ernment will think again. As David
Cobham pointed out in “Scotland’s cur-
rency and the case for independence”
(Perspectives 38, Winter 2013–14), a cur-
rency union meets all the conditions for
an “optimal currency area”: integrated
economies, similar institutions, synchro-
nised business cycles, and so on.

is is not to say that there would be
no tricky problems to be resolved in post-
referendum negotiations or that the UK
government would not drive a hard bar-
gain. e Treasury will insist on strict
rules to enforce fiscal discipline, while the
Bank of England will require similarly
tough financial controls to obviate the
risk of another banking crash in a coun-
try where the ratio of bank assets to GDP

is higher than it was in both Ireland and
Iceland before the crash of 2008. e UK
authorities also harbour doubts about the
durability of a union that is seen in some
quarters as a temporary marriage of con-
venience pending an early move to estab-
lish a separate Scottish currency. ey
will want reassurance that an independ-
ent Scotland will not continually criticise
the Bank of England for making policy
decisions with primary reference to eco-
nomic conditions in the rest of the UK.

ese are all legitimate concerns, yet
rather than acknowledging them the SNP
responded with pious protestations that
“It’s our pound too”, or threatened to
“walk away” from Scotland’s share of UK
national debt, a self-defeating gesture
that would damage the creditworthiness
of a newly independent state. It would
have been far more dignified, enlight-
ened, instructive and effective to counter
Osborne’s diktat by reminding everyone
of the history of the Irish punt.
Established in 1926 and managed with
the active co-operation of the Bank of
England, the punt shadowed the pound
sterling through thick and thin until
1978, when Ireland joined the European
Exchange Rate Mechanism. Here, surely,
was a precedent that supplied Alex
Salmond’s missing Plan B.

ShIPS IN ThE NIGhT
Instead of engaging with each other’s
arguments, the two campaigns have
passed like ships in the night, especially
when navigating treacherous economic
waters: the size of the budget deficit in an
independent Scotland, the prospective
revenues from North Sea oil and the
impact of independence on Scotland’s
overall economic performance. John
Swinney, normally a canny financial
helmsman, never tires of repeating that
once the Scottish government acquires
all the fiscal and regulatory tools that
come with independence – apart, of
course, from those surrendered for the
sake of currency union – Scotland,
already the best performing region of the
UK outside London and the South East of
England, will sail into an age of faster
growth, full employment and strong
public finances.

is is, to say the least, a questionable
claim. It is a best-case scenario, not a firm

forecast, relying on favourable assump-
tions about a spontaneous uplift in private
investment (the “independence bounce”),
the degree of spare capacity in the Scottish
economy and the revenue consequences
of lowering the rate of corporation tax to a
level three percentage points below that in
the rest of the UK, itself set to fall to 20% in
2015. If governments could raise the long-
term rate of growth of income per head
simply by flicking a fiscal switch, one won-
ders why they have not done it before. But
rather than take issue with nationalist eco-
nomics, the No camp remains fixated on
the near-term costs and risks of breaking
up Britain.

Perhaps El Dorado really does exist
and perhaps one day we shall get there,
but if the voyage is going to be rough, it
hardly serves the cause of democracy to
pretend otherwise. True believers may
seek the prize without counting the cost,
but self-governing citizens need to attend
to both, weighing one against the other as
best they can, in full awareness that we
cannot know what the future will bring
and that the fog of uncertainty that
envelops all but the most immediate con-
sequences of our actions grows denser,
the farther into the future we peer.

POLITICAL STRATEGIES IN AN AGE
OF AuSTERITy
e strongest argument for independ-
ence is that with it Scotland will always
get the government it votes for. It is an
argument with particular resonance in an
age of fiscal austerity when the
Conservatives are bent on dismantling
what remains of our public services,
while Labour, having failed to explain
what caused the financial crash or even to
defend its own record in helping to pre-
vent a re-run of the Great Depression,
has lost the battle to put fiscal stimulation
before fiscal adjustment and now strug-
gles to persuade voters that it can be
trusted to manage the economy.

is is a cogent argument, but it is not
conclusive. Two considerations tell
against it. In the first place, the outcome
of the next Westminster election in 2015
is more than normally hard to call. On
current polling evidence, the
Conservatives stand little chance of win-
ning an overall majority. ey might
secure a second term as the largest single

Editorial –the big issue
“Rather than acknowledging legitimate concerns the SNP responded

with pious protestations that ‘It’s our pound too’, or threatened to
‘walk away’ from Scotland’s share of UK national debt
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party, but it is more likely that Ukip will
damage them enough to let Labour back
into office, albeit with only around 35% of
the vote and with the government having
to depend on the Lib Dems or minor par-
ties for a parliamentary majority.

Secondly, for the foreseeable future,
the government of an independent
Scotland would have to contend with
fiscal constraints at least as tight as those
facing a Labour government in London.
Moreover, Labour’s stated commitment
to balance the UK government’s current
spending budget by the end of the next
parliament is coupled with plans to
increase loan-financed public invest-
ment, to devolve power and resources to
city-regions and to institute “big reforms”
in the energy, housing and labour mar-
kets. e intention here is to take the first
tentative steps away from the Anglo-
Saxon or neo-liberal version of capitalism
towards one inspired by Germany’s social
market model. In general conception, if
not in detail, this project is not so differ-
ent from that favoured by many support-
ers of Scottish independence, to make
Scotland more like its Nordic neigh-
bours. In both cases, the guiding idea is
that the national government enlists the
help of its social partners in building a
better kind of capitalism, the prospect of
transcending capitalism having – for
now, if not forever – receded beyond the
horizon of political possibility into the
realms of utopian speculation.

AFTER ThE REFERENDuM
e search for an alternative to neo-liber-
al capitalism that is not only desirable,
but also viable and achievable will contin-
ue long after the referendum. A more
immediate concern is what happens after
18 September. Until this year, roughly
30% of Scottish voters supported inde-
pendence. Measured against this base-
line, anything over 43 or 44% of the votes
would be a good result for the Yes camp:
enough to encourage another attempt
after a suitable lapse of time and to keep
up pressure on the pro-Union parties to
devolve further tax-raising and social
security powers to Holyrood.

If, against the odds, the Yes camp
makes a late surge and wins by a narrow
margin, the victors must show magna-
nimity. After a divisive campaign, pru-

dence no less than honour demands it.
No one gains if disappointment hardens
into bitterness and the losing side har-
bours dreams of overturning the result.
To reunite the nation, the Scottish gov-
ernment should issue an early invitation
to all the parties represented in the
Scottish parliament, both the three pro-
Union parties and the Scottish Greens, to
nominate representatives to join the
team (or teams) charged with negotiating
the terms of Scotland’s secession from
the UK and accession to the EU.

By the same token, a victory for the
No camp would suggest the wisdom
of setting up an all-party, UK-wide

constitutional convention to examine the
state of the Union, preferably under the
joint auspices of the speakers or presiding
officers of the four parliaments or assem-
blies in London, Edinburgh, Cardiff and
Belfast. e piecemeal devolution of
powers and responsibilities from
Westminster has thrown up a series of
anomalies, grievances and problems,
which the further loosening of the Union
can only intensify. e best-known exam-
ple is the West Lothian question. If the
Scottish parliament gains more powers, it
will be hard to resist demands to exclude
MPs representing constituencies outside
England from voting on “English-only”
questions. is would not only create two
classes of Westminster MP, but could also,
depending on the parliamentary arith-
metic, give rise to two Westminster gov-
ernments, one presiding over domestic
“English” questions, the other over the
affairs of the UK.

e most comprehensive solution to
this dilemma would be a new constitu-
tional settlement incorporating an
English parliament, a federal state and a
written constitution. To counter the
north-south divide that cuts across the
border between England (plus Wales)
and Scotland, England’s parliament
should have its seat in Manchester or
York. Meanwhile, the House of Lords
would be replaced by a wholly elected
federal parliament representing the UK’s
nations and regions, perhaps using the
same constituencies as those already in
place for elections to the European par-
liament. With its seat in London, the UK
Senate, as it might be called, would deal

with defence and foreign affairs, macro-
economic policy and financial regulation.
Finally, a written constitution would
specify the rights and duties of citizens
and would codify the powers and respon-
sibilities of the three levels of govern-
ment: federal, national and local.

ere are, as always, problems with this
tidy scheme, chiefly arising from the same
process of uneven development that
unsettled the old Westminster model in
the first place. Since devolution has pro-
gressed much further in Scotland than in
Wales and Northern Ireland, it would be
impossible, at least initially, to arrive at a
uniform division of powers and responsi-
bilities between the four national parlia-
ments and the UK senate. An element of
fudge and mudge looks unavoidable.

e alternative to a federal settlement
is to keep fighting for political separation
from the UK, hoping that “one more
heave” will bring final victory. It is, how-
ever, worth recalling that this goal eluded
the Parti Quebecois, which narrowly
failed in its second attempt to secede
from Canada. Moreover, any early
demand for a second referendum is cer-
tain to provoke angry cries of “neveren-
dum” from Unionists. Quebec’s second
poll took place fifteen years after the first.
Anything less would try the public’s
patience, not just here in Scotland, but in
the rest of the UK.

Supporters of independence would do
better to make it clear that their ultimate
goal is a close working partnership
between “sovereign” states in the form of
a confederation between Scotland and
the rest of the UK that might one day
extend to Ireland: i.e. a union in all but
name. What has been conspicuously and
lamentably missing from the No cam-
paign is a positive, constructive vision of
a post-imperial UK to complement and
balance its largely negative case against
Scottish independence. If the pro-Union
parties were to embrace the federal prin-
ciple, it could provide the basis for politi-
cal consensus, for the idea is not far
removed from the SNP’s conception of a
British confederation. It could even be
represented as a very British solution to
our constitutional travails, stumbling
towards common ground by accommo-
dating the best elements of both Unionist
and nationalist traditions.

“What has been conspicuously and lamentably missing from the No campaign
is a positive, constructive vision of a post-imperial UK to complement and

balance its largely negative case against Scottish independence



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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Independence: debate or dialogue?

Black and white … or shades of grey?

September 18 is a decisive day in our country’s history, an
unprecedented moment in time. Do we change the
course of our history? Such a critical choice merits dis-
cussion of the highest quality. Indeed, whatever its out-
come, the referendum on independence has profound

implications for our futures. And yet, there is something about
this referendum that has seemed unsophisticated. Much of the
conversation has often seemed frustratingly simplistic. In reali-
ty, things are often more complicated than we are prepared to
admit or reveal. But we have been compelled by the limited,
binary nature of the question, decided for political reasons (and
contrary to what appeared to be the preferred option for many),
to adopt polarised positions and exclude discussion of many
rich options. e question has placed constraints on our nation-
al consideration of our future.

What if both “Yes” and “No” are right? Or wrong? Or both
right and wrong? What if we are missing another way? For exam-
ple, what about a federal British Isles? Are we limiting our solu-
tions by creating and taking “sides”? We engage in debate when
we need dialogue. We engage in confrontation when we need
collaboration. Nelson Mandela’s biographer1 puts it like this:

“Shades of grey are not easy to articulate. Black-and-white is
seductive because it is simple and absolute. It appears clear and
decisive. Because of that, we will often gravitate toward yes or
no answers when a ‘both’ or a ‘maybe’ is closer to the truth.
Some people will choose a categorical yes or no simply because
they think it appears strong. But if we cultivate the habit of con-
sidering both – or even several – sides of a question, as Mandela
did, of holding both good and bad in our minds, we may see
solutions that would not otherwise have occurred to us. is
way of thinking is demanding. Even if we remain wedded to our
point of view, it requires us to put ourselves in the shoes of those
with whom we disagree. at takes an effort of will, and it
requires empathy and imagination. But the reward, as we can
see in the case of Mandela, is something that can fairly be
described as wisdom.”

ese words reflect the way one of the greatest political lead-
ers of any generation addressed the great question in his coun-
try. ey have resonance for us in Scotland today as we address
ours. Yet, that we describe the referendum discussions as a
“debate” tells us much. “Debate” has its origins in the Anglo-
French “debatre”: “to beat down” or “resolve by beating down”. 2

In sharp contrast to the sophistication revealed in the
Mandela text, classical debate can encourage us, literally, to
debase those who disagree with our point of view and can lead,
as we have seen in Scotland, to polarisation, antagonism, person-
al attacks and animosity (think of a few of those television
moments, not to mention the twitter-sphere). is has implica-
tions for the state of things post-referendum and indeed for
public confidence in politicians generally and in what they tell us.

is is nothing new of course. Westminster-style partisan
politics which, notwithstanding aspirations to the contrary,
seems to have influenced so much of what happens in the cham-
ber in Holyrood, survives in the paradigm of government and
opposition. It thrives and indeed is sustained by confrontation,
partisanship, the finding of fault, personal attack, party disci-
pline and a largely binary system. Careers are made and broken
by this system. Whole structures exist to maintain it, and are
dependent on it. It will be said (by some, with an interest to pre-
serve?) that this system is necessary to hold those in power to
account. However, all the anecdotal evidence and two recent
excellent books on the failure of government3 suggest that this is
not so. Indeed, a common expression on the back cover of these
books is “cock-up”. What has been described as the dualistic,
adversarial model produces simplistic analyses, poor scrutiny,
defensiveness, a culture of right/wrong and unattractive poli-
tics. Parliamentary committee meetings can often appear to
sanction verbal assaults on witnesses whose preparation is dom-
inated by self-protection and risk aversion and whose defensive-
ness simply creates the very sterility which frustrates, and
exhausts, us. Worse than that, this model leads to some pretty
disastrous policies and decisions, and a culture of cover up and
hubris. For examples, read the books …

SEvERAL SIDES TO MOST STORIES
e idea that many of the world’s problems are much more
complex than dualist (yes/no) thinking permits is not new. In
reality, many of the conflicts within and between nations,
whether political, economic or social, are multi-dimensional,
finely nuanced, multi-layered. Were it not so, they would have
resolved before now. ere are no easy, right or wrong, solutions.
ere are several sides to most stories, many different perspec-
tives. e dirty filters of assumption, culture, (mis-)perception,
bias, and all the other many cognitive illusions, abound. What is
“good” to some is “bad” to others – and vice versa. at is the
reality, and it is likely that none is as clearly “right” or “wrong” as
we might first think.

“You never really understand things from another person’s
point of view … until you climb into his skin and walk around in
it,” said Atticus Finch, in To�Kill�a�Mockingbird. And yet, how
rarely do our politicians – or any of us who seek to influence
others – do just that, frankly acknowledging other points of
view, recognising difference and showing appreciation of multi-
ple perspectives? How hard that is, what “effort of will”, “empa-
thy” and “imagination” it requires … and yet how valuable and
transformative it can be to view matters from your protagonist’s
vantage point. Perish the thought, but it might even result in
solutions that would “not otherwise have occurred”.

What can we do? e influential conflict resolution writer
and regular visitor to Scotland, Kenneth Cloke, discusses the

John Sturrock has been fascinated by the referendum
debate and believes that the binary nature of the question –
yes or no – has meant that the opportunity for much richer
discussion may have been missed
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distinction between political debate and dialogue in his latest
book, charmingly entitled e�Dance�of�Opposites4. e attrac-
tion of dialogue is that it encourages fuller consideration of the
real issues. “Dialogue is fundamentally a practice of examining
thought together, leading to new ways of thinking.”5 Shades of
Mandela. We can ask questions that really get under the surface:
What really concerns us? What do we really aspire to – and
need – as a people? How do we achieve it in a complex world?
What are the options? What are the real needs and objectives
underlying this policy? How can these be achieved realistically?
What are the alternatives to such and such a course of action?
How much will each cost? What other risks are there? How can
we add value? What in the “opposition’s” criticisms might be
valid? How could we involve “them” in improving this policy?
How do we achieve the desired outcome in a complex world?
How can we build on our counterparts’ suggestions and look for
multiple options, where “both” – or many – ideas may be valid?
By what criteria can multiple options be analysed? What
common criteria can we find to assess our choices and make
decisions rationally and imaginatively? More particularly, why
are we not able to discuss a federal option?6 How might that
work? What are the pros and cons? What about the other “grey”
possibilities? And how can we set boundaries and hold people in
official positions properly accountable and, at the same time,
acknowledge their humanity and imperfection? We all make
mistakes, don’t we? How do we minimise the risks and max-
imise the potential?

Apart from anything else, whatever the outcome on 18
September, the Scotland of the future needs to be a creative, col-
laborative, collegiate nation or we’ll not achieve what we can –
and desire – to achieve. And, of course, we will still need to work
– and live – constructively with other parts of these islands,
whatever the constitutional position. We will be living in the
same geographic space as before. We will need to nurture and
sustain the many relationships that will remain as relevant in the
aftermath as now. However independent we may be, whatever
notional boundaries we may erect, we will also still be inter-
dependent. Better dialogue can be our saviour.

It is of course the case that many politicians and civil servants
have an inclination to be, and an aptitude as, non-positional
negotiators. Arguably, the so-called “Edinburgh Agreement”
between the UK government at Westminster and the Scottish
government at Holyrood, governing the conduct of the inde-
pendence referendum, is a good example of Getting to Yes (or,
for balance, e Power of a Positive No)7 in practice. No doubt,
much of what is done behind the scenes in politics does reflect
good practice in collaborative problem-solving. But it is not the
norm, nor it seems are most politicians and officials sufficiently
skilled in the genre.

Collaborative Scotland (www.collaborativescotland.org) was
established to help turn the rhetoric of collaboration and mutual
interest into actual practice. If we can achieve that, we can
transform this country, whatever the result of the referendum.
Indeed, the anecdotal evidence is that millions of pounds could
be saved by avoiding unnecessary, often futile, disputes and con-
flict about policy, allocation of funding and distribution of
resources. In turn, millions could be generated in a sustainable,

environmentally appropriate and creative way. A prize worth
working towards? is is no longer a “nice to do” but essential to
our future prosperity, nay our survival.

As an example of this, the great lateral thinker, Edward de
Bono, captures well the idea of maximising gains in a mutually
interested way in his principle of “co-opetition”. Transcending
both competition with its zero sum connotations and the kind
of co-operation which results in compromise, de Bono chal-
lenges us to think differently by adding value in a way which lit-
erally expands the notional pie and addresses our real
underlying needs, hopes and aspirations. is requires us to
move away from simply building up our own arguments and, at
the same time, knocking down those of others with whom we
(apparently and perhaps only superficially) disagree. Familiar
though this pattern is, that can no longer be the name of the
game. We must move on from “right” and “wrong”, “either/or”
solutions.

ENGAGE wITh CONTRADICTIONS
Simple though we may wish life to be, we must also learn to live
with paradox, to engage with the contradictions of life, within
ourselves and in the world, and resist the temptation to make
them mutually exclusive. For G. K. Chesterton, “a paradox is
often a truth standing on its head to get our attention”. We may
need to turn upside down to see things as they are. Can we hold
the truth (any truth?) in both (or many) positions without dis-
missing any of them? How well do we tolerate ambiguity, uncer-
tainty, mystery?

Richard Rohr, the Franciscan priest, tells us that the contem-
porary mind has almost no training in how to think paradoxical-
ly, being stuck with dualist thought and locked into making
seemingly clever distinctions, while devoid of wisdom. Hence,
he says, our angry politics – and our angry religion. So, reflect-
ing the reality of complexity, let’s build on our “opponents’” sug-
gestions and look for multiple options where “both” – or many
– ideas may be valid. Let’s find common criteria to assess our
choices and make decisions together and imaginatively.8

Imagine such an approach in Scotland’s parliament …
Collaborative Scotland contends that how we engage with

each other in Scotland, and with those outside Scotland, may be
just as important as any vote. We believe that it is in the interests
of a flourishing Scotland that all of our discussions, before and
after the referendum, continue to be conducted with civility and
dignity, as an essential foundation for the kind of collaboration
which this article argues for.

To that end, our Commitment�to�Respectful�Dialogue contains
seven elements for effective dialogue. ey are almost trite. No
great manifesto. And yet, to practise these would be to trans-
form politics, industry, professional life, financial services,
neighbourhoods, communities and families in Scotland. Look at
them and ask yourself: what if these were actually adhered to?
l Show respect and courtesy towards all those who are

engaged in these discussions, whatever views they hold;
l Acknowledge that there are many differing, deeply held and

valid points of view;
l Use language carefully and avoid personal or other remarks

which might cause unnecessary offence;

Independence: debate or dialogue?
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l Listen carefully to all points of view and seek fully to under-
stand what concerns and motivates those with differing
views from our own;

l Ask questions for clarification or when we may not under-
stand what others are saying or proposing;

l Express our own views clearly and honestly with trans-
parency about our motives and our interests;

l Respond to questions asked of us with clarity and openness
and, whenever we can, with credible information.

Easy to suggest? Of course. Indeed, many of you reading this
now will be saying to yourselves: “We have heard all of this before”,
“is is the usual touchy feely stuff”, “is is not for me”, “Even if I
did this, he/she/they would not”, “It will never work here …”.

And, of course, these are all true if we allow them to be.
Mandela faced similar choices. He decided – and had the char-
acter and willpower – to do and be something, someone, differ-
ent. If we think that this small country can punch above its
weight, it needs exceptional people doing and being something
different. Paradoxically, while these seven elements are often
described as examples of “soft” skills, it takes strength, fortitude
and willpower to adhere to them, a resilience which transcends
our human tendency to default under pressure to instinctive and
aggressive behaviour. I am writing this in the aftermath of the
first Salmond/Darling “debate” where so much of this default
behaviour was in evidence. What if each politician committed in
advance to adhere to the seven elements of Respectful Dialogue?

DIFFERENT wAyS OF MAKING DECISIONS
A breakthrough is that many of our behavioural traits are now
understood in a structured way. For example, the success of
Nobel-laureate Daniel Kahnemann’s “inking, Fast and Slow”
has brought to our living rooms many examples of what have
become known as cognitive illusions or “traps”. Confirmation
bias, reactive devaluation, attribution error, risk aversion, willful
blindness, the list goes on. And we now understand that, in
straitened circumstances or when feeling threatened, we will
tend to resort to “fight or flight”, evasive behaviour, just as our
predecessors would when they faced unpredictable predators.
However, our brain has developed to give us the facility to
pause, consider, distil, reframe and reflect, all before speaking or
acting. Nelson Mandela talked about the need to be calm and
measured, to take time, to value our adversaries, let them save
face. But many of us struggle with this. In Scots, as with many
others, shame lingers and anger lurks, ready to cause us grief
when we need it least. We find it hard to be kind, to ourselves or
towards others. is understanding helps us to appreciate why,
in a tense, binary, political debate, proponents of different views
(“yes”/“no”) might behave in ways which seem unattractive and
evasive. It should also help us work towards different ways of
making decisions and discussing policy.

What happens after the referendum will be significantly con-
ditioned by how we all behave, the tone we set, the language we
use, the extent to which we really listen to others who have held
differing views, the attitude we display towards those who have
apparently disagreed with us and our willingness to engage in
respectful dialogue. If we can behave with civility, and find con-
structive ways to handle differences of view and difficult ques-

tions, we will influence the aftermath positively. is surely
remains a worthy ambition for us all.

Like it or not, we live in a non-dualist world. We need to wres-
tle with complexity and ambiguity, nuance and subtlety. Above
all, we need to acknowledge and celebrate that it is just fine to
think that both “Yes” and “No” can be right – or wrong – with all
the implications that such a conclusion has for our futures. e
question may be binary, with its apparently categorical answer.
e questions and answers in the months ahead need not be. To
go back to our starting point, it is our collective responsibility to
discover what “can fairly be described as wisdom”.

I finish with a story, the name of whose teller I do not recall,
of the rabbi in old Eastern Europe who came across two dis-
putants who asked for his help in settling their dispute. Having
heard the claimant, he said to him “You’re absolutely right”. e
other man complained that the rabbi hadn’t heard his side of the
story. e rabbi apologised and listened to the other man, then
told him “You’re absolutely right”. A bystander said: “Rabbi,
you’ve just told each of them they’re absolutely right – but that
can’t be so. ey can’t both be absolutely right”. e rabbi turned
to the bystander and said “Yes, you’re absolutely right”.

n John�Sturrock�QC is�founder,�chief�executive�and�senior�mediator
at�Core�Solutions�Group�(www.core-solutions.com)�and�one�of�the
founders�of�Collaborative�Scotland.�He�is�a�passionate�proponent
of�finding�collaborative�ways�to�resolve�difficult�issues�and�has
worked�extensively�with�policy-makers,�leaders,�professionals�and
politicians� in� recent� years.� On� 4� September,� Collaborative
Scotland�held�a�Day�of�Dialogue�for�Scotland.
www.collaborativescotland.org

FOOTNOTES
1 Richard Stengel in Mandela’s Way: Lessons on Life.
2 And see Oliver Oscobar’s excellent publication: Public Dialogue
and Deliberation (Edinburgh Beltane).

3 The Blunders of our Governments, by King and Crewe, and
Conundrum: Why Every Government Gets Things Wrong, by
Bacon and Hope.

4 Kenneth Cloke will be visiting Scotland in November – details
from www.core-solutions.com

5 David Bohm, theoretical physicist, who developed what is
known as the “Bohm Dialogue”.

6 See David Melding’s thought-provoking The Reformed Union:
Britain as a Federation.

7 The seminal Getting to Yes by Roger Fisher and William Ury (a
speaker at the Day of Dialogue on 4 September) transformed
our thinking about negotiation; among many follow up texts,
Ury’s The Power of a Positive No is a classic.

8 The same theme is picked up by leading Harvard mathemati-
cian and biologist, Martin Nowak. Survival is not of the fittest
with their selfish genes, but of those who find ways to collab-
orate successfully. But, arguably, through its apparent inability
to evolve in this way, politics runs the risk of extinction, or at
least of wholesale indifference, in the minds of those to whom
it should matter most, the voters. See: Super Co-operators: The
Mathematics of Evolution, Altruism and Human Behaviour (Or,
Why We Need Each Other to Succeed).

“In Scots, as with many others, shame lingers and anger
lurks, ready to cause us grief when we need it least. We

find it hard to be kind, to ourselves or towards others
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A revolution in childcare?
Childcare and choice

Posing some searching questions about the Scottish
government’s flagship childcare policy, Shonagh McEwan
argues for an approach that values unpaid parental care

Scotland is at an exciting turning
point. Various aspects of policy have
been debated throughout the refer-

endum debate. Being a mother of three
young children, my attention has been
caught by one issue in particular: the
SNP’s promise of a revolution in child-
care. is announcement has not
changed the way I intend to vote in the
referendum. Whether campaign promis-
es are fulfilled depends on who forms the
government in an independent Scotland,
not simply on which side wins the refer-
endum. In this article, I ask not whether
independence will improve childcare in
Scotland, but whether the kind of child-
care policy on offer from the Scottish
government is genuinely progressive,
especially for children in their early years.

ThE REvOLuTION ON OFFER
e SNP has described its plan for free,
universal childcare as “revolutionary”
and “transformative”. Eventually, all chil-
dren from age one to school age will be
entitled to the equivalent of current
school hours at a daycare centre or nurs-
ery. is will be minimum entitlement:
parents will be able to access or purchase
additional hours depending on their
working patterns. Free childcare will be
funded, though not necessarily provided,
by the state, so the policy will require
extensions to existing school and private
nurseries, as well as new stand-alone
nurseries or daycare centres.

e rationale for the policy set out in
the Scottish government’s white paper
Scotland’s� Future is almost exclusively
economic. In the words of deputy first
minister, Nicola Sturgeon:

“e whole point of the transforma-
tion of childcare policy … is not just to
make sure that we’re giving children the
best start in life … but to ensure we sup-
port women into the workplace. Our
female participation rate in the work-
place … is lower than many comparable

European countries. So as we get more
women into the workplace, they generate
tax revenues and grow the economy.
at’s the point of the policy. … It’s a
sound policy, one that is designed to sup-
port women into the workplace, to make
it easier for women in particular, but par-
ents generally to work. If we were to

young children to spend more time in
nursery when the hours they already
spend can be tiring, especially for the
youngest? For some parents, the extend-
ed hours posed logistical problems,
which could be handled directly by the
school staff. But others raised broader
issues such as work-life balance, how par-
ents feel about the time they spend with
their children and the importance of
family life.

Families are diverse: they have differ-
ent needs and compositions, live in dif-
ferent kinds of area and face different
challenges. Some concerns with the new
legislation are specific to the place I live, a
rural area where working parents mainly
use relatives and/or childminders rather
than private nurseries. Here, the impact
of the new entitlements on a family’s
childcare costs may be limited. Parents
who already use private nurseries will, of
course, benefit from slightly reduced
costs; but others, especially those who
use other forms of childcare, may not,
depending on the availability of private
nurseries. School nurseries, if indeed a
school has one, can often be over-sub-
scribed. e Scottish government
appears to have done no assessment of
current provision before putting
increased hours on the statute books.
How many three- and four-year-olds are
able to access existing entitlements? How
will extra capacity actually work in prac-
tice? But it did manage to grab warm
media headlines proclaiming “More Free
Childcare”.

Responses to the SNP’s long-term
childcare plans have been similarly
uncritical, particularly from the media.
We hear about legitimate complaints
from parents who cannot afford to be in
paid employment due to childcare costs
and feel frustrated, or who really struggle
financially after paying them. A universal
and affordable system of childcare would
definitely help those parents, and rightly

Families are diverse: they
have different needs and
compositions, live in different
kinds of area and face different
challenges

match … the female participation rate of
a country like Sweden – we’d see over
time increased tax revenues in the region
of £700 million per year.”

At one level, I was grateful for this
honest admission that one of the govern-
ment’s aims is to increase tax revenue.
is at least allows us to ask why the
policy is being pursued, and not just how
it is delivered. In what follows, I consider
both why and how, as well as making the
case for more radical alternatives. I have
no quarrel with public subsidies for
childcare to make it universal and afford-
able, but I am raising questions about the
only model that is currently being put
forward for Scotland’s future.

TEEThING PROBLEMS OR
FuNDAMENTAL CONCERNS?
e Scottish parliament recently passed
legislation to increase the number of
nursery education hours on offer for
three- and four-year-old children, as well
as for some two-year-olds. is was
hailed by the SNP as the first step towards
a “childcare revolution”. It has been inter-
esting listening to the concerns expressed
by parents about this relatively modest
increase in hours. A common question
was why? Why are we expecting such
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so. But we do not hear about parents who
want to look after their own children in
the early years, but can’t afford to make
that choice either, or who can’t afford to
reduce their working hours so that they
can spend more time with their families.
And no one stops to consider how chil-
dren feel about being placed in daycare
centres or nurseries while their parents
spend more time in paid work. e issue
here is not just how to deliver affordable
childcare, but how we value, support and
make time for caring responsibilities in
our society. ese are more than teething
problems in a period of change.

vALuING uNPAID CARE
Current debate about childcare policy
devalues unpaid care. But this issue is left
to simmer in private rather being aired in
public. Why is this? e objective of
increasing the number of women with
very young children in paid work so as to
raise additional revenue fails to value
something extremely important: the
work those mothers already do. Far from
being trivial, this is a critical investment
in a child’s life, and it is well documented
how crucial the impact of early years care
is to the rest of a child’s life and how vital
the role of the caregiver is.

e parental role of caregiver, whether
undertaken by mothers, fathers or shared
between them, must not be underesti-
mated and should certainly not be deval-
ued. e childcare revolution is targeted
mainly at women and small children. It
seeks to draw “non-working” parents –
mothers in particular – into paid employ-
ment and to increase the number of
hours their children spend in a group-
care setting rather than at home with
someone who knows them, and is known
to them, extremely well. Even child -
minders and nannies who feel they are
offering something different from nurs-
ery provision, and who are especially
valuable in rural communities, are left
questioning why the government fails to
include their services in its plans.

If the government wants to raise rev-
enue, are there not better ways to do it? A
progressive tax system in which a larger
share of total revenue comes from taxes
levied on income and wealth would bring
in the extra sums of money that the
deputy first minister is hoping to amass

from the childcare revolution. Can we
not find ways of supporting parents at this
stage in their children’s lives to choose to
care for their children themselves?

e overwhelming majority of parents
– of course, there are exceptions – are
capable of loving, nurturing and develop-
ing their own families and know their
own child or children better than anyone.
at is why some parents with young
families, who may be working longer
hours in paid employment than they
would ideally like, say they would prefer a
better balance between the care they
want to provide and the paid work they
need to do. e embedded logic within
the childcare revolution is that qualified
childcare professionals working within
nurseries and daycare centres are better
placed to care for small children, and that
this care helps to provide the best start in
a child’s life. e Scottish government has
left no room for discussion on work-
home balance or other forms of care
arrangement in smaller, more intimate,
home-based settings, ignoring debates
amongst childcare experts on age-appro-
priate care and the needs of zero to three-
year-old children, or indeed the express

dren at risk who require home-based or
residential care directly linked to their
development in the early years. A big
policy announcement with a one-size-
fits-all model glosses over these nuances.

GENuINE ChOICE
Another argument cited in support of the
SNP’s policy is gender equality. But this is
conceived in terms of increasing women’s
participation in paid work. What about
the quality of that experience? Or the fact
that not all parents of small children want
to juggle caring responsibilities with paid
work? Feminism has challenged gender
inequality within the home and the
labour market, but it no longer assumes
that all women need or want the same
thing. Most feminists now recognise and
respect differences amongst women,
while feminist economists in particular
have challenged the status and power
accorded to paid work over unpaid work.
By all means make childcare affordable so
that unpaid carers who are locked into
that role have greater choice. But if the
mood for change is ripe, perhaps we can
take an even bigger step than that.

e SNP’s policy takes into account
only the paid work that parents do and
places little or no value on unpaid care. It
thus fails to offer a genuine choice that
would allow children to be looked after
more, not less, by their parents during
the first years of their life. An option for
universal, affordable childcare must be
there alongside a valued role for unpaid
care. If one role is given a higher status
than the other, then the balance is wrong
and genuine choice becomes far harder
to deliver. It is telling that the policy on
offer within an independent Scotland
neglects the introduction of a radical
overhaul of maternity and paternity
leave entitlements, parental support and
family centres, or even a discussion on
direct cash-for-care type benefits that
enable parents to stay at home and look
after their children. Countries such as
Norway certainly provide financially for
the latter.

A progressive society and economy
should always make space for and sup-
port caring responsibilities to ensure that
people can care for each other and meet
their needs. Caring is a human activity
and should be valued by public policy

wishes of parents to look after their own
children more, not less.

If parents choose childcare for their
children – and I believe it should be a
genuine choice, which can, of course, also
be a very good choice for both parent and
child – why should it be only a group-
care setting that is subsidised, rather than
a childcare option that best suits the
family’s needs and the child’s needs? at
option may be a relative, childminder,
nanny or friend because many parents
who juggle paid work with family com-
mitments already make those choices.
ere is also the question of high-quality
childcare for vulnerable children or chil-

If parents choose childcare for
their children … why should it
be only a group-care setting
that is subsidised, rather than a
childcare option that best suits
the family’sneeds and the
child’sneeds?
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because it benefits everyone, both each of
us individually and society as a whole.

A REAL REvOLuTION?
So is it only a childcare revolution that we
need? Just as there are pieces missing
from the SNP’s approach to the early
years, there is a large gap in the wider
context of this policy. e SNP may have a
plan for a revolution in childcare, but
that’s as far as it goes. Its aim is not to
achieve a better work-life balance, but to
raise additional revenue. Some parents
may, as a result of subsidised childcare,
be able to reduce their hours in paid
work. But a policy designed to raise addi-
tional revenue would not be looking for
that outcome – unless perhaps there was
a radical change in fair pay and equal pay,
an increase in high-paid jobs, and/or a
decently paid part-time jobs economy.
Unfortunately, many families would not
be in a position to make that choice
anyway, needing the income saved on
childcare for other living costs.

Many fathers and mothers express dis-
satisfaction with the amount of time they
get to see their children. Trapped in a
vicious cycle, many are unhappy with
their work-life balance and find being a
parent – especially being a father – a
struggle, with family time sacrificed for
time at paid work. I recently read about
the depressing reality for a London-
based father, who stated: “My children
are my world, but without my career, I
cannot afford to pay for their world.”
Driving more parents into that cruel
dilemma is not progressive: we need to
equalise the status of paid and unpaid
work, and transform the economy to be
“life-friendly”, instead of pushing people
too far and too fast in pursuit of endless
growth.

e SNP has no plan to tackle the cost
of living crisis. e rising cost of housing,
food, energy and travel will more than
offset any financial savings from state-
subsidised childcare. What’s the point of
providing affordable childcare or
enabling households to raise their
incomes by working more without a sus-
tainable, affordable country to live in?

strapped governments and cost-cutting
employers will use people for their own
ends. But a society that recognises the
value of caring responsibilities will
respect the fact that people have lives
outside the world of paid work and will
do their best to accommodate them.

If it’s about investment in the early
years? en we need other policies that
value parents’ caring responsibilities and
recognise that one subsidised childcare
option will not suit or fit the needs of all
children or families. If we are really to
support families and the choices they
want to make in order to meet the needs
of their children, then we must look
beyond the limited model on offer, as well
as placing greater value on unpaid care.

If it’s about a revolution? en it
needs to be bigger than simply a focus on
subsidised care. We have to get a grip on
the cost of living crisis. If we don’t, we are
a generation that will continue running
simply to stand still or worse.

If it’s about being a caring govern-
ment? en make space for humans to
care for each other. After all, it’s a human
quality that is precious to us all. Parents
who want to look after their own children
should not be seen as a burden on the
state, and neither should it be a privileged
choice that few can afford.

n Dr� Shonagh� McEwan� has� a� young
family�of�three,�and�is�a�freelance�writer
and�researcher.
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Childcare and choice

The SNP may have a plan for a
revolution in childcare, but
that’s as far as it goes. Its aim is
not to achieve a betterwork-life
balance, but to raise additional
revenue

Parents will be still running around
trying to earn more money, spending less
time with their children simply to make
ends meet. A real revolutionary start in
an independent Scotland would get a
handle on that whole picture, not just a
piece of it.

whERE COuLD wE GO FROM hERE?
If it’s about raising revenue? ere are
better ways to do it. Can parents be given
time off during the early years of looking
after their families? For some, that may
mean doing less or no paid work. For
others, it may mean family-friendly
employment. To be honest, parents are
pretty exhausted at this stage, and giving
them flexibility and genuine options
would really help.

If it’s about equality? en we need
to respect genuine choice and to place
greater value on unpaid care. How are we
going to get to a culture of flexible,
family-friendly working without a culture
where we value unpaid care? Cash-

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

downloads from Perspectives.

democraticleftscotland.wordpress.com
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First World War

The long shadow of the Great War

Stephen Whitefield: Adrian, it is a great pleasure for me to start
this conversation with you. We have been colleagues in
Pembroke College for many years now – you as the Fellow in
History and me as the Fellow in Politics. You are one of the lead-
ing historians in the world on the history of WW1, with another
major book just out in 2013: e�Last�Great�War:�British�Society
and�the�First�World�War. It would be fair to say, I think, that
most of your research to date has been devoted to the subject of
WW1. I see that you are the editor of a new online encyclopaedia
of WW1. You were the historical consultant to Jeremy Paxman’s
series Britain�and�the�First�World�War. I am sure that readers of
Perspectiveswill be deeply interested in your thinking about the
war’s historical meaning and contemporary political and social
relevance.

Let me say something about myself first. My interest in WW1
is mainly personal and political. I don’t research it. It comes
from the political influence of WW1 on my family, particularly
on my mother’s side. e story of my father’s father is that he
was sent to East Africa, immediately contracted malaria and
spent the rest of the war in a Durban hospital having the time of
his life apparently. e malaria recurred every time there was a
mid week football match that he needed time off work to watch.
But my mother’s father enlisted in the Argyll and Sutherland
Highlanders in 1914 was gassed and never recovered his health,
dying before I was born. It was a searing experience for his
family growing up in a room and kitchen in Bridgeton that, in
my view, shaped the politics of the family and in my imagination
of the whole of Glasgow, Scotland and the UK for the next two
generations at least.

So, let me begin with a personal question to you. What has
made you so interested in WW1?

Adrian Gregory: Stephen, I find it interesting that so many of
those who write about the First World War begin with anec-
dotes of family history. is has almost become a cliché of intro-
ductions to historical works. ere is almost no folk knowledge
of the war in my family. Some of my great great uncles fought
but I have no real knowledge of this. My maternal great grand-
father was a metropolitan policeman and therefore probably
participated in the 1918 police strike. My grandmother had as
one of her earliest childhood memories seeing the destruction
of a Zeppelin (by my calculation she would have been four). But
many of my family were skilled workers in reserved occupations
(in both wars) so the way that war has come down to me has
been very much centred on civilian experience.

I never really paid a lot of attention to the subject until I had
graduated. en I backed into an interest via a peculiar round-
about route. I was working as a research assistant on a project
about the sociology of religion and happened to be doing field-

work on Remembrance Sunday. My historian’s instincts kicked
in and I asked myself – what do we know about the origins of
this ritual? is became the basis for my doctorate and that in
turn led me back to the war. I think this has given me two partic-
ular perspectives. Having come back to the history through a
study of commemoration and popular memory I have certain
reflexivity about how historical understanding is shaped by and
shapes “collective memory”. Secondly my family background
has always made me look at the war beyond the trenches.
Incidentally the anecdote about your paternal grandfather is
fascinating, there are millions of stories like this that don’t quite
fit the “standard” pattern but actually we should occasionally ask
why it is that the tens of thousands of men who actually did con-
tract life damaging malaria in Palestine, Salonika, Africa etc. are
seen somehow as less authentic victims of the war than those
gassed or shell shocked?

SW: And, in the middle of all of the massively institutionalised
commemoration of 100 years since the start of the Great War,
what should we find interesting about it? I often think that one
learns a lot from this question: what would be the main point or
points that emerge from your own research and who would rea-
sonably and most vociferously disagree?

AG: My research started with commemoration in the interwar
period then moved back into understanding how the war was
experienced and interpreted by the British whilst it was being
fought and has now moved into thinking about the war as a
European and indeed global event. e last has been driven by
teaching a paper on the comparative history of the war for twelve
years now. So I approach the centenary with some specialist
knowledge of how the war was commemorated when it was still an
overwhelming living memory in the British Isles but now with a
much wider frame which sees the war as “history” in the same way
that we might think about the Reformation or the Napoleonic era.

I think the first thing I’d say is that it is impossible to depoliti-
cise the “memory of the war” and I think it is misleading to sug-
gest this is possible. Indeed commemorations of the
Reformation or Waterloo often remain political in purpose and
outcome! e commemoration of the “Great War” in the inter-
war period always had political dimensions and indeed I would
suggest that the power of commemoration comes from it being
controversial. Argument about commemorative form and con-
tent is a clear indication that people actually care. Even so I was
slightly caught by surprise by the intensity of reactions to
Michael Gove’s provocation at the start of the year. Clearly
people do still care a lot. To me this suggests there is something
mythic and something moral which we specifically attribute to
the First World War.

As we observe the centenary of the
outbreak of the First World War, Stephen
whitefield talks to Adrian Gregory about
conflict and the marking of it
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As to what my research proves or disproves, I fear that I’ve
reached a point where my first answer to that would be that I
have become deeply suspicious of any sentence that begins “e
First World War was …”!

SW: Well, shall I take from that that you think your contribution
to our understanding of WW1 is that there are only a variety of
perspectives about it? ere is a certain freedom in that. But can
we tease out a bit who would disagree? And what kinds of claims
about WW1 get laid to rest by taking your view, particularly con-
temporary political claims to its understanding? I am still puz-
zled by what is politically at stake as we spend this year
mythologising and moralising the war. I suppose that some of
the lines that used to structure our understanding don’t figure
much today. No one talks much about imperialism.

e current Russia/Ukraine crisis might bring back to mind
the dangers of the international state system but I am not sure
what that translates into in the popular imagination and hear
nothing much about how better to regulate it. So, in this post-
ideological age of emotional politics – I exaggerate of course –
is there much more at stake here than politicians (and histori-
ans) representing the clichés of family nostalgia?

AG: I fear that the idea that there are a variety of perspectives on
the war sounds intolerably bland when stated so baldly. Rather
like Zhou En Lai’s alleged response when asked about the
French Revolution, historians sometimes fall back on the line “It
is too early to tell”. But meanings do change over time, some-
times radically. e events of 1914–19 (roughly) inevitably look
rather different since 1989–91. Place also matters, the war looks
fundamentally different today when considered from India or
Estonia compared to how it looks from Scotland. Indeed cur-
rent Scottish politics are a useful reminder that “Wilsonian”
ideas about democratic self-determination are still playing out.
In that sense it is useful to recognise the problem of parochial
perspectives and to be prepared to accept that a complex series
of inter-related events like the First World War can’t easily be
reduced to a clear and simple “lesson” of history.

We also need to be careful with over-specific immediate
analogies – the guarantees of Ukraine’s territorial integrity did
have some superficial similarities with Belgium in 1914 but the
actual international relations context was very different in the
sense that there was a much greater willingness to risk great
power conflict in 1914 and there were at least some actors who
saw it as positively desirable.

Your mention of imperialism does raise the question of the
war’s relationship to “big historical forces”. At the risk of break-
ing my own rule, I think we can say that the war is fought out
around the ideas of empire, nation and democracy. This
doesn’t start in 1914 and it certainly doesn’t end in 1918. To a
certain extent our modern historical understanding is that the
war is not so much provoked by imperial ambition but by the
profound insecurity of the dynastic empires and their own
sense of vulnerability to domestic and external challenge. Of
course the result is that four of these dynastic empires collapse
and that the war fought to prevent this outcome probably
accelerated it.

So to bring this back to the question of what we should and
shouldn’t conclude, this is why I have trouble with the idea of the
war as “futile”, because this implies inconsequential whereas the
First World War was a profoundly consequential event. I think
the British tend to fail to see this – because our corner of the
world (ignoring Ireland as we often do …) experienced less
upheaval which in turn is a consequence of coming out on the
winning side. Many of the multiple consequences of the war
were profoundly negative of course, some can be viewed as
potentially progressive and some were simply ambiguous.

I’ve always had a bit of suspicion that some of the emotional
reactions to the war with some commentators are driven by a
rather conservative nostalgia (perhaps particularly in England)
for the Edwardian certainties which I personally find a bit repel-
lent. Of course that isn’t the whole story. I wouldn’t agree with
much in the “No Glory” campaign – which doesn’t show much
understanding in my view of this complex history of the war and
which is a rather uneasy amalgam of hard-core Leninist dogma
and pacifist oversimplification. But I sympathise entirely with
the name. e First World War has come to represent for most
people the inglorious reality of war and in the end that is proba-
bly a good thing. We can and have overstated the degree to
which the people of the early 20th century failed to understand
the true horror of war, but I think we do know a bit better today.
I suppose where I have more of a problem is the way that the
First World War gets cut into a simplified narrative where all of
the undoubted horrors of war through the ages are seen as
uniquely exemplified by this conflict. So it isn’t enough for it to
be a horrible bloody war, it has to also be a war of unique folly in
entry, without any good moral justification, involving singular
military incompetence and injustice and with no decisive out-
come. All of which is legitimately questionable without becom-
ing a blimp or a jingo.

SW: Can I ask you to expand a bit on two points? First, what
about the rights of nations to self-determination? is of course
sits uneasily with the concept and reality of Great Powers. Some
nations have rights to states but even if they do many have lesser
rights than others. In very old-fashioned terms, there are
nations that make history, break with international orders and
make new ones. You are right, I think, to situate current Scottish
politics in that nexus. But can you try to connect WW1 and its
aftermath – League of Nations etc. – with contemporary
European Great Power politics? Is the comparison facile or is
there something to be learned? And when you are done answer-
ing that one, I want to go on to the horror of war!

AG: e world of 1914 was paradoxical in that it came at the end
of a century and a half where the number of fully sovereign
political units had been diminishing sharply and where nation-
alism in Europe had been tending to diminish the number of
states. Indeed in many cases the line between territorial nation-
state and “Empire” was fuzzy – think of the German “Reich”. e
novel feature in the early 20th century was the intensity of chal-
lenge from small “nations” to break up the imperial states. In
some cases this was based on the claims real and imagined of
historic nationhood – Poland and Ireland – and in some cases

First World War
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smaller nations were mounting “irredentist” challenges on the
flanks of old empires – this was the cause of the Sarajevo attack.
ere was a real issue as to who was and who wasn’t to be con-
sidered a genuine “great power”. e Ottoman and Hapsburg
empires both looked questionable, Italy aspired but didn’t fully
qualify and Japan and the USA were problematic (although both
had just begun a programme of formal imperialism).

Historians still have a problem with working out whether this
situation was unusually stable (a 50 year period of little direct
great power conflict) or fraught with massive risk (which seems
clear in retrospect). It may be both, that the long peace made a
massive blow-up overwhelmingly likely. is is incidentally why
I have little time for the essentially conservative practice of
counter-factual history – we simply have no way of knowing
whether not having a war in 1914 might have led to a war that
was even worse in 1920.

After the war the attempt to manage the system was to be
based on a combination of great power sponsorship and a
degree of genuine representation for the newly emerged nation
states. For all its failings (particularly towards non-Europeans)
it was potentially progressive.

Unfortunately, it failed because too many of the actual or
potential great powers were not on board. e USA backed off
largely due to partisan rows, the USSR was excluded (and hos-
tile) and reintegrating Germany was slow. By the time the
Germans were back on board the Japanese were at the door and
before the USSR could be brought in the Italians and Germans
were gone.

After 1945, in reaction, great power interest in the UN was
formalised in the permanent Security Council and their individ-
ual veto (an idea that had been around in 1919) but in some
ways this has paralyzed the UN, but not to the extent that it has
prevented a massive emergence of new sovereign states.

So we are still working through the order that emerges out of
the war and haven’t found a full answer to the problem – there
is a natural enough desire for self-government which often
demands the break-up of big political entities, but these in turn
can find themselves threatened by irredentist and separatist
movements (sometimes sponsored by outside powers) and may
be too weak to be fully effective actors. Furthermore the bur-
dens of history don’t disappear overnight with new constitu-
tional settlements.

As for lessons, a cynical one is that this gets really dangerous
when Great Powers can’t clearly see and accept the limits to
their own sphere of influence when it clashes with others.
Crudely the 1914 war starts because Austria and Russia both
consider Serbia a vital interest and Germany and Britain clash
over Belgium. I think that, admit it or not, tacitly the EU and USA
know that Ukraine is outside their sphere regardless of any
“scraps of paper”. As a link in to the next question, what the First
World War might teach us is that idealism and good intentions
can be the road to hell.

SW: Well, let’s turn to the horror of war. Armies, as I see them,
are at bottom about killing people or credibly threatening to kill
them, preferably (to the army) with overwhelming firepower.
ere is something I am particularly interested in here, which is

the trajectory from WW1 to the present day about what it means
to be a soldier and serve one’s country. Our soldiers are now, in
our political culture, almost unquestionably heroes, a term
which when I was growing up was inflected with a bitter irony
about betrayal – “the Land Fit for Heroes”. Let me be tenden-
tious. As I see it, the horrors and idiocy of WW1 as experienced
by ordinary people being used as cannon fodder in an imperial
game and failed Great Power diplomacy, seriously undermined
any claims to the heroism of war for a protracted period in his-
tory. Of course, political arguments about soldiering always
remained contested. But soldiers could be “lambs to the slaugh-
ter”, as victims, or taking the “King’s shilling”, as agents. It was
politically possible to criticise not only the war but those who
chose to fight in it, particularly professional soldiers. e
absence of such ideological leverage these days strikes me as a
great victory for warmongers and the coercive and intrusive
state apparatus. You may disagree. But do you think that the
current commemorations do anything to shake the success of
our politicians and soldiers in rehabilitating the idea that there
is heroism in going to Afghanistan – or sitting in front of a com-
puter screen operating a drone for the day and then commuting
home to some suburb – and killing enemies with overwhelming
firepower? Perhaps I am being quite wrong-headed in even put-
ting the question in this way?

AG: I think the provocation here is useful. I similarly find the
universal language of heroism problematic. I wouldn’t deny that
some people do heroic things in war (defining this as selfless
acts for others at personal risk) but they also do these things in
peacetime and these are separable from what actually tends to
cause death or injury on the battlefield (which is mostly bad
luck), from military outcomes and from the virtue or otherwise
of the cause. ere is no particular reason to think that either
“bad” or losing sides are less “heroic” in this way – think of the
Japanese in the Second World War. A recent story in the press
suggests that the first British death in 1914 was almost certainly
a result of “friendly fire”, which probably accounts for 15–20% of
all deaths in action in modern conflicts. It is a stretch to describe
this as heroic. In the end I don’t think it matters greatly whether
an individual casualty was killed by a firing squad or a random
shell or whilst running away rather than partaking in some
heroic act and I was bothered by the “shot at dawn” campaign’s
emphasis that the men were “shell shocked” rather than “cow-
ards” as if the entirely natural reaction of being scared stiff and
legging it would somehow have “justified” the shooting. So in
broad sense I would agree that all war dead are to some extent
victims of the state machinery whatever they actually do and
should be remembered as such. Similarly you are right to point
out that those who make a profession of violence should not be
simply glorified. War is not an ennobling experience and it pro-
vokes participants on all sides to brutal and degrading things.
Fatherhood has to some degree sharpened my perspective on
this – I would hate the thought of my son going to war almost
equally because of the possibility he might kill as that he might
be killed.

Yet there is a problem with the criticism of those who fight
wars. Although I would resist heroising them, it is also in my

Political arguments about soldiering always remained contested.
But soldiers could be “lambs to the slaughter”, as victims, or

taking the “King’s shilling”, as agents
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limited experience the case that a lot (not all but a lot) of mili-
tary personnel are genuinely morally thoughtful about their
actions and that there has been a genuine tendency within the
armed forces to control, channel and contain the use of violence.

e other is an old but significant point in that the armed
forces in this country are directed by civilian politicians. ey
were in 1914 and are today (and in 1939, 1956, 1982, 2003 etc.).
In that sense they did and do act in “our name”. I genuinely
believe there is nothing to stop a political party in this country
running on a platform of the abolition of the armed forces and
as Syria proved a parliamentary majority can prevent the
deployment of those forces to war.

More personally I have an uncomfortable awareness of the
privilege of my early 21st-century position in a safe, prosperous
and peaceful country. I have a sneaking suspicion that my secu-
rity is in part bought by people doing horrible things in terrible
places and that this is true both geographically and in some
sense temporally. If no one at all had been willing to fight the
2oth century’s wars the world would undoubtedly be a better
place but if only the British population had opted out I suspect
it would have been a worse one for us and for others. is tem-
pers the judgement.

I also think that your comment about drones and commuting
ironically buys in a bit to the idea of “honourable violence”: that
the special forces operative who hides out in boondocks to
shoot an Al-Qaeda leader face to face is morally superior to
someone who fires a missile on a screen. I’m not sure I buy this.
e western way of war developed in the 20th century in direc-
tions which rely on the use of killing at a distance – perhaps an
inevitable outcome of the desire to translate technological and
economic dominance into military power (and given the bal-
ance of population between the “west and the rest” this may be
the only option). In an odd way what is starting to emerge is
something that is no longer war in any traditional sense but
given how terrible war has been for humanity this may not be a
bad thing. One fascinating recent development has been the
judicial criticism of the military leadership for sending soldiers
into action with inadequate equipment as a breach of “duty of
care”. Most British service personnel in both world wars were
sent into action with sub standard kit. It would be strangely
pleasing if war was ultimately abolished on health and safety
grounds.

So I would hope for commemoration that avoids the crude
celebration of heroes that you rightly criticise but also recognis-
es that there is a form of contract between the armed forces and
civilian society.

SW: ank you, Adrian. Can I test your patience with one final
provocation? As I alluded earlier, my own research at the
moment is very much concerned with political representation,
on the one hand – how parties these days represent diverse
voters – and, on the other, with the growing role of emotions
and emotionality in our political culture. We expect our politi-
cians to express emotionality for us just as much as we expect
them to represent our interests and ideologies. ink about
George Osborne blubbing at atcher’s funeral. Okay, perhaps
not the most effective or convincing performance. So, can you

sum up what the commemorations of WW1 emotionally repre-
sent, if anything?

AG: I am quite torn on the emotionalism of commemoration.
One side of me would advocate maximum detachment and
thinking in a dispassionate way about the world the war made.

But at the same time eschewing emotion has its problems as
well. ere is a school of thought amongst some military histo-
rians which celebrates the commanders of the war for their
detachment from the sufferings of the troops, in effect praising
them for lack of empathy. Now I can see why a level of detach-
ment might be a vital psychological self-defence in these cir-
cumstances but I’d also think that such a lack of empathy is
dangerously close to what most of us would describe as psy-
chopathology and that celebrating this is problematic. I think
some degree of emotion towards the suffering is not only seemly
but required in response to the war. Our response shouldn’t just
be “the pity of war” but at the same time it can’t be pitiless either.

So I realise I have a somewhat divided consciousness on this.
What I think is vital at all points of the political spectrum is
good faith over these things – revelling in emotions not felt (of
any kind) for ulterior political purposes is deeply offensive and
cheap point scoring equally so. I suspect we may both have had
the same adverse reaction to the politicians’ posturing respons-
es to Diana’s death and it does seem to have polluted politics
since. I’m also old enough to remember the appalling responses
to Michael Foot’s alleged sartorial disrespect at the Cenotaph
when there can have really been no doubt at all about the gen-
uineness of his respect for the war dead, certainly of the Second
World War. I suppose in a narrow answer to your question I
would prefer that politicians refrain from expressing our emo-
tions for us and instead facilitate a space where people can work
through these things for themselves. But I’m not very opti-
mistic. To give one example of the problem, I think there is no
doubt that Neville Chamberlain’s emotional responses to the
commemorations of the “Great War” when he was prime minis-
ter were genuine and that in that sense he articulated a genuine
popular emotion. But he also used commemoration in a parti-
san way to reinforce support for appeasement. Of course for
him there was probably no contradiction.

My nightmare for this year would be Cameron, Miliband,
Clegg, Salmond, Farage and all queuing up to emote about the
war and how it self-evidently supports their world views.
Depressingly, I think the risk of this is high. e one plus side is
that because all of these self-evident truths are going to clash
with each other it might inadvertently end up creating a space
for democratic scepticism and dissent.
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Reviews

This book, originally published
in French, became an
overnight sensation when its

English translation appeared in
March. In the US, it was the top-
selling book on Amazon, fiction
included. e title recalls Marx’s
magnum opus, a strong selling
point at a time of capitalist crisis
when economics is discredited.
And although the author is critical
of Marx and claims to have been
“vaccinated for life against the con-
ventional rhetoric of anti-capital-
ism”, his book does have some
affinity with Das�Kapital.

It is, for one thing, a hefty tome
(though at 577 pages, not counting
notes, only half as long as the
Penguin edition of Marx’s Capital,
Volume I). It is also based on years
of painstaking research into the
dynamics of capital accumulation.
Piketty seeks answers to three
questions: How has the distribu-
tion of income and wealth evolved
in the advanced capitalist
 countries since the 18th century?
What explains observed trends
and patterns? And what lessons
can be derived for the 21st
 century? His findings and conclu-
sions are based on extensive his-
torical and comparative data
unavailable to previous research -
ers, covering three centuries and
more than twenty countries,
though his main focus is on
France, Britain and the US, some-
times supplemented by Germany,
Sweden and Japan.

is research agenda marks a
return to the concerns of classical
political economy, the tradition of
thought stretching from Adam
Smith to Karl Marx by way of
omas Malthus and David
Ricardo. e world of these
thinkers was in the throes of three
revolutions: demographic, indus-
trial and democratic. ey all tried
to fathom where it was heading,
none more than Marx who set out
to discover what he called the
“laws of motion” of capitalism. But
as the 19th century progressed
and capitalism entered its pomp,
the range and vigour of classical
thought were lost. From 1870
onwards, political economy gave
way to economics, a narrower and
supposedly value-free social sci-
ence. For the neo-classical�school,
which soon came to dominate the
new profession and has remained
in the saddle ever since, fending
off all attempts to unseat it, eco-
nomics was about the logic of
choice in conditions of scarcity.

Piketty, has no qualms about
mixing economics with ethics
and readily acknowledges the

influence of social norms and
public policy on the course of cap-
italist development. e epigraph
that heads his book is taken from
e� Declaration� of� the� Rights� of
Man� and� the� Citizen of 1789:
“Social distinctions can be based
only on common utility.” ere is,
in other words, a presumption in

favour of equality – whether of
position, opportunity, reward,
contribution or condition.
Inequalities are justified only in so
far as they serve the common
good. In a similar vein, the book
closes with a stark warning about
the threat to democracy posed by
mounting social inequality, argues
for a return to the principles of
progressive taxation in order to
rebuild a civilised welfare state,
and proposes a global – or at least
EU-wide – wealth tax in order to
save capitalism from itself.

INCOME AND CAPITAL
e bulk of Capital�in�the�Twenty-
First�Century consists of four long
sections. e first explains key
concepts – domestic product,
national income and capital or
wealth (Piketty uses these terms
interchangeably) – and reviews the
main stages of global demographic
and economic development since
1700. e second section tracks
the movement of the capital/
income ratio across two centuries
of industrial capitalism. is ratio
– the total stock of capital divided
by the annual flow of income –
measures the importance of capi-
tal in the national economy and
provides an analytical link
between the accumulation of capi-
tal and the structure of inequality.
e third section presents a vivid
statistical portrait of inequalities of
income and wealth in Europe and
the US. e fourth considers fiscal

Capital in the
Twenty-First
Century
Thomas Piketty
(Harvard University
Press)
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and regulatory remedies for the
explosion of executive pay and the
hyper-concentration of wealth that
occurred once capitalism had been
unleashed by the neo-liberal revo-
lution of the 1980s.

It is important to appreciate that
when Piketty speaks of “capital”, he
excludes so-called human capital:
talents, abilities, expertise and
skills embodied in those who pos-
sess them. Capital is the sum total
of all non-human assets that can
be owned or exchanged on some
market. It thus includes not just
industrial capital (infrastructure,
plant, machinery, patents etc)
owned and used by private firms or
by governments and government
agencies, but also real estate (land,
commercial buildings and residen-
tial housing) and financial assets
(bonds, equity shares, cash bal-
ances etc). Accordingly, national
wealth (or capital) is the total
market value of everything owned
by the residents or government of
a given country at a given time,
provided it can be traded on some
market. In calculating net wealth,
financial liabilities must be deduct-
ed from the value of assets. us,
in most developed countries, net
public wealth forms only a small
proportion of national wealth. It
may even be negative where public
debt exceeds public assets. In this
sense, the history of national
wealth is largely the history of pri-
vate wealth.

The term capital is traditionally
reserved for those compo-
nents of wealth directly

employed in production, thus
excluding assets held as a store of
value or in pursuit of speculative
gain. Piketty rejects this distinc-
tion. In his revised usage, every-
thing tradable that generates an
income for its owner – in money
or in kind – counts as capital.
Owner-occupied housing, for
example, is treated as a capital
asset that yields “housing services”
for its owners, the value of which is
measured by their rental equiva-

lent. Income from capital thus
includes rent, dividends, interest,
retained profits, capital gains and
any other returns derived merely
from the fact of ownership.
Similarly, income from labour
includes not just wages paid to
employees, but also the earnings of
self-employed workers. “Mixed
incomes” that combine remunera-
tion for labour with returns to cap-
ital are apportioned according to
the capital-labour split for the rest
of the economy.

ThE FORTuNES OF CAPITAL
With its originality and sweep, lit-
erary allusions and accessible style,
Piketty’s investigation is a tour�de
force, a treasure trove of ideas,
arguments and information. In a
short review, it is impossible to do
it justice. I shall, therefore, focus
on the main claims made, passing
over such gems as a digression on
the economics of slavery in the
ante bellum US south or the rea-
sons why, despite the liberal inher-
itance laws introduced during the
French Revolution, a century later
the ownership of wealth in France
was even more concentrated than
in monarchical, aristocratic
Britain.

To frame his inquiry, Piketty
employs a simple algebraic formu-
la. Let the Greek letter α stand for
the share of income from capital, β
for the capital/income ratio and r
for the average rate of return on
capital (income from capital divid-
ed by the total capital stock). en
by definition: α = r times β. So if,
for example, β = 6 or 600% (mean-
ing that the capital stock is equiva-
lent to six years of national
income) and r = 5%, then α = 30%
and 70% of income goes to labour.
Note that r is not the same as the
rate of profit found in Marxist eco-
nomic theory: it measures the per-
centage yield on capital in the
course of a year, regardless of its
legal form: rent, interest, divi-
dends, retained profits etc.

Several other points are also
worth noting. As an average, r

hides disparities across different
types of asset and different magni-
tudes of fortune. e super-rich
generally obtain higher rates of
return than lesser mortals because
they can afford to take more risks
and pay investment analysts to
manage their portfolios. As it
stands, r represents the pre-tax
rate of return. Sometimes, howev-
er, it is the post-tax rate that mat-
ters. Taking into account the
various forms of taxation on
income from capital, the average
tax rate in most rich countries is
about 30%. Either way, r represents
a real (inflation-adjusted) rate of
return because the bulk of house-
hold wealth consists of assets
directly related to economic activ-
ity such as houses or shares in
business firms, as distinct from
assets with a fixed nominal value
such as money deposited in a bank
or a government bond not indexed
to inflation.

Piketty rather grandly names
the formula α = r times β the
“first fundamental law of cap-

italism”. It is, in truth, a mere
accounting identity that tells us
nothing except the logical relations
among its terms. To discover what
determines α, we need to know
what determines r and β. At this
point, a mainstream economist
would proceed to construct a
mathematical model, incorporat-
ing hypotheses about the relevant
behavioural relationships and
causal forces. Piketty spurns this
approach in favour of studying his-
torical trends and making cross-
national comparisons in search of
what he calls the “deep structure”
of capital. Abstract models of eco-
nomic growth, he complains, are
mere “speculation without data”.

Accordingly, he charts the evo-
lution of income and wealth across
300 years, particularly in Europe
and the US. In doing so, he shows
that the period from 1914 to 1950
was a historical outlier in which
the capital/income ratio fell dra-
matically. Over the previous two
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centuries, β had been relatively
stable, albeit on a lower plateau in
the US than in Europe thanks to
the lesser weight of inherited
wealth in a country whose devel-
opment was driven by the mass
immigration of poor workers and
peasants from the Old World.
(Between 1810 and 2010, the pop-
ulation of France grew from 30
million to 60 million; that of the US
grew from 3 million to 360 mil-
lion). After 1950, on both sides of
the Atlantic, β began a slow return
to pre-20th-century norms. e
evolution of capital’s share α fol-
lows a similar U-shaped curve,
though the depth of the trough is
less pronounced because r is
higher in periods when β is lower
and vice versa.

Over the centuries, r appears to
gravitate towards a long-run level
of 4–5%. Evidence that this is so –
at least for the modern era – comes
from literary as well as statistical
sources: witness the rule of thumb
employed by Jane Austen’s charac-
ters, for whom an annual income
of £10,000 bespeaks a fortune
worth £200,000 – equivalent per-
haps to £100 million at today’s
prices (between 1815 and 1914, the
price level was stable). Piketty goes
too far, however, in extending this
norm to the medieval and ancient
worlds. e evidence here is sparse
and, in any case, feudal landowners
were not much given to calculating
rates of return. But why the norm
exists remains a mystery, like the
reasons for the properties of gravi-
ty in Newton’s Principia. In a rare
lapse from clarity, Piketty invokes
the neo-classical concept of the
“marginal productivity of capital”,
seemingly oblivious to the prob-
lems of treating “capital in general”
as a shape-shifting entity that
somehow contrives to be, at one
and the same time, both a homo-
geneous fund of value and a het-
erogeneous bundle of aids to
production. is conceptual con-
fusion is all the more surprising
given that he later dismisses
attempts to explain the explosive

growth of top salaries in terms of
the “marginal productivity of
super-managers”.

ThE GREAT DISRuPTION AND
ThE COMEBACK OF CAPITAL
So what determines β and why did
it collapse after 1914? Piketty
argues that in the long run, barring
major crises such as war or revolu-
tion, β tends towards a value given
by the ratio s/g, where s stands for
the saving rate (unspent income as
a proportion of total income) and g
for the rate of economic growth.
Saving here must be defined in net
terms, after deducting whatever
fraction of income is required to
make good the depreciation of the
capital stock due to wear and tear:
only net saving adds to the capital
stock. e relevant growth rate is
the overall rate of growth of
national income: i.e. the rate of
growth of per capita income plus
the rate of population growth.

Imagine a country with a small
capital stock (relative to its
income) that saves 12% of its

income each year while income
grows by 2% a year, and suppose
these rates are maintained indefi-
nitely. en gradually, over
decades – for the accumulation of
wealth takes time – its capital/
income ratio will converge on six
or 600%. e formula β = s/g
describes a balanced growth path
in which the flows of output and
income and the stock of capital all
advance at the same rate. us, a
country that saves a lot and grows
slowly will eventually accumulate a
large stock of capital (relative to its
income). And two countries with
similar saving and per capita
growth rates will end up with dif-
ferent capital/income ratios if their
demographic growth rates differ,
as in the case of Europe and the US.

All this, however, depends on
the absence of shocks to the
system. Between 1914 and 1945,
the process of capital accumula-
tion was violently disrupted by two
world wars, the Great Depression,

the Russian Revolution, the rise of
international communism and the
challenge it posed to the rule of
capital. Physical destruction
caused by warfare played only a
minor role in lowering the capital/
income ratio, even in the countries
most badly affected. Far more
damage was done by the fiscal,
financial and political repercus-
sions of the Great Disruption (my
expression).

Investors lost foreign assets as a
result of revolutionary expropria-
tion and the process of decolonisa-
tion or were forced to sell assets as
their incomes dwindled thanks to
low growth and repeated recession
in the 1920s and 1930s. When the
Depression struck, many were
ruined as firms went bankrupt.
And in both wars, savers lent mas-
sively to their governments, only to
be expropriated by post-war infla-
tion. After 1945, governments pur-
sued policies that constrained the
market value of assets and the
power of their owners. Stock mar-
kets took 30 years to recover from
the 1929 crash and rents fell in real
terms, making housing cheaper for
tenants, while reducing the
incomes of landlords and driving
down real estate prices.

In keeping with these policies,
top income tax rates, which were
raised sharply during both world
wars, only started to come down
again in the 1980s. “Punitive” tax
rates yielded little revenue for the
government, but they did serve to
restrain top salaries, for there was
little point in awarding corporate
executives huge pay rises if most of
the additional income was going to
be taxed away. More generally,
progressive taxation helped to
maintain popular consent to the
high taxes required to pay for
public education, health care and
pensions – all expensive pro-
grammes – by reassuring the
middle and lower classes that
those with the broadest backs were
bearing the heaviest load.

At the beginning of the 1970s,
the value of private capital in the
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rich countries represented
between two and three and a half
years of national income. Forty
years later, it represented between
four and seven years’ worth.
Piketty attributes this strong
comeback to three sets of factors:
slower growth which, together
with higher saving rates, gave rise
to a structural increase in the long-
term capital/income ratio; the
gradual privatisation of public
wealth from the 1980s onwards;
and a long-term rebound in stock
market and real estate prices,
which accelerated in the 1980s and
1990s in a political context more
favourable to private capital than
in the immediate post-war
decades.

ThE STRuCTuRE OF
INEQuALITy AND ThE FuTuRE
OF CAPITALISM
e decline and subsequent recov-
ery in the fortunes of capital over
the past century gave rise to
marked shifts in patterns of social
inequality. To bring out the scale
and significance of these shifts,
Piketty constructs a series of
“social tables” showing the shares
of income received – broken down
according to the capital-labour
split – and of wealth owned by suc-
cessive benchmark percentages of
the population. e top decile or
10% – labelled, for convenience,
the “upper class” – is further sub-
divided into the top percentile or
1% (the “dominant class”) and the
next 9% (the “well-to-do class”).
e next 40% constitute the
“middle class” and the bottom 50%
the “lower class”. Unlike single-
valued measures of inequality such
as the Gini coefficient, this tabular
method of presentation makes it
possible to analyse the structure of
inequality.

In all countries at all times, the
distribution of capital ownership,
and therefore of income from cap-
ital, is far more concentrated than
the distribution of income from
labour. e top decile in the labour
income hierarchy generally

receives 25–30% of total labour
income, whereas the top decile of
the capital income hierarchy
always owns more than 50% of all
wealth and in some societies owns
more than 90%. At the other end of
the scale, the bottom 50% of the
labour income hierarchy generally
receives 25–33% of total labour
income, but owns little or no
wealth – always less than 10% of
the total and generally less
than 5%.

The principal structural trans-
formation in the 20th century
was the emergence of a prop-

ertied middle class, a large group
comprising – in Britain and France
– tens of millions of people, who
individually own property worth
hundreds of thousands of pounds
or euros – roughly half in the form
of residential housing and half in
the form of financial assets – and
who collectively own 25–33% of
national wealth. But the comeback
of capital since the 1970s raises the
prospect of a return to the
polarised social formations that
characterised Europe at the turn of
the 20th century. (During the Belle
Epoque, the US was still – as it had
been since 1776, slavery apart – a
less unequal society than those of
Europe, even though the concen-
tration of wealth ownership had
been rising throughout the 19th
century.)

e underlying problem, Piketty
argues, is that free market capital-
ism has a natural tendency to
increase the concentration of
wealth because the rate of return
on capital (r) tends to exceed the
rate of economic growth (g). For
the past hundred years, this ten-
dency has been in abeyance.
During the Great Disruption, the
rate of return (after tax) fell to
between 1.0% and 1.5%, which was
less than the global growth rate.
is novel situation continued in
the second half of the 20th century,
when the global economy grew by
between 3.5% and 4.0% a year. All
the signs are, however, that this

period has come to an end. e
rapid growth in output per head
achieved since 1945 came about
largely because the rest of the
world – first Europe and Japan,
later China and today’s other
emergent economies – were catch-
ing up with the US, the world’s
industrial and technological
leader. Once economies arrive at
the frontier of technology, they
inevitably grow more slowly. At
the same time, the world is just
starting to emerge from a period of
open-ended demographic acceler-
ation. From now on, the growth of
world population, which averaged
1.4% a year from 1913 to 2012,
compared with 0.6% from 1820 to
1913 and 0.4% from 1700 to 1820,
is set to decelerate, leading to the
eventual stabilisation of the
planet’s population.

Against this backdrop, if fiscal
competition between states pro-
ceeds to its logical conclusion –
the complete disappearance of
taxes on capital – the gap between
r and g will at some point return to
what it was in the 19th century.
is prospect, however, assumes
that the resultant rise in wealth
concentration will not elicit a
political response aimed at altering
the course of capitalist develop-
ment and regulating global
finance. Most pundits who have
commented on Piketty’s proposal
for a global tax on capital have dis-
missed it as utopian. Indeed, he
says as much himself. But if his
prognostication is correct, then
given the history of the last hun-
dred years, it seems unlikely that
we have heard the last of this idea.
What is unthinkable today has a
habit of becoming tomorrow’s
common sense.

n Now� a� regular� contributor� to
Perspectives,�David�Purdy�worked
for�25�years�in�the�Department�of
Economics�at�Manchester�University,
where�he�fought�hard�to�defend�the
tradition� of� political� economy
against� the� proponents� of� neo-
classical�orthodoxy.
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Restating the feminist case

“You’ve never had it so good,”
bellows the received wisdom
on women’s equality. Women

are deemed to have emerged from
the so-called battle of the sexes the
victor; grudgingly granted the
slender protections of anti-dis-
crimination law, but with an
implicit understanding that the arc
of justice is bending in our direc-
tion. Girls and young women are
throwing off the shackles of socie-
tal expectations. e glass ceiling
is cracking under the onslaught of
bright, talented women, graduat-
ing from our higher education
institutions at a faster clip than
men. We need, so the story goes,
only to wait patiently for the
inevitable gender parity.

Feminist writing has always
been disruptive of the deceitful
complacency of this notion that
women’s rights would be realised
without change to global institu-
tions, systems, and practices, and
Beatrix Campbell’s End�of�Equality
is no exception. is small, neat
book is part of a series entitled
“Manifestos for the 21st Century”,
and it uses its ninetyish pages to
make the case that the feminist
project is as essential as it ever was.

It opens briskly, with a remix of
Marx’s introduction to the
Communist� Manifesto, before
swiftly identifying the force
responsible for women’s continued
oppression, something Campbell
calls neopatriarchal neoliberalism.
Capital has asserted itself, and a
hegemonic economic model has
emerged that steamrollers over
social solidarity and shared care,
creating and reinforcing hierar-
chies as it goes. Rather than men’s
violence being constrained by the

globalisation of women’s rights,
Campbell argues, the neoliberal
settlement is at once a cause and
consequence of gender-based vio-
lence. is violent oppression is
performed with impunity.

INEQuITABLE DIvISION
Economic inequality forms part of
the conducive context for violence,
and in Scotland, as elsewhere
around the world, poverty has a
female face. Gender gaps in
income are buttressed by the invis-
ibility of women’s unpaid work, a
million extra hours of which won’t
cause GDP to so much as flicker. It
is underpinned by the inequitable
division of housework and care,
which has seen men’s daily domes-
tic labour increasing by the barely
perceptible rate of about one
minute per day per year between
the 1970s and the 2000s. It is
caused by the structural underval-
uation of women’s labour, in which
anti-discrimination law has made
only a dent. Campbell is authorita-
tive on the subject of the deploy-
ment of equal pay law, and has
written extensively on the sorry
saga of public sector pay moderni-
sation, and the decades-old injus-
tice of women’s unequal pay. She
brings this expertise to bear on her
discussion of women’s access to
economic wellbeing in the UK,
carefully weaving evidence on pay
with childcare, time-use, and
gender budget analysis, to create a
compelling analysis of women’s
continuing economic subordina-
tion.

e picture Campbell paints is
one of regression, illustrated by the
“violent redistribution away from
women and children” of the UK

coalition government’s 2010 aus-
terity budget. It allocated 72% of
the financial burden of cuts to
women. Legal challenge to the
budget was rewarded with the
removal of the very tool used to
mount the challenge, equality
impact assessment, in England.
Figures released this week by the
House of Commons library calcu-
late that 69% of the current round
of cuts occasioned by so-called
welfare reform will be borne by
women. As Campbell writes,
“regressive redistribution away
from women was rewarded by
impunity.”

GLOBAL CONTEXT
From a consideration of the UK
budget process, Campbell moves
sharply into a survey of women’s
rights in a global context. She elu-
cidates this in a series of examples
that skip from the maquiladoras of
Ciudad Juarez to the precarity of
70% of South Korea’s labour
market to dowry murders in India
to the “masculinist economics and
militaristic management” of
Foxconn’s Shenzhen campus. She
writes of the impunity of men who
murder women, who rape women,
and who violently demand sons
instead of daughters. She exposes
the lie that globalisation would
extend the realisation of rights to
women around the world, and not
simply its rubric, but the effect is
somewhat of a gallimaufry of
indignities and acts of violence, as
descriptions of westernising cos-
metic surgeries nestle beside those
of sexual mutilations.

e brevity with which each
country is dealt leads to some
slightly awkward analysis at times.

End of Equality
Beatrix Campbell
(Seagull Books)

“Economic inequality forms part of the conducive context
for violence, and in Scotland, as elsewhere around the

world, poverty has a female face

Emma Ritch applauds a short book that argues the feminist
position in the face of received wisdom on women’s equality
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India’s Hindu Succession Act,
which Campbell acclaims as a vic-
tory for feminist activism because
it enables sons and daughters to
inherit property, is criticised by
many Indian feminists, such as
Nivedita Menon, for nullifying the
better position of daughters under
matrilineal law, and removing the
safeguards for women that existed
in the traditional coparcenary
system. With the Hindu
Succession Act the rights of
daughters to be maintained from
the ancestral property were lost,
while their fathers acquired the
right to write wills that disinherit-
ed them. During the bill’s progres-
sion, these very features of the law
were used to persuade members of
parliament who opposed women’s
property rights to support it.
Doubtless, the nuances within the
Indian law would have been thor-
oughly explicated had the pace of
the writing been less cracking.

IDEAS whIZZ PAST
e lack of chaptering in the book
also lends it a slightly breathless
quality, and China’s “contribution
to the new neopatriarchal” settle-
ment yields to an exploration of
power that takes in e� Wire’s
Omar Little and dystopian decline
of the city, Katie “Jordan” Price and
”erotic capital”, France and the veil,
and Roman Polanski, Dominique
Strauss-Kahn and unapologetic
sexual violence. e ideas begin to
whizz past, as Campbell covers vio-
lent masculinities, militarism,
human rights violations as conflict
methodology, the scramble for
minerals in the Democratic
Republic of Congo, and “humani-
tarian imperialism” in Afghanistan
and Iraq within the space of a page.
Violence, she points out, is associ-
ated around the world with the pri-
vatisation of the public sector,
policing and security. She describes
these spaces pithily as “not so much
no-man’s-lands as man’s land
where impunity prevails.”

ere isn’t easy space within the
frame of men’s impunity to consid-

er the places of resistance to this
militarised masculinity, although
the Women’s International League
for Peace and Freedom and UN
Security Council Resolution 1325
on the role of women in peace-
building are evoked. So too is the
International Criminal Court, rare
legal bulwark against genocidal
rape. Presumably to maintain its
singularity of focus, the book does
not include many instances of fem-
inists pushing back on neoliberal
neopatriarchy, which gives some of
the articulations of the problem an
abbreviated quality; the sense of a
story half told.

CONTESTED DISCuSSIONS
Women’s bodies are the locus for
some of the most contested dis-
cussions in contemporary femi-
nism. Many have roots that
stretch back through the 20th
century; disagreement no less vig-
orous for the longevity of the con-
versation. As if to blunt the edge
of her exploration of prostitution
and religious veiling, Campbell
shifts the geopolitical context of
these debates to France. On the
subject of the chador, hijab and
niqab, she rehearses the familiar
tensions and then draws an equiv-
ocal conclusion, identifying the
discussion around these as “anxi-
eties about national identity and
geopolitics that are refracted
through the bodies of women.”
Selling sex for money is described
as the most “fissile” of feminism’s
material, but Campbell firmly
picks a side, averring that where
sex work is found, so too is
sexism, and privileging women’s
rights (not to lose control of their
own bodies) as a lens through
which to consider the issue above
workers’ rights.

Women’s bodies, too, are the
site of the crisis of rape. “Despite
crests of new awareness of preva-
lence of rape and sexual assault
and their traumatic impact,”
Campbell writes, “no society in the
world takes the side of women and
children against the perpetrators.”

Here, impunity is cast as collusion,
as institutions resist understand-
ing and responding to the realities
of rape, the sexism that acts as its
conducive context, and society dis-
places its collective shame onto
rape’s victims. Impunity stands
opposite to justice, reifies sexism,
and hatches pessimism.
End�of�Equality resists the sim-

plistic narrative of irrevocable
progress towards women’s libera-
tion, that itself undermines the
necessity for feminist approaches.
It also punctures any consideration
of the neoclassical economic set-
tlement that maintains an airy
gender-neutrality, as if women
weren’t differently affected by its
caprices. Campbell’s pellucid and
galvanising prose takes the reader
through a near-dizzying array of
inequalities and oppressions for
which accountability is diffuse,
fragile, or remote. e feeling it
evokes is of a sense of mounting
injustice at an economic paradigm
that at once depends on, and
enables, state-sanctioned violence
against women. If its brevity makes
comprehensiveness impossible, its
gusto and pace make it both acces-
sible and winning. Its ideas are
necessary, and to have impact they
must be widely known and under-
stood.

As Campbell concludes,
“Imagine men without violence.
Imagine sex without violence.
Imagine that men stop stealing our
stuff – our time, our money and
our bodies; imagine societies that
share the costs of care, that share
the costs of everything; that make
cities fit for children; that renew
rather than wreck and waste. is
is women’s liberation. It is do-able,
reasonable, and revolutionary.”

n Emma� Ritch� is� the� executive
director� of� Engender,� and� has
worked� in� the� women’s� sector� for
eleven�years.�Her�interests�are�fem-
inist�analyses�of�the�economy�and
labour� market,� human� rights
approaches,� and� men’s� violence
against�women.
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Arts of
Independence
Alexander Moffat and
Alan Riach
(Luath Press)

“All art forms”, say Alexander
Moffat and Alan Riach
“… enhance knowledge and

self-confidence about our human-
ity, and the potential we have for
changing things for the better.” In
this new collaboration, the
painter and poet continue the
conversation begun in their previ-
ously acclaimed Arts� of
Resistance, insisting on both the
internationalist and distinctively
“democratic strain” in Scottish
culture. One of the many pleas-
ures of reading this book is that it
is an open invitation to join in the
conversation, kick back, to pull up
a seat. As the authors say at one
point: “Cynicism is the enemy.”
They speak about the art of the
possible, eschewing despair and
the status quo, saying something
genuinely revolutionary – that the
cultural argument for Scottish
independence is the only one that
matters.

With this argument, they shift
the focus away from sterile debates
about the pound, pensions and tax
– the relentless how much? how
much? how much? – which leaves
people atomised and fearful, strug-
gling to understand independence
only in terms of what they will lose,
not what they will gain. By putting
art, literature and education as
central to democracy and the
future of Scotland, indeed, the very
idea of Scotland – we are on ter-
rain that people can engage with. It
takes the argument out of the
hands of professional politicians
and opens it up to us, the people
who live and work here. In the tra-
dition of the best teachers –
through provocation, skill and
patience – they seek to draw out of
us what we already know but are

often fearful to express – a desire
for control over own destiny.

eirs is not a simple “heart
versus head” argument – a spuri-
ous notion in any case. As if the
people of Scotland are a disem-
bodied population. As if the head
and the heart are not intricately
connected. ey argue that, “if not
for … Mackintosh’s Glasgow
School of Art … Peploe’s Iona
paintings, Fergusson’s Les� Eus,
MacDiarmid’s “Drunk Man looks
at the istle”, Spark’s e�Prime�of
Miss�Jean�Brodie, Lochhead’s Mary
Queen�of�Scots, Eardley’s Catterline
paintings, Burns’s “Tam o’
Shanter” … and countless others,
Scotland would be no more than a
geographical region to be exploit-
ed. ere would be no argument
for Scotland at all.”

For Alexander Moffat and Alan
Riach, “e work of the artist is to
make public an understanding of
human difference that recognises,
respects and takes pleasure in
diversity.” ey give us numerous
examples of this in Scottish culture
– from Burns to Patrick Geddes,
the Scottish colourists to Hugh
MacDiarmid, Alasdair Gray,
Edwin Morgan, Liz Lochhead to
Irvine Welsh and Shauna
McMullin. I have only cited some
of their examples. If I have one
criticism of their choices it would
be this – more women, please, and
more artists from the 1990s on.
But that is another of the pleasures
of this book. eir joyfully partisan
and passionate choices invite you
to counter with equally joyful, pas-
sionate and partisan examples of
your own. What, no Agnes Owens,
Kathleen Jamie, Janice Galloway,
Ali Smith …? I ask myself. My own
list is endless. It would take anoth-

er volume. Which illustrates their
point, I think, that most great art is
“on the side of humanity” and that
Scotland has produced, and con-
tinues to produce gifted artists
committed to enlarging our view
of what humanity looks like, from
a Scottish, internationalist, femi-
nist and ecological perspective.

So, what exactly is the cultural
argument for independence put
forward here? What is the role of
education and democracy in this? I
will cover only a few of their key
points. Please allow me to take the
scenic route.

CuLTuRE AND POwER
“He speaks in your voice,
American …”

e opening words of Don
DeLillo’s Underworld. It’s a novel I
love and return to because DeLillo
is a great American stylist and a
storyteller. He critiques and cele-
brates the American Dream in all
its manifestations. Sometimes,
with students, I like to mess
around with that opening line.
How about this, I say:

“She speaks in your voice,
Australian …”

Always there is nervous laugh-
ter. A scuffing of chairs.

To add to the discomfit I push a
little further: “She speaks in your
voice, Scots …”

More laughter, more shifting in
seats. Some rolling of eyes – what,
exactly, is she getting at?
Eventually one or more students
protest:

“It’s just not the same …”
Exactly, I say. And why is that?
Here things get trickier. Sure, if

we try to keep the rhythm of the
original, then the rhythm is off
with “Scots”. But the syllable count

“They speak about the art of the possible, saying something
genuinely revolutionary – that the cultural argument for

Scottish independence is the only one that matters

The great dream of the arts
Meaghan Delahunt welcomes a book that argues for the
significance of the arts in the independence debate
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is the same with “Australian” – and
yet, and yet, still, it sounds
“wrong”. en we have the whole
question of gender – switching
pronouns like that …?

Ultimately we are faced with
some uncomfortable truths.
Beyond the music of syllables and
rhythm, there is something else at
work here, pulsing beneath
DeLillo’s opening line. Something
political and powerful. Something
which lends that line confidence
and authority. We can read these
opening words of Underworld
whether we live in Detroit or
Dundee or Dandenong and not
demur because we are still living
through the period of the
American cultural empire. We tac-
itly acknowledge its immense
global reach. In a strange way, its
voice approximates our own.
erefore it sounds “wrong” when
we mess with the nationality and
the gender because both Australian
and Scots, let alone a female voice
in these tongues, lack this authori-
ty, somehow. ese are voices from
the periphery of artistic produc-
tion, not the centre – which at
present is New York and London.
And any artist who lives outwith
these artistic centres cannot take
their nationality for granted. is is
particularly the case with Scotland,
a country in which the majority of
Scottish paintings, as Moffat and
Riach remind us, are in the base-
ment of its own National Gallery. A
country in which the same
National Gallery in 2012 could
mount a Festival exhibition of
“Symbolist Landscape in Europe”
and ignore the work of Scottish
artists. A country whose distinctive
literary tradition is often over-
looked. For example, on BBC
Newsnight in 2011, Alan Riach and
A. L. Kennedy were asked the
astonishing question: “Is there such
a thing as Scottish literature?”
Alison Kennedy’s intelligent
response is quoted in the book and
worth quoting in full here:

“Is there such a thing as English
literature, or Irish literature or

and wallowed in nostalgia … many
educated Scots had become
embarrassed that Burns wrote in
Scots and there was the example of
the wholesale defection of the
Glasgow Boys to the Royal
Academy in London … the Union
had come to mean that within an
overall British context, Scottish
artists would have to give up or
water down their independence.”

is has had a cumulative effect
in the story of what they term
“Scottish self-suppression”. We are
still seeing the effects of this today.

What they point out is that cul-
tural and political change are inter-
linked. at a new cultural
self-assertiveness, cultural confi-
dence created by generations of
artists working against the grain of
Union is truly having its moment.
is leads us, in turn, to their brac-
ing discussion of democracy and
education.

It’s true that we have more
pandas than Tory MPs in
Scotland – but beneath the joke

lies the darker reality. e people
of Scotland are disenfranchised in
the UK. e form of absentee gov-
ernment we have in Westminster –
analogous to the absentee land-
lords of vast highland estates – has
for generations not reflected
Scottish voters or their priorities.
It has also, tragically, led us into
war.

Moffat and Riach make the point
that Scotland will always be outvot-
ed in the United Kingdom. Here,
education on the cultures, lan-
guages and history of Scotland in
an international context is vital to
the question of Scottish democracy
and cultural self-esteem. Both writ-
ers stress that “Education is impor-
tant because democracy offers you
choices and you need to know what
you are choosing between” and that
democracy, the arts and education
are inter-related. “Democracy edu-
cates, education democratizes.
Otherwise both fail.”

But what kind of education?
What kind of democracy?

American literature? You don’t
want to claim any literature for a
country because it’s international
and has to do with the commonal-
ity of human experience, but
Scotland exists, as a cultural entity,
as an historical entity. I want some-
body to be able to sit in a Scottish
school and think, I can succeed,
being myself from my country,
using the language that I use, being
the person that I am …”

Her response cuts to the core of
the argument in Arts� of
Independence.

I use this example of DeLillo and
the USA because, of course, we
forget that this American cultural
and political ascendancy is rela-
tively recent. I use this example to
illustrate that cultural power and
political power in a nation are
always interlinked, often in very
subtle ways. In tone and register,
for example. We forget that change
is the only constant. Empires rise
and fall. New nation states are
formed in their wake. is leads
me back to Moffat and Riach:

“We’ve been brought up in a
world where US cultural hegemony
is taken for granted. It’s a super-
power. … Yet up until the 1940s,
American artists were considered
less advanced than their European
contemporaries. American collec-
tors travelled to Paris to buy work,
American orchestras hired Euro -
pean conductors …”

Sound familiar?
Of course it does. e Creative

Scotland debacle of 2013 and the
history of Scottish institutions
employing people who have little
understanding of Scottish culture
and history illustrates this point.
Riach and Moffat make the obser-
vation that in the field of art, in the
20th century the USA moved from
provincialism to internationalism.
Meanwhile, the story of Scotland
showed the opposite trajectory.
Indeed, from the end of the 19th
century on, as British imperial
power reached its height, they say:

“In the absence of our own poli-
tics, we embraced the cult of tartan

In the field of
art, in the
20th century
the USA
moved from
provincialism
to inter -
nation alism.
Meanwhile,
the story of
Scotland
showed the
opposite
trajectory
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e post WW1 ideal of educa-
tion focused on the fact that
“working people possessed innate
dignity and democracy meant that
anyone might enjoy Shakespeare”,
but in the latter half of the twenti-
eth century, the authors point out,
“the idea of a ‘common culture’
was … generally replaced by the
creation of specialist elites.” ey
go on to cite educationalist George
Davies’s work in this area, they
challenge the current corporate
stranglehold over universities and
the commodification of art. ey
compare the recent speech by
Scottish culture minister Fiona
Hyslop with that of her
Westminster counterpart: Hyslop
upholding government support of
the arts while Maria Miller
(Westminster) stressing that the
arts should pay their way, be “eco-
nomically viable”.

In the UK, we usually leave
democracy in the hands of the
increasingly narrow professional
caste of politicians. But what we
are seeing in Scotland at present is
just the opposite of apathy and dis-
engagement. e referendum is
galvanising people. ey are gen-
uinely trying to inform and edu-
cate themselves. It is a politician’s
worst nightmare. An engaged,
politically sophisticated popula-
tion is a direct challenge to their
power. It pushes in the direction of
a true participatory democracy.
Here the authors cite examples
from other small countries: e
people of Iceland’s direct involve-
ment in writing their new consti-
tution after the 2008 crash;
Switzerland’s regular referendums
on key issues; the Norwegian com-
mitment to true local government
which means that one in every 80
Norwegians stands for local elec-
tion, compared to one in 2,701 in
Scotland. ey go on to say: “e
small nations of the world can be a
necessary defensive structure
against the overwhelming power
of imperial, Goliath-states.” ey
speak of a different form of democ-
racy. One that is being prepared

for by this long, long road to refer-
endum.

CuLTuRE AND NATIONALISM
No discussion of this book can be
complete without a meditation on
the “N” word. Nationalism.
Drawing on a number of interna-
tional examples throughout – the
films of Antonioni and Bergman,
the work of Diego Rivera and
Jackson Pollock to name but a few.
What is clear is that all great artists
make work out of the materials to
hand: the emotional, cultural,
political, physical landscapes
which have formed them, and out
of this, if they are any good at all,
they touch on something beyond
their own borders. “I’m not a
nationalist” is often used as an
argument against Scottish inde-
pendence. With this argument, any
form of nationalism leads in only
two directions – straight to the
death camps of Auschwitz or
straight to the kailyard. Such a
view ignores history and politics.
In short, as Moffat and Riach say,
there is such a thing as “good”
nationalism and “bad” national-
ism. As they put it: “e French in
Algeria – bad, the Algerian resist-
ance to French occupation – good.”
In South Africa, Nelson Mandela’s
struggle for independence and
self-determination was a form of
strategic “nationalism” against the
idea of a hegemonic identity based
on race. e Scottish struggle for
self-determination is also not
about cultural superiority or
nationalism based on “race” –
although lazy commentators will
always try to spin it as “anti-
English”. What such a view never
comes to grips with is its own
uber-British nationalism – a
darker, more virulent strain alto-
gether. In this version, “I’m British”
is a form of nationalism which is
never challenged or interrogated.
“British” is an umbrella term for an
idea which today leaks an end-of-
Empire desperation. As Moffat
and Riach say, “British tradition is
so often seen as the epitome of tra-

dition. Historically, that has meant
suppressing the expression of, and
suppressing education in, the dis-
tinctive traditions of Scotland.”

Here examples from art and lit-
erature are instructive: “the most
essential character of Scotland is to
do with its variety, its variations of
language and place. It’s about
wholeness made up of diversity.
is is a different thing from the
idea of a single imperial story.”
ey quote from Liz Lochead’s
poem, “Something I’m not”, in
which a woman encounters her
neighbour and her neighbour’s
child on the tenement stairs:

Something I’m not
familiar with,
the tune of their talking
comes tumbling before them

We start with this encounter.
e woman’s sari, an unfamiliar
tongue. In the middle of the poem,
the question is posed: “How does
she feel?” and the poem opens out
and “the stranger” is no longer
seen as strange. e poet has leapt
into the shoes of “the other” and
enabled the reader to do this too.
is, they note, is the starting
point of all literature.

“e novelist creates a dream
which is an antidote to history’s
nightmare,” says Don DeLillo. For
Alexander Moffat and Alan Riach,
the arts in general can enable us to
dream differently, imagine the
unimaginable, to walk in the shoes
of another, and ultimately, help us
create a better society. In their
wonderful, erudite and important
book they maintain: “e funda-
mental purpose of the independent
nation is to be the foundation of
national dignity.” is September,
in Scotland, we will have a chance
to truly know what this means.

nMeaghan�Delahunt�is�a�novelist
and�lecturer�in�Creative�Writing�at
the� University� of� Stirling.� Her
recent� essay� “e� Artist� &
Nationality”�is�available�from�e
Saltire�Society.

There is such a
thing as
“good”
nationalism
and “bad”
nationalism
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Imagining a better place

On the eve of the historic refer-
endum on Scottish inde-
pendence, Gerry Hassan’s

Caledonian� Dreaming� is a land-
mark book. He articulates, with
incisive political and historical
analysis, the landscape of what has
taken the UK and Scotland to
where they are today. And at the
same time, this is a profoundly
human book.

Hassan is no stranger to serious
and heavyweight political analysis
with a number of books under his
belt from e� Strange� Death� of
Labour�Scotland to editing the col-
lection Scotland� 2020:� Hopeful
Stories� for� a� Northern� Nation.
Also, Hassan was behind a major
project in Glasgow that resulted in
a book – e� Dreaming� City:
Glasgow� 2020� and� the� Power� of
Mass�Imagination – where many
people across the city articulated
their dreams for their city. His
desire to create opportunities to
connect people to their dreams,
where they may find their voice, is
a continuing passion for him as a
writer and activist.

To be picky, the book feels at
times like a collection of essays,
rather than a cohesive whole.
However, when he comes back to a
topic, Hassan takes the opportuni-
ty to deepen his analysis and com-
ment so it does not feel repetitive.

Also his attempt to make the
book readable by avoiding academ-
ic referencing and footnotes can be
frustrating. Hassan uses a number
of terms which are not always well
defined and can be confusing. For
example, “Civic Scotland”, “High

Scotland”, “Missing Scotland” and
“Professional Scotland”. He does
define these terms later on in the
book, but this requires the reader
to stay with him a bit.

Having said that, he draws on a
wide range of sources for his writ-
ing, and manages to pull off the
tricky feat of creating a readable
book while at the same time
enriching his narrative with quotes
and perspectives from a diverse
range of thinkers down the ages.

In his opening chapter, Hassan
sets the scene for his book. He
attempts to write something that is
not an “answer” but rather he
opens up possibility which
becomes the beginning of many
conversations.

Firstly, he argues that independ-
ence is not a yes/no binary
question but rather a process.

Scotland is becoming more inde-
pendent, and has been for some
years. He draws on “tumultuous
events” with the pillars of public
life in the UK crumbling, and how
people are losing faith with old
elites and traditional bases of
power and authority.

He critiques much of the debate
in the referendum: it’s black and
white or too negative or overly
optimistic. e debate is amongst
narrow elites with a presentation
of two “accountancy versions” of
Scotland, or defined by a politics of
naming and labelling – a tribalism
that excludes most of us. If you
have been following either camp
on social media you will have seen
the extremes of this “chatter” –

where the camps are essentially
speaking to themselves, leaving
most undecided voters disinterest-
ed and disengaged.

Hassan argues that the conver-
sation cannot be divorced from
what people in Scotland and the
UK are living through now. He con-
fronts the reality behind the stories
we tell ourselves. You may disagree
with some of his list of six “Scottish
myths”, but you can’t miss the chal-
lenge. ey lead us to blame others
for our woes, and idealise our-
selves: a kind of perverse mix of
self-deprecation and pride, like the
old Scots saying: “Here’s tae us, fa’s
like us? Damn few and there aa
deid!” In reality we are not more
democratic, more egalitarian or
better educated. Nor do we hold
power more to account. Nor are
we more socially democratic or
have a more open society in
Scotland according to Hassan’s
evidence.

is is what O’Toole touches on
in his excellent introduction –
Hassan is challenging Scots to face
their own self-deception. is is a
call to be part of a maturing
nation, to grow up and take
responsibility.

At the same time Hassan is
aware that the combination of the
negatives lead some to collude
with the “too wee, too small, too
stupid” caricature of Scotland. He
provides a sound perspective on
the fact that “Scottish culture
encompasses a profound, deeply
embedded sense of loss, and
because of this, of melancholy and
pessimism”, and why this mindset

Caledonian
Dreaming: The
Quest for a
Different Scotland
Gerry Hassan
(Luath Press)

Joe Lafferty believes that Gerry Hassan’s latest book has made
a good stab at understanding how Scotland has got to where it
is, and how we need to proceed to make a better future

“Hassan is challenging Scots to face their own self-deception.
This is a call to be part of a maturing nation,

to grow up and take responsibility
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has developed and become
ingrained.

is is also a book where Hassan
is present, while not making the
book about himself. is is illumi-
nating and helpful and supports a
key part of his thesis that the per-
sonal is political. He tells of how
growing up in Dundee shaped his
world view, speaking warmly and
honestly about his communist
father and activist mother.

As well as painting a landscape
to help readers consider where we
are now at this vital stage, he also
carries out wider historical and
political analysis of what shaped us
and what took us to where we are.
Articulating this is not a narrow
debate about esoteric constitution-
al matters, but a vital development
in how we citizens in Scotland see
ourselves and consider the possi-
bilities for the future, no matter
what the outcome of the vote in
September.

Iwas particularly drawn to two
elements Hassan focuses on in
the foundation of his writing:

empathy and hope. is takes the
book beyond a mere political
analysis to something more
human, more real. He exhorts us
all, and endeavours himself, to get
beyond ourselves; to seek to
understand the other, with
respect, even if we disagree – a
vital point in what has been at
times a fractious and aggressive
debate.

He distinguishes hope from
optimism. Optimism is a cognitive
state which may be linked to self
deception: a blind optimism. He
also shows the links between opti-
mism and the mindset essential for
capitalism. Hope, however is
something much deeper. Hope is
at the centre of the human experi-
ence. Hope requires courage.

He concisely outlines the origins
of the British state giving a power-
ful rationale for why it has been
pretty impervious to reform,
nimbly synthesising what made
Britain “great” and how some

“narrow elites” perpetuate core
myths that retain this narrative
and their power. is ignores
much of the rich historical and
political development of the coun-
tries of these isles.

Hassan argues that the UK has
gone from being a pre-democratic
state to a post-democratic state
without ever being democratic.
is may seem like an extreme
view, but reading his analysis of
“e Slow Non-March of British
Democracy” it’s hard to argue with
this. He also concludes that “the
British Empire state in its hyper-
bole, sense of its own importance
and unreformed nature at the
centre is with us to this day”,
demonstrating the power of this
mindset and the impact on UK pol-
itics and Scotland in particular.

At the same time, “Britain has
changed in dramatic ways in the
last three decades”. Hassan draws a
metaphor moving from the TV
shows Yes�Prime�Minister to e
ick�of�It. We have moved from an
elite civil service which has to thole
and manage incompetent minis-
ters to a centralised, power mad,
PR-dominated, foul-mouthed,
aggressive inner elite that are ruled
by non-elected “spin doctors”. If
you watched the Danish TV series
Borgen you will have noticed that
the English term “Spin Doctor”
and the role itself has even crossed
over to Europe! While this may
seem mildly humorous, it points to
a centralisation of power in the
hands of a different kind of narrow
elite, with the values of self-pro-
motion and self-preservation and
not service.

He argues that there is “an exis-
tential crisis of the UK as a geo-
political entity” and how all
unionist parties seek some form of
“restoration” to a kind of
“Fantasyland Britain”. is can be
seen with all the celebrations of the
“glorious past”: World War 1,
World War 2 and next year
Osbourne announcing a 200th
anniversary of the battle of
Waterloo. Hassan shows that the

rationale for this narrative is to
demonstrate that “this union offers
the protection, security and shared
risk, which being a smaller, self-
governing entity just doesn’t offer.”
However this leads to “Britain as
Disneyland” which ignores the
chasm between these stories and
the “stark reality” of what is facing
much of the population with
“diminishing welfare and social
provision, and diluting or privatis-
ing the public nature of public
services and public goods” initiat-
ed by the acts of Cameron’s gov-
ernment.

I imagine Hassan will stimulate
criticism in some aspects of how
he approaches gender issues in the
book. I don’t feel qualified to make
a considered analysis on this, but
think it is important to offer a view.

He frames the impact on
Scottish working class mas-
culinity by atcher’s

destruction of Scottish industry as
a gender issue because atcher is
a woman. I’m not sure about that.
She was commonly addressed as
“the best man for the job” and not
always ironically!

Just in case you were rubbing
your hands in glee at the critique of
British nationalism, Hassan also
analyses Scotland, drawing the
stark conclusion that “Scotland is
not a democracy.” He points to the
growing “centralisation and stan-
dardisation” of Scottish public life
which has “accelerated under the
Scottish Parliament” and has led to
an increasing feeling of “burgeon-
ing democratic deficit”. is high-
lights a problem for Scotland, and
also explains why much of
Scotland is missing from the polit-
ical debate and activism which
shapes our society.

Scotland joining the union was a
marriage of convenience between
two elites. is left “a Scottish
identity and public life which was
depoliticised and about adminis-
tration and bureaucracy, and
where imagination, innovation and
boldness were left to the numerous

Hassan argues
that the UK
has gone from
being a pre-
democratic
state to a
post-
democratic
state without
ever being
democratic
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inventors or the Scottish imperial-
ists who went off and ran the
British Empire.” We can see this
replicated today with political
“heavy hitters” going down to
Westminster rather than remain-
ing in Scotland, and to a lesser
degree, the “London Scots” in the
media, and BBC journalists coming
back to Scotland to “commentate”
on the referendum.

He deepens his analysis outlin-
ing the impact of atcher and
Blair and exploring “e rise and
fall of Civic Scotland”, and “What
went wrong with Professional
Scotland?” Hassan also has an

honest reflection on “the stories of
radical Scotland”. e tapestry is
widened by some discussion that
“A Different Kind of Politics is
Possible” drawing on creativity and
imagination. is, and “the
Emergence of ‘the ird Scotland’”,
gives us the opportunity to go
“beyond labels and the official
story”. Hassan argues we can
“become the change” if we can
connect and release “the power of
dreams”.
Caledonian�Dreaming is about

grounded hope. is is a book that
will inform, educate and illumi-
nate. Alasdair Gray said: “Work as

if you live in the early days of a
better nation”. While this is
engraved in the Canongate Wall of
the Scottish parliament building,
Hassan has brought it to life in this
wonderful book.

n Joe�Lafferty’s�day�job�is�leading
Lifetree,�a�Scottish�and�Swiss�based
consultancy�focusing�on�developing
responsible� leadership.� He� works
across�public,�private�and�not-for-
profit�sectors.�He�is�also�a�passion-
ate�adopted�Dundonian,�a�member
of� the� board� of�Dundee�Contem-
porary�Arts�as�well�as�being�on�the
board�of�a�number�of�charities.

Political
“heavy
hitters” go
down to
Westminster
rather than
remaining in
Scotland
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The problem is The Cabinet

Mr David Cameron wakes up each
morning Prime Minister of England,
Wales, parts of Ireland, and for the time
being Scotland. is Prime Minister feels
that he has reason to be pleased, not to

say complacent. He presides over a government of
political titans so dazzling that even the departure of
Baroness Warsi can hardly diminish their lustre.
Gazing further afield, Mr Cameron sees a country
that is prosperous, at peace with itself, and united by
British values (definition to be announced after the
next general election). By the same token, an
anorectic looks in the mirror and sees a fat person.
Nonetheless, Mr Cameron feels a quiet sense of
satisfaction. at general election is still some
months away, but for the life of him, Mr Cameron
cannot think of any further business the government
might conduct. He has solved the nation’s problems.

And yet, disturbingly, the pollsters and
psephologists advise him that there is no certainty
that a grateful nation will sweep him back to Number
Ten next May. In the absence of more dragons to slay,
this matter is bound to be a topic of discussion in
Cabinet.

Mr Cameron: OK – pipe down you insufferable oiks.
Crumbs – I could still be at school for this
money. Now listen – despite the fact that we
have brought peace to the Shire and slain the
dragon Smaug, for some reason we still aren’t
guaranteed the Christmas Number One.
Anybody here know why?

Dr Vince Cable (Business Secretary): Maybe it’s the
economy.

Mr George Osborne (Chancellor of the Exchequer):
e economy is fine, Prime Minister.

Mr Cameron: Is there some tweaking, some fine
tuning we could …

Mr Osborne: It’s�fine!
Mr Cameron: Ooooo … kaaaayyy. Well, how about

the health service? Do we have any problems
there?

Mr Jeremy Hunt (Health Secretary): e patient is
improving every day, Prime Minister. e
privatisation cure is working well. e health
service won’t be troubling us for very much

longer. In fact, it should disappear completely
in time.

Mr Cameron: Transport, maybe?
Mr Patrick McLoughlin (Transport Secretary): Oh,

no, Prime Minister. Our people tell us that
everybody has forgotten the hideous cock-up of
the West Coast main line, that they enjoy
paying above inflation annual rises in the price
of their season tickets, and that we are widely
admired for having cravenly ducked the
decision about airport capacity in the south-
east of England.

e Entire Cabinet in concert: As�did�the�previous
Labour�Government.

Mr Chris Grayling (Justice Secretary): Amen.
Mr Cameron: Energy?
Mr Edward Davey (Secretary of State for Wind

Farms): Not really an issue, Prime Minister.
Nobody notices their electricity bills, and we
will be out of office before the lights go out
because we haven’t created the generating
capacity we will need.

Mr Cameron: en what the deuce is the problem.
Why don’t they like us?

Mr William Hague (Leader of the House of
Commons and still unable to spell his own
name correctly): If I might venture an answer,
David. It is a matter of image. e British
people feel that we are not like them. ey have
the impression that we are a government of old
Etonians who all went to Oxford.

Mr Cameron: Like Boris.
Mr Osborne: But that’s ridiculous – I went to

St Paul’s.
Mr Hunt (Secretary of State for Cockney Rhyming

Slang): I went to Charterhouse.
Mr Eric Pickles (Secretary of State for Pies): I went

barefoot in’t snow to Grimethorpe Colliery
academy for fat bastards. We ’ad to lick t’road
clean wi’us tongue …

Mr Cameron: ank you, Eric.
Mr Michael Gove (Chief Whipping Boy: not actually

in the cabinet any more, but still sitting there
like the sinister ventriloquist’s dummy in a

Continued on page 31 ‡

e PM is fretting; despite all the good work there is uncertainty
that he will returned to power next year. What to do?
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Zimbabwe revisited

Asense of waiting hangs over
Zimbabwe. With Mugabe
unlikely to contest the 2015

elections, Zimbabweans are
patiently waiting for the “old man”
to go.

Although Mugabe remains in
power, there have been notable
changes since I left the country in
2007. Back then, Little Harrods,
the aptly named supermarket in
Victoria Falls, charged millions for
a bag of groceries and dispensed
change in wads of hundred-
thousand dollar bills. With the
introduction of the US dollar in
2008, hyperinflation was
eradicated overnight, stabilising
the economy and removing many
of life’s daily challenges.

Money, once a commodity to be
bought on the black market and
spent quickly, is now issued from
the banks as hard currency, while
garages dispense fuel, shops stock
a range of products and coaches
offer reliable transport between
cities. And yet – ironically –
goods are now more expensive
while salaries remain low.

Salfina earns $100 a month
hand-washing sheets. As the sole
bread-winner, she struggles under
the expectations of her extended
family. “Life is hard, Úna, life is
hard,” she repeats, recounting
recent medical expenses and the
struggle to keep her disabled son
in school. Like others, she

“inherited” additional children
during the crisis after her sister
bled to death following a botched
D&C. With just one doctor serving
Victoria Falls public hospital, she
was one of many women who
slipped away for want of basic
medical treatment while the world
railed against farm invasions.

Locals still sigh about the
unfair distribution of
requisitioned land, but there is no
talk of going back, of returning to
a situation that saw 1% of the
population (predominantly
white) hold 70% of the country’s
arable land. Evicted farmers
griped that blacks wouldn’t know
how to manage large commercial
operations, forgetting that most
Zimbabweans had eked out a
living on the unproductive
“communal lands” their families
were dumped on during decades
of forced removals. Indeed,
recent research suggests food
security has increased for
smallholders.

Beyond its commercial or
productive value, land has always
had a spiritual significance to
Zimbabweans, a fact reinforced
on a trip to Nyanga National
Park. Before travelling there with
a friend, people joked that we
must show due respect to Mount
Inyanga, Zimbabwe’s most sacred
mountain, or risk vanishing into
thin air. Mount Nyanga turned

out to be an innocent-looking
mountain with velvet green
slopes set beneath a dazzling blue
sky. After trekking four
kilometres in, we found two park
officers stationed at its base to
deter any further climbs
following a man’s recent
disappearance. It was unclear
whether the ban had been
imposed to protect the mountain
or those who wished to climb it.

If the pattern of land
distribution across Zimbabwe
has undergone dramatic

change, there has been no
equivalent shift in the white
community’s attitude towards
blacks. ose unable to escape on
South African or British passports
remain trapped in a country
alongside an indigenous
population they largely despise. A
young white guy confidently
relates how “us Europeans” are
different from black Africans who
will sit back and carry on drinking
as one member attacks another
with an axe. “What about
Americans”, I ask, winking at my
Californian friend. He falters,
unsure of whether we’re making
fun of him before broadening his
statement to “us whites”. When I
ask whether he’s been to Europe,
he recounts with indignation how
he once travelled to the UK only to
be held at Heathrow for 15 hours

There is no
talk of
returning to a
situation that
saw 1% of the
population
hold 70% of
the country’s
arable land

While the “old man” (president Robert Mugabe) may not
contest next year’s election, Úna Bartley finds that most
Zimbabweans are still reticent about the future
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before being deported by “an
Indian with woolly hair”.

More disturbing than the
endemic racism within the
white community are the

black Zimbabweans who’ve
absorbed a sense of inferiority.
Kelvin, a receptionist in Harare, is
proud to have a mother of
Portuguese descent, but sighs that
it is hard for a black African, like
him, to “hook” a European. He
lists the negative traits of Africans
which no right-thinking white
person would take on, including a
lack of focus in life. I mention
Barack Obama. He respectfully
points out that the US president is
in fact “coloured” and suggests it
was the white mother who “panel
beat” her son to get him to where
he is now.

Two nights in Botswana make a
refreshing change from such
views. Whether it’s their diamond
wealth or the fact they were never
colonised, the Tswanas display no
such deferential treatment
towards white people. On the
contrary they seem to relish the
opportunity to put down
demanding whites and taunt those
who think Africans exist merely to
do their bidding. At the Botswana
border, we encounter an argument

escalating between an official and
a South African disputing his
obligation to pay vehicle tax. After
he eventually turns back, the
border guard fumes to us, “ese
fucking white people, they think
they can come here and do what
they like. Well they can’t. is is
our country and if they don’t like
it, they can fuck off.”

Zimbabwe may have begun to
reclaim what it lost under
colonialism but even outward

appearances suggest there’s a way
to go. Although the highways are
well-maintained and the officials
now sport new uniforms, the
cities look distinctly tatty. In
Harare, litter collects in the cracks
where the roots of the city’s
jacaranda trees have ruptured the
(crumbling) tarmac. Between the
cracks, informal traders lay out
their goods, selling everything
from tomatoes to pirate DVDs.
BMWs, Mercedes and SUVs rush
past their wares, hinting at high
levels of personal wealth.

Serious money was made on the
black market by some during the
economic crisis but as the country
moves on, legitimate businesses
are returning. ere are still
challenges, including a persistent
rumour that the Zim dollar will be

re-introduced overnight which
keeps capital out of banks. In
addition, companies like PayPal
won’t operate in Zimbabwe
forcing many businesses to run
their operations out of other
countries.

Yet with the tourists returning,
business opportunities abound.
Friends with a safari lodge by
Hwange National Park were fully
booked during this year’s low
season. Seven kilometres along the
vlei, they have new neighbours, an
American-Zimbabwean couple
building a large upmarket lodge –
it is a risky investment, but one that
could pay high dividends given the
country’s wildlife and outstanding
beauty. eir optimism is shared
by Bradt, who recently reprinted
their guide to Zimbabwe.

Most Zimbabweans, however,
are more reticent about the future.
ey may quietly hope they are
through the worst of times but, for
now, they are waiting, waiting for
2015 and the possibility of an
independent Zimbabwe without
Mugabe at its helm.

nÚna�Bartley�is�Policy�and�Public
Affairs�Manager�at�e�Open
University�in�Scotland.�She�is
currently�writing�a�novel�set�during
Zimbabwe’s�economic�crisis.

Hammer horror film): Do we really have a
problem, Prime Minister? We are a pretty
heterogonous bunch after all.

Mrs eresa May (Secretary of State for Undesirable
Muslims): You’re pretty heterogonous all by
yourself, Govey.

Mr Nick Clegg (Understudy to Mr Cameron): And
yet you still appear to the country to be a
cardboard cut-out collection of over-privileged,
out of touch toffs who have floated on the
surface of the national swimming pool like a
bunch of gilded turds.

Mr Danny Alexander (Manager of the National
Tuck Shop): Nicely put, Nick.

Mrs Nicky Morgan (Secretary of State for Token
Women): So the problem is too many old
Etonians in the cabinet …

Mr Cameron: Apparently it is. On the bright side, we
can hardly bring Boris back without making
room for him by getting rid of somebody. Look,
let’s do this scientifically: hands up who went to
Eton.

All�eyes�swivel�towards�the�Prime�Minister’s�chair.
Mrs eresa Villiers (Also Secretary of State for

Token Women on a job-share with Mrs Morgan
and Mrs Justine Greening): Prime Minister –
you’re the only one with his hand in the air.

Mr Cameron: So I am.

›Continued from page 29

The problem is The Cabinet

The Tswanas
display no
such
deferential
treatment
towards white
people. On the
contrary they
seem to relish
the
opportunity to
put down
demanding
whites
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