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FOR THE RECORD
In Janet Paisley’s article on Scots lan-
guage in the last issue of
Perspectives, an inadvertent slip in
the editorial process rendered Chris
Robinson’s Modren Scots Grammar as
“Modern”.

Janet has also asked us to let read-
ers know that Education Scotland
have been recruiting a team of Scots
Language Co-ordinators. The secon-
dees are to work with the Scottish
Government and other key organi-
sations to establish a vision for the
national development of the Scots
language within Scottish education.
Working with education authorities
and schools, Co-ordinators will pro-
vide support in developing learning,
teaching and assessment that pro-
vides progressive and coherent
learning of the Scots languages
across the four contexts of 3–18
learning.

The Scots Language Co-ordinator
posts are offered on a 23 month sec-
ondment basis
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Searching for a new Number Ten hit:
the Stones at Glastonbury –

Tim Haigh reports on page 29

Ten year perspective
It is some 10 years since

Perspectives first appeared in
its (then) new format with a

full-colour cover. Over the period
we have produced 36 issues,
maintained a cover price of £2,
and increased the number of
pages from an average of about 20
to the current 32 to 44.

We have also reached out to
draw in an increasingly wide range
of contributors (James Robertson,
Lesley Riddoch, Tom Nairn and
Alan Bissett – to name just a few)
and broadened the topics covered
from the immediately political to
embrace the arts and culture,
while preserving both a national
and international flavour.

With this issue we are rolling
out some changes to the design
and presentation of the magazine
which we hope you will like. At
the same time we are raising the
cover price to £3; Perspectives is
not just substantially larger than it
was 10 years ago but also we have
had to face ever increasing postal
costs for mailing it out to
subscribers.

However, for a limited period,
we are offering subscriptions at a
reduced price – see back cover for
details. If you do not currently
subscribe now would be a good
time to do so.

New looks apart, we continue
with the independence debate,

examine the vexed question of
fracking, have several reviews and
the usual regular columns. anks
are due to our contributors,
without whom we would have
nothing to print and you nothing
to read!
Sean Feeny
Editor

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



Eurig Scandrett

Sketches from a small world

Peter Francis blew the whistle on the
undercover police operation designed to
discredit the parents and friends of Steven
Lawrence – at a time when police
investigation of Steven’s racist murder was

shown to be tawdry and undermined by institutional
racism. It is indicative that, according to Francis’s
testimony, activities which could discredit the
Lawrence family might include being “political
activists … involved in demonstrations, drug dealers”
– an interesting moral equivalence in the eyes of the
Metropolitan Police.

Whistle blowing is all the rage and has almost
become the respectable face of dissent. We have seen
the government launch an NHS whistleblower’s
helpline to facilitate staff to expose corrupt practices
in the health service. e draft code of Governance
in Higher Education includes a clause on
whistleblowing – indeed it is the only part of the
code that sees any role for trades unions. Much
debate about Edward Snowden, who exposed the
extent of US government’s electronic spying
activities, concerns whether he is best described as a
traitor (“bad”) or a whistleblower (“good”). e most
surprising thing is that people are surprised by the
revelations. e Metropolitan Police using illegal
subterfuge cover their own corruption and spy on
activists – you don’t say! NHS target setting and
league tables based on crude metrics for complex
procedures leads to managers cooking the books and
bulling staff into silence – really? e USA uses its
global power to listen in on negotiating partners to
give themselves an advantage – well I’m blowed!
When I joined academia I discovered
activities that would be regarded as
corrupt in the voluntary sector
where I had worked for 15
years – double funding for
the same piece of work,
accounting for
opportunity costs not
actually incurred,
commercialising
intellectual property
paid for by public
money, receiving
payment for external
work conducted in
work time, established
mechanisms for
transferring public money

into private profits. However there are no whistles to
be blown because in academia today it is all regarded
as acceptable practice – under titles such as “Full
Economic Costing” or “Knowledge Exchange”.

Tariq Ali and Asef Bayat have been debating in
New�Left�Review (80, Mar/Apr 2013) whether the
Arab Spring, especially in Egypt and Tunisia,
constitutes a revolution, a “refolution” (somewhere
between reform and revolution) or a Long Revolution
(as coined by Raymond Williams). To what extent has
the structure of state governance, ruling class alliance
and/or economic system been radically transformed
by the popular movements? Was this even an
objective of many of the protestors? Can the
deposition of Hosni Mobarak in Egypt, the
introduction of multi-party elections and the election
of the Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohammed Morsi be
considered to be a transformation in the structure of
government, as opposed to a continuation of the
same structure and state apparatus with different
governors? What of the ejection of Morsi through
mass street protests and army intervention a year
later? As I write it is unclear how revolutionary this
will be. e protestors who occupied Tahrir Square at
the end of June certainly considered the revolution
unfinished.

Mass protests in Turkey, which called on the
Islamic-neoliberal government of Erdogan to
resign, and were eventually violently broken up,

were initially sparked by the felling of trees to build a
supermarket in Gezi park. In Brazil, when

hundreds of thousands took to the streets
across the country, opposing the

Workers’ Party’s lavish spending
on football stadia rather than

social infrastructure, the
protest was triggered by a

rise in bus fares. What
will it take for mass
protests to demand the
resignation of David
Cameron and his
racist, class-
warmongering
government, which is

economically further to
the right than atcher

and has no mandate even
within our flawed UK

electoral system?

Whistle
blowing is all
the rage and
has almost
become the
respectable
face of dissent

Eurig is an environmental activist and a
member of Democratic Left Scotland
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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                        

P37

There’smore
to
than
politics

parties
�
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The independence debate

Scotland’s other Union
Contentious and genuinely problematic issues lie at the
heart of the “should we/shouldn’t we” debate on
independence for Scotland. David Purdy looks at our
present and future relationship with the European Union

In the debate about whether Scotland should be an independ-
ent country, three major topics have proved to be both pre-
dictably contentious and genuinely problematic: 

l Scotland’s relationship with the EU in a context where the
institutions of the EU are being
reshaped in response to the ongoing
crisis in the euro-zone, and where,
once a new settlement emerges, an
in/out referendum on EU member-
ship seems likely to be held, either in
the UK as a whole or, if Scotland is
independent by then, in the rest of
the UK;

l e monetary and financial options
open to an independent Scotland
and their implications for fiscal
policy;

l e defence and foreign policies of
an independent Scotland, with par-
ticular reference to nuclear weapons,
the intelligence services and mem-
bership of Nato.

In this issue of Perspectives, we review
the first of these topics. In the autumn
and winter issues, we shall cover the other two. ereafter, we
plan to commission an article setting out the constructive case
for maintaining the Union and to convene a roundtable discus-
sion on the substance, conduct and quality of the referendum
debate, inviting participants to reflect on what it tells us about
the state of our society and the condition of our democracy.

INDEPENDENCE IN EUROPE: A REALITY CHECK
Until last year, Alex Salmond and his ministers repeatedly
claimed that an independent Scotland would automatically
inherit all the UK’s ties and treaty obligations. By analogy with
the “velvet divorce” between the Czech Republic and Slovakia,
they assumed that once the Union had been dissolved, Scotland
and the residual UK (rUK) would inherit the same legal status as
successor states. At a press conference in September 2012, José
Manuel Barroso, president of the European commission, con-
futed both claim and assumption, explaining his views at greater
length in an interview for the BBC given in December.

Barroso’s intervention should not have come as a surprise: he
was merely repeating the position set out by his predecessor
Romano Prodi, who in April 2004 told the European parliament
that:

“When a part of the territory of a member state ceases to be
part of that state – for instance, because the territory has
become an independent state – the treaties will no longer apply
to that territory. In other words, a newly independent region

would, by the fact of its independence,
become a third country with respect to
the Union, and the treaties would, from
the date of its independence, not apply
any more.”

The legal basis of Prodi’s view is
unclear, but this hardly matters.
ere are no precedents for the

Scottish case. e velvet divorce
occurred in 1993, long before the Czech
Republic and Slovakia applied to join the
EU as separate states. No existing
member state has ever split into two, so
the question of what happens if both
parts want to stay in the EU or if one
wants to stay and the other to leave, has
never arisen. e political reality is that
an independent Scotland would not
automatically be a member, but would

have to go through the same accession process as have all but
the original six member states, and would need to gain the
approval of all 27 existing member states (28 after Croatia joins
on 1 July).

After some initial huffing and puffing, the SNP sought to play
down the difference between their previous assurances of a
seamless transition to “independence in Europe” and the
prospect that now beckoned of potentially fraught three-way
negotiations between Edinburgh, London and Brussels, fol-
lowed by formal ratification in each member state. John
Swinney, for example, declared:

“Assuming there is a yes vote as a result of the referendum,
Scotland will still be at that stage a part of the UK. We have
always accepted that there has to be negotiation about the
details and terms of Scotland’s membership of the EU. Crucially,
that would take place at a time when we are still part of the EU,
of which we have been members for 40 years.”

(e use of the plural “members” in Swinney’s final sentence
reveals his reluctance to accept, or at any rate admit, the differ-
ence between being part of a member state and becoming a new
state, the central point – of law or Realpolitik, as you prefer –
that Barroso, and before him Prodi, had insisted on.)

No existing member state has
ever split into two, so the
question of what happens if
both parts want to stay in the EU
or if one wants to stay and the
other to leave, has never arisen
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A TIMETABLE FOR TRANSITION
In a bid to restore credibility and regain the initiative, on 5
February 2013 the Scottish government unveiled a timetable
that begins immediately after a presumed yes vote in the refer-
endum – then still expected to be held in October 2014, but
subsequently set for 18 September – and runs through to inde-
pendence day on 31 March 2016, fol-
lowed by the Holyrood election in May. A
decision about whether Scotland would
participate in the Westminster election
due in May 2015 will be taken after the
referendum. is schedule raises two
questions: Will the EU authorities be
willing to open talks with Edinburgh
before Scotland achieves formal inde-
pendence, while Edinburgh and London
are still haggling over the terms of inde-
pendence? And if so, could both sets of
negotiations be concluded in the space of 18 months (in prac-
tice, only 17 months, allowing one month off for the
Westminster election campaign)?

The answer to the first question is almost certainly yes.
Neither London nor Brussels will address any of the issues
to be settled by negotiation as long as they remain hypo-

thetical, so the Scottish government cannot expect to start talks
prior to the referendum, a fact of political life that voters,
demanding more information before making up their minds,
will simply have to live with. But assuming a yes vote, there is
nothing in EU law that precludes a territory that has voted for
independence negotiating its accession, while still sorting out
the terms of a divorce settlement. And it would clearly be in the
interests of all member states to avoid the legal and commercial
disruption that would ensue if, on independence day, Scotland
were to be removed from the EU until its application to join is
approved. Provided everyone co-operates, much of the ground-
work could be done before secession. But formally, Scotland
would have to be a state before it could accede. us, a gap
opens up between secession and accession. e formalities take
time: accession negotiations with Croatia, for example, were
completed in 2011, but national ratification, which is entirely a
matter for individual member states, took two more years.

Complications and delays could also arise from the fact that
during the transition period, Scotland would continue to be rep-
resented in the European Council by the UK government.
Barring his unexpected demise or defenestration, at least until
May 2015 that government will be headed by David Cameron,
whose policy of “less Europe, not more” runs counter to the
efforts of EU leaders to resolve the crisis in the eurozone by
pressing on with further integration in the form of a banking
union and a fiscal union. Negotiations over Scotland’s accession
could fall foul of attempts by London to secure a revision of the
EU treaties or to start the process of withdrawing from the EU
after an in/out referendum in the rUK. I shall return to this
problem later.

Whether the trilateral negotiations could be completed on
the timescale envisaged no one knows. In their legal advice to

the UK government on the consequences of Scottish independ-
ence, Professor James Crawford of Cambridge University and
Professor Alan Boyle of Edinburgh University express scepti-
cism, opining that three years would be a more realistic esti-
mate. Certainly the scale of the challenge is considerable. e
Scottish government would be negotiating with London over

Scotland’s share of the UK’s national
debt, public assets and oil and gas rev-
enues, along with currency and financial
regulation, pensions and social security,
defence and foreign affairs, energy and
telecommunications, and other, lesser
matters. At the same time, it would be
negotiating with Brussels over the terms
of Scotland’s accession to the EU. at
said, since the UK has been a member
state for forty years, Scotland is clearly
not in the same position as Croatia or

Turkey, so presumably its commitment to democracy, the rule
of law and human rights could be taken as read.

THE ROAD TO ACCESSION
How difficult would accession negotiations be? As John Kerr
points out, much would depend on the stance of the Scottish
government itself.1 It would be unwise for Scotland, as a
prospective new member, to seek changes in, say, the Common
Agricultural and Fisheries policies, however desirable such
changes might be from Scotland’s point of view. e best course
would be to stress from the outset that its sole aim is to reinstate
the rights enjoyed and obligations accepted when part of the
UK. is would make it difficult for EU governments uneasy
about Scotland’s accession – notably, Spain, wrestling with the
aspirations of Catalans and Basques – to raise objections or
cause delay.

But there would still be problems over UK opt-outs from
the acquis communautaire, the accumulated legacy of EU
policies which new members are required to adopt. In

ascending order of difficulty, the three main stumbling-blocks
are: the Schengen Agreement on border controls, originally
organised outside the framework of the EU, but incorporated
into EU law under the Amsterdam Treaty of 1999, with opt-outs
for the UK and Ireland; the budget rebate secured by Mrs
atcher at Fontainebleau in 1984; and the opt-out from mone-
tary union negotiated for the UK by John Major at Maastricht in
1992.

e borderless Schengen Area operates very much like a
single state for international travel purposes, with external
border controls for travellers entering and exiting the area, and
with common visas, but no internal border controls. e UK
has not signed up, but neither has Ireland, which maintains a
separate travel area with the UK. So Scotland could follow the
Irish precedent, thereby avoiding border checks at Gretna
Green, and could signal its willingness to fall into line with con-
tinental member states as soon as London and Dublin do so.

e UK’s budget rebate repays two thirds of the difference
between the UK’s contribution to the EU budget and EU recip-

The independence debate

Neither London nor Brussels will
address any of the issues to be
settled by negotiation as long as
they remain hypothetical, so
the Scottish government cannot
expect to start talks prior to the
referendum



Ukip (or should it be English Independence Party?) has been spooking the Tories in England but attracted few
votes in the Scottish parliament by-election in Aberdeen in June. Their leader Nigel Farage is frequently filmed

for TV knocking back a pint of beer, no doubt to emphasise his ordinary “blokey” credentials … which sit
rather uneasily with his admission of having set up a trust fund in an off-shore tax haven
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rocal payments to the UK. Over the past thirty years it has saved
the UK some £70 billion at today’s prices, or roughly £2.3 billion
a year. e UK now contributes 10% of the budget, far less than
Germany, which contributes 20%, and somewhat less than
France and Italy. e rebate, originally secured by strong-arm
tactics and regarded ever since by the Tory right and the tabloid
press as a symbol of national virility, is deeply resented by other
member states, not least because the EU budget is a zero-sum
game: the less the UK pays, the more all the rest must pay. ere
is little chance that Scotland would be able to retain the
atcher rebate, even if it wanted to. Better, therefore, to offer to
give it up as a gesture of goodwill. is is, in effect, the price to
be paid for joining the club.

New members of the EU now take on a commitment to join
the euro when they have satisfied the conditions for doing
so. is is not an insuperable barrier to Scotland’s acces-

sion. Sweden has no formal opt-out, but retains its own currency
and though still committed in principle to joining the euro, is
unlikely to do so any time soon. Most Swedes, like most Britons,
want to keep their own currency and central bank. For a while,
after the successful launch of the single currency between 1998
and 2000, Swedish opinion shifted from “No, not now” to “Yes,
but not now”, but since the financial crash of 2007–8 exposed
deep flaws in the design of the euro, dividing the northern “core”
of the euro-area from its southern “periphery” and plunging half
of Europe into depression, the issue has
died. In the more benign global condi-
tions of the early 1990s, Sweden made a
full and relatively rapid recovery from its
own financial crisis and has weathered
the recent storm better than most other
European countries. us, until the euro-
area resolves its crisis, no Swedish gov-
ernment would dream of holding another
referendum on whether to join it.

So is a commitment to join the euro at some “appropriate”,
but unspecified juncture a token gesture, with no real conse-
quences for Scotland? Not entirely, for it sits uneasily beside the
SNP’s current policy of retaining the pound and seeking to form
a currency union with the rUK. is might be presented as an
interim arrangement, to be superseded one day, if and when
Scotland and the rUK jointly decide to give up the pound and
embrace the euro, presumably after a referendum in both coun-
tries. But what if Scotland votes for independence in 2014 and
the rUK subsequently votes to leave the EU? e tension
between membership of the EU and protecting Scotland’s ties
with the rUK would then become apparent, as the prospect of
bureaux de change along the Tweed passed from the realms of
fantasy to the horizon of possibility.

More generally, in the hurly burly of the referendum debate,
even the formal admission that Scotland might some day
switch from one currency union to another gives SNP policy a
provisional, makeshift appearance, adding to the irreducible
uncertainty that the prospect of secession poses for business
and financial interests. (e same applies to the proposal that,
after a suitable interval, an independent Scotland should create

its own currency. is proposal also carries the further risk of
provoking conflict with the EU. It is one thing to retain your
historic currency, pending a switch to the euro, but quite
another to introduce an entirely new one, in preference to the
euro.)

AN INVIDIOUS CHOICE?
Until now, the working assumption has been that an independ-
ent Scotland and the rUK would both remain in the EU. All
Scottish parties, pro- and anti-independence, take it for granted
that Scots are committed to Europe or, at least, have no wish to
leave it. Bizarrely, this includes the Eurosceptic Scottish Tories,
who try to scare voters with the threat that an independent
Scotland would be forced out of the EU. But with the rise of
Ukip in England and the growing likelihood of an in/out EU ref-
erendum in the next Westminster parliament, Scots now have
to reckon with the possibility that they might end up there
alone. Indeed, the SNP has started urging people to vote for
independence in order to stay in the EU.

According to Angus Roxburgh, a former BBC Europe corre-
spondent:

“Scots now face an invidious choice: vote next year for inde-
pendence (and, it is assumed, membership of the EU) and risk
the collapse of links with England if it then votes to leave the EU;
or vote to stay in the UK and risk being taken out of the EU
anyway, courtesy of voters down south.”2

is dilemma, he notes, falls into a
familiar pattern in British politics. In 18
general elections since the Second World
War, the Conservatives have won a
majority in Scotland only once (1955), yet
they have formed the government at
Westminster nine times. Despite voting
consistently for the left, Scotland has
been governed by Labour for only 30
years out of 68.

How serious is the danger that if Scotland votes to stay in
the UK, it could end up outside the EU? Asked how they
would vote if an in/out referendum were held today, the

British public is evenly divided. According to a Guardian/ICM
poll conducted in mid-May, a majority of 43–41 favours with-
drawal, with the rest undecided, and this at a time when Europe
is in the doldrums and hardly anyone has a good word to say for
it. Moreover, only one voter in ten regards Europe as the most
pressing issue facing the country.

e meteoric rise of Ukip as an English nationalist party has
spooked the Tories because it threatens to split the right and let
Labour back into government, whether alone or in coalition
with the Lib Dems, just as thirty years ago the rise of the SDP
split the left and handed Mrs atcher a landslide victory in
1983. But the root cause of Ukip’s success is less antipathy to the
EU – 40% of Ukip voters want to stay in Europe – than general
disgruntlement with the political class and the decline of
Britain. In this respect, their views are a more extreme version
of attitudes held by English voters as a whole. Indeed, while the
Ukip threat to the Tories is real, it may have been overstated, for

The meteoric rise of Ukip as an
English nationalist party has
spooked the Tories because it
threatens to split the right and
let Labour back into
government
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though the Tories have suffered most from defections to Ukip,
England’s fourth party has also taken votes from Labour and the
Lib Dems.

As an “island-race” that once ruled a global empire which
has left its mark on the UK’s constitutional arrangements,
foreign policy, military posture, trade links and financial

system, Britons have always been reluctant Europeans.
However, recent history suggests that when questions of geo-
political alignment are seriously debated, British voters have no
time for “splendid isolation”. In 1975, only months before the
referendum on whether to accept the terms of a cosmetic “rene-
gotiation” conducted by Harold Wilson for reasons of party
management, opponents of the “Common Market”, as it was
then generally known, were well ahead in the polls. In the event,
they were decisively defeated by a majority of 2 to 1.

By calling a national referendum at a time of intractable eco-
nomic crisis – with recurrent strikes, double-digit inflation,
dwindling profits and rising unemployment – the wily Labour
leader managed to rout his critics on the left, who shared with
the Tory right the illusion that Britain could somehow solve its
problems by going it alone as a sovereign power, free from con-
tinental entanglements and constraints. David Cameron may be
hoping to emulate Wilson’s example. It is, however, salutary to
recall that though the Labour government of 1974–9 won this
particular battle, it went on to lose the war. Just over three years
later, its Herculean efforts to manage industrial conflict, control
inflation, restore profitability, boost investment and reduce
unemployment on the basis of a social contract with the unions,
fell apart in the “Winter of Discontent”. With this disaster,

responsibility for tackling the crisis passed to the neo-liberal
right, which seized the opportunity to emasculate the unions,
dismantle the post-war settlement and establish a “free econo-
my” under the aegis of a strong state.

e crisis we face today is different from that of the 1970s, but
no less daunting. Besides recovering from depression and rebal-
ancing our economy, we need to repair the fabric of our society
and regenerate our democracy within the framework of a new
constitutional settlement that gives greater responsibility and
fiscal powers to local authorities, as well as extending and
strengthening the powers of devolved national governments.
And beyond these shores, the historic nations of the UK should
all be actively involved in efforts to reform the EU, helping it to
regain popular legitimacy. For the moment, this is a project in
search of agencies with the will, strength, patience and skill to
see it through in the face of organised resistance, structural bias
and institutional inertia. In broad outline, we know what needs
to be done. e problem is to work out how to get it done and
who is going to do it. Nevertheless, in thinking about the
coming spate of parliamentary elections and national referen-
dums – in Scotland, the UK and the EU – we should do well to
keep both project and problem in mind.

n David�Purdy�is�a�member�of�Democratic�Left�Scotland�and�a
regular�contributor�to�Perspectives.

NOTES
1. John Kerr, “Don’t Count On It”, Prospect, February 2013,

pp 32–36.
2. Angus Roxburgh, the Guardian, 20 May 2013.
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Changin Scotland – Scotland’s alternative festival of ideas, culture and politics
Friday November 1st – Sunday November 3rd 2013, Newbattle Abbey College, by Dalkeith

This November we are at Newbattle Abbey College just south of Edinburgh for a weekend on how to do social change,
activism and campaigning in a different way!

This weekend will be a departure in feel, style and setting – and is facilitated and led by Stephen Duncombe and Steve
Lambert of the Centre for Artistic Activism who are based at New York University.

This will be a participatory weekend bringing together community politics with cultural and civic engagement. It will look
at how to be a creative kind of activist, build alliances, and beyond tactics and strategy, start to envision a different kind of
politics and world!

We cannot promise to change the world in a single weekend but we can make a start! The weekend will address how
cultural activists and practitioners can develop a better political intelligence, and political campaigners nurture a more
informed cultural awareness, and the two influence and cross-fertilise each other.

This weekend will be stimulating, demanding and challenging, enjoyable and fun. We ask that people come rested, open
minded and willing to collaborate with others.

Weekend Details: The weekend runs from Friday 1st 8.00pm start (with a meal from 6.30pm onwards), all day Saturday and
Sunday concluding 4.00pm. Extra attractions include an intimate gig with acclaimed folksinger Karine Polwart on Saturday
night. Tickets for the weekend are £60 (accommodation and food extra). Please contact for booking: Newbattle Abbey
College Reception: 0131 663 1921.

We have a limited number of places so book early!

Next Changin Scotland dates: March 28–30 at The Ceilidh Place, Ullapool
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Changing Scotland:
opportunities of the independence
referendum debate

Iwas born and brought up in
Zimbabwe. I am South African citi-
zen. Why then, do I care so much

about the Scottish Independence debate?
I moved to Scotland, to study, for what

I thought would be three years, but fif-
teen years later I am still here and I strug-
gle to imagine living anywhere else. I have
constructed my entire adult life here,
despite retaining a very strong connec-
tion to my Harare home.

Scotland is changing. We are in the
middle of a historic constitutional debate
that has excited people about this
enchanting country in so many different
ways. Being a part of the movement that
is creating the new Scotland, regardless
of the result of the referendum vote next
September, is a great privilege and an
opportunity that I am keen to grasp with
both hands. e next fourteen months is
about articulating different possibilities
for Scotland, creating positive visions to
make our country and our world a better
place.

Whilst I will be spending this time
campaigning for a yes vote, I hope that
this approach to the debate can spread
from just those who are campaigning for
a yes vote. I hope that we can help to re-
imagine how Scotland could be a better
place in the Union. We need not a Better
Together campaign, but a Redder
Together campaign – a campaign for a
radical union. is could well change the
direction of British politics too, by
moving the focus away from the “what
can we cut next” culture to a renewed
vision of what our country could be like.

But I want to set out here why I care
about Scotland’s constitutional future,

and why do I find the argument for a rad-
ical, republican Scotland so compelling.

ere are a lot of good reasons for
Scotland to become independent but, for
me, nationalism is not one of them; I am
not a nationalist, I am an internationalist.
What matters to me are political struc-
tures that engage and enable the partici-
pation of the citizens that they claim to

Currently, both Labour and the
Conservatives have the same prescrip-
tion for the future of Britain: more pri-
vatisation, more benefit cuts, more
wealth to the wealthy.

ere are very few politicians arguing
against the pernicious and destructive
austerity measures being imposed on our
communities by the Westminster elite.
Indeed, Johann Lamont’s attack on uni-
versal benefits last year, and Labour’s Eds
both declaring that a Labour government
in Westminster would not reverse the
Tory cuts are utterly baffling to me. And
it is impossible to see anyone else win-
ning a UK election. Yes, Ukip might make
some inroads, but Nigel Farage’s wel-
come in Edinburgh (being refused pas-
sage by two taxis, being locked in a pub
following a protest, having to be taken
home by the police) pretty much
describes what I feel about that odious
man and his racist, bigoted party.

I think it is clear that the Scottish
working classes have rejected the
Unionist parties, with a majority voting
SNP in 2011 (60% of trade unionists
voted SNP). And I think this is partly
because (and it pains me to say this as a
Green) the SNP have articulated a politi-
cal vision much closer to that of the
Scottish people, particularly the working
people, than Labour’s cuts and knife
crime agenda.

And, whilst I’m talking about the SNP,
it is important to acknowledge that
we would not be in the position to

be having this constitutional debate were
it not for what they have achieved in
Holyrood over the last six years.

serve, economic principles that are not
stacked against the majority, and com-
munity organising that has a voice that is
heard.

The British state is broken. e UK is
most certainly not OK! It has been
totally captured by corporate and

imperial interests. In my humble south-
ern African opinion, I think the last ade-
quate British government left office more
that forty years ago. at was the first
Wilson government, which invested in
British technology, pursued full employ-
ment, abolished the death penalty,
legalised abortion and homosexuality; it
was economically competent and socially
progressive.

Since then, the UK has had a combina-
tion of aggressive right wing govern-
ments under atcher and Cameron, and
largely ineffective Labour governments
under Callaghan, Blair and Brown. e
others aren’t really worth mentioning.

The British state is broken.
The UK is most certainly not OK!
It has been totally captured by
corporate and imperial interests

Nationalism is not a good basis for Scotland to become
independent, but the opportunity to build a more active
participatory democracy is a compelling reason to vote Yes
in the referendum, argues Maggie Chapman
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However, I do not see the
Independence debate as being just about
electoral politics. In many ways, our elec-
toral political system is broken. e
structures of government we have do not
represent the people adequately (for
example, we have the largest municipal
governance districts in the whole of
Europe – Andy Wightman has written
extensively on the disenfranchisement of
the British people). People don’t vote, and
when they do, the majority of their votes
won’t count.

And yet communities across Scotland
are coming together and organising
because they believe in and desire

profound social change. Profound social
change comes from social movements,
and I think future generations will identi-
fy the current struggle to develop and
maintain a more egalitarian political set-
tlement for Scotland through independ-
ence as one of the most significant in our
time. ere is clearly excitement and
enthusiasm for this political project; a
strong and determined desire to create a
more equal, participative, engaged politi-
cal system for Scotland.

So, with a yes vote next September, we
can build the kind of radical, progressive
Scotland that we want.

A Scotland that controls its own social
security system, supporting the most vul-
nerable. I would want to see a citizen’s

income, a liveable income for every Scot
that will end poverty, stopping the
reliance on foodbanks. It is outrageous
that, in a so-called developed country,
over 14,000 people rely on foodbanks
every day.

We can have a Scotland that builds and
sustains its own economy, an economy
based on an energy revolution which
secures wealth for all not corporate capi-
talism and wealth for the few. We should
be giving communities the power to con-
trol their own energy supplies, and
enable local decision-making in infra-
structure planning and development.

workers to ransom. Linked to this is the
need to ensure we have a stronger voice
in Europe, to ensure common policies are
reformed to our benefit and the diversity
of life in Scotland is represented.

We can re-democratise our institu-
tions. I love the BBC but its pro
austerity, pro Cameron, pro Ukip

stance is disgraceful. We can, through
this movement for Scotland, change how
the media works.

We can challenge the centralisation of
the state and give communities back a say
over their futures. We can make the argu-
ment for a fairer tax system that isn’t
designed to encourage tax evasion.

And we can have a Scotland that does
not turn its back on foreigners, but turns
its back on war; a Scotland that does not
look down on people who look or sound
different to us but instead plays its part
on the international stage in the struggle
for peace.

So, we have a political project and
social movement that we need to build to
drive the change we want, starting with
reclaiming and then restructuring our
economy. e economy requires radical
reform, and global regulation. And we
know that the British government has no
interest in delivering this – it is in the
pockets of corporate interests, and will
only help to ensure that multinational
corporations retain control over people’s
lives.

So, what we have is a real opportunity
to engage in and help direct the debate
about Scotland’s future: to build a pro-
gressive Scotland, and I believe that sup-
porting independence is the means that
can deliver the Scotland in which I hope
to live. And we also have the opportunity
to make a serious contribution to the
debate in British politics, to shift political
power back down to the level of people.

n Maggie�Chapman�is�Green�councillor
for�Leith�Walk�in�Edinburgh�and�is�the�top
Green�candidate�for�the�2014�European
election� in� the� Scotland� constituency.
Maggie� teaches� cultural� geography�and
environmental�philosophy�at�Edinburgh
Napier�University�and�is�an�EIS�represen-
tative.�Originally� from�Harare,� she�has
worked� in� environmental� management
and�community�care.
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It is outrageous that, in a
so-called developed country,
over 14,000 people rely on
foodbanks every day

We can build a Scotland that invests in
its people with properly funded, empow-
ering, emancipating education.
Education is clearly a common good, and
it should be paid for by common funds,
not simply be a preserve of the wealthy.

We need a Scotland that redistributes
the wealth that resides in our land.
Farmers and their communities should
benefit from the agricultural payments
and support available; aristocratic land
owners should not be able to hold farm

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

www.democraticleftscotland.org.uk
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“I�shall�not�miss�the�institutionalized
servility�that�is�the�worship�of�the
royals …�or�the�cringing�respect�accorded
to�the�shitting�out�of�value-bereft
Ruritanian�‘honours’�by�the�government
of�the�fucking�day,�or�the�hounding�of�the
poor�and�disabled�and�the�cosseting�of
the�rich�and�privileged.”
Iain Banks (1954–2013)

ONE
In a recent article for Better Together,
Rory Stewart MP wrote in defence of the
Westminster system:

“Common parliaments and shared
governments are the foundation that
support a whole architecture of common
institutions, departments and political
culture. ey shape the most basic ele-
ments of our economy, our society, our
values and our world-views.”

e right asserts the strength of
common institutions in shaping our lives
and values, and defends them as the nec-
essary infrastructure of society.
Institutions do shape our values, just as
our values shape the institutions. But in
the UK at the moment, the sentiments
they shape are very often pernicious.

A few days later in response to a
Scottish Government-commissioned
report, Better Together published a
defence of shared welfare provision
across the UK:

“Our welfare state is a complex, inte-
grated, cross-border system that can’t be
easily disentangled. By pooling our
resources across the UK we can share the
burden of funding and administrating
benefits and pensions.”

e response made no reference to
policies or principles of welfare, to puni-
tive taxes on the workless and disabled,

or to the gradual shift from social solidar-
ity to pitiful social insurance.

Iain Banks’s parting tirade attacked
what Rory Stewart defends: a privileged
elite that leaves millions to subsist on
minimal pay or workfare; a government
devoid of morals, responsible for
exploitation, abuse and increased suffer-
ing, that withdraws social support and
allows lives to descend into indignity and
poverty.

A moral impulse motivates the left,
and we would do well, through coming
times, to remember it. We are motivated
by institutionalised servility, institution-
alised poverty, the valueless pursuit of
governments, “the hounding of the poor
and disabled and the cosseting of the rich
and privileged”. Witnessing the despair of
people forced through ATOS tests makes
us angry: seeing lives ruined by workless-
ness, exploitation and poverty. And it is
not only the lives of the least privileged,
but all lives spoilt by overwork, unre-
warded care, wasted leisure, violence and
over-consumption, which provoke our
reaction.

Banks attacked values common across
the country; we should begin where he
ended, to look at the sentiments, values,
and conditions of society, consider their
roots and causes, and work to make them
better.

TWO
Our first reaction is the right one: to
defend those who are under attack. Moral
outrage finds a constructive channel
through offering of legal advice, services,
and attacking those who carry out
destructive reform. e bedroom tax
movement is an example of this: an act of
solidarity springs from our moral impulse.

But in suggesting an alternative, we
wander away from the spring of action.
We want to understand how, from the
current state of our society, we move to
something better. So we lift our eyes and
look to other places.

We soon find countries with better
“social outcomes”. What can we observe
about the policies and infrastructure that
seem to be the main difference between
here and there? We research them and
discuss them – some people visit them.
We develop a fantastic model, and pres-
ent a list of demands to improve Scotland,
through replacing institutions and imple-
menting a set of policies or reforms.

But changing social outcomes can only
be part of a left programme. We some-
times kid ourselves we are motivated by
“reducing inequality”, or by raising total
tax take; by reining in finance, or devel-
oping active democracy. If so, we have
lost the plot. is is the motivation of a
town planner.

In scoping out our programme, we
risk masking the values and morality of
our own society with those of another,
and losing touch with the people whose
social mores and conditions we wish to
change. is policy-type response also
views institutions as having a particular
effect on conditions of life, rather than
expressing and causing particular moral-
ities – in short, it is too concerned with
outcomes. It treats society as something
to which policy is applied, rather than a
developing entity with its own morality
and relationship to government and
institutions.

e focus on equality is important, but
rather than projecting different “visions”
of more equal societies onto our own, we
should learn from an understanding of

Moral democracy

Morals over models –
institutions and the left in Scotland

A moral impulse motivates the left, which we would do well
to remember. Cailean Gallagher looks forward to the
development of moral democracy as the key to how people
do, and should, live through institutions
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society that for too long has been associ-
ated with the right.

THREE
e left should study institutions, their
development and influence, and the way
they combine to shape a society. In e
Scottish� Political� Tradition, Hanham
originates this institutional study with
the three key figures who developed soci-
ological thought during the Scottish
Enlightenment, Adam Smith, Adam
Ferguson and John Millar, who “shared a
common desire to make the study of
social and governmental institutions sci-
entific … [to] account for the effects of
institutions on mankind and the nature
of [other] institutions ...”

Adam Ferguson traced the develop-
ment of institutions through the activity
and history of civil society. His Essay�on
the�History�of�Civil�Society gives a per-
spective especially pertinent to Scotland
which developed its own institutions
independently of a state, and might guide
our judgment as to which aspects of
Scottish society we should attribute to
the success and failure of institutions, as
opposed to the distance of government,
form of constitution, or condition of
people.

But it was Adam Smith, seeing that
institutions are the means by which vari-
ous impulses or sentiments are realised,
who crafted the most helpful tools for a
moral critique of institutions. It is by
examining institutions’ ill effects that we
may judge their social and moral worth.
e test of institutions is the value of the
impulses realised through them, and the
virtue of the people who use them.

is kind of critical institutional tradi-
tion has been claimed by the right,
notably by another Scot called Ferguson
who accounts for Britain’s failings in
terms of e�Great�Degeneration of its
institutional stagnation. Niall Ferguson
bemoans the West’s “stationary state”,
where the freedom required to increase
affluence has been lost thanks to coun-
tries “frittering away the institutional
inheritance of centuries”, and allowing
civil society to become “uncivil society,
where we lazily expect all our problems
to be solved by the state”.

Like much of the Scottish
Enlightenment’s legacy, this tradition

should be reclaimed from the right. For
the likes of Niall Ferguson and Rory
Stewart, it is the protection and restora-
tion of dying institutions that is the order
of the day. e left’s response to their
reactionary project must be at once criti-
cal and moral.

FOUR
e socialist believes we have it in us to
be good, flourishing and social beings.
e test of our institutions should be the
value of the instincts they allow people to
realise. When people act through an
institution, they should respond with
benevolent or social impulses. is
means they need to be aware of their
social role and the impact of their actions
on others through these institutions.
ey need to develop a sense of the social
effects of what they do; but at the same
time see how a harmonious society
brings good results to themselves and
those they care about.

This idea was fairly expressed by
Johann Lamont at Scottish Labour
Conference in April, when she

explained her instinctive social under-
standing of the impact she had as a
teacher: school education should be such
that pupils’ social instincts and aspira-
tions are developed and realised. A good
system of justice engenders respect
among the society it serves, so long as the
laws it upholds are seen to be just; and
the integrity of the legislature depends on
its reference to the lives and values of
people in society. A good university
leaves students not just with skills to spin
money out of marketing or finance, but
with knowledge that is morally relevant
to elements of life that affect people in
common.

And institutions with a moral priority
develop values that shape their practice.
A good health service will place social
wellbeing and public health alongside
clinical excellence, and ensure treatment
respects patients’ dignity. A good police
service will be sensitive to the humanity
of whomever it deals with.

We should remember our moral moti-
vation each time we look at the lives and
conditions people are falling into; and we
should consider the explanation in terms
of equality, and the exploits of capitalists,

but also in terms of institutions. If inade-
quate institutions in civil society spread
unfulfilling stagnancy through commu-
nities, it is good institutions that allow
human life to be fulfilling and diverse.

When we look at the institutional
causes of this immorality we find them to
be many things: unfair, illiberal, restrict-
ed, degenerate – and in the favourite
sense of the contemporary left, unequal.
Inequality is just a symptom of the failure
of institutions to be good for people, and
of the failure of government to create the
right institutions for a good common-
wealth. We should remember that moral
impulses motivate us, and others, to
change.

And for radicals who understand that
as we live through institutions, so those
who are excluded or oppressed by them
must find some way to control them; for
radicals who seek new alternatives for
our institutions through control of an
informed commons or public; then a
country that acts in the interest of the
social good must be one where people are
in control of institutions.

Institutions do not drive the left; but
the left should find ways to drive them
with morals in mind. It should aspire to
change them.

FIVE
How do we go about changing institu-
tions? David Hume showed that institu-
tions, government, laws and customs are
gradually built up over time, and altering
their direction is a difficult and often
impossible task. Only a thorough under-
standing of how society is organised –
which is the science of politics – enables
its effective deliberate change.

Hume said the opportunity for institu-
tional and social change comes seldom;
but that when it does then it is the science
of politics that requires study in order to
reshape our values in society. e work of
the left must be to find these opportuni-
ties, and to enable change through study-
ing the institutions.

One great opportunity as yet unre-
alised is the financial crash. We are yet to
see whether the left can take this oppor-
tunity. Yet alongside global transition are
national ones, and next year’s referen-
dum and the potential of independence
are a viable opportunity to reconsider

Moral democracy
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Scotland’s institutions, individually and
collectively, and set out aspirations for
their transition.

If we take the opportunities, there are
three great things that could arise from
this. e first is change itself: we can take
different institutional directions and
bring influence to bear on the institutions
of Scotland.

But the second is imperative too: the
reappraisal of our own institutions means
developing a new science of politics on
the left. With this study of politics, and
the shared assessment of the institutions
of Scotland, so the left begins a process of
its own renewal.

And this gives rise to the third possibil-
ity: that we begin to rediscover the value
of our own morality – we find, in consid-
ering quite radical change, the chance to

make the moral impulse the source of our
movement.

SIX
e idea of democracy, and of popular
influence over these processes, has been
absent from my discussion. is is not to
say it is unimportant; indeed, one of the
chief ways to change institutions would
be through democracy.

ere are various ways to develop a
kind of moral democracy, or democratic
morality. Democracy is, as it always has
been, an aspiration. It supposes not the
unfaltering wisdom of all people, but the
capacity of each to choose the best for all,
in their actions and decisions. is is why
it is moral. So we need not only think of
democracy as control over decisions
affecting our own lives, which is a selfish

form of democracy, but as a system which
has the real needs and wishes of people,
through their social roles, as the key refer-
ence point to discover how people do, and
should, live through institutions.

MORAL DEMOCRACY IN CIVIL
SOCIETY
Recently Jonathon Anderson wrote on a
new young left blog that the values of civic
society developed by the left are those
from which a thousand flowers could
bloom. Were these values to be realised,
people would act from social impulses,
grounded in moral sentiment – striving to
live according to better instincts than
those which serve their own private ends.
Institutions should facilitate the endeav-
our to live in a better nation.

MORAL DEMOCRACY IN
GOVERNMENT
ere is a political and governmental role
which, despite the many years of institu-
tional development in its absence, is cru-
cial to instituting a better country.
Government is a direct democratic arm
of the people and can also achieve a bal-
anced and good relationship between dif-
ferent parts of society. If government is to
guide Scotland’s institutions in the right
way, it must be full of people who under-
stand the relation between people, insti-
tutions, and government.

MORAL DEMOCRACY IN AN
INDEPENDENT SCOTLAND
Although much of this could be possible if
the government of Scotland controls only
certain powers, it should be clear that the
possibilities are much wider with inde-
pendence. In working for independence
we can also make a moral case, and devel-
op a critique of institutions that is coupled
with aspirations for a restated Scotland.
e presentation of the potential of the
whole state as a moral democratic one is a
process that must start now.

n Cailean� Gallagher� is� from� Glasgow,
where�he�lives�and�works�as�a�researcher
for�Yes�Scotland.�As�a�student�he�founded
and�edited�the�Oxford Left Review,�and
has�worked�with�openDemocracy�includ-
ing�as�a�co-editor�of�Fightback! A Reader
on the Winter of Protest.�He�is�a�member
of�the�Labour�Party.

Standing an inch or two above Edinburgh Castle I touch the sky for luck
(well, who wouldn’t?) and come away with
history smeared on my fingers.

Seems like Scottish history. 

Hmm, tastes like it, too.

With nowhere else to go, is this where Scotland’s past has ended up –
leaving us stranded in mid-air?

The wind’s much stronger here, blowing us a few days forwards,
a few days back. A few days, a few years …

An unexpected gust carries us into a Scottish Ice Age. Our country’s
frozen into place beneath us, preserved
in a glacier centuries-thick.

What now?

Should we wait until a tell-tale crack opens at our feet, as if by magic?

Should we enjoy ourselves, get scarfed and bobble-hatted to
go sliding Wheeeeeeee…
into the future? 

One thing’s for certain – 
Thanks to global warming we’re sure to fall
back down to earth … and soon.

It’s surely time to spread our wings.
Time to cross our fingers before we hit the ground.

Ron Butlin (Edinburgh’s Makar)

Scottish independence as seen from
above Edinburgh Castle

“If government is to guide Scotland’s institutions in the right
way, it must be full of people who understand the relation

between people, institutions, and government
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The processes used in “extreme” or “unconventional” gas
extraction are Hydraulic Fracturing (fracking), Coal
Bed Methane (CBM) recovery, tar sands extraction and
Underground Coal Gasification (UCG). By these meth-
ods energy extraction becomes increasingly intense and

destructive and as the easier-to-extract resources become
depleted, the countryside become increasingly devastated.

ey are being vigorously challenged by a growing body of
citizens across the world.

Some geologists say it takes more energy to extract these
“extremes” than can be retrieved from them.

is article is concerned with the most immediate threats in
the UK from shale gas and CBM recovery, and in particular with
the development at Letham Moss near Airth, close to Falkirk in
Stirlingshire, which Dart Energy has called its “flagship” devel-
opment. ere are 16 wells already completed, with one opera-
tional and supplying gas to South of Scotland Electricity, and a
present application for 22 new wells at 14 sites in this area.
ere are also indications that this may be the beginning of sev-
eral hundred more wells in the future in this area and possibly
thousands across the UK.

We are also concerned that “In 2009 and 2010 the (Coal)
Authority received applications for, and granted, some 14 con-
ditional near offshore UCG licences to companies keen to
pursue the technology further in Great Britain.”

PLANNING
In the UK, the planning authority may ask for an Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA). Such applications require consulta-
tion with public bodies to make an assessment of likely signifi-
cant adverse environmental effects arising from a proposed
development.

In the case of Coal Bed Methane extraction by Dart Energy at
Airth, bodies consulted were Falkirk and Stirling councils, five
community councils (including Airth CC), Scottish
Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA), Scottish Natural
Heritage (SNH), Historic Scotland, the Royal Society for the
Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the Health and Safety Executive
(H&SE).

Public exhibitions were also held but were, by report, poorly
attended.

ese meetings are intended to discuss a variety of environ-
mental concerns.

ere is, however, one glaring omission!
In their fairly wide-ranging choice of consultees, and

although it is well known that there are considerable potential

health concerns arising from such operations, they did not
include any public health specialists. It might therefor appear
that the planning process barely recognises people as part of the
environment.

Yet according to the Public Health Act Scotland 2008, “there
is a duty of Scottish Ministers, Health Boards and Local
Authorities to protect public health, to continue to make provi-
sion, or secure that provision is made for the purpose of protect-
ing public health in Scotland from infectious diseases;
contamination; or other such hazards, which constitute a
danger to human health; and includes the prevention of, the
control of and the provision of a public health response to such
diseases, contamination or other hazards.”

We need a Health Impact Assessment (HIA) for such devel-
opments.

ere is also a lack of proper assessment of the contribution
made by “unconventional gas” recovery to climate change.

It is widely trumpeted that burning methane creates about
half the CO2 than even dirtier coal. True, if we only consider
the burning. Taking into account the whole operation of

drilling recovery, flaring and leaks – according to reports,
mainly from the US and Australia where such work has been
going on for many years, there are many leaks – and a very dif-
ferent picture emerges, especially when we recognise that
methane is about 25 times more potent a greenhouse gas than
CO2.

e inevitable conclusion must be that it is no longer accept-
able to invest new money and resources in the recovery of fossil
fuels, which have no long-term viability. If current rates of con-
sumption continue they are almost certain to cause serious
environmental damage and extraction is set to grow ever more
expensive and ecologically destructive. To know this and still
pursue this route is surely folly.

Investment must be directed to energy conservation and
clean, locally managed renewable sources of energy, which we
know will mitigate environmental harm and last indefinitely.

ere are numerous reasons for objecting to the exploration
and recovery of “unconventional gas”. Reason enough would be
to prevent huge swathes of our wild and beautiful countryside
from being devastated. However, we must also focus on the
potential major existential effects of the use of fossil fuels on the
health of humans and other species and on climate. Many of us,
including the Women’s Environmental Network Scotland
(WENS), have for many years been at pains to show the link
between these two major aspects of pollution – that from pol-

Extreme energy extraction

Fracking in Falkirk
Anti-fracking protests in the south of England have hit the
headlines. But developments in Scotland are also a cause
for concern says Morag Parnell, not least the levels of
toxic chemicals that emanate from the fracking process
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luting the atmosphere with greenhouse gases and polluting our
bodies with the products of burning the same fossil fuels and, in
addition, from producing and using the hundreds of everyday
products derived from them.

Climate and public health: two sides of one coin.

HISTORY
Because of the current explosion of interest in this technology in
the UK, we might be forgiven for thinking it is something new.
Yet according to Bamberger and Oswald, hydraulic fracturing
was introduced in the US in the 1940s. en it was a less
destructive operation than now. Only vertical drilling with rela-
tively small quantities of pressurised water was used. is
allowed gas to be extracted from small deposits in denser rock
like shale. e development of the ability to drill vertically and
then horizontally allowed much greater access to small pockets
of gas. It also required much larger volumes of water for each
drilling – up to 10 million gallons per fracture. is highly pres-
surised water is laced with sand, the proppant to hold open the
cracks, and a large quantity of chemicals, about 2% volume, to
facilitate the extraction.

Shale gas and CBM recovery use different techniques: CBM
reservoirs are usually at depths of about 800 to 1200
metres, shale gas at about 2000 to 2300 metres. Fracking is

not routinely used in coal beds but is often used in difficult situ-
ations.

We have been reassured by Dart Energy that fracking will not
take place in the Airth wells, but we know that fracking has been
used for CBM when needed.

It is even less reassuring to know that Dart Energy have exten-
sive holdings in shale beds in Scotland and are ever ready to pro-
claim this to attract potential shareholders.

Dart Energy has said that it is pulling back from its Australian
operations to focus its efforts in the UK, following chancellor
George Osborne’s support for unconventional gas in his last
budget.

ousands of wells have been drilled in the US, Australia,
China, India and some European countries.

It is surprising that few of us were that aware the first drillings
started in Scotland in the mid 1990s.

COAL BED METHANE GAS EXTRACTION
Operations in Scotland so far have been in coal beds for CBM
extraction. A process of “dewatering” the coal seams is used.
is pumps out water and along with it the gas. e gas is then
dried and the “produced” (dirty) water treated to remove toxins.

Varying volumes of water are pumped from each well. SEPA
has set a limit of 300 cubic metres, nearly 66,000 gallons, per day
from the current Airth site.

We do not know the levels of the chemicals in the “produced”
water. e only data available is that of the “treated” water, of
which we have some from Dart Energy and a bit more from
SEPA. e latter was helpful in response to our Freedom of
Information requests but was limited by the information it held
from Dart. Also, the company can withhold information
because of “commercial confidentiality”.

Considering the information available from other
researchers, mainly from the US and Australia, we know that
the data we have is woefully incomplete.

What we do know, both from SEPA’s response to our FOI and
from the Dart Energy website, is that chemicals present in the
treated water include those extracted from the coal seams as
well as those needed for the machinery and the process to oper-
ate smoothly.

Many of these chemicals are known to be highly toxic and are
linked to much human and animal illness.

Some of the very few we have identified at Airth so far are: the
BTEX group of hydrocarbons (Benzene, Toluene, Ethylene,
Xylene); arsenic, cadmium, mercury, ethylene glycol, methanol,
and NORMS – Normally Occurring Radioactive Materials.

ey are (partially) extracted from the “produced” water and
this so-called “treated“ water is then discharged into the river
Forth.

Reports from other places tell of the produced water being
held in ponds, used to suppress dust on roadways, for
irrigation, used for brick making or dumped in waterways.

Although the daily amount of any toxin from an individual
well is small, consider the amount from the well’s lifetime (up to
15 years, although most gas will be extracted in the first few
years), and the total number of wells. Although we can only
speculate, the indications are that this could run to several hun-
dred wells at Airth alone in the future, if allowed. Multiply again
and again for the possible thousands across the UK.

In the US where there has been much more experience of
these technologies than we have, Colborn and colleagues have
compiled a list of 944 products, containing 632 chemicals,
which are used across all natural gas operations. Of those iden-
tified:
l 75% affect skin and eyes and respiratory and digestive

system;
l 40–50% affect the brain and nervous, immune, renal and

cardiovascular systems;
l 37% affect the endocrine system;
l 25% could cause mutations and cancer.
(N.B. Totals add up to more than 100% because many of the

chemicals have multiple effects.)
We are told that the toxins extracted from the produced

waste water are disposed of at an appropriate site by SEPA.
However many have a commercial value so it is right to be vigi-
lant as to their fate.

HOW MUCH TOXIN MAKES A TOXIN?
e amount of a toxin allowed to be released into air, water,
land, people and in products, has been based on the assumption
that there is a cut off point below which there is no further effect
of that toxin, or on a cost benefit analysis which assesses that the
perceived gain to a population is greater than any loss to be
experienced.

is is no longer a valid assessment for carcinogens or
Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals (EDCs). ere is almost uni-
versal agreement, including by the World Health Organisation,
that there is no safe dose of a carcinogen.

“Many of these chemicals are known
to be highly toxic and are linked to

much human and animal illness



16 | SUMMER 2013 | PERSPECTIVES 37

ere is no cut off point, no threshold for no effect. e risk
may become very small but it does not disappear.

EDCs are effective at extremely low doses of parts per bil-
lion/trillion.

Major reports have been published by the WHO and UNEP
on Endocrine Disruption along with those from the world’s
leading body of endocrinologists – e Endocrine Society, the
European Commission and many independent biologists, toxi-
cologists, physicians, epidemiologists and others.

These Reports draw attention to the following: our natural
hormones and other biochemical reactions occur in our
bodies at very low doses – parts per billion and parts per

trillion, levels at which endocrine disrupting chemicals, EDCs,
substances with hormone-like properties, can have far reaching
effects at the level of our cells (the mechanisms differ from the
direct toxic effects of higher doses) and can programme an
exposed individual for future serious illness.

ey also recognise the importance of the timing of expo-
sures; the more vulnerable periods – in the foetus, infancy,
puberty, pregnancy; the cumulative effects of multiple sub-
stances; repeated exposures over time, and other vulnerabilities.

Conventionally risk and “permissible”, “safe” and even so called
“normal” doses are based on calculations of average doses to an
average person. What has become clear is that in this context
there is no such thing as an average dose nor an average person.

Although REACH (Regulation, Evaluation, Authorisation
and restriction of Chemicals) in Europe is very slowly and par-
tially addressing this, wide research evidence shows links
between such exposures and what have been deemed to be our
modern epidemics: cancer, damage to the nervous system,
learning and behaviour problems, including ADHD, male and
female reproductive disorders, disruption of the immune
system, disorders of growth and metabolism, including obesity
and type 2 diabetes, circulatory and respiratory disorders.

is emerging knowledge makes an urgent new approach to
regulating toxins essential.

Because of the latency periods for the development of some
of the disorders mentioned, particularly for reproduction and
cancer, many of the most serious health effects are yet to be
seen.

is is of particular importance for children, who are most
susceptible, and for the reproductive and even survival
prospects for future generations.

Note too that the economic costs to any health service will be
untenable. As has been said, “e cost of taking action will be
great but the cost of inaction is incalculable.”

WHAT ABOUT THE WORKERS?
Silica sand is a major component of the fracking process.
Massive quantities are used and workers are at risk of high levels
of exposure during multiple points of the fracking process, put-
ting them at risk from silicosis.

A recent two-year US National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health (NIOSH) assessment, found that, among
those exposed, 79% of samples for silica exceeded the NIOSH
recommended exposure limits.

In our Freedom of Information Request to SEPA, WENS
asked the following questions:
l What monitoring will be in place for any potential health

effects from contaminants;
l In the case of an accident, what information about the

nature of potential toxic exposures will be available to
rescue and medical staff; what identification is displayed on
vehicles carrying contaminated water; what information is
available to employees under COSHH (Control of
Substances Hazardous to Health) and who is responsible
for the safety and training of workers at all stages of the
work.

So far we have had no reply and we cannot find any reference
to such questions in Dart’s publications.

IN EUROPE
On 14th March 2013, the European Parliament approved, with
one amendment, a detailed report on EDCs by the Environment
Committee, which said: “e EU should act to reduce exposure
to suspected hormone-affecting ‘endocrine disruptors’, which
have been linked to recent increase in cases of impaired sperm
quality, early onset of puberty, certain cancers and other disor-
ders. Current rules should be closely examined with a view to
updating or proposing new legislation by June 2015 at the
latest.” It was adopted by 489 votes to 102, with 19 abstentions.
It is a non-legislative resolution.

MEPs stress that current science does not provide a sufficient
basis for setting a limit value below which adverse effects do not
occur. erefore, endocrine disrupters should be regarded as
“non-threshold” substances, with any exposure to such sub-
stances deemed to entail a risk unless the manufacturer can pro-
vide scientific proof that a threshold can be identified.

MEPs also noted that endocrine disrupters should also be
treated as “substances of very high concern” in the EU’s REACH
rules.

It does appear that much of Europe and the rest of the world
is waking up to the threat to all of us from our addiction to fossil
fuels.

NOW FOR THE GOOD NEWS
Opposition to unconventional gas operations has grown very fast
from citizens across the UK. At Moodiesburn a planning applica-
tion for CBM was defeated by opposition from the community.

Towards the end of 2012 a few people in Falkirk, concerned
by the developments they were seeing in the Airth area,
formed a campaign group of local people, now morphed into
Falkirk Against Unconventional Gas. A vigorous campaign fol-
lowed resulting in (at the time of writing and growing) over
700 objections to Dart’s planning application and 1500 copies
of a Community Mandate signed by local residents. This has
caused such delays at the Council Planning department that
Dart is now appealing to the Scottish government. Find out
and support the Falkirk campaign at their website:
http://www.faug.org.uk/campaign

nMorag�Parnell�is�a�retired�general�practitioner�and�a�member
of�Democratic�Left�Scotland.

Extreme energy extraction NOTE Both this article and Ric Lander’s were supplied with notes and
references which we have omitted owing to space considerations. We
hope to make the full versions available on Democratic Left Scotland’s
website at www.democraticleftscotland.org.uk
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After 160 years central Scotland has had enough

When new technology suggests
great promise – and the new gas
boom certainly does, offering up

cheap, clean energy and jobs galore – it’s
worth taking time to consider what les-
sons can we learn from history.

Discussing the announcement of a gas
industry-financed report proclaiming
“drill baby drill” for the UK, BBC
Newsnight reporter Andrew Black says
Scotland’s shale oil was “a once proud
industry that years ago was the envy of the
world”. We are often proud of getting
through traumatic events. Few industries
have given a place as much trauma as the
fossil-fuel extraction industry. What is
remarkable is that the quite small patch of
central Scotland where new gas drilling is
being proposed is the very place that has
perhaps the longest history of this trauma.

From shale oil to coal to the North Sea,
the central belt of Scotland has seen it all
before. Boom and bust, pollution and
catastrophe, and then the inevitable mess
for communities to clean up. Proposals
by Dart Energy to drill for coal-bed
methane on the River Forth could be just
another chapter in this story, but encour-
agingly, local people might be poised to
make history.

BINGS AND THE FIRST BOOMS
It’s been almost a century since Scotland’s
shale “bings” (similar to spoil heaps) have
been out of use, and much seems to have
been forgotten of the true nature of the
industry that created them.

Central Scotland’s history of oil and
gas began with shale oil, which for a brief
period made Scotland one of the world’s
largest oil exporters. Beginning in the
1850s, it was a boom industry in the time
between the abundance of whale oil and
Texan black gold. Entrepreneur James
“Paraffin” Young invented a process to
produce easily transportable and rela-
tively safe lamp fuel which made him very
rich, and in terms of sheer scale left the
most astonishing footprint on the
Scottish lowlands.

is land is, of course, totally lost to
agriculture, but the human cost of the

boom was greater. Places such as
Burngrange, West Lothian, suffered
greatly in incidents like that in January
1947 where rapidly spreading fires took
the lives of 15 shale miners.
Epidemiological studies from this time
reveal considerable damage to health
including skin and respiratory condi-
tions. Unlike the James Youngs of this
world, shale miners did not die old.

Yet shale oil’s impact on the central
belt was dwarfed by later developments.
e deepest scars in the area were left by
the coal industry. At its height it
employed over 140,000 people in
Scotland. Mining families made up 10%
of the population.

In the 10 years from 1877 to 1887
Scotland lost 343 people in three dis-
asters with workers killed in mines

kept in appalling conditions. e outrage
and courage of those they left behind was
a major driver to the budding Labour
movement. Like shale mining, numerous
effects shortened life-spans. Although
great strides were made by the unions
these mines were never safe, with subse-
quent disasters taking lives right up to the
1960s.

Central Scotland’s deep mines have
now gone, but their impact still remains.
ey left their slag heaps and their bings,
and occasionally the mines remind of
their presence when a house sinks into an
old coal seam, as happened in Edinburgh
in 2001.

Remaining open-cast mines have now
gone under, and the liquidation of
Scottish Coal is providing nowhere near
enough assets to pay for the sites’ restora-
tion. What a mess.

Communities built for the pits defined
themselves by coal and shale. Now all
that is left is legacy of poor health and
environmental destruction.

CENTRAL SCOTLAND AND THE
NORTH SEA
In October 1970 Scotland’s energy indus-
try was transformed anew with the dis-
covery of the giant Forties oilfield in the

North Sea. A new boom was on the hori-
zon. Many urban centres on the east
coast competed for a slice of the pie. To a
considerable extent, the winner was
Aberdeen, but facilities were built in
many places elsewhere and the largest
installation of all came to the central belt:
the Grangemouth refinery.

Just like the coal and shale industries
before it, the oil boom brought jobs and
cash to central Scotland and
Grangemouth rapidly grew with its refin-
ery owned by BP.

Carbon Trade Watch’s film e�Carbon
Connection revealed local people’s expe-
riences of the refinery: people who can’t
sleep at night, strange sickly smells on a
daily basis, breathing troubles, and a con-
stant threat of accidents justified a poor
safety record. Most recently SEPA fined
Grangemouth refinery £100,000 in 2011
after a pipeline leak and fire. e last
deaths were in 1987 when three were
killed by a fire which took hold of leaking
gas.

Accidents seem to come in spates, and
the following year Scotland was the scene
of what remains the world’s worst off-
shore disaster. 167 died when the giant
Piper Alpha platform catastrophically
exploded. 49 of the dead were from the
towns of the central belt. Many of their
homes were ex-coal mining towns.

Survivor Jim McDonald from
Stirling was the last of his crew to
give evidence on the disaster. He

told the Cullen enquiry he only knew
how to escape the doomed living quar-
ters because he worked on rig’s con-
struction.

Studies have revealed the deep pain of
Piper Alpha’s legacy: survivors living
with post traumatic stress syndrome,
families ripped apart, whole communi-
ties broken.

Today North Sea oil is in decline. Tax
breaks are awarded by the UK govern-
ment to encourage drilling of the last
untapped acres of the North Sea, but it
will do little good. Peak oil was struck in
our part of the world in 1999. Lord

Fracking, following in the footsteps of shale oil, coal and the
North Sea, may be an energy extraction process too far for
the people of central Scotland says Ric Lander
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Browne oversaw BP’s sale of
Grangemouth and the refinery is now
struggling to make a profit. Before long
the global oil companies will pack up
operations to more lucrative prospects.
More towns and villages, and in
Aberdeen’s case possibly cities, must lose
their heart. e trauma continues.

NEW GAS BOOM IN THE
LOWLANDS?
In 2012, Australian gas company Dart
Energy applied for a licence to start a
whole new form of mining in central
Scotland. Having drilled 20 test wells
already, they propose drilling a 14 com-
mercial wells to tap methane trapped in
old coal seams, known as coal-bed
methane.

Coal-bed methane poses an number of
environmental and health risks including
well-founded records of hazardous air,
groundwater and surface water pollution
(Dart have ruled out the need to use the
controversial “fracking” process, but they
do use this process at other sites). e
industry have admitted that well leakages
may be inevitable.

e UK and Scottish governments say
new gas is safe when it is properly regu-
lated, yet elsewhere where regulation has
been tightened drilling has stopped. It is
difficult to escape the conclusion that
new gas may simply be “unregulatable”, as
UN Advisor Mariann Lloyd-Smith
claims.

e life-span of a coal-bed methane
well is five to 15 years, with output typi-
cally declining by “between 50% and 75%
in the first year of production”. Most
recoverable gas is usually extracted after
just a few years. Given this sheer drop-
off in production it is difficult to make a
site viable without drilling wells in
phases. ese 34 wells at Airth won’t be
enough: Dart will need, and may have
plans already, to drill further towards
Stirling. ere could be much more to
come.

And the safety fears still abound. Just
last year an explosion at a new on-
shore gas rig killed one and injured

three in Colorado.
e drilling site at Airth is just 5 miles

outside of Grangemouth and Dart energy
has a habit of reminding planners of its

proximity, as if comparison to the refin-
ery should be reassuring.

New gas comes at the right time and
place for an industry desperate to find the
next big boom, and they have a well
funded PR machine making sure we
know all about the benefits.

So what about these benefits? As we
have seen, coal-bed methane can
hardly be described as clean, and its

global warming damage is considerable.
Low gas prices have abounded on the US
market, but crucially these low prices
have not reached consumers. Dart’s own
website says they have created at most
just 37 new jobs.

Just as before, what few benefits there
are accrue to a very small number of
people. And more so than before these
benefits will fall away quickly: a get rich
quick scheme where once again all the
costs are borne by local people. In a very
short space of time they will drill, spill,
take and leave. e rest of us are left with
empty communities and polluted land-
scapes.

What well informed community could
possibly let this happen to itself?

THE BEGINNING OF A MOVEMENT
Something may be happening that did
not happen when the shale pits were
sunk, coal was first mined, and oil was
struck: people may be about to stop it.

For whilst the wisdom of their time
defined that oil and coal were good for
Scotland, there is not much wisdom root-
ing for new on-shore gas. ere are
people saying it, certainly, but these are
industry people, the few who stand to
gain.

is is partly because of the litany of
environmental costs identified, the
unknown risks, and to some extent the
health impacts too. But what tips the bal-
ance is the overriding feeling that the
benefits of this endeavour are simply not
enough to make it worth it. It is too great
a sacrifice and a risk to set up this indus-
try only to see it wither in 10 years.

In Scotland, genuine alternatives are
making great strides and there is real
concern that a new dash for fossil-fuels
could sap the energy out of the renew-
ables industry which, evidence suggests,
is well placed to sustainably power the

country. Perhaps we’ve had enough of the
boom and bust?

Communities at Airth and
Grangemouth are responding. Hard
working local campaigners have been out
on the streets explaining, informing and
encouraging people to take action, and
it’s working: over 2000 residents have
signed an objection to the proposals at
Airth. Partly as a result, Falkirk and
Stirling Council extended the outcome of
the planning proposal, now referred to
the Scottish government, and in May the
news came that Dart had halted its
exploratory drilling programme.

Aloose coalition is forming between
environmentalists, including in the
Falkirk and Stirling Friends of the

Earth groups, and local residents associ-
ations. e campaign in central Scotland
is starting to look like the incredibly suc-
cessful “Lock the Gate” campaign in
Australia: an alliance of community
activists, environmentalists, and conser-
vative conservationists that has defied
stereotyping. What is all the more
remarkable about what’s happening near
Grangemouth is that these aren’t conser-
vative people who are simply unfamiliar
with this heavy industry: they’re just sick
of it.

e Scottish government is starting to
respond too. Whilst a year ago the over-
riding message was “it’s not our fault: talk
to Westminster”, change has come in the
announcement of the draft National
Planning Framework which proposes
“buffer zones” around drilling sites.
According to Friends of the Earth
Scotland if buffer zones were imposed
similar to those in place in New South
Wales more than half of Dart’s wells
would be inoperable.

ere is so much to be gained by this
campaign. Learning our lesson from his-
tory we can turn from boom and bust
fossil-fuels towards sustainable indus-
tries. We can turn our back on the solu-
tions of rich industrialists and build an
economy made for people.

n Ric�Lander�is�a�clean�energy�campaign-
er�and�researcher�based�in�Edinburgh.�He
is�environment�editor�of�the�blog�Bright
Green�and�a�trustee�of�student�network
People�&�Planet.

“Something may be happening that did not happen
when the shale pits were sunk, coal was first mined,

and oil was struck: people may be about to stop it
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A visit to Cuba

It would take a while to narrate all my
impressions and thoughts from Cuba.
e first thing you notice is an offi-

cious attitude in the airport when you
arrive in Havana, by contrast with
Bogota for example, where immigration
people are business-like but friendly and
pleasant, even smiling from time to time.
Not so in Cuba. en once outside,
having felt like a schoolchild awaiting his
judgement from a master, you get in an
old battered banger of a taxi and drive on
a near-empty road to the city. Not that I
would complain about scarcity of cars –
there’s far too much traffic everywhere in
the world – but there is a feeling of being
cut off, isolated, slightly as North Korea
must feel. (Later I came to understand
that new cars are not available to buy
even if someone has the money. Only
politicians, diplomats, or sportspeople
can get a new shiny car.) Indeed Cuba
seems in danger of degenerating into a
North Korea, with so many people in
uniforms and great equality because
(nearly) everybody else is poor. Several
taxi-drivers I talked to said they had pro-
fessional degrees such as in engineering
but could earn more as taxi-drivers.
Wages and salaries are abysmally low – if
you give a tip of a dollar to a waiter that is
probably more than he otherwise earns
in a day.

And there is a run-down feeling every-
where, except in certain very attractive
old parts of Havana and elsewhere. e
immediate refrain often heard is that
“they’ve got no money”, but this does not
convince me – there is a lack of initiative
and sense of being able to do what is obvi-
ous. In one hotel in a place called Holguin
where there was a cultural festival our
group went to participate in – which was
fabulous by the way; culturally Cuba is
most interesting, but one wonders
whether it digs any deeper into the wider
population than in “capitalist” countries –
I entered my room, touched the curtain-
blinds, which immediately collapsed, so I
had no curtain against the morning light
for four nights when, after constant beg-
ging, someone at last fixed it!

I wanted to approach Cuba without
preconceptions, but on the whole it con-
firmed my long-held belief that “social-
ism” needs more democracy than
capitalism, not less! It requires flexibility,
imagination, grass-roots involvement,
not a rigidly ossified state regime, and it is
scarcely possible to have democracy
where only one party exists, and one man
rules for fifty years (then passes on power
to his brother). ere is always the feel-
ing, from the police, to people working in
banks and hotel receptionists who love to
keep you waiting, that anyone with a little
bit of power can treat others shoddily.
Not everyone – of course many people
were very nice, even among the groups
mentioned. But it is very different from
generally friendly Colombia or Peru. One
of the reasons is that as someone who has
spent considerable time in Cuba later
told me: “the Comité de la Defensa de la
Revolución has a centre based on every
block of every city in Cuba spying on
people and noting everything they do
which is not in line or is considered ‘men-
tally-impaired behaviour’. People live in
perpetual low level fear. is includes
getting angry or losing your cool in a
bank or shop or office. You can get fucked
over even when you have not done any-
thing but an important person doesn’t
like you. You have to kow-tow to anyone
in authority.”

I wish I had known this before I went.

There is of course no doubt that
Castro’s Cuba’s problems largely
emanate from the United States and

its appalling policies towards their small
neighbour. (Some people even claim that
the great difficulties in using the internet
are due not so much to the government’s
restrictions, but to US electronic sabo-
tage, which is perfectly possible.) After
the other Latin American territories
became independent from Spain and
Portugal, Cuba dragged on as a Spanish
colony for nearly a century, during which
time slavery actually increased. e US
position was quite explicit: they would
wait until the right moment, and when

Spain was weak, the “mature fruit" would
fall into the arms of the US, as part of its
“manifest destiny” within its own back-
yard. After its “independence”, Cuba
became a playground for Americans
enjoying sex, rum (the very best, it must
be said) and a free haven for the mafia.
e US fury at Cuba’s revolution con-
tained and still contains immense malice.
But this does not justify everything in
favour of Cuba’s government. I met
people who thought the impasse between
the US and Cuba now, is a case of 50:50
blame. Castro is a bloody-minded and
stubborn character. e whole thing has
been like the Cold War in general: dog-
matism, opportunism, dishonesty,
oppressiveness, lust for power on both
sides: each side working up anti-enemy
frenzy in their respective populations in
order to justify and conceal their denials
and suppression of real democracy and
rights on both sides. Cuban television has
a lot of documentary-type programmes
about the bad Bay of Pigs times featuring
Fidel and other commandantes of the
Revolution holding forth interminably.

It was great to see no commercial bill-
boards around, advertising shampoos,
cars, or cans of soup, but on the other
hand the political slogans nauseated me,
for example: “La Patria! We will win!”
(What exactly?) “All for the Revolution”
with far-sighted photos of Fidel and Che,
and worst of all one that preached “e
last word has been said, now we must
work!”

As I said, the festival of ten days that I
was directly involved in, reading poetry
and giving the odd talk, was very good.
ere was deep appreciation and inter-
est, which made the whole thing worth-
while. Some other poets and art
exhibitions were great too, but especially
I loved the music! Salsa-like jazz is what it
was, but also so many other influences;
this is an incredible island for music, very
sophisticated and wild, amazing.

So it is not surprising that as a female
friend of my brother’s that I met in
Havana said: “El Cubano tiene resen-
timientos.” e problem is a long-term

Tim Cloudsley tells of his recent bruising
cultural sojourn in the Caribbean
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one, exacerbated by the regime deciding
years ago to expand tourism, which has
now been for some time the major eco-
nomic earner. But package holiday
tourists are protected in their enclaves,
and if there are any problems their tourist
agencies deal with them. Not so for me.

e whole resentment thing is made
yet greater by the fact that the country
has two currencies, one convertible for
foreigners, the other unconvertible for
Cubans. I found the whole thing very dif-
ficult to understand, and this led me into
terrible problems. Before going into this
however, it is worth pointing out that the
majority of Cubans cannot participate in
the convertible currency, cannot even
enter hotels and many restaurants (until
recently this was a legal matter, now it is
simply financial). Some of the foreigners
in my group and outside it did not seem
to understand this, and were lauding con-
stantly the wonderful socialist system in
Cuba, which provides, though they knew
nothing about it, for a universal health
and education system.

Anyway, though many people
undoubtedly love Fidel (though
what that really means on a psycho-

social level would be worth considering),
many do not – people I met because I
strayed outside the fold of the “encuentro”
into “ordinary” bars etc. ere I heard of
much discontent, of corruption, poverty,
sickening resentment at tourists with
their dollars, the suffocating, mad bureau-
cracy that stops you doing anything or
makes you wait and wait (I found this
from the first moment, even when trying
to get a Cuban sim card for a mobile
phone, or for example later hearing from
one nice person I met who wanted to send
a book to me in Colombia, that it would
be very expensive to send it and would
require a special plastic covering neces-
sary for something fitting the category of
a “book”; and oh how complicated to send
any money to Cuba from outside!), and
the impossibility or great difficulty of
travel, doing anything or going anywhere.

Two terrible things occurred to me in
Cuba, due to which I will never return
there. In Holguin I was due to give my
financial contribution to the organiser of
the group I was part of called Poetas del
Mundo, about which matter I had tried to

find out from him, from the Cuban
Embassy in Bogota, and from many other
sources before going how I could best pay
this when in Cuba. When there, I simply
withdrew money with my Bank of
Scotland Visa card whenever it was pos-
sible or convenient, to pay it off. It was
not explained to me that I had to pay the
whole lot before we left Holguin (we were
going to other places together after-
wards), and the Chilean poet who organ-
ised the visit did not explain that the
money needed to be transferred to a
Cuban state agency. On the last night, I
was asleep when six policemen burst into
my hotel room, handcuffed me behind
my back, and frog-marched me to a
police station. After several hours all the
idiots involved had understood that it
was all insane: I had no intention of
cheating anyone. I was let free, my shoul-
der badly hurt, amid vague assertions of
apology and error, especially from the
“cultural agent”, whose closeness to the
police had resulted in my arrest; though
he also reminded me that I was “in his
country”. (I told him I felt as if I had been
grabbed by the Gestapo.)

To me that was fascism, not “social-
ism”. What disappointed me most was
that some of those “poets” did not react
to it as an outrage against justice.

I must interpose that between these
problems I much enjoyed many aspects
of Cuba, of the “encuentro”, and of many
people I met there. e bad things did
however rather spoil the general experi-
ence. e history of Cuba is most fasci-
nating, and I came across a good number
of interesting books that illuminated me
on this. ere are also some remarkable
museums in Havana (if you are lucky
enough to find them open).

Well just to finish this account, I am
rather interested in “failed socialism” just
now, whether in Cuba or Colombia or
anywhere else. e basic reason for the
general failure, so it seems to me, is that
“socialism” started at the wrong end of

the earth, not, as Marx hoped, in the
most “developed” countries.

Anyway, after the exhausting “encuen-
tro” I returned to Havana. Unfortunately I
was no longer with the Poetas del Mundo
group, and went to a hotel where I was
completely alone. When at the reception
– I still cannot understand why exactly,
perhaps because I expressed some irrita-
tion at their apparent lack of interest in
the service I was inquiring about – I was
assaulted by what I later realised to be
hotel security guards. ey dragged me
from the hotel, manhandled me, stole the
cash I had on me, then left me alone,
shouting “go back to your own country!”
As now I had no money, I went to an
ATM, but perhaps because I was so
shaken up I reacted slowly, and it was all
in pitch dark; the machine snuffled up my
card. It was Friday evening so I had to wait
till Monday morning to retrieve it. e
hotel would not let me stay without
paying in advance – even though I offered
to give them my passport, my mobile
phone, or anything else they wanted to
hold from my personal belongings – and
threw me out the next day into the street.
Only after a long ordeal, for which I am
far too old – at 19 one can survive such
“adventures” – I found somewhere to
sleep – with the kind help of an immigra-
tion officer who rescued me from my
dilemma – with a family who were good
enough to wait two days to be paid, and I
reclaimed my card from a lazy rude bank
staff the next Monday. (e day after my
being beaten up, the real police were
called to the hotel, did nothing about my
assault, but took me to a run-down, over-
crowded, peeling-walled hospital, for my
bruises to be most unsympathetically
examined.)

If that is socialism, I don’t want it – but
it is not!

n Tim�Cloudsley�is�a�sociologist,�writer
and� poet� who� lives� in� Bucaramanga,
Colombia.

El Autopista … the main motorway (deserted)
(Photo: Sandy Moffat)
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The Spirit of ’45 From the Low Tide of the Sea to the Highest Mountain Tops

Empire Industry and Class: The Imperial Nexus of Jute, 1840–1940
The Edinburgh Companion to Scottish Women’s Writing

When on the death of
Margaret atcher, Ed
Miliband endorsed her

prediction that the future would
find it very odd that the state once
owned the Pickford’s removal
business and the Gleneagles hotel,
there were some of us who mut-
tered: why would you give her
credit for that? us, since when
has it become “a given” that even in
Labour circles public ownership
and democratic accountability
became something to mock and
denigrate? Possibly when atcher
was asked what she thought her
greatest legacy comprised and
answered: “New Labour.”
Apocryphal or not this judgement
cannot be faulted.

Of course, Pickford’s and
Gleneagles were chosen by
atcher all those years ago for
good reason: a removal business
and a hotel. What did the state
have to do with owning such
enterprises? Yet why Miliband
should resurrect this in his
encomium for the most divisive
and corrosive Prime Minister of
the 20th century is not as mysteri-
ous as it might seem. In the right-
ward trajectory of British politics
and the concomitant making and
remaking of popular conscious-
ness in the last forty years, the
New Labour project and its suc-
cessor (whatever that is),
Miliband’s inappropriate fawning
is entirely understandable. Which

is why it is refreshing to view Ken
Loach’s film, Spirit�of�’45.

Critics have generally welcomed
Loach’s film with even the Daily
Telegraph review claiming it is
“probably his best film since Sweet
Sixteen. It is well aimed, too, as a
call to arms against the policies that
have progressively demolished the
Britain that Clement Attlee and
Aneurin Bevan aimed to build.”
e broadsheet of the High Church
Tory endorsing a Loachian “call to
arms”? Perhaps the right can afford
to be condescendingly tongue in
cheek; after all there is scant evi-
dence that anybody in the Labour
Party has the stomach for anything
other than out-flanking the Con-
Dems by the simple expedient of
stealing their clothes.

ANOTHER AGE
Spirit�of� ’45 does unquestionably
depict another age. As the
Guardian critic observes: “e
events and attitudes in Ken Loach’s
documentary-homage are so exot-
ically distant that ‘the spirit of ’45’
(sic) might as well mean the
Jacobite Rebellion of 1745.” A neat
point and one resonant of the lost
cause. As the Observer review has
it: “… rather than the provocative
polemic one might have expected,
it’s more of an over-extended party
political broadcast for a phantom
old Labour party that is forever
waiting in the wings.” And just as
both Old and Young Pretenders of

the ’15 and ’45 waited in exile for
the call to restoration – spawning a
romantic mythology which per-
sists in some quarters to this day –
so Loach’s depiction of Labour in
1945 comprises nostalgic yearning
for something that never was. So,
while Clement Attlee can be seen
invoking socialism as the guiding
principle of his new programme in
a post election victory rally and
while the achievements of that
government were truly astound-
ing, what occurred between 1945
and 1951 wasn’t socialism,
although it could certainly have
provided the basis for it.
Unfortunately, the reasons for this
failure to build on the achieve-
ments of that period remain large-
ly unexamined in Loach’s film.

In some ways Labour in power
after the war can be seen as the
grand scale prequel of what is hap-
pening today: where capital can’t
operate either through greed or
ineptitude (usually a combination
of the two) the state must step in
and create the conditions neces-
sary to enable it to resume its
exploitative, accumulative, des -
tructive practices. So it is that in
the temporary nationalisation of
the failing financial sector today
we see what Milton Friedman
described as socialism for the rich,
free enterprise for the poor. In
identifying socialism as compris-
ing solely a set of economic
arrangements, instead of a com-

The Spirit of ’45
Ken Loach (director)
(Dogwoof DVD)

A backwards look
for a forward vision?

British director Ken Loach’s most recent film is now available
on DVD. Mick McGrath wonders whether the depiction of
Labour in 1945 comprises nostalgic yearning for something
that never was
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plete re-orientation of society
involving economics but much
else besides, he exposes a widely
held misconception.

Certainly, common, democratic
ownership is a feature of what
socialism ought to comprise

but it is only one aspect of what
should comprise a different, more
humane social order. A social
order characterised by such fea-
tures as a radical egalitarianism in
social relations; the common good
and self-realisation in place of
accumulation and corporate greed;
daily life based on the mental con-
ception of service to others with
commonality of interest expressed
through common ownership. e
simplistic assumption that large
scale nationalisation is the defining
essence of socialism rather than
the basis from which such might
be built, is a central problematic
Loach never interrogates.
Common ownership is simply a
better, more rational set of eco-
nomic arrangements, as witness
the temporary nationalisations in
the finance sector and has been
used by many distinctly non-
socialists, from Bismark (railways)
to Churchill (Anglo-Persian Oil)
e trouble of course is that capital
doesn’t care about rationality but
aggrandisement and accumula-
tion. If the political analysis under-
pinning Spirit�of�’45 is flawed, for
the Independent “… politics isn’t
the problem here; it’s dull and hec-
toring drama.”

REALISM AND NATURALISM
ere is a disposition on the part
of some on the left and by which is
meant (well) to the left of what is
left of the Labour Party, to decry
the didactic in the works of those
like Loach. And yes, there are cer-
tainly grounds for criticism. For
those who prefer the oblique, the
tangential and the nuanced which
invites the viewer to examine the
many shades of meaning and con-
tradiction in complex situations,
Loach’s cinematographic style will

disappoint. Loach’s film style
emphasises realism and naturalism
whether in such bleak if powerful
dramas as Poor�Cow and Days�of
Hope or in Looking� for� Eric and
Sweet�Sixteen. Scripted but admit-
ting of improvisation, his directing
technique of shooting scenes in
sequence and only giving so much
of the script to actors days before is
held to permit a more realistic and
imaginative engagement with the
story on their part than shooting
scenes in random sequence or per-
mitting actors to know the entire
story from the outset. Such latter
technique provides us with the
expression on the face of the actor
who plays the postman in Looking
for�Eric when, unbeknown to him,
the eponymous Eric turns out to
be none other than Eric Cantona,
playing himself.

Loach’s reputation as a film
maker is undeniable. He has
won many honours in his

chosen field and been nominated
for many more, from his BAFTA
Academy Fellowship and British
Independent Film Awards, Special
Jury Prize (both 2006), to the
Cannes Film Festival Palme d’Or in
the same year for e�Wind�at
Shakes� the� Barley, the European
Film Life Achievement Award in
2009 and 2012 Cannes Jury Prize
for Angels’�Share. In a career in film
spanning over fifty years Loach has
garnered more than one hundred
awards and nominations from film
organisations and festivals the
world over. From his early days
directing episodes of Z�Cars (orig-
inally intended, according to John
McGrath, not as the police series it
became but a mechanism through
which police intervention could be
used as the vehicle for the dramatic
consideration of “ordinary” lives)
to 10 Wednesday� Plays and an
Armchair�eatre along with such
serials as the epic Days� of� Hope
which might be seen as a kind of
dramatic prequel to Spirit�of� ’45,
Loach’s output is nothing short of
prodigious.

It may be remarked that Loach
began his career in the 1960s at a
time when real plays could gain
transmission before these were
replaced by formulaic cop and
hospital serialisations and the
absurdist nomenclature of
naming, for the most part, vacu-
ous soaps as “continuing dramas”.
Following the dramas produced by
the 1950s’ generation of “Angry
Young Men” – although quite
what they were so angry about and
why is moot – Loach made his
directorial mark in the landmark
drama Cathy�Come�Home in 1966.
His documentary Which�Side�Are
You�On? depicting what the strik-
ing miners were writing and
singing in the 1984/85 strike was
banned from transmission on the
grounds that London Weekend
Television felt that it was more of a
political than an arts film. e film
was shown the following year with
the, of course, absolutely neces-
sary “balancing” programme
transmitted a few days later show-
ing an alternative view of the
miners’ strike. As if the version of
the miners’ strike preferred by
government and a shamefully
compliant media had not played
on national and regional news day
after day.

CHALLENGING MAJORITY VIEW
It is in Loach’s attempts to chal-
lenge the majority view that pro-
claims capitalism is as natural as an
act of nature with no alternative
either possible or desirable, that
the strength and meaning of his
work resides. How this view is
transmitted may not correspond to
the aesthetic of some, but it com-
prises his animating instinct and
driver. Giving voice to the voiceless
and marginalised is a key compo-
nent in this. Whether this is in
Bread�and�Roses, about immigrant
cleaners in Los Angeles or the tes-
timony of the miner in Spirit�of�’45
who asks: “Who gives them the
power to beat a working man with
a stick … to inflict pain on a work-
ing man?”

Reviews

It is in Loach’s
attempts to
challenge the
majority view
that proclaims
capitalism is
as natural as
an act of
nature with
no alternative
either possible
or desirable,
that the
strength and
meaning of
his work
resides
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Loach’s style matches his poli-
tics: both are stark and certain.
And if the naturalism and realism
which gave us Kes and Bread�and
Roses is not for all and if, as a com-
rade of long standing put it of
Loach’s work, “it is preachy and
didactic”, so be it. For here’s the
thing: ask the person you work
beside or the parent who takes
their kid to school with yours; ask
the bus driver or lollipop person
how many essential services were
under democratic control in the
post-war period and when on
being told, don’t be surprised if
their facial expression resembles
that of the actor who plays the
postie in Looking�for�Eric on find-
ing himself in the presence of foot-
ball aristocracy. You see, although
there is much that Loach might
have done in his film but didn’t
include, what he has done is to
remind those who see Spirit�of�’45
that even under capitalism work-
ers could make advances where the
will and objective conditions to do
so were present. e problem
being – and this is not explored in
the film at all – that the advances
made were a consequence of com-
mitting large amounts of public
money in the post-war period so
ensuring the long term dominance
of private enterprise and therefore
capitalism.

Proust’s work, À�la�Recherche
du� Temps� Perdu, is most
often translated as “remem-

brance of things past”. ose who
know French, including the one
consulted who has actually read
the seven volumes, advises that the
English rendering of the title and
the scope of the work relates to an
aching recognition that much of
the lived past has been wasted, frit-
tered away. We can imagine the
ghost of Proust whispering in
Loach’s ear as both the narrative
and back story of Spirit� of� ’45
recalls how wasteful and inept we,
as a class embodied in our organi-
sations, have been in letting the
rich and powerful elites once again

take virtual absolute and complete
control both economically and in
re-imposing the ideological hege-
mony of capitalist market rela-
tions. Re-impose might be
overstating it: in the thirty or so
years in which the Social
Democratic Consensus/Post War
Settlement lasted, it is evident that
the ease with which the surge of
optimism which fleetingly brought
about the formations of a different
kind of society – in which we
began to institutionalise the notion
that we have a duty to look after
each other – became embedded in
popular consciousness was limit-
ed, to say the least. Which is per-
haps why Loach’s film, instructive
if didactic as it is, is also a long,
bitter lament.

OMISSION OF ANALYSIS
It is in the omission of any analysis
of the failure to build popular con-
sciousness of the economic utility
and moral probity of collective pro-
vision for individual need and
investigation of the fact that it
could be dismantled with such
breathtaking ease that weaken
Spirit�of�’45. While there is a brief
sequence towards the end of the
film where Tony Mulhearn and
others flirt with analysing why as
opposed to what took place, there
is an almost complete lack of
awareness of or any discussion as
to the nature of the hegemonic
shift in the dominant view of the
role of government and the state in
mediating the relationship of mar-
kets to the social needs of people.
So it is that the use of austerity as
the means through which the free
market is protected has, as its nec-

essary corollary, the dismantling of
the welfare state. In a wider yet per-
tinent context the contours of the
EC could have been examined.
While the Con-Dems or their
predecessors have and had no
intention of addressing the issue –
and this most likely applies to
Miliband’s Labour – the reality is
that membership of the EU neces-
sarily entails acceptance of a virtu-
ally unrestrained capitalism. It
would have been useful for some-
one to detail the extent to which,
for instance, the EU Growth and
Stability Pact forbids nation states
from the kind of Keynsian deficit
spending that rescued the UK,
Europe and Japan (albeit more so
for capitalism than the people)
after the war or how the EU’s
(Public) Services Directive requires
that what is left of our public provi-
sion be touted to the private sector.
Instead we have the usual Loachian
critique of trade union leaderships
as the mis-leaders of labour,
although it is hard to defend the
actions of Bill Morris and the T&G
in the case of the Liverpool dock-
workers cited in the film.

Neglecting discussion of the
accelerating globalisation of capi-
tal and the movement to call into
question any and all collective
structures that could serve as an
obstacle to the logic of the pure
market is a debilitating weakness.
For all its good intentions the fail-
ure to provide an analytical dis-
course identifying the material
circumstances relating to the
development of capital, labour and
the state from 1945 to the present
renders the leitmotif of Spirit�of�’45
not so much Marxist as Hegelian,
ceding primacy to ideology over
consideration of the complex
interplay between ideas and mate-
rial circumstance.

On the day this review was
completed the press carried
reports that, to quote the

Guardian, (22/6/2013) “Miliband
summons up spirit of 45 … Post
war years saw Labour as the party

Post-war Labour prime minister Clement
Attlee (right) and Aneurin “Nye” Bevan,
health minister who spearheaded the
establishment of the NHS
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again take
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complete
control
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for great deeds in hard times.”
Time will tell but it is an outside
bet of epic proportions to predict
that a future Tory Leader of the
Opposition will accord Miliband
the encomium he accorded
atcher, crediting him with the
kind of paradigm shift for which he
lauded atcher: “He was a far
sighted politician who managed
the transition of a discredited cap-

italism ensuring public ownership
and democratic accountability of
those economic activities upon
which people rely. It is planned
that the Gleneagles Hotel, operat-
ed by the Pittenweem Workers’
Co-operative is to be re-named the
‘Ed Miliband Memorial Hotel’.”

So we’ve got Miliband and
Loach sharing no doubt very dif-
ferent visions of the spirit of ’45 to

hang on to. In which case, better
keep Gramsci’s dictum in mind:
“pessimism of the intellect, opti-
mism of the will.”

nMike�McGrath�is�a�former�elec-
trician� who� now� works� in� the
national�education�department�of
the�trade�union�Unite,�developing
and� delivering� the� union’s� course
provision.

Community, land reform and
the creation of a new Scotland

Land reform remains one of the
two or three towering
achievements claimed by the

devolved Scottish parliament.
Over 500,000 acres of land are now
under community control. e
road to land reform was paved by
the work of many people. Amongst
those James Hunter is one of the
most significant. His magisterial
work of 1976, e�Making� of� the
Crofting� Community, articulated
the loss associated with the cre-
ation and continuation of crofting
as not only a mode of agricultural
production, but a way of life. e
history and economics of crofting
is profoundly a history and eco-
nomics of the ownership of land.

Crofting, for Hunter, is a trans-
formation analogous to the indus-
trial revolution in England. He

places crofters at the centre of the
creation of a community, parallel
to the creation of the English
working class. e process that
drove this transformation was the
appropriation of land by the
Scottish aristocracy for “economic
purposes”, such as sheep rearing.

DISCIPLINING COMMUNITIES
is process was implemented as a
way of disciplining Highland com-
munities into the monetary econo-
my. By dividing land into parcels
small enough to allow subsistence
agriculture, but no surplus,
crofters were forced to seek paid
employment outside of the com-
munity. Sometimes this meant
emigration. Often it meant mili-
tary service or seasonal employ-
ment in industries like the

production of soda ash from sea-
weed.

rough several iterations of leg-
islative change in the 19th and 20th
centuries crofting and crofters
remained some of the most margin-
al tenants in European agriculture.
en, in the 1990s, communities,
assisted by the author in his role as
Chair of Highlands and Islands
Enterprise, started to seek control
of their own estates. is produced
one of the most interesting political
and economic developments of
recent times: the community buy
out. e book situates this in the
historical example of the Glendale
Trust, a community owned crofting
estate from the first half of the 20th
century.

e book locates the motivation
for community ownership in the

From the Low Tide
of the Sea to the
Highest Mountain
Tops
James Hunter
(The Island Book Trust,
Isle of Lewis)

Highland and island communities have been re-invigorated by
community control, facilitated by legislation introduced by the
Scottish parliament. PeterMcColl welcomes a book that charts
the background to and the successes of land reform

The
Gleneagles
Hotel is to be
re-named the
‘Ed Miliband
Memorial
Hotel’
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cultural context of John McGrath’s
seminal play e�Cheviot,�the�Stag
and� the� Black,� Black� Oil (1974),
which laid bare how the Highlands
had become a plaything for capital
since the late 18th century – a
plaything that left the people of the
Highlands displaced and economi-
cally and culturally marginalised.

Hunter’s From�the�Low�Tide�of
the� Sea� to� the� Highest
Mountain� Tops charts the

process featured in McGrath’s play.
e overall effect is greatly
enhanced by the splendid photo-
graphs by Cailean MacLean which
emphasise the very human envi-
ronment of the Highlands and
Islands. e book deals with 20
present and prospective commu-
nity buy outs. It usefully reminds
us that the community buy-out
was not a legislative creation, but
the initiative of communities such
as Eigg, Assynt and Gigha.

MISMANAGEMENT
While the reason for removing the
people from the land in the 19th
century was that large scale private
owners were better able to manage
land, these islands had been the
victims of aggressive mismanage-
ment by their owners. It turned out
that, contrary to the Victorian
Tory narrative, large scale private
owners showed a real flair for feck-
less land management.

Houses on the estate went
unmaintained, there was little sup-
port for the economic activities of
the residents and there was cer-
tainly no accountability for deci-
sions. e story of the buy-out on
Gigha is well-told by Hunter here,
and forms a good supplement to
Alastair McIntosh’s account of the
Eigg buy-out in Soil� and� Soul:
People� Versus� Corporate� Power
(2001).

Given support by the Lottery
and by HIE the communities were
able to buy their landowners out.
e result was not just the relief of
appalling mismanagement, but the
creation of thriving communities.

As a result of the often rancorous
campaigns for community control
the Scottish Executive implement-
ed a “Community Right to Buy”
allowing communities to hold a
ballot and, if successful, make a
compulsory purchase of their
estate at market value. e estate is
then controlled by a community
body, rather than (as in Ireland) as
a series of private holdings. is
allows crofters to pool their
resources and supplement agricul-
tural activity with other sources of
income.

COMMUNITY CONTROL
ese communities have found
new life under community control.
Indeed it is this re-invigoration of
these communities that is the most
profound lesson from land reform.
e ability of crofters to control
their own lives and their own
future has been profound given the
right to their land. By harnessing
the natural resources available
through the renewables revolu-
tion, the folly of the wasted 1970s
resource boom is being avoided –
in the community owned areas at
least.

The communities that have
control of their land are
marked by a higher quality of

housing – and indeed new social
housing in places like North
Harris – that is truly remarkable
for rural Scotland. ere is a pro-
found engagement with important
global issues such as climate
change and a confidence about the
future that greatly lacks in many
communities of Scotland’s central
belt.

e story is not, as Hunter is
keen to point out, at an end. ere
is still much to be done. e
Scottish Land Fund which enabled
many of the buy outs must be rein-
stated. ere is an urgent need to
review the 2003 Land Reform Act
which enshrines the Right to Buy
in law. Hunter rightly points out
that the requirement to pay the
market rate is an encumbrance

that should be swept away. Indeed,
the slightly farcical situation where
the Scottish government grant
funded a purchase of the Isle of
Rum from one of its own agencies
points to how much this provision
of the act needs to be reviewed.

CREATING SOCIAL CHANGE
Perhaps most importantly, the key
political lesson from the land
reform movement in Scotland is
that social movements are funda-
mental to creating social change.
ose movements draw on cultur-
al politics such as those articulated
in e�Cheviot,� the� Stag� and� the
Black,�Black�Oil. Without the Isle
of Eigg Trust, and the communi-
ties of Assynt and Gigha, commu-
nity ownership could never have
become a reality.

And it turns out that communi-
ties are really rather good at man-
aging assets that private
landowners have neglected over
the past 150 years. e thriving
communities and newly refur-
bished houses on the community-
owned estates are testament to the
ability of communities to deliver in
a way that the market and private
ownership has failed. As we seek a
way out of the greatest economic
slump since the 19th century, this
is an approach whose day may
have come.

n Peter� McColl� is� rector� of
Edinburgh� University� and� a
member� of� the� Scottish� Green
Party.
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Jute, jute and … jute

Empire, Industry
and Class: The
Imperial Nexus of
Jute, 1840–1940
Anthony Cox
(Routledge/Edinburgh
South Asian Studies
Series)

After it seeming, to this
reviewer anyway, that most
recent history books have

approached their subjects from a
right-wing perspective, it is
refreshing to read a book which
gives us both a class analysis of its
subject and a placing of the labour
movement in centre stage.

is is a uniquely comparative
historical investigation into the
relationship between the jute
industries in Imperial Dundee and
Colonial Calcutta, and the devel-
opment of labour organisation and
class consciousness in these very
different, but linked, environ-
ments.

Cox demonstrates how what he
describes as the “paternal despot-
ism”, which developed in Dundee’s
linen industry, shifted seamlessly
into jute as it took over as the raw
material of choice in the 1840s and
50s, and was then exported to the
sub continent, along with its man-
agerial and supervisory classes, as
the production of jute was estab-
lished at the source of its raw
material. Indeed it was this group
of Dundee-based entrepreneurs,
setting up a new industry in direct
competition with producers in
their own home city, who found
“the business of presiding over
thousands of unrepresented sub-
jects neither very uncongenial nor
particularly unfamiliar”. 

It might seem logical to assume
that the rise of Dundee’s new com-
petitor, with its ocean of available
cheap labour and easy access to the
locally grown jute, would sound the
death knell for its manufacture in
the city. But Calcutta’s expansion

simply had the effect of destroying
competition which was just start-
ing to develop in other countries.
What it did in Dundee was to drive
the local jute “Barons” to lobby the
British government for special
treatment on child labour, pay
scales and working conditions to
maintain its profitability, which
was achieved and maintained with
dire consequences for the work-
force and by extension the city
itself. Indeed the descriptions of
the working and living conditions
of the Dundee jute workers are
amongst the most vivid elements in
the book, drawing from sources
which include the ground-breaking
Dundee Social Union report, and
statistics on overcrowding and
child mortality which almost leave
you incredulous.

RADICALISED CHILD
LABOURERS
In both cities, effective trade union
organisation came late, but that by
no means meant workers were
supine. Industrial action in
Dundee often manifested itself in
spontaneous walkouts over pay
and conditions by the predomi-
nantly female workforce, joined
(and on occasion led) by radi-
calised child labourers. In Calcutta
similar action often came as a
result of, and reaction to, mistreat-
ment by the white overseers,
which could also spread to involve
the nascent nationalist movement. 

Following the establishment of
the Jute & Flax Workers Union in
1905, a different, more co-ordinat-
ed approach to organising Dundee’s
textile workers developed. is in

turn saw an increase in the effec-
tiveness of action, with 1913 seeing
the city’s jute workers achieve the
greatest number of working hours
lost due to industrial action in
Scotland. e great lock-out and
jute strike of 1923 was, however, a
hammer blow to the union, which
significantly reduced its effective-
ness for many years.

MAKING LINKS
Fascinating new details, such as
the attempts by Dundee
Communist Party members to
make links with their Indian coun-
terparts (including sending emis-
saries there), offer a new
perspective on the relationships
between labour and class develop-
ments and their linkages. Cox also
challenges earlier feminist histori-
ans’ analyses of the extent of patri-
archy as a means of control, both
in Dundee and in an Indian con-
text, a variance which suggests
intriguing possibilities for further
examination into this particular
aspect.

Despite jute being seen as a par-
ticularly Dundee preserve, and
despite the book’s hefty price tag
(£90), it is nonetheless a valuable
contribution to scholars of
Imperial, labour, British and East
Asian history. But it is above all
else a significant addition to the
histories of Dundee, Calcutta, the
jute industry and, uniquely, to the
relationship between them.

n Mike� Arnott� is� secretary� of
Dundee�Trades�Union�Council�and
a� member� of� Democratic� Left
Scotland.

Mike Arnott welcomes an important study of one of Dundee’s
famous three Js that is a tale of two cities, thousands of miles
apart, and the people who worked in the industry

“A significant addition to the histories of Dundee,
Calcutta, the jute industry and, uniquely, to the

relationship between them
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It seemed entirely appropriate to
be reviewing a book on
women’s writing on

International Women’s Day, and as
one would expect, the first chap-
ters of e�Edinburgh�Companion
to� Scottish� Women’s� Writing
recount a bleak unhappy tale of the
early repression of Scottish
women’s writing and the education
of women in general.

e first essay, “Spirituality” by
Sarah M. Dunnigan, goes back to
the 1500s from which only scant
traces of women’s writing remain.
It was a scary narrative for a slight-
ly prudish atheist like myself to
read, especially the bits about
relics and spiritual eroticism. I
suppose one could say it gave good
insight into the way religion makes
use of repressed sexuality.

My sense of relief at getting past
this and on to chapter two, which
focuses on Gaelic poetry and song,
was however, short-lived. I was
horrified to read that you had to be
male to be a Bard, you would most
likely be sold by your father to your
husband and could be returned if
not liked, and certainly no female
with lower social standing than the
daughter of a King or an Earl dared
put quill to parchment. If lucky,
you were allowed to make up bed-
time stories for your children.

Chapter three looks at the oral
tradition and ballads of the

A fairly companionable
companion

A collection of essays on Scottish
women’s writing provides an
excellent guide to a 500-year ascent
from scant traces to an international
force says Lilly Hunter

Romantic period. Oddly, the ideals
of Romanticism worked in
women’s favour, although not in a
very flattering way. Women, chil-
dren and peasants were considered
to be close to nature, artless and
“simple”, and thus able to spout
forth spontaneous compositions in
the True Romantic Spirit.
Nonetheless, the respect professed
by Hogg and Sir Walter Scott for
these creators and bearers of non-
written literature, plus an enticing
introduction to the work of a few
of them, have awakened my
curiosity particularly with regard
to Jeannie Robertson and Ann
Gordon. I intend to acquaint
myself more closely with their
work in the future.

As you will have guessed by
now, the 15 chapters of this
book are arranged roughly in

chronological order (with a couple
dealing more with genre). It is a
dour and depressing tale that is
told up until chapter four, when we
reach the Enlightenment and the
literary salons of Edinburgh,
Glasgow and Aberdeen. At this
point women begin playing a more
active role. Scottish women were
writing quite a lot at this time, and
taking part in discussions on a vast
range of subjects, but they were
oddly reticent about publishing.
One wonders why. What remains

of this bubbling intellectual period
is a very sketchy collection of pri-
vate correspondence and second-
hand accounts of their activities.
Of course, the correspondence is
not with just anyone, but with
David Hume, Robert Burns and
Adam Smith, among other lumi-
naries.

Chapter five, “Domestic Fiction”
was most enjoyable and introduced
me to two delightful writers I was
not familiar with, Mary Brunton
and Susan Ferrier. ey wrote
novels mainly for a domestic, i.e.
Scottish readership and were
extremely popular at the time,
easily outselling their contempo-
rary, Jane Austen. e theme of the
highlands vs lowland Scotland was
common to them both.

By chapter six we have arrived at
Victorian times and the emergence
of a working class. It is interesting
that a woman, Janet Hamilton, was
one of Victorian Scotland’s most
popular authors. She wrote both
prose and poetry and her life story
is amazing: no formal education,
married at 13, mother to 10 chil-
dren and she didn’t start writing
until her fifties! Unlike many other
women, she had a supportive hus-
band who encouraged her literary
pursuits and a far-sighted editor
who encouraged working-class
writers. She was not an isolated
phenomenon though: at least a
dozen other female working-class
authors were popular at the time.

e late Victorian era featured
the “private” writing of women
whose works were often first pub-
lished posthumously. A couple of
names that are mentioned in chap-
ter seven are Jane Welsh Carlyle
and Elizabeth Grant. At the time of
their writing, their work was dis-
tributed within the family or to
close friends only, but became
popular after their deaths.

I was quite intrigued by chapter
eight, which delved deeper into the
life and work of Margaret
Oliphant. She was a successful and
prolific writer, producing over 100
novels, 50 short stories and around

The Edinburgh
Companion to
Scottish Women’s
Writing
Glenda Norquay (ed.)
(Edinburgh University
Press, 2012)

“She wrote both prose and poetry and her life story is amazing:
no formal education, married at 13, mother to 10 children

and she didn’t start writing until her fifties!
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400 articles on various subjects,
and in various different periodi-
cals. I found the information about
Blackwood’s�Edinburgh�Magazine,
called “Maga” particularly interest-
ing, and I longed to see a photo-
graph of it. It is a shame that this
book is without illustrations, as
this would make it twice as good. I
must visit the NLS one of these
days and ask to see a “Maga.”

Next up is a chapter on the
supernatural as an element in
Scottish women’s writing.
Margaret Oliphant features here as
well as in the previous two chap-
ters as “undoubtedly the most sig-
nificant nineteenth-century female
writer of supernatural narratives.”

In particular, I feel I must hunt
down and read Oliphant’s “e
Library Window” which sounds
like a chilling tale.

Naomi Mitchison was another
interesting author of the
period, and also features in

the chapter about interwar litera-
ture. During this period, made
famous by the likes of Virginia
Wolf, the increased emancipation
of women as a result of World War
One and its effect on society was a
popular inspiration for literary
work, and there are many Scottish
examples, for example Mitchison,
Catherine Carswell and Willa Muir.

Carswell had a professional lit-
erary connection with D. H.
Lawrence, and, like him, explored
changes in the way men and
women related to one another in a
time of greater sexual freedom.

Chapter eleven, “Writing
Spaces,” looks at the work of
Oliphant and Carswell from the
point of view of psychogeography,
where the landscape or cityscape
plays as great a part as the charac-
ters do in the development of the
narrative. I am mad with desire to
read Naomi Mitchison’s Beyond
ese�Limits (1935), which is set in
the Paris Metro and features illus-
trations by Wyndham Lewis. As
chapter 11 is thematic and not
chronological, it also looks at work

from the 1990s and the first decade
of the 21st century.

Chapter twelve, entitled
“Experiment and Nation in the
1960s”, begins with the story of a
major Scottish “happening” – in
the 1960s’ sense of the word – the
1963 International Writers’
Conference, which apparently
packed the University of
Edinburgh’s 2300 seat McEwan
Hall for a whole five days.

Oh, to have been there. ough
there was only one featured
woman at the event, it was none
other than Naomi Mitchison, a
feminist and supporter of Scottish
independence. She was in her mid-
60s at the time of the conference,
deeply interested in science fiction
and worried about the nuclear
threat, and was thus not as
engaged as other panelists in ques-
tions of Scottish literature per se.
She commented that some of the
most important writing of the time
was emerging from university sci-
ence departments. I see her as a
forerunner to today’s Ken
MacLeod in this respect.

Another feisty writer of the
period was Elspeth Davie who was
a painter who taught at the
Edinburgh College of Art for many
years, whilst writing several exper-
imental novels. ere is also
Margaret Tait, a prolific film-
maker, painter and writer/poet.

Chapter thirteen was written by
the book’s editor Glenda Norquay
and deals with genre fiction.
Scotland is a world-class producer
of genre fiction, and though
women have never been particu-
larly plentiful in science fiction, in
Scotland or elsewhere, Scottish
women are a major international
force in crime fiction, historical
fiction and – how does one classify
Harry Potter?

Chapter fourteen takes up 20th
century poetry where the portal
figure is Liz Lochhead. Kathleen
Jamie and Marion Angus are also
spotlighted.

e final chapter examines con-
temporary fiction. is is our time,

which is no longer a time when
women are not allowed to work,
but a time where there are not
enough jobs to go around. Well-
educated, but underemployed,
they are forced to consider moth-
erhood as an employment alterna-
tive and write books while their
children sleep. Plus�ça�change…

I’ve been trying to figure out
who would be most likely to make
use of this book and my guess is
that it will be a good work of refer-
ence for teachers who wish to
enrich their lectures about
Scottish literature, by showing that
the other 50% of the population
was also creating, even during
periods when women were actively
discouraged from doing so.
e� Edinburgh� Companion� to

Scottish� Women’s� Writing is a
lovely slim volume, tastefully
designed and bound, with a paint-
ing by Margaret Ann Bennett on
the cover. It might just be an excel-
lent guide to have at hand if, like
me, you suffer from the impression
that there are very few male
authors in Scotland.

For somehow, without noticing,
I seem to have read mostly female
authors since moving to Scotland
in 2002. In fact, the first two
Scottish books that fell into my
hands were the excellent Buddha
Da by Ann Donovan and Lazy
Ways�to�Make�a�Living by Abigail
Bosanko.

Since then I have made the liter-
ary acquaintance of Jenni Fagan,
Vicki Jarrett, Alice ompson,
Catriona Child, Liz Lochhead,
Anneliese Mackintosh, Ali Smith
and Marianne Wheelaghan,
among others.

But no fellas.
It is good to be reminded that

this admirable situation has not
always been the case.

n Lilly� Hunter� is� a� Scottish
Canadian�who�lived�a�long�time�in
Scandinavia� and� moved� perma-
nently� to� Scotland� in� 2002.� She
adores� authors� and� living� in
Edinburgh.

Scottish
women are a
major
international
force in crime
fiction,
historical
fiction and –
how does one
classify Harry
Potter?
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Tim Haigh

The Beatles are the most successful political
party in the western world, a governing band
that has ruthlessly occupied the Number Ten
slot for most of the 20th century. It is true that
these days they can only manage a hit record in

coalition with e Kinks, and it goes without saying
that Paul McCartney resents sharing the writing credits
with Ray Davies, who is demanding more songs on the
album than his MPs would justify, but John Lennon has
always wanted to be the nation’s lead singer and if this is
the only way he can achieve it, then having Ray as
deputy lead singer is a price worth paying.

Meanwhile, the Rolling Stones chafe in
Opposition. e glory days seem to be behind them.
Time was, with Tony Blair on vocals and Gordon
Brown on lead guitar, their albums invariably went
straight to Number Ten in the album charts. ese
days they are lucky to find themselves on a Now�at’s
What�I�Call�Politics! compilation disc. ey are
desperate for a hit record.

In the dressing room at the Glastonbury party
conference, we find the Stones planning their 2015
album.

Ed Miliband – lead singer: What we need is radical,
centre-ground and fully-funded songs to get rid
of the coalition. ose devils have all the best
tunes.

Ed Balls – guitar: I’ve got some new songs, Ed.
Harriet Harman – keyboards and deputy lead

singer: But they sound like the old ones. e
Beatles are saying “Same old Balls. Cranking
out that tired old riff. e Stones haven’t
changed. Listen to us – we’ve got pretty tunes
again.” We can’t keep on playing (I�Can�Get�You)
Satisfaction and Sympathy�for�Gordon�Brown
for the rest of our career.

Ed Balls: Listen, Gordon Brown single-handedly
saved rock and roll, even if he did make that
rather disastrous solo album, and yet we have
allowed e Beatles to win the argument and
paint him black. (It�is�rumoured�that�Ed�Balls
fell�out�of�a�tree�on�holiday�and�landed�on�his
head.) Look, I’ve got this new song called If�e
Welfare�Cap�Fits,�Wear�it. Chuka; you want to
grab your bass, man?

Yvette Cooper – backing vocals: Or we could just
re-release You�Can’t�Always�Get�What�You
Want.

Chuka Umunna – bass guitar: It’s not as if the Fabs’
last album was any good. I think people just
bought it because they didn’t want another
record with Gordon on lead vocals.

Ed Miliband: e British electorate are bound to see
through the Coalition by the time of the next
election. Anthology is just a collection of
rehearsals, backing tracks and false starts. e
people are bound to see that as a triple-dip
confection of failure.

Ed Balls: We should make another double album
Ed Miliband: (Shuddering) I think not. Remember

whatMelody�Maker said about Exile�on�Bigoted
Woman�Street?

e Whole Band joins in on the chorus: “e
longest suicide note in history.”

Ed Miliband: e Coalition have already announced
that their next record will have thirteen tracks.
I say we match that. We pledge that we will also
have thirteen cuts, but … we’ll put on a hidden
bonus track. Huh? Huh?

Ed Balls: (Looking�shifty)at might work.
Harriet Harman: Yes, but what about the actual

songs?
Ed Miliband: Beatles songs. e public obviously

like them. And maybe we can do some by other
bands. I’m sure we could find potential crowd-
pleasers by Plaid Cymru and the SNP, and we
could always record that old Flanders and
Swann novelty number that Farrage had a hit
with – how does it go? “e English, the
English, the English are best, I wouldn’t give
tuppence for all of the rest …”

Caroline Flint – wind: And … maybe we could get
Peter Mandelson to produce it. (ere�is�a
general�murmur�of�approval.)

Hilary Benn – the Julian Lennon of politics –
hurdy gurdy: So the master plan is to make an
album of cover versions of the other parties’
songs.

Ed Miliband: OK, but look – if we’re going to win the
battle of the bands by simply covering
everybody else’s material, we will need a title
for it.

Ed Balls: Captain Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band?
Chris Leslie – tambourine: at’s a little too close to

Sergeant Pepper. How about Major Pepper’s
Lonely Hearts Club Band?

Harriet Harman: John Sergeant’s Lonely Hearts
Club Band …?

Chuka Umunna: No, no, no. We don’t want to look
as though we’re just copying the Tories. We
need something that sounds edgy, but is really
innocuous.

Douglas Alexander – drums: I’ve got it! eir
Satanic�Majesties�Request …�Your�Vote.

Chuka Umunna: (Drily) I don’t see how we can lose.

Their Satanic Majesties Request … Your Vote
Gordon Brown
single-
handedly
saved rock and
roll, even if he
did make that
rather
disastrous
solo album

Tim is a critic, reviewer and broadcaster. His podcasts
are posted at www.timhaighreadsbooks.com
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The Hat

The township of Bannockburn
(population 2406) is not far
from where I live in Australia.

I plan to go there next year, on
ursday 18th September. e day
of the big ballot. I’ll buy a couple
of malts in the local pub –
probably a Scapa and a Highland
Park – and dream a few dreams
from the other side of the planet.

Since moving to Australia 25
years ago – and returning to
Scotland at least once a year – I’ve
become fascinated by how
language becomes a kind of
genetic “meme”, especially in
relation to place names, surnames,
and nationality. e Scottish
diaspora, for better or worse, is
recognised in different business
and scientific names that have
spread around the world –
Murdoch (News Corp), Macintosh
(computing), Campbell (tinned
food), Macdonald’s (fast food),
with Watt, Kelvin, and others
claiming the scientific naming
rights. But language gets twisted
through time and distance. My in-
laws live in Culzean Crescent
(spoken exactly that way in
Australia – Cull-zeen). I’ve long
given up directing taxi drivers to
“Cull-ayne Crescent” as my heart
tells me it should be pronounced.
And the local bus company –
McHarrys – represents a name
I’ve never come across in Scotland
before, but am happy to be
corrected. en there is the
pronunciation of McKay – always
in Australia rhyming with “clay”,
and still sounding odd to my
Scottish ear that wants it to chime
with “pie”.

e Scots in Australia were
never as visible in the popular
imagination as the Irish settlers,

convicts, and artists – particularly
Ned Kelly, Sydney Nolan and
omas Keneally. e Scots
quietly made their fortunes in the
background through mining,
farming, publishing, and
engineering.

After twenty-five years of living
here, on the world’s largest
island – in Melbourne,

Sydney, Tasmania and Geelong –
I am still not used to winter
officially beginning on the first of
June. It is dark by late afternoon,
and cold by comparison to the 100
degree days of January and
February. Summer in January –
how strange is that? Yet the
daytime temperature in winter
rarely drops below double digits.
Still cold enough for fashionable
hats, scarves and coats to appear at
the “Paris end” of Melbourne’s
Collins Street, and less fashionable
but equally colourful attire at AFL
footie matches (“the game played
in Heaven”).

e late Scottish painter Roddy
Carmichael, who lived outside my
home city of Geelong, once
described Australia to me as “a
huge continent surrounded by a
tiny nation” – twenty million
people (the population of
Shanghai) spread across an area
roughly the size of the USA.

Melbourne is one of the world’s
great cities. Its population is
nudging towards that of Scotland
and is set to reach five million in
the next twenty years. Its central
business district is a crazy mix of
graffiti-sprayed laneways, cafes,
and high-rise buildings of glass
and steel. Its tram system is one of
the largest and oldest in the world.
With Edinburgh, it shares the title

of UNESCO City of Literature,
and let’s make more of this link.
Ian Rankin, Louise Welsh, and
Alexander McCall Smith are
regular visitors to the Melbourne
Writers Festival, while the best of
Oz-lit – Keneally, Helen Garner,
Les Murray, Peter Carey – turn up
frequently at Edinburgh’s
Charlotte Square. Forget all the
stereotypes. Just look at the names
of the Melbourne restaurants and
you will find a multicultural city
only equalled by Berlin. From
Jewish Holocaust survivors to
Vietnamese boat people,
Melbourne has welcomed them
all. Footscray, one of the most
exciting districts – like Leith in the
1980s – is now home to new
arrivals from Somalia, Afghanistan
and Iraq. Not surprisingly, artist
studios and galleries are popping
up between ethnic restaurants and
car repair franchises.

Geelong, where I live, is a
bayside city of some 200,000
people. Some of Australia’s

best surfing happens around here.
Not far away is Queenscliff with
its two lighthouses – one white,
the other black. Ships entering the
bay only need to line up the one
with the other to know they are on
a safe route in to Melbourne. But
what delighted, me when a guide
took Sally and myself around the
black lighthouse, was to learn that
the granite it was made from came
from Ailsa Craig in Scotland,
where I’d worked as a keeper back
in the early seventies.

I am one of 14,000 who make
the daily commute, by train or car,
from Geelong to Melbourne. I am
on the train today as I travel in to
visit two “Winter Masterpiece”

Australian diary
Peter Hill was brought up in Glasgow but moved to the other
side of the world some 25 years ago …

My in-laws
live in Culzean
Crescent
(spoken
exactly that
way in
Australia –
Cull-zeen).
I’ve long given
up directing
taxi drivers to
“Cull-ayne
Crescent”

The Hat is our regular diary column
with a guest writer in each issue
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exhibitions at the National Gallery
of Victoria (Melbourne was once
Australia’s capital before Canberra
became the compromise choice,
and this is why Melbourne keeps
its prefix “National” in the title of
its state gallery). e NGV has the
finest collection of historical art in
the country (Brisbane has the best
contemporary works), the jewel in
the crown being Tiepolo’s huge
cinema-scope Banquet�of
Cleopatra.

e major exhibition that I have
come to visit is of Monet’s
“Waterlily” series from Giverny,
with supporting work that fills
several galleries. Not all shows that
are billed as “blockbusters” live up
to the title, but this one does. Most
of the work is on loan from the
Musée Marmottan in Paris. e
other exhibition is of “Australian
Impressionists in France”. It is this
show that gets me thinking about
Scotland, Australia and of the
French Impressionist diaspora.

Artistic ideas and techniques
spread around the globe with
the same tenacity as the

“memes” and genes of Scottish
surnames. Today, they move at the
click of a mouse or the uploading
of a Facebook page. In the 1980s
and 90s they were carried by
glossy art magazines – Flash�Art,
Artscribe, Artforum, and Studio
International – arriving in days, or
weeks, on the other side of the
planet. One hundred years ago –
when Monet was at the height of
his practice – intellectual and
visual exchange took a little
longer. Years and decades, rather
than days and weeks. Ocean
journeys were made, and artist-
travellers had to return home, or
send their eureka moments by
mail, to spread the “new
knowledge”, the new creativity,
back to their mates in Melbourne
or Manhattan.

Impressionism was born in
France, but eventually emerged in
Sweden, Greece, Scotland,
Canada and Australia. Go to

ailand or Hong Kong and you
will see more-than-worthy
interpretations of the movement
there – often decades after the
primal scream of the birth of the
new art movement.

The exhibition of Australian
Impressionism that put a
spring in my step today

contained the work of Charles
Conder, John Longstaff, Ethel
Carrick, E. Phillips Fox, Ambrose
Patterson and Hilda Rix Nicholas.
But the painter I most wanted to
see, and who didn’t disappoint,
was John Russell (sometimes
known as John Peter Russell,
although never to his liking).

Only on rare occasions do I get
to meet anyone in the film
industry. When I do, I always tell
them about John Russell and say,
“You’ve got to make a movie about
this guy. Someone has to. It’s an
amazing story.” And like an
elevator pitch in Hollywood I’ve
only got two hundred words left to
tell you about him.

Born to a wealthy family in
Sydney, he never had to sell his
paintings to make a living. Trained
in London at the Slade, and in
Paris with Van Gogh (this
exhibition contains an exquisite,
and very large, sheet of five
portrait drawings of Van Gogh by
Russell. Gazing at it I thought of
Van Gogh’s portrait of Alexander
Reid, the Glasgow art dealer, in
Kelvingrove Museum). Russell
bought himself a huge property on
Belle île, off France’s north-west
coast, where he played tennis and
sailed in his yacht with the
pointillist painter Signac. Not only
did he befriend Monet on the
island but later chummed up with
Matisse. According to Hilary
Spurling’s exhaustive biography of
Matisse, “As a teenager, visiting
Japan and the Pacific Islands in a
trading schooner based on Tahiti,
Russell had collected Japanese
prints long before they made an
impact on European artists like
van Gogh. According to family

legend, it was Russell who first
suggested the idea of settling in
the South Seas to Robert Louis
Stevenson (some said he had sent
Gauguin there as well).” And if
that is not amazing enough, she
goes on to describe Russell’s
influence on the original Fauvist.
“Matisse himself said that it was
Russell who introduced him to the
Impressionists’ theories of light
and colour, in particular to the
innovations of Claude Monet,
setting technical exercises to help
him assimilate them in practice.”

Somewhere along the line
Russell – Australia’s “Lost
Impressionist” – married

Rodin’s favourite model. ere is a
wonderful bust of her, Madame
Marianna�Russell, by Rodin, in
the show. Both men were close.
Rodin, in his last letter to Russell,
said, “Your works will live, I am
certain. One day you will be
placed on the same level with our
friends Monet, Renoir, and van
Gogh.”

ere are still unanswered
questions. What happened to
John Peter Russell? Why did he
leave his beloved Belle-île after
twenty years? Which of the ree
Musketeers hid in a cave on Belle-
île? Why were so many of Russell’s
paintings destroyed in the battle
of Monte Cassino? But the
elevator has stopped. e film
producers are returning to their
constructed car chases.

And my head is buzzing as I
catch my train back to Geelong.

n Peter�Hill�was�born�to�an
Australian�mother�and�Scottish
father�and�grew�up�in�Glasgow.�His
account�of�his�brief�stint�working
on�remote�lighthouses�on�the�west
coast�of�Scotland,�Stargazing,
Memoirs of a Young Lighthouse
Keeper,�has�been�translated�into
several�languages.�He�is�an
Associate�Professor�at�RMIT�in
Melbourne�and�regularly
contributes�art�criticism�to�the
Sydney Morning Herald.

It was Russell
who first
suggested the
idea of
settling in the
South Seas to
Robert Louis
Stevenson

Robert Louis Stevenson (right) responded to John
Russell’s suggestion of settling in the South Seas
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