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We promised in the last
issue of Perspectives to
“raise the questions and

tease out the answers” in the
independence referendum debate.
Of course, with a projected voting
date of autumn 2014, we have two
and a half years of discussion
ahead of us. But you have to
wonder if already some of the
interventions from the pro-
unionist camp don’t belong in the
you-couldn’t-make-it-up category.
One noble lord has advised Scots

to vote no on the basis that if
Scotland were independent the
Royal Air Force might need to
bomb Glasgow and Edinburgh air-
ports. To be fair, this would likely
only happen in the event of war.
So, we are all thinking, does Alex
Salmond have a cunning and as yet
unrevealed plan to invade England
after we become independent?
Probably not would be my guess.
So we are left with some other
(unnamed) country or countries
who would want to use Scotland as
a bridgehead to invade England.
Hence the need for the RAF to pre-
emptively bomb the central belt
airports to scupper that possibility.
The argument might have a little
more force if the noble lord could
identify the potential source of the
threat: Ireland, Iceland or maybe
Norway or the Faroe islands?
As I said, you couldn’t make it

up, but it does give an insight into
one of the imaginative minds that
populate the UK’s unelected upper
legislative chamber.

However absurd some of the
flak in the debate might be, there
are serious questions that need to
be clarified before, rather than
after, the vote on independence,
devo-max or devo-plus, or what-
ever configuration that finally gets
put to the Scottish people.
As the SNP are the Scottish gov-

ernment, they are making the run-
ning on this. But, argues Michael
Keating in his article on page 5,
there are fundamental inconsisten-
cies in the SNP’s view of how the
our national economy would func-
tion in an independent (or devo-
max’ed) Scotland.
At the moment they appear to

want to follow neo-liberal policies
(low taxation) on the one hand
and a classic social democratic
model on the other (substantial
public investment and services).
But, as Michael Keating points out,
we need to know what model the
SNP believe in: “it is an integral
part of what independence actual-
ly means in the modern world.”
Also in this issue we have the

fourth part of Riddoch’s Scotland
(the next piece will be on
Edinburgh), an account of the fall
of Italy’s Silvio Berlusconi, an
assessment of John Lennon and an
important wide-raging conversa-
tion between two artists. There’s
lots of other stuff too. Thanks as
ever to our contributors. If you
don’t already subscribe, fill out the
form on the back cover.
Sean Feeny
Editor
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Those who read the sports pages in the
newspapers may have noticed that one of the
issues bubbling around is the Dow sponsorship

deal for the London Olympics. Not only will this
summer’s Olympic games be commercialised
(incorporating the “largest shopping mall in
Europe”) and militarised (13,500 military personnel
will provide security), its favoured sponsor is also a
corrupt corporation.
Dow Chemicals has been selected to provide the

prestigious “wrap” for the central Olympic stadium,
a plastic layer which completely envelops the
building. Dow, it should be remembered, is the
company which also gave us Napalm and Agent
Orange. It is also responsible for Nemagon
insecticide, which has been sterilising banana
workers in Central America, and Dursban – this
insecticide is banned in the USA, where Dow was
recently fined for bribing Indian officials for a licence
to sell in India – and gave us the original leaking
breast implants. But Dow is also the owner of Union
Carbide corporation, the company responsible for
the Bhopal gas disaster in 1984.
Dow claims that all liabilities from Bhopal were

resolved before it acquired Union Carbide in 2001.
This is not true – there was a settlement with the
government of India in 1989, which has since
been re-opened with a curative petition in the
Indian courts. The settlement – always
challenged by the survivors’ groups – does not
include criminal liability or the clean up of the
contaminated factory site. Union Carbide is wanted
in Indian courts on criminal charges but Dow refuses
to answer these, or to produce anyone from the
company and is therefore harbouring a fugitive
from justice. Dow is also specifically named

in cases related to compensation and remediation of
the Union Carbide site.
Earlier this year, because of the link with Dow,

Meredith Alexander resigned from the Commission
for a Sustainable London which acts as an ethical
watchdog of the London 2012 Olympics organising
committee (LOCOG). LOCOG chair Seb Coe has
been questioned by Keith Vaz MP’s House of
Commons home affairs select committee on
LOCOG’s choice of sponsor and alleged malpractice
in obtaining the deal with Dow. India, a candidate for
the next Olympic games, is outraged – letters of
protest have come from Indian Olympiads, the
Indian Olympic Committee and government as well
as survivors’ groups, and there is talk of Indian
competitors boycotting the Olympics or Paralympics.
The pressure is mounting to have the sponsorship
deal cancelled and Dow removed from the list of
official sponsors of the International Olympics
Committee. Join the pressure by signing the
change.org petition set up by Lorraine Close, the
Scottish nurse who volunteered at the Sambhavna
clinic in Bhopal (http://www.change.org/
petitions/drop-dow-chemical-as-partners-for-the-
london-2012-olympic-games-bhopal).

In Scotland, you would have thought that the
SNP minister for sport – responsible for the
Glasgow Commonwealth games – would jump at
the chance of distancing herself from the
corruption of the London Olympics, but so far has
avoided several opportunities to do so, including
following a parliamentary question from Green MSP
Alison Johnston.

� Eurig Scandrett is a Green activist and
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

P32

There’smore
to
than
politics

parties
�



Independent
Scotland�with
Neo-Liberal
Economy

Independent
Scotland�with
Social�Democratic�
Economy

PERSPECTIVES 32 / SPRING 2012 / 5

THE POLITICAL
ECONOMYOF
INDEPENDENCE

With the SNP victory at the
Scottish elections of 2011,
it seems almost certain

that there will be a referendum on
independence before 2016. Yet
only now, after more than four and
a half years of SNP government,
has a debate started on just what
independence means. As politi-
cians and academics have sought
to define it, they have rapidly dis-
covered that this is not easy, and
even nationalists have accepted
that some of the infrastructure of
the United Kingdom could survive
the transition. Independence is
almost invariably presented within
the European Union, which imme-
diately marks it out from classical
nation-statehood. Hence we have
various forms of “independence-
lite” on offer. Scotland is not alone
here. In other stateless nations like
Quebec, Catalonia or the Basque
Country, nationalists have pro-
claimed the goal of national inde-
pendence or “sovereignty” but,
when it comes to putting forward

concrete proposals, have retreated
into formulas like sovereignty-
association, sovereignty-partner-
ship, confederalism or the
“freely-associated state”. At the
same time, sectors of non-nation-
alist opinion, realising that tradi-
tional unionism is no longer
politically viable, have been
musing about “devolution-max”,

which could give Scotland control
over most domestic policy and tax-
ation.

DEVOLUTION-MAX
The SNP have offered to put a
second, devolution-max question
on the referendum ballot,
although none of the other parties
have taken this up. Instead, they

There are two ways for small states to adapt to global
markets: they can either follow the neo-liberal or the social
democratic model. Current SNP economic policy faces both
ways argues Michael Keating, and the party needs to make up
its mind where it stands on this vital strand of the
independence debate.
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have stuck with the unionist front
they established after 2007 and
with Calman Commission propos-
als contained in the Scotland Bill.
Dissident voices in the Labour
Party have questioned this and
pointed to the advantages of being
in the same place where the public
is on the issue, but seem to have
failed to convince the party on
either side of the border. The
Liberal Democrats, who have a
federal tradition going back to
Gladstone and just a few years ago
produced the Steel Report, recom-
mending further devolution have,
even more curiously, retreated as
part of the coalition deal with the
Conservatives.
With the rival proposals so

vaguely articulated, it is sometimes
difficult to tell the difference
between independence-lite and
devolution-max. This recalls the
debate in Quebec in the early
1990s when the Liberals had
adopted the radical Allaire Report
and the Parti Québecois had
moved back to sovereignty-associ-
ation (albeit relabelled sovereign-
ty-partnership). The main
difference seemed to be that the
Liberals wanted to negotiate them-
selves half way out of Canada,
while the PQ wanted to leave
Canada and then negotiate them-
selves half way back in. The pro-
posal put to the electorate in 1995
included keeping the Canadian
dollar and setting up joint execu-
tive and parliamentary structures
to manage matters of common
interest. It might be argued there is
one clear difference between inde-
pendence-lite and devolution-
max, in that in the first scenario
there would be no Scottish MPs or
ministers at Westminster so that
relations with the rest of the UK
would be strictly intergovernmen-
tal, but even this is not so straight-
forward. Any deal on
devolution-max would likely
entail a reduction in Scottish MPs
and the elimination, in practice if
not in law, of Scottish ministers in
important UK offices.
So Scotland faces the same

dilemma it has faced since 1707 –
it can have more of a presence in

London but less self-government
at home, or more self-government
and less influence in London.
What has changed over recent
years is the balance of arguments,
with more emphasis on power at
home and on Scotland’s broader
relationships in Europe and the
world, including in the interna-
tional economy, and less emphasis
on its place as a “region” in a UK-
bound political and economic
regime. Independence is no longer,
if it ever was, simply a question of
legal standing. It concerns rather
the ability of the nation to forge its
own social and economic project
and sustain it in an interdependent
global system. This poses chal-
lenges both for independence-lite
and devolution-max.

SCOTLAND IN EUROPE
It is broadly accepted that an inde-
pendent Scotland would be part of
the European Union but it is less
often stated exactly what the role
of Scotland in Europe would be or
what sort of Europe it would seek
to create. As the core countries of
Europe debate the need for deeper
integration to cope with the eco-
nomic and currency crisis, English
Conservatives are talking about
what amounts to partial withdraw-
al. So which way does Scotland
head? We have heard nothing from
the SNP on this. There has been a
long debate about how much of a
social dimension Europe should
have and how far it should be
based on market liberalism. We
know exactly where the UK gov-
ernment stands on this, much less
on how Scottish nationalists see
the issue. Even in the absence of
treaty changes, there will be deci-
sions to be taken. For example
Scotland could join the Schengen
free travel area, which would
entail controls at the borders with
England and Ireland (both parts),
or keep the UK-Ireland free travel
zone but stay out of Schengen. In
the latter case, control of borders
would be largely a matter for the
UK government
One of the differences between

independence and devolution-max
highlighted by the SNP govern-

ment in its discussion papers
before 2011 was with independ-
ence Scotland would control the
levers of macro-economic policy.
Yet it was also stated that Scotland
would not have its own currency
but might join the euro in due
course and, in the meantime, keep
the pound. This would mean that
monetary policy, a large compo-
nent of the macro-economic
levers, would remain in London or
move to Frankfurt. Fiscal policy, in
turn, would be affected.

ADJUSTMENT TO EXTERNAL
FORCES
Of course, there are small inde-
pendent states that face these con-
straints yet survive and thrive in
European and global markets, so
this is not an argument against
independence as such. What it
does mean is that economic inde-
pendence is no longer about
pulling macro-economic levers as
it was in the 1950s. It is about con-
structing a social and economic
model that allows the nation to
negotiate its own adjustment to
external forces. A lot of nonsense
was talked a few years ago about
the “arc of prosperity” of rich,
small, northern European democ-
racies; but equally nonsensical was
the unionist gibe about the “arc of
insolvency”. Both ignore the fact
that small democracies have adapt-
ed in very different ways to global
competition, some more success-
fully than others. The most consis-
tently successful have been the
Nordic social democracies, whose
record both before and since the
crisis has been a great deal more
impressive than that of the United
Kingdom. Much less successful
have been those states who put
their faith in financial services,
property speculation and con-
sumer-driven booms.
There are, to simplify, two ways

for small states to adapt to global
markets. The neo-liberal recipe is
to submit to footloose capital, to
cut taxes and deregulate the econ-
omy in order to attract investment.
This is the model pursued for
example by Estonia and, to some
degree, by Ireland with its low cor-

It is
questionable
how far
cutting
business
taxes is a
viable
strategy for
growth.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF INDEPENDENCE
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poration tax rates. The downside
is of course that there is less money
available for social and public serv-
ices, for a modern and universal
welfare state. It is also question-
able how far cutting business taxes
is a viable strategy for growth,
given that these investments can go
as easily as they came and that
there will always be competitors
able to offer even lower taxation.
In any case public services are not
merely a social benefit; education,
research and infrastructure are
essential elements that make a
modern economy work and are
even more important for small
countries that do not host large
corporations.
The alternative is a social demo-

cratic model, with substantial
public investment and services,
together with the flexibility to
adapt to external crises without
mass unemployment. This would
require a rebuilding of Scottish
institutions and a return to social
partnership, an idea that has been
derided since the 1970s when it
was dismissed as “corporatism”
but which has made a comeback in
several European countries since
the 1990s. It also implies higher
levels of taxation to support gener-
ous and universal services as well
as social investment.

WISHFUL THINKING
The SNP has yet to make up its
mind about whether it believes in
the neo-liberal or the social demo-
cratic model. Nationalists some-
times declare that this is a decision
to be taken after independence,
although it is an integral part of
what independence actually means
in the modern world. At other
times, they claim to be able to do
both at the same time, cutting busi-
ness taxes while extending servic-
es, on the grounds that business
tax cuts attract so much additional
investment that they pay for them-
selves. If this piece of wishful
thinking were valid, it would be a
mystery as to why governments
around the world have not done it.
In practice, corporation tax cuts
would be a gift to existing busi-
nesses, including the banks and the

oil companies, leaving a large hole
in Scottish revenues. Reaganomics,
a similar effort to cut taxes while
binging on spending in the United
States, ended in recession and
debt. There is no example of a
social democratic welfare state
built upon this recipe.

MORE IMPORTANT
This political economy question is
arguably more important than the
legal quibbling about who has the
right to hold a referendum or
whether Scotland would hypothet-
ically be allowed into the
European Union. It also applies as
much to devolution-max as it does
to independence. Most versions of
devolution-max would give
Scotland control over almost all
taxation – VAT, because of
European law, would have at least
to be levied at the same rate as
elsewhere in the UK. This would
allow the Scottish Parliament to
decide on the overall level of
public spending and the balance
with taxation. Devolution-max
would also devolve to Scotland
most, if not all, of social security.
This could potentially open the

way to a new social and economic
bargain on Scandinavian lines.
Forced to fund its own welfare,
Scotland could not afford mass
unemployment and would have
the incentive to practise an active
labour market and training policy.
It could maintain competitive eco-
nomic advantage through high-
skilled production and
innovation. A generous welfare
state could both build on and itself
sustain a productive economy. The
corollary would be higher levels of
taxation than in England, indicat-
ing a stronger preference for social
over private consumption.
England would likely opt for the
neo-liberal route, with a dimin-
ished state, residual welfare provi-
sion and largely privatised public
services.
The case for fiscal autonomy,

however, is being made increasing-
ly by the tax-cutters and neo-liber-
als such as Reform Scotland. Their
vision is of a low-tax deregulated
Scotland offering fiscal handouts

to corporations. They may well
find a friendly ear in the current
UK government, who could see
fiscal autonomy as a way of unbur-
dening themselves of Scotland as
well as pioneering a neo-liberal
form of growth and trimming the
welfare state. This would be an
ironical outcome for a home rule
movement hitherto so steeped in
social democratic principles and
drawing its inspiration from resist-
ance to Thatcherism.

CASE NEEDS TO BE MADE
Variations of independence-lite
and devolution-max are likely to
dominate the constitutional debate
in the run-up to the referendum.
There is a strong case to be made
for a social democratic Scotland,
increasingly detached from a neo-
liberal England and closer to some
of our European neighbours. Yet
the case for it needs to made and
argued more convincingly and the
issue of taxation and spending
faced squarely. Neither the SNP’s
wishful combination of neo-liberal
taxation policies and social demo-
cratic spending, nor Labour’s
dithering over more self-govern-
ment have proved convincing.
The two dimensions of the

debate, the external/European one
and the domestic one, are linked.
On one side is the Anglo-
American model of the market
economy, a shrinking public sector
and subordination to corporate
capitalism. On the other are vari-
ants of the European social market
or social democratic compromis-
es, with higher degrees of social
protection and a strong commit-
ment to the public realm. Scotland
is at present posed uneasily
between the two. At some point,
whatever the outcome of the inde-
pendence referendum, it will have
to choose.

� Michael Keating is Professor of
Politics at the University of
Aberdeen. His book The
Independence of Scotland (Oxford
University Press, 2009), looks at
the decline of the union and the
scenarios for Scottish independence
or advanced devolution. 
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BERLUSCONI’S

With the resignation of the
Berlusconi government in
November last year, Italy

finally turned over a very contro-
versial page of its history.
However, the country’s economy
has been left in such a sorry state
of affairs that the centre-left
forces have little to celebrate.
Moreover, many are disappointed
that Berlusconi was forced to go
because of the market pressure on
the Italian finances and not
because of a popular vote provid-
ing a change of majority in parlia-
ment. He had simply proved
unable to cope with the very deep
fiscal crisis, which started in
August when the markets engaged
into a massive sale of the national
sovereign bonds, and his inaction
and lack of credibility were finally
recognised to be seriously harm-
ing Italy and its position in
Europe.
According to his supporters, the

Berlusconi government did not
lose its majority in parliament with
a proper confidence vote. They
claim that he resigned as prime
minister only because of his sense
of responsibility, to allow a new,
much larger majority to emerge to
tackle the ever growing fiscal
problems caused by the euro crisis.
According to another story fre-
quently told in Italy by the right-
wing newspapers and by the
Northern League separatist party
(the closest and most important
ally of Berlusconi), his fall was the
result of a plot organised by astute
bankers and obscure financial
powers – in effect, a coup d’etat
against Italian democracy.

Curiously enough, the sugges-
tion of a struggle between global
finance and sovereign democracy
in nation-states is not only present
in right wing populism. A similar
narrative is used much more by the
radical left in Europe as a key to
reading the whole euro crisis. And
the fact that the European leaders
have been so far unable to give an
adequate response to the crisis
seems to corroborate the idea that
the markets are in charge, not the
democratic institutions, whether
European and national.

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
Whilst it is true that the financial
crisis precipitated the collapse of
his government, what is extraordi-
nary is the fact that Berlusconi was
still in power when this happened
– despite his huge conflicts of
interest, his troubles with prosecu-
tors and his several sex scandals
which were never taken seriously
by his electorate (not even by the
Catholic Church, which supported
him all along with breathtaking
moral double standards).
In any other modern democracy,

no Prime Minister would have
held on for such a long time after
having lost a parliamentary major-
ity over one year ago. In fact, while
his forced resignation was perfect-
ly in line with the constitution, it is
his stubborn permanence in power
since the end of 2010 that shows a
sort of malfunction in the way the
democracy works in practical
terms in Italy.
A year ago, his majority (the

largest in the Republic of Italy’s
history) had already begun to frag-

ment with the “rebellion” of his
ally Gianfranco Fini (leader of the
“post fascist” party Alleanza
Nazionale). However, Berlusconi
managed to recruit some MPs
from the opposition and got the
backing of some of the “rebels”,
allowing his government to survive
two votes of confidence in the
Italian parliament, finally beating
off a censure motion in the lower
House by three votes on 14
December 2010. There were many
ways to help the Prime Minister to
convince the members of parlia-
ment to back him – the guarantee
of re-election at the next elections,
a chair in the government as state
secretary or minister, some other
favours or even, simply, money.
Berlusconi went on, denying the
very existence of the crisis in Italy
and applying his usual recipe:
communicating instead of ruling,
and in the meantime serving his
own private agenda and the inter-

The fall from power of Italian prime minister Silvio
Berlusconi late last year was long expected says
Lorenzo Consoli. Yet, the politician and media magnate
(pictured below) who liked to compare himself to
Jesus Christ might still be planning a second coming.
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est groups that supported him
instead of the public interest.
Less than six months later, the

Berlusconi government endured
two massive, although indirect,
defeats, this time by the voters.
During the last two weeks of May
2011 municipal elections took
place in 1,300 communes, includ-
ing 13 large cities, with a turnout of
68.58% in the first round of voting
and of 60.12% in the second. The
left won almost everywhere includ-
ing the four biggest cities (Bologna,
Milan, Naples and Turin). So clear
was Berlusconi’s responsibility for
the defeat in the first round (he had
run himself in Milan to support the
mayor from his party) that some
local candidates asked him not to
participate directly in the second
round campaign.

SPECTACULAR U-TURN
After having focussed the electoral
campaign on his own image and
the centre right ruling of the coun-
try – “victory in Milan will bring
support for the government”, he
had said before the vote – in a
spectacular u-turn Berlusconi
claimed that as they were just
municipal elections, the reasons
for the defeat had nothing to do
with the government.
Consequently, he blamed his coali-
tion’s candidates for not being
good enough, accused the press of
bias and announced that, of
course, he would remain in power
until the end of the legislature in
2013.
On 12 June and 13 June 2011, a

nationwide popular referendum
was held on four questions: the
first two on the abrogation of laws
concerning privatisation of water
services and other municipal serv-
ices (such as public transport), a
return to nuclear energy (which
had been banned by a previous ref-
erendum in 1987, after the
Chernobyl disaster) and a provi-
sion of criminal law exempting the
Prime Minister and the other min-
isters from prosecution. The
fourth question was clearly direct-
ed against Berlusconi, aiming at
the abrogation of one of the
numerous ad personam laws, obe-

diently approved by the parlia-
ment dominated by his majority in
order to protect him from the so
called “communist judges”.
The questions on nuclear energy

and on privatisation of public serv-
ices where targetted against the
government, focusing the centre
right policies in these fields.
Anticipating the defeat based on
the results of opinion polls, the
government tried to distance itself
from its own policies, including
the national plan for resuming
nuclear energy production (which
had been reconfirmed after the
Fukushima disaster in March).
However, Berlusconi’s main strate-
gy was to do everything possible to
discourage the citizens to vote as,
in order to be valid, a referendum
in Italy needs a turnout of more
than 50% (around 25 million
voters) – a quorum that had never
been reached for other similar ini-
tiatives during the previous 16
years. Thus, a large part of the
Italian media, directly controlled
or strongly influenced by
Berlusconi, ignored the referen-
dum until the very last weeks
before the vote, when the presi-
dent of the Republic, Giorgio
Napolitano, demanded that citi-
zens be informed about it and
declared that he was certainly
going to vote.

“EMOTIONAL” MOTIVATIONS
Berlusconi’s strategy was once
again kicked into touch. The
turnout was 56.9% and there were
clear majorities of between 94.6%
and 96.1% in favour of the abro-
gation of the government laws for
all four questions (i.e. between
53.8% to 54.7% of the whole elec-
torate). Nevertheless, the govern-
ment did not resign. Instead, it
pretended that the referendum
had no solid political basis – that it
had been based on “emotional”
and irrational motivations which
had influenced even the traditional
centre right electorate.
At this point, it became clear

that Berlusconi’s public appeal was
vanishing, without even consider-
ing the numerous sex scandals that
he was involved in (for which

Italians have always proved to be
over-indulgent). It was his political
vision and leadership that was now
in tatters. In an attempt re-launch
himself, he turned to what he
knew best – another marketing
strategy: he announced he was
going to change the name of his
party without even announcing
what it would be. After all, the
trick had worked just before the
triumphant election of 2008 when
he had renamed Forza Italia, the
party that he had founded when he
began his political adventure in
1994, il Popolo della Libertà.

NO TRUST ANY MORE
In August 2011, the contagion of
the euro crisis reached Spain and
Italy. Despite several European
Central Bank interventions on the
markets during the summer, and a
number of different fiscal packages
written under unprecedented pres-
sure made by the same ECB on the
government, the erosion of the
Italian financial position contin-
ued, with ever- growing interest
rates to pay in order to finance the
huge public debt (1,900 billion
euro, equivalent to 120% of GDP).
On 27 October, Berlusconi sent a
letter to the EU summit in Brussels
listing the new austerity measure
that his government intended to
implement. (The text was largely
re-written behind the scenes by the
European authorities.) Despite
this, only a few days later he con-
tinued with the myth that the crisis
was not real in Italy: on 4
November, he told a news confer-
ence at the end of a G20 summit in
Cannes that “life in Italy is the life
of a wealthy country: consumption
hasn’t dropped, our restaurants are
full of people and it’s hard to find
seats on planes.” This statement
could only confirm the general
feeling that Italy had lost its credi-
bility on the markets also, if not
only, because nobody trusted its
prime minister any more.
In the meantime, on 17

October, in Todi, an important
meeting of Catholic organisations
reached the conclusion that the
Berlusconi government had failed,
and that Catholics active in politics
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had to commit directly to serve the
general interest and common
good. This divorce from the
Catholic world was probably one
of the most relevant factors of
Berlusconi’s fall.
After the government lost an

important vote on the budget,
which meant that it had probably
lost its majority in Parliament,
finally, the prime minister was
urged by the president of the
republic, Giorgio Napolitano, as
well as by his own closest advisors,
to assume his responsibility. He
promised to resign after the
approval of the budget law in a
second vote, then tried again to
buy more time, most probably
with the intention to find some
more MPs ready to be “convinced”
by his powerful arguments. This
time it didn’t work. On 9
November, president Napolitano
named Mario Monti a life senator,
a clear signal that he was going to
be Berlusconi’s successor, and
declared that there was “no uncer-

tainty” about the prime minister’s
resignation after the budget vote.
One week after, he had to go.

PRETENTIOUSNESS
It is not clear whether Berlusconi
can still come back to power, but
for the time being he seems to have
lost his grip on the Italian public
opinion to a large extent.
Notwithstanding his glittering
appearance and his pretentious-
ness (he regularly compared him-
self to Napoleon and to Jesus
Christ), in his last months in
charge he was associated more
with the dark ages of the Roman
empire decadence than with the
rosy dream he had proposed as a
political vision for his electorate.
But Berlusconi is still one of the

richest men in Italy. He still owns
three television networks and the
most important advertisement
agency in Europe for commercial
TV (Publitalia 80), he controls a
number of influential newspapers
and magazines and, indirectly, two

of the three public TV channels.
His immense power has not van-
ished overnight, even if, with his
resignation as prime minister, he
has had to relinquish the most
important part of it. He is there,
peering over his successor, Mario
Monti, doing the dirty job that he
didn’t want to do – cuts in the
expenses and structural reforms,
liberalisation, the fight against tax
evasion, taxation of high revenues
and properties, revision of the
pension system – that would have
hit hard some of his most faithful
supportive interest groups. He is
waiting for Monti’s first mistakes
to attack him and start a new pop-
ulist electoral campaign against
those who “put their hands in the
citizen’s pocket”, the prosecutors,
the “communists”, the financial
speculators, and possibly against
Europe and the euro.

� Lorenzo Consoli is the Brussels
correspondent of the Bureau of the
International Press Association.
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RIDDOCH’S
SCOTLAND

It has the most striking waterfront in Europe andmore winter sunshine than any other Scottish city.
It was once larger than Edinburgh but is now phys-

ically smaller than any other Scottish council. It once
overlooked the world’s longest rail bridge and its daily
newspaper still outsells the Scotsman (and the
Herald). It has more students proportionately than
Auld Reekie (or indeed anywhere else in Europe bar
Heidelberg) and the only full-time company of actors
in the country. It elected a Communist to the town
council the same year it sent Churchill as MP to the
Commons. It had Scotland’s first ring road and first
council house and the city currently houses Scotland’s
first and only urban wind turbines. Still haven’t
guessed?
Why should you. Dundee is not just Scotland’s most

contrary city – it’s Scotland’s best kept secret.
The east coast city of 150,000 souls has developed

the biggest computer games industry in Britain, and
will soon house an extension of the V&A – the only
collection of the world’s most popular design museum
outside London. The superlatives keep coming, but
you’d be forgiven for failing to notice.
Thanks to James Thomson’s pre-war construction

of the orbital Kingsway, passing trade has done just
that for a century. Public life in Scotland is still thor-
oughly central-belt focussed … and strangers to
Dundee have not always been welcome.
My first professional encounter did not go well.
It was a live BBC Radio Scotland outside broadcast

in the early 1990s which asked if Dundonians were
happy with the state of their city. Singer Sheena
Wellington fearlessly took the stage and accused coun-
cillors of destroying the city. The council chief
promptly rose and left the podium. Back then, coun-
cillors stood accused of cronyism and corruption at
worst and ill judged priorities at best. The Palestinian
flag flew proudly over the council chambers while
Dundee’s children bumped along with the worst edu-
cational outcomes in Scotland and the highest rates of
teenage pregnancy.
The multis – low-rise flats housing the long term

unemployed – were no man’s lands, and jute and jam
were on the decline. Journalism was flourishing,
thanks to the Dundee headquarters of D.C. Thomson
but since the Dundee Courier isn’t common reading in

the central belt, no-one in authority noticed. Despite
the post war location of companies like the cash-line
manufacturers NCR and watchmakers Times, unem-
ployment was through the roof and all the population
predictions saw tweedy neighbouring Perth on the rise
with gritty Dundee on the way out.
At the council chambers denial was in the air.

According to Easterhouse-born Tom Shepherd, Chief
Executive of Dundee-based CXR Biosciences,
“Dundee was like Glasgow only smaller and worse.”
And then … something happened.

It could have been the day in 1998 when planningchief Mike Galloway swung back into town and
decided a powerful council could yet put Dundee back
on the map. Demolition and refurbishment of the
worst housing schemes had already begun but the
biggest development challenge lay untouched – the
appalling concrete pick-n-mix urban mess of the
Dundee Waterfront. Three docks had been in-filled
during the 1960s to create a landfall for the new Tay
road bridge, bulldozing away popular local haunts like
the Empress ballroom, the old swimming baths and a
grime-black Victoria arch. Dismantling it, workmen
were apparently astonished to find gleaming white
marble beneath the surface. But demolition went
ahead regardless. A metaphor perhaps for the whole
ugly “improvement” project. The new bridge ramp
soared like a concrete big dipper across the facade of
the last original Victorian building in Dock Street and
an impenetrable series of roundabouts blocked pedes-
trian access between the waterfront, station and town
to give the car absolute priority. Across the no-man’s
land by the sparkling Tay hunched a small hut-like
casino, a box-like hotel and a large leisure complex
connected by unlovely elevated walkways to the
shabby low-rise station, an empty council-built mall
and the daddy of the whole tacky shebang, Tayside
House.
Built in a hurry to ensure the regional seat of gov-

ernment came to Dundee not Perth, Tayside House
swiftly became a much-hated, 18 storey concrete-clad
eyesore. In fact, architects had planned two but ran
out of cash. Less than 50 years later, the building had
already reached its sell-by date. The lifts had run out
of spare parts, along with the two enormous fans

THE MOST CONTRARY CITY
Once described as “like Glasgow only smaller and worse”, yet
boasting a world-leading life sciences industry, Lesley Riddoch
explores the paradox and contradictions of the city that is
“Scotland’s best kept secret”.
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which powered the air conditioning in the sealed
building. If they broke down, the council had just two
hours to evacuate all staff.
But now – in a move of astonishing boldness,

Tayside House is being demolished, along with the
Earl Grey hotel, the Olympia leisure centre, the
bridge ramps and the little squat casino and the sta-
tion is getting a facelift in a billion pound regenera-
tion project – the biggest wholesale change to a
Scottish city centre in half a century. Already over-
bridges have gone, old streets realigned, new blocks
of housing built on City Quay, Tayside House is
slowly being demolished (sadly too central to be
blown up in one spectacular event), a new award-
winning council headquarters has been opened near
the heart of the old city and a massive water storage
tank installed to prevent regular flooding of city
centre properties. Network Rail have announced
plans for a station facelift – though no date’s been
given (again). Slowly, the no-man’s land between the
old medieval town and the sea is being repopulated.
And though the permitted designs aren’t to every-
one’s taste, though the whole redevelopment financ-
ing hinges precariously on rental incomes from
selling office space and even though it will take 30
years, a vital act of reconnection is being made.
Eventually the original streets – truncated by the
orbital dual carriageways – will be reconnected to
their old grid pattern and reach down to the Tay.
Views along those vistas to the Tay will be unob-
structed – again. And pedestrians will finally be king
and queen in their own city once more. Hopefully.

Mike Galloway as head of planning has taken
brickbats from locals for the excruciating slow-

ness of the council’s ambitious plans – and for the
avant garde winning Japanese design and pivotal,
central location of the new dockside V&A building.
Still he’s resisted all temptation to leave and says, “I’ll
stay till the job’s done.” Dundee should be flattered
to have such persistent suitors. But characteristically
isn’t.
About the same time Mike Galloway returned,

another local improver, Robin Presswood walked
along the Perth Road, spotted a disused garage and
decided to put a state-of-the-art building there
instead. 16 years on, the Dundee Contemporary Arts
building is firmly rooted at the centre of Dundee’s tiny
“cultural quarter” and together with the Dundee Rep
theatre has survived accusations of elitism to achieve a
genuine mix of the artistic, the cool, the avant garde,
the shopped-out, and even the lad out for a night on
the pull.
The growth of cultural confidence has been a huge

factor in the growth of modern industries in Dundee
like life sciences – finally replacing some of the lost
jobs and lost confidence of big departures in recent
decades by the Marshall Plan-funded American firms
that arrived after the war. Attention’s rightly been
paid to the joint academic initiative by Ninewells

Hospital and Dundee University (recently voted one
of the 100 best universities in the world for life sci-
ences). But Tom Shepherd’s personal story is also
instructive.
A man originally from Easterhouse on the outskirts

of Glasgow, Tom became sales manager of a thriving
biotech firm in California, was head-hunted across to
Paris and then encouraged to head up CXR
Biosciences in Dundee. Like most leading bio-techers
(it seems) he was a guitar fanatic and a man used to life
outside the mainstream – San Diego not San
Francisco, Boston not New York, Cambridge not
London … and then Dundee. Maybe.
The ten minute journey time to work was one great

potential bonus – the view along the Tay another – but
the clincher was a trip to the DCA where he spotted
ads for the forthcoming Dundee guitar festival and a
French film running that night as part of a DCA for-
eign film season – Tom’s wife is French. He took the
job the next day.
My own connection with Dundee is similar.

After leaving the BBC in 2004, I set up a production
office and broadcast from the radio studio in

Abertay University. The office moved to the top floor
of a tenement in Commercial Street – a building I
loved for the way it wore its past: built from the dis-
tinctive shale-mud coloured sandstone that tells of
Dundee’s endless connection with the sea and
equipped with the most magnificent, old-fashioned
slam-door lift that spoke of a far busier past when we
were not the only tenants in the whole, echoing five
storey tenement.
The best man at our wedding was Jim Piggott, a

Timex toolmaker who became senior vice-president
of NCR after years at night-school following the
watchmaker’s notorious departure from the city in the
1990s. On a particularly audacious “shopping mis-
sion” to the States he and my husband won a massive
cash machine construction project for Dundee, secur-
ing hundreds of jobs for more than a decade until
NCR decided to “rationalise production” too. Jim
now runs a games industry technology company in
Dundee.
It seems to be one of the recurrent themes of

Dundee – constant and continuing re-invention
which, nonetheless, never quite seems to land the City
of Discovery permanently on its feet.
David Jones set up the seminal DMA Design in

1988 after leaving his job as an electrical engineer at
the local Timex factory. He instantly made a name
with a game called Lemmings, but is famous (maybe
infamous) for the best-selling Grand Theft Auto, in
which players steal cars and shoot policemen. A serial
entrepreneur, Jones left DMA to set up Real Time
Worlds, which he sold for £2.5 million. In 2006, Jones
bought RTW back, and took a stake in another
Dundee-based games company, Denki. In recent years,
Real Time World has also gone into liquidation – a
victim perhaps of its own success.

THE MOST CONTRARY CITY
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And so another creative industry ebbs and flows –
another creation by a graduate or casualty of Timex.
Depending on your perspective Timex was one of the
most turbulent industrial disputes in recent Scottish
history – or one of the best examples of pre-closure
training of a highly-skilled workforce. Or both.

The closure of the Timex plant in Dundee in 1993meant the end of a 47-year association with the
city. But the company’s final ten years in the city were
punctuated by a factory occupation, steady job losses
and picket line violence unseen since the miners’
strike. The engineers’ union campaigned against the
erosion of the British manufacturing base and the
weak state of employment laws – and appeared to
lose. But almost 20 years later many members of its
workforce have transformed their lives and the
prospects of their city in a plethora of media, electri-
cal and life science businesses. The former Timex
workers have helped transform Dundee from
Scotland’s poorest city to its fastest growing centre of
optical and biotech science, cancer research, IT soft-
ware and computer games. In 2006 Time-Life voted
Dundee Uni the third best science university in
Europe.
How did former shop stewards become cutting-

edge gamers and leaders of the new life science indus-
tries? Does Timex deserve praise for effective training
before redundancy? Was there good advice about
using redundancy payments to fund businesses? What
generated the unexpected “can do” attitude in a city
that had become Margaret Thatcher’s epitome of the
“dependency economy”? What’s it like being CEO of
a multinational company when you once assembled
watches? Was the end of Timex the best thing that
ever happened to Dundee? Or quite simply – did
dumped Dundonians realise there would be no caval-
ry? No real help from a distant and relatively uninter-
ested Central Belt with its hands on the renovation
purse-strings and first call on new industry in the wake
of its own closures, redundancy and loss.

Dundee is the city of the paradox. Enduring state
dependency in big peripheral council estates com-

bine with a real entrepreneurial air. There are small
businesses everywhere – especially newsagents.
Perhaps it’s the legacy of D.C. Thompson but back in
the early nineties when I was distributing the feminist
rag Harpies and Quines along the east coast, Dundee
sold more than Stirling, Perth and Aberdeen put
together. Every time.
Dundee once supported 62 jute mills employing

some 50,000 workers, the majority of whom were
women. So if Dundee is a city of survivors – and it is –
it’s also “women’s toon”. The demand for female
labour in the jute mills (which brought fortunes and
peerages for entrepreneurs like Caird, Baxter and
Dawson) meant men were often left at home to mind
the children and house. Those days of female ascen-
dancy – or rather total responsibility for maintaining

the family – still have an echo in the character of
prominent Dundonians like singer and song writer
Michael Marra, broadcaster Jim Spence and actor
Brian Cox. All different personalities, of course, but
all hugely successful and respected in their own fields
and yet none consumed with the self importance or
cocky swagger that tends to accompany “celebrity”
and all driven by an interest in justice and fair play.
Marra writes with an eye for detail and an ear for the
absurd. Famously describing Dundonians as
“Glaswegians who listen”, Marra has long since
earned his spurs as an outstanding lyricist, iconoclast
and feminist. One surreal song tries to compensate for
the unhappy life of Frida Kahlo at the hands of hus-
band and artist Diego Rivera (dismissed simply as “the
fat man”) placing her in the restorative company of
regulars at the Taybridge Bar en route to the Pearly
Gates. Hamish was written for the testimonial match
of Dundee United goalie Hamish McAlpine and is one
of the fondest tributes to a sporting hero I’ve ever
heard from a Scotsman … and of course there’s
Scotland’s alternative national anthem, Hermless,
where Marra pays tongue-in-cheek tribute to the
meek, who make up Scotland just as surely as the bold.
Marra’s version of Green Grow the Rashes O, starts

with the surprising and moving observation – deliv-
ered in that unimpeachable, gravel-rough voice – that
God must be a woman, because the revered Rabbie
Burns tell us so.

Auld Nature swears, the lovely dears
Her noblest work she classes, O:
Her prentice han’ she try’d on man,
An’ then she made the lasses, O.

Similarly, the carrot-haired Jim Spence apparently
stirred some anger by observing that sectarian trouble
has never flared in Dundee despite massive 19th cen-
tury Irish immigration similar to Glasgow. (In 1851
19% of the city’s population were Irish.) The reason:
so many of the new arrivals, the breadwinners and the
leaders of Dundee’s Irish community were women –
not men. In macho Caledonia, that’s brave. In the
men-only world of football punditry, that’s astonish-
ing.

Ionce interviewed the award-winning actor BrianCox for a film about the Dundee waterfront in his
favourite place – the Unicorn frigate, as it sat moored
in Dundee docks. Despite a stellar Hollywood career
Brian’s current mission is to talk up a city he is
absolutely determined to help get back on its feet.
In my experience, Dundonians unquestionably have

vast knowledge, curiosity and transforming zeal about
their city and its place in wider Scottish society. Maybe
that’s a product of the city’s former fame as Jutepolis
(turning out bread-winning mothers) and a whaling
port (turning out men who regularly travelled to the
ends of the world in all weathers to find wealth, a
sense of humility and a love of home).
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Who knows.
And yet mention Dundee in the central belt and all

you generally get is … teenage mums.
Some of the older and more traditionalist city

fathers get very worried about this connection – it
damages the go-ahead face they are determined to
show the world. But with a relatively young popula-
tion, and a legacy of social deprivation in a nation
with no other route for young women, you will get
teenage mums – some of whom are also the most
loving and sensible young mothers I’ve ever had the
pleasure to interview.

In December 2010, Dundee hit the headlines for allthe wrong reasons. A man was arrested for the
murder of Paddy McDade, a Big Issue seller and irre-
pressibly cheery soul who used to stand at the back of
M&S in Dundee’s Seagate. A few days after McDade’s
death, a friend and fellow Big Issue seller Lisa
Mitchell, 25, had died of pneumonia.
Lisa – another bright, cheery figure known to every

rail traveller in Dundee – continued to sell the Big
Issue at the railway station even though she was ill,
fearing she would lose her pitch if she took time off.
Scores of wreaths, messages, flowers and cards

bedeck railings at the station and the back of M&S.
Their pitches stood vacant for days. Paddy and Lisa
were missed.
According to his sister Victoria, Paddy McDade had

finally come off drugs, got his own flat, and was back
in touch with a 15-year-old daughter not contacted
since she was two. Each part of that sentence tells a
story of incredible personal growth. Coming off drugs,
holding down a flat, restoring a broken relationship –

all these “normal” human acts demand unbelievable
focus and self discipline for someone who’s fallen
beyond the support systems of “normal” society.
Lisa Mitchell was also extraordinary. Found desti-

tute on the streets of Dundee four years ago, she
joined the city’s band of Big Issue sellers and appeared
without fail outside the station. Staff there said Lisa
should have been a counsellor because of the way she
listened to everyone else’s problems. She was a regular
at Dundee’s Steeple church where the reverend David
Clark said she had the “remarkable capacity to engage
and connect with people from all backgrounds. She
really was a gifted person in that she could relate so
easily to people [and] gave a huge amount just by
being who she was.”
Lisa’s determined, sympathetic and sunny nature

could have given Dundee a young ambassador – one
of a legion of peer educators, capable of leading gen-
erations of despairing unemployed people into a
world of new opportunities. Instead Lisa’s determina-
tion to stick at her “job,” in one of the draughtiest
spots in the windy port of Dundee, gave pneumonia
the upper hand.
Perhaps it’s unrealistic to think everyone can be

saved. On the other hand, perhaps it’s unrealistic to
think cities can progress with so much wasted talent.
The problem is not pregnancy-prone young women

or feckless young men – but the old men who’ve been
in charge of civic thinking for too long. Dundonians
have long championed the talent, humanity and rights
of their fellow citizens. The big change will come
when all politicians in Women’s Toon do the same.

� Lesley Riddoch is a writer and broadcaster.
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John Winston (yes, after
Churchill) Lennon, the “smart
one” of the Fab Four, moved

through three distinct periods in
his lyric writing. All the boy-meets-
girl la la la songs of the early
Beatles, but always distinguishable
from McCartney’s for their rather
dour, bordering on the misogynist,
note. Then came the nonsense
(non-sense) numbers – druggy,
through-the-looking-glass dream
worlds – where the outwardly suc-
cessful Lennon preferred to inhab-
it. Lastly (save for his final album)
protest songs.
When we think of the protest

song we think 1950s and 60s.
From Woody Guthrie to Bob
Dylan. Pete Seeger and the Civil
Rights Movement. It’s the Weavers
and Phil Ochs, Joan Baez. This side
of the Atlantic we had Ewan
McColl, but in the popular imagi-
nation it was an American boomer
phenomenon: young men and
women who were in it for the
greater good not the money. And
when Dylan started making money
he stopped writing protest song.
(Which isn’t true, but that’s anoth-
er story.)
When I first started buying

records I really believed in the
transformative powers of popular
music. The year of those first pur-
chases is crucial: 1970. Well after
(in pop years) the Summer of
Love, Paris Spring, and
Woodstock. For fans just a tad
older rock music’s promise had
already turned sour. It was no-go
the peacenicks, no-go All You
Need is Love; all we wanted was a
jab in the arm. What we got was
the My Lai revelations, the death
of Hendrix, and the Manson
family.
But still I dreamt there was

something radical in having sym-
pathy with the (Establishment’s)

devil. For the best part of my
record buying life I’ve watched old
heroes turn into tax exiles, make
racist statements, declare support
for the Tories, become evangelist
Christians and Muslims, spend
more money on their mansions
than Britain offered to the devel-
oping world. But I kept right on
believing. And arguably the most
direct and ferocious protest songs
of all were being written, not in
the 1960s but the embittered 70s,
by an unimaginably rich rock star.

MUSICAL REVOLUTION
The Beatles – much as I danced to
and sang along with them –
weren’t where you turned to for
political insights or anger. But they
invented modern rock and pop,
and played, almost unwittingly
(for three of them at least) a vital
role in that most pivotal of
decades, the 1960s. From the dark
satanic Cavern, dressed in leather
and Elvis quiffs to the countercul-
ture, the Isle of Wight and flower-
power, their revolution was almost
purely musical. While guitarists at
the time – and, generally speaking,
since – were happy with G, C and
D three-chord sequences or E-
based R&B riffs, a simple song like
Ask Me Why, on the Beatles’ first
album, written when John and
Paul were barely out of their teens,
moves from F#m to G#m, C#m
and B7. By the time they’re writing
Help! they’re using mysterious
clusters of chords that have foxed
talented instrumentalists ever
since. Michelle – a pleasant little
love ditty – begins with an almost
unwritable chord which is some-
where around C7add9/add11.
And all performed casually, bob-
bing their mop-tops in front of an
audience more interested in
screaming and fainting than in lis-
tening. By the end of their career

they’re playing music so sophisti-
cated and experimental that classi-
cal composers are taking their lead
from pop rather than the other
way around.
Lennon had watched the rise of

Bob Dylan with fascination, and
not a little jealousy. Dylan, he
recognised, could create as much
excitement with just an acoustic
guitar and a harmonica as the
Beatles and Stones did with all
their amps and drum kits; a gen-
uine rebel while the Beatles were
the darlings of mums and the
media. While Paul was being
deeply influenced by the sonic
complexity of bands like the Beach
Boys, from Rubber Soul on John
was trying to find a way of
expressing himself more honestly
within the structure of rock ’n roll.
It was a genuine driving need –
despite his newly found wealth,
the adulation and respect he was
being given, he felt like a loser.
Beatle John had been manufac-

tured by others. He grew to
despise the screaming fans. He
increasingly felt he was the vehicle

YOU SAY YOU WANT A REVOLUTION?
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More than 30 years on from John Lennon’s murder,
Chris Dolan argues that while his politics may have been
incoherent, he stood up and was counted when most rock stars
were more interested in making money and living it up.
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that the “men-in-suits” used to
relieve young people of their
money. “Would the people in the
cheaper seats clap your hands. And
the rest of you, just rattle your jew-
ellery.” More than just a joke, in
1963 it was a sign of the political
development that was to follow.
He struggled within the Beatles

to find that political voice.
McCartney and Harrison made at
least as good a fist of it: Get Back
and Eleanor Rigby, for instance,
tackled transgender (if in a north-
ern blokey way) and alienation;
Harrison’s sitar songs look to the
east for answers to capitalism’s
shortcomings. (Then again, he also
wrote Taxman.) Lennon did come
up with Revolution – a lyric that
introduces us early to his muddled
political thinking.
Ironically, it was McCartney,

much more at ease with modern
art movements and feminism, who
brought John along to see Yoko
Ono’s London exhibition – there-
by replacing himself as Lennon’s
collaborator. Only then did “The
Beatles” record directly political
songs. Give Peace a Chance, of
course, is really the end of the Fab
Four and Lennon’s start of a new
radical journey with Ono.
John and Yoko’s honeymoon

has become one of the most
famous events of the 20th century.
The couple booked a room at the
Amsterdam Hilton and invited
friends and the press to come
along and visit. Against a back-
ground of anti-Vietnam demon-
strations they turned their
marriage into a global protest of
their own. The press turned up
expecting the iconoclastic Lennons
to be naked in their room, or
worse. Instead they found the pair
in bed, in pyjamas, under signs
reading “Bed Peace” and “Hair
Peace”, “I Love Yoko” and “I Love
John”.
From Amsterdam they planned

to take their protest on to the US,
the country actually fighting in
Vietnam. President Richard
Nixon’s administration, facing a
maelstrom of ferocious mass
demonstrations wasn’t keen to
have another rabble-rouser in their

midst and refused them entry.
Instead, John and Yoko went to
Canada. They set up their second
Bed-In at a hotel in Montreal.
Again the international media
were invited and again they were
scathing. John couldn’t under-
stand how they didn’t see the
humour in it. “It’s part of our
policy not to be taken seriously.
Our opposition, whoever they
may be, in all manifest forms,
don’t know how to handle
humour. And we are humorous.”
A phrase he kept using every time
a reporter asked what they were
doing was, “All we’re saying is give
peace a chance”.
He knew he had a song on his

hands, and recorded it there and
then, in the hotel room. A dozen
or more “friends” were on hand, a
hotch-potch – only some of whom
were like-minded souls – including
Allen Ginsberg, Timothy Leary
and, bizarrely, Petula Clark, chant-
ed along with him and Yoko. (John
also claimed that Bob Dylan was
there; he wasn’t.) As the Beatles
hadn’t yet officially split, the song
was attributed to Lennon-
McCartney – a ridiculous notion.

RADICAL POLITICS
For the next five years John and
Yoko threw themselves headlong
into radical politics. John spoke
out, not only against the war in
Vietnam, but against all the injus-
tices he saw around him. He
handed back his MBE in protest at
Britain’s part in the Nigerian civil
war, but also to show disapproval
of the UK’s tacit support of
America in Vietnam. By the 1970s
the old love-and-freedom singers
and bands had either given up or
faded away – Joan Baez, Peter, Paul
& Mary – or had moved onto
darker, less overtly political lyrics –
The Byrds, Simon & Garfunkel,
Dylan himself. Lennon stepped up
and took their place. Ten years of
writing either simple yeah-yeah-
yeah lyrics or witty, deliberately
obscure songs gave way to directly
ferocious political statements.
Gimme Some Truth is truculent
and scathing and names Richard
Nixon personally; I Don’t Wanna

Be A Soldier is a fierce anti-war
song. Immediately after the
Bogside massacre in 1972, when
26 unarmed protestors were shot
dead by the British army, John
responded with his mordant
Sunday Bloody Sunday. He devel-
oped an extraordinary ability to
write simple but effective protest
songs, mixing the personal and the
political in a way no-one had done
before.
Interviewed by the radical

thinkers Tariq Ali and Robin
Blackburn for their Red Mole
newspaper, he became aware of
the phrase Power to the People. He
went home that night and wrote a
song around it, phoning Ali the
next day to sing it to him on the
phone. “I just felt inspired by what
they said, although a lot of it is
gobbledygook. So I wrote Power to
the People the same way I wrote
Give Peace A Chance, as something
for the people to sing.”
Gobbledygook. Lennon’s anger

and his ability to write songs for
“the people to sing” is not in ques-
tion. His understanding of politics
most certainly is. His two most
famous songs infuriated as many
people, even on the left – perhaps
especially on the left – as they
inspired others.
To many, Lennon was indeed a

hero; but working class he never
was. By a stretch the most bour-
geois of the Beatles, growing up in
the relative comfort of Aunt
Mimi’s big house on the hill, was it
empty posturing to cite himself as
some kind of martyr for the prole-
tariat? And how about imagining
no possessions, sitting at a white
grand piano (the one he actually
wrote it on was sold for £2 mil-
lion) in a mansion with acres of
land in Ascot?

A phrase he
kept using
every time a
reporter
asked what
they were
doing was,
“All we’re
saying is give
peace a
chance”.
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But Lennon not only wrote
political songs, he put his money
where his mouth was. He became
personally and financially involved
with radical movements around
the globe. He turned up at demos,
his house was open to any kind of
activist, he spoke out in the mass
media. He threw his weight – and
his chequebook – behind Malcolm
X and the Black Power Movement.
To qualify as a Voice of the Left are
you required to give up your home
and family and the shirt on your
back? Were that the case, we
would be robbed of many of our
greatest minds and spirits. (Would
it make you not a Marxist, just an
Engelist?) And isn’t it legitimate to
sing of the injustices to others –
even if you yourself are living com-
fortably? Not being working class
is the same argument the right
used against the anti-Apartheid
movement (“if you’re not
black …”).
Being rich isn’t the central prob-

lem with Lennon’s politics. By his
scattergun approach, funding and
supporting causes that had very
little in common, we can only con-
clude that neither he nor Yoko
were ones for deep political think-
ing; that what roused them both
was an anti-establishment anger.
Anything, then, that attacked
established institutions was good
enough for them, and to hell with
the contradictions. The world
needed to change and anything
that looked as if it might help bring
down the old order was fine by
them. The key question – it seems
to me now, after spending the best
part of year pondering their songs
and reading anything by and about
them I could get my hands on – is
how deep did even their hatred of
the establishment go? Was it all, at
heart, deeply personal? The exist-
ing order displacing their own, and
especially John’s, inner turmoil?
Years after Imagine’s release,

when challenged by a friend about
wishing for no possessions John
curtly said “It’s only a bloody
song!” Had he lived longer, we
may well have seen Lennon going
the way of all rock ’n roll flesh. His
last album, Double Fantasy, is

cosily warm, almost self-satisfied,
ending with a track called Hard
Times Are Over. “Pizza and fairy-
tales”, as he once called
McCartney’s music. With his per-
sonal demons finally silenced
would Lennon have turned his
back on protest for ever more?
Were all those furious tirades noth-
ing more than a poor little rich boy
kicking against the world?

BENEFIT OF THE DOUBT
Whatever unanswered questions
and for all the inconsistencies in
Lennon’s political thinking in the
years after the Beatles, why not
give him the benefit of the doubt?
There can be no doubting his com-
mitment, from the late 1960s to
the mid 70s at least. He spoke out
against Britain’s behaviour in
Northern Ireland. He helped the
Upper Clyde Shipbuilders in their
legendary sit-in. Together with
Dylan, Che Guevara and a handful
of others, John Lennon was one of
the people who expanded the
horizons of millions over the pre-
vious twenty years.
His death could very well have

come from his politicking – he
made a number of very powerful
enemies, not least the CIA. And in
a way, there is a connection, a
tragic, twisted connection, with his
idealism. But his murder also has a
strange relationship with that
other kind of song Lennon wrote
so wonderfully. Those strange,
light-but-dark lyrics he specialised
in before he found his radical
voice: Strawberry Fields, Lucy In
the Sky, his last great collaboration
with McCartney, A Day In the
Life; and of course, I am The
Walrus, where the singer/narrator
seems to actually live in the bizarre
world of the song. Until he found a
way of venting his anger John, the
smart one, hid inside dreams and
created fantasy worlds.
Mark David Chapman was a

huge fan of both John Lennon and
J. D. Salinger’s fictional hero of
Catcher In The Rye, Holden
Caulfield. Reading everything he
could on John, Chapman was
incensed by his old hero’s new-
found happiness and his rock-star

wealth. Lennon, he felt, had
betrayed all his own ideals. He
became fixated by a bizarre idea: if
he could rid the world of the evil
of the new John Lennon,
Chapman could live inside
Salinger’s fictional world, and
actually become Holden Caulfield.
Back in the 1960s Lennon had

made an off-the-cuff quip to an
interviewer. “I’ll probably be
popped off by some loony.” In his
one and only cinema role outside
of the Beatles’ films, John played
Musketeer Gripweed in the black
comedy How I Won The War
(1967). At the end, Gripweed is
shot in the stomach. Cynthia, his
then wife, watched in horror as
Lennon acted slowly sinking to the
ground and dying – she felt sure
she was watching not a film but a
premonition.
Chapman is still serving his

prison sentence for the murder of
John Lennon. In 1980 he was a 25
year old security guard visiting
New York from his home in
Honolulu. “I didn’t really mean to
hurt anyone”, he said afterwards,
weirdly evoking Lennon’s song
Jealous Guy (“I didn’t mean to
hurt you”). “I really liked John
Lennon.”
Lennon played the ultimate

price for his art. Chapman fol-
lowed his lead in trying to inter-
pret the madness of the world
through creating inner landscapes
and realities. But he was punishing
his hero, too, for saying one thing
and doing another. We should not
continue to punish Lennon for the
same inconsistencies. He may have
been incoherent in his politics, he
may even have been at times disin-
genuous – though the raw honesty
of his songs is undeniable. But he
stood up and was counted when
the rest of rock and roll was more
interested in living it up and
making money. Most importantly,
John Lennon gave us powerful
protest songs that will continue to
outlive his frailties.

� Chris Dolan is a writer. His John
Lennon: the Story of the Original
Beatle is published by Argyll
Publishing at £5.99.
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 Sandy Moffat: Since the publication of Tom
Normand’s monograph, Ken Currie: Details of a
Journey in 2002, your painting seems to have
changed dramatically, exploring very different
subject matter and moving in new directions. Would
you agree this has been the case and if so, was it a
conscious break with what you had previously
achieved or something better understood as an
evolutionary process, stemming directly from what
had gone before?
Ken Currie: Yes the work has changed a lot since 2002
and moved in new directions. I know it can appear
that some kind of conscious break has occurred but
I’m really just a very restless painter, I’m always very
dissatisfied with work that has gone before and con-
tinuously try to push into new areas of imagery. It is, I
think, an evolutionary process as you say, but one that
happens in dramatic steps, twists and turns.

SM: In terms of these new areas of imagery, how
important was the Three Oncologists (2001). Was this
your first serious portrait? It seems to me this painting
is a significant turning point – as well as being a major
statement about the portrait in the 21st century. Can
you tell us how the painting came about and how you
approached the subject(s)?
KC: Three Oncologistswas indeed my first serious por-
trait commission. I was approached by the Scottish
National Portrait Gallery in 2000 with the idea of
painting three renowned cancer specialists working at
Ninewells Hospital in Dundee. I knew nothing about
them myself and so visited them several times at the
hospital over a period of about three months to talk to
them and watch them at work. This involved spending
many hours in an operating theatre watching the sur-
gical procedures of Sir Alfred Cuschieri and Professor
Bob Steele. The third specialist, Sir David Lane was
more elusive as his work was mainly laboratory based
and he was very busy. In fact they were all very busy
and clearly had no time to sit at length for a triple por-
trait. I made sketches, took photographs and, most
importantly, persuaded them to let me take plaster

casts of their faces. These allowed me to study the
individual structures of their heads in some detail
without calling on their precious time. It meant also
that I could set up the three heads together in the
studio and light them in a particular way and observe
the shadow play on their individual faces and secure a
likeness. However, getting a likeness was never my
intention. In many ways it is not a traditional portrait
painting at all and the final work is more a distillation
of the thoughts and feelings I had when I met with
these three specialists in their own environment,
talked with them and watched them at work rather
than a record of an observational process.
With hindsight I think the painting probably was

indeed a turning point. At that time I think my work
was edging toward a kind of abstraction or minimal-
ism. Painting Three Oncologists reminded me that my
core interest was the human subject, expressed mainly
through representational figuration, so the shift into
pure formalism was resisted in favour of a kind of
painting that projected an intense and dramatic
human presence.

SM: That’s quite a confession you’ve just made, but
rather than engage with issues of formalism let’s dis-

Three
Oncologists
(2001)
by Ken Currie
Scottish National
Portrait Gallery
(© The artist)

Painters Sandy Moffat and Ken Currie first met over 30 years
ago as tutor and student respectively at Glasgow School of
Art. Since then they have maintained a dialogue encompassing
diverse areas such as politics, culture and history – with a
strong emphasis on the particularities of the situation in
Scotland – as well as a continuing critique of trends within
contemporary art. The following conversation consists of
extracts from their recent written correspondence.
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cuss your other, more recent epic portrait of the physi-
cist, Professor Peter Higgs. Did this present a different
set of challenges from the oncologists. How, for
example, did you set about representing the nature of
matter, time and space?
KC: The Higgs portrait wasn’t nearly so complicated
to resolve as the oncologists painting.
I began work on it by meeting the 79-year-old Peter

Higgs at his flat in the Edinburgh New Town. The flat
was extraordinary – untouched since the 1970s, a
beautiful gentle curve on one of the walls, large win-
dows and a huge built-in mirror. He struck me as a
man of immense dignity, reserve and humility – active
in CND in his younger days, interested in art and
music and a great lover of the Edinburgh Festival. In
the 1960s Higgs realised through complex mathemat-
ical deduction that the entire basis of physics was
untenable without the existence of a specific particle,
or boson, that conferred mass on all objects in the uni-
verse. It was a major discovery at the time and the par-
ticle was eventually named the Higgs boson. The large
hadron collider at CERN was built virtually with one
aim in mind – to find evidence of the existence of this
particle and thus confirm Peter Higgs’s theory. I asked
him about his work, and how he came to discover the
eponymous boson. I had envisaged him at work in
some great, cathedral-like laboratory but he said all he
needed was paper and pencil – it was all in the mathe-
matics. He said his primary area of research had been
in mathematical symmetry. For some reason, the word
symmetry resonated with me.
At one point, he stood up and turned toward me

slightly and I noticed his reflection in the great wall
mirror in the room. I “saw” the painting immediately.
I envisaged the mirror as a looking glass into another
world, a sub-atomic world we cannot see as such but
which in many ways represents a more intense picture
of reality than we can ever imagine. I envisaged the
moment the boson revealed itself in the particle col-
lider, a moment of sublime beauty.

SM: This brings me to another matter and that is …
we haven’t seen any of your new work in Scotland for
nearly a decade … since the Glasgow School of Art
show in 2002. There was one large painting, A
Hunting Lodge, exhibited in the Royal Scottish

Academy’s annual exhibition in the spring of 2011
and of course, the two portraits already discussed
have been on public view, but there’s a huge body of
new paintings which have never been presented to a
Scottish audience … and that begs more than a few
questions.
KC: Actually, the truth is that in the space of 19 years I
have only had one exhibition in Scotland and that
was the one you mention at the Glasgow School of
Art, which you yourself organised. In that time I have
exhibited in many other cities outside Scotland. It’s
true to say that, apart from the recent paintings you
mention, the Scottish public are largely unfamiliar
with my work. I think you probably have as good an
idea as I do why my work is rarely seen here. I think
many of the public contemporary galleries in
Scotland are rigidly governed by certain very narrow
critical and curatorial orthodoxies. The showing of
certain kinds of work outwith these orthodoxies is
discreetly frowned upon. After all, reputations are at
stake.

SM: Something has gone badly wrong with the
Scottish art scene over the past twenty years or so
which would need a quite separate discussion and
analysis … We have more galleries than ever before,
but absolutely no independence of thought amongst
the curatorial classes. Only a certain type of art is con-
sidered suitable for exhibition. The public are denied
access to interesting and important work and given
the impression that artists are in discussion only with
themselves. I think we could also point to the fact that
few of the artists currently favoured seem at all con-
nected to the growing debate taking place about
Scotland’s future – a debate all of our leading writers,
poets, academics and intellectuals from varied disci-
plines and standpoints, are already involved in.
KC:Well, many of Scotland’s most successful interna-
tional artists see themselves above such things as talk-
ing about the political situation in their own country.
They would probably regard such talk as fatally
provincial. The dialogue they are interested in is the
self-referential dialogue of the international art world
which only takes place between artists, critics, cura-

Chimera
(2010)
by Ken Currie
(© The artist)

Peter Higgs
(2010)
by Ken Currie
University of
Edinburgh
(© The artist)

The Death of
Marat
(1793)
by Jacques-
Louis David
(Photo by Sandy
Moffat)
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tors, dealers and collectors. Perhaps they have nothing
to say about the future of a new Scotland.

SM: The future of a new Scotland is something that
rightly pre-occupies many of us. This offers opportu-
nities for artists and writers because they have the
means to develop the idea of Scotland as a nation of
the imagination, to connect hope with story and our
future.
KC: One of the more damaging narratives we have
allowed ourselves to believe is that if something comes
from Scotland then it must be inherently inferior, par-
ticularly in the area of culture. This has been very
debilitating for many of our artists and often accounts
for the fact that many of the best have had to leave
and work elsewhere. However, it has to be said,
Scotland remains a very, very difficult country in
which to be a visual artist. Our writers are lauded and
celebrated and invited to join all the great national
debates, they are treated almost like sages, whereas
visual artists generate bemusement mostly, some of it
wholly justified it has to be said. I would hope that the
story of the future is that we would finally shake off
that sense of inferiority and have confidence in the
inherent worth of our culture.

SM: There are a couple of further points I’d like to
make in response to what you’ve just said … the first
is our (Calvinist?) tendency, amounting at times to self
hatred, to attribute any abuse which takes place in
Scotland to “the Scottish character”. This, of course,
suggests the Scots are inherently incapable of any kind
of political responsibility. Alan Riach’s A New
Introduction to Scottish Literature includes a list of
the major themes in Scottish Literature … number
one is … Scotland: The Matter of the Nation. Just tell
me this … how many visual artists have taken that
one on? Ken, is this the time to roll up the sleeves and
“work as if we lived in the early days of a better socie-
ty”?
KC:Well, certainly a new ambition is called for now.
This comes at a difficult time though and my fear is
that the current economic crisis will nip things in the
bud. So much of what goes on culturally in Scotland is
dependent on public subsidy, so the situation is
becoming more challenging by the day. Perhaps a
better slogan would be Gramsci’s “optimism of the
will, pessimism of the intellect”.

SM: Gramsci’s writings were influential upon your
earlier work, but would you say this is still the case?
The paintings you showed last winter in New York
and this spring in London under the collective title of
“Immortality” were described by Julie Lawson in her
catalogue essay as follows … “If we are sitting any-
where looking at the works which make up
Immortality it’s the front row at a Greek tragedy, or
at a performance of King Lear, or perhaps Ubu Roi or
even Marat/Sade. We shall be obliged to look upon
things we would not normally care to dwell upon.

Currie certainly does not flinch from the darker
aspects of human existence and experience.”
Obviously, as a painter, you are dealing with ideas
which go way beyond what one might regard as
belonging to conventional political discourse …
KC: One of my other favourite Gramsci quotes is that
“the challenge of modernity is to live without illusions
and without becoming disillusioned”. A tall order
these days.
The paintings in the Immortality series attempt,

among many other things, to ask questions about the
relationship between painting, specifically the idea of
portraiture, and power. Julie Lawson touches on the
theatrical element precisely because much of public
life today seems like a “grotesquely bad drama” full of
“poor players”, as Shakespeare put it, who see them-
selves on a noble mission to do good in the world yet
appear to the rest of us as deeply engrossed in their
own edification. The power they wield is often
evanescent and delusional. In the past, painters were
expected to reverentially record the likenesses of
those in power. Great painters like Goya were able to
do this but subtly ridicule them at the same time, and
survive. Goya was the true guiding spirit for this
series. A rather dark, Goya-esque irony is, I think, at
the heart of the Immortality paintings. And humour as
well.

SM: I knew we would come to Goya sooner than
later … would it be true to say that although he is a
more uneven painter than, say, Velazquez, he’s much
more capable of getting his hands dirty in a way the
aristocratic 17th century master never did? By that I
mean that in his greatest works … and I’m including
drawings and the various suites of etchings… he gives
the impression he’s been out on the streets … as a wit-
ness. What do you think … does this make him the
first modern painter?
KC: Absolutely, the first. The mind-sets of Velazquez
and Goya couldn’t be more different. A common crit-
icism of the former is that he used his immense
painterly talents to determinedly advance through the
hierarchy at court and was an unquestioning support-
er of monarchial absolutism. There would appear to
be no nuances here except that it was noted after his
death that his library contained works on mathematics
and astronomy. A proto-enlightenment thinker per-
haps? Goya was also a court painter, but at a time
when enlightenment ideas were beginning to gain
ground against a background of corruption and
decline in the regime of Charles IV. His painting
Charles IV of Spain and his Family is a very subtle
piece of satire and, in a way, represents the first
inklings of the modern mind-set, the idea of the artist
as witness, as commentator and critic – these are
things we take for granted now.

SM: We should ask questions of the modern
painter … “a painter of our time” as John Berger put
it. Is there such an artist today? What do we really
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visual artist.
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mean when we talk about post-modernism or con-
temporary art, given that most of what is described as
contemporary art has little or no relevance to the
actuality of the world we live in – the suffering,
human misfortune, the cruelty and contradictions of
modern society – such things are largely ignored by
contemporary artists.
I remember twenty years or so ago, after the revolu-

tions of 1989 which saw the collapse of Soviet com-
munism, followed by the Gulf war and the rise of
American militarism, your response to those events
was reflected through an engagement with the paint-
ings of Bosch and Brueghel and not through an
engagement with any of the current modes of contem-
porary art. Has there has always been a dialogue with
the past and the present in your work?
KC: The work of painters of the past is with us in the
here and now. They are part of the totality of modern
cultural experience, much in the same way that, in
cities, old buildings exist side by side with new build-
ings. The past is woven into the experience of moder-
nity in profound ways. Many artists from the past, like
Bruegel and Bosch, had insights into some of the fun-
daments of the human predicament that still speak to
us freshly and vividly today. For me, the massive his-
torical archive of painting is like a living presence, it’s
there all the time.

SM: I very much like your idea of the historical
archive as a living presence – and one which puts con-
temporary art into perspective. But how does a
painter like yourself engage with this archive? For
example, in your four small paintings entitled Il
Gattopardo you deal with ideas derived from a 20th
century novel about events which took place in mid
19th century Italy (The Leopard by Giuseppe Tomasi
di Lampedusa). Luchino Visconti made a wonderful
film based on this novel in the early 1960s, his cine-
matic language influenced by a number of 19th centu-
ry painters including Goya. Can you talk about the
differences between a film director and a painter in
this instance.
KC: Interesting question… Francis Bacon said that the
power of painting lies in its ability to give the essence
of a story but without the boredom of its conveyance.
Visconti’s film is a tour-de-force of cinema. But it’s
three hours long with a protracted battle sequence
that is only alluded to in the original novel. The film
he made was very much in the genre of the historical
epic. However, for me, the essence of the novel lies in
its more contemplative themes – the melancholy of
aging, the evanescence of power, the ephemerality of
all human affairs – an ephemerality that applies as
rigidly to the rich aristocrat as it does to the poor peas-
ant.
In the four small paintings you mention I tried to

convey that sense of melancholy and transience, that
despite the hubris of power, no-one escapes their mor-
tality. I was simply trying to get to the bare bones of
the idea.

SM: Visconti, of course knew his Gramsci … but
would you say there is no relationship between what
you do as a painter and your earlier work as a film-
maker? And if there is, how would it best be
described …and what are the main differences as well
as the affinities? I would say your recent big painting
Chimera (2010) has many cinematic qualities …
KC:Well, as you know in the very early days I pretty
much abandoned painting for film-making and learnt
a lot about how the medium works. The main differ-
ence is that whilst painting is a solitary art form, film-
making is very much a collaborative process, often
involving difficult compromises. It’s also very costly
and financial considerations can bring huge pressure
to a project, which isn’t good for creativity. I think
you need a particular temperament to be a film-
maker, part diplomat, part dictator. I returned to
painting because it seemed to offer unconditional
freedom and control over the creative process. But I
still retain a huge admiration and passion for cinema.
It’s a very powerful art form. Some films are as much
a part of my thinking as paintings. Certain film-
makers are “up there” with the best painters – Bill
Douglas, Andrei Tarkovsky, Federico Fellini, Luis
Bunuel, to name but a few. You won’t be surprised to
hear that these last two – Fellini and Bunuel – were a
huge influence on the Immortality series and on
Chimera in particular.

SM: I’m assuming Chimera is central to the
Immortality series. It’s without doubt a challenging
painting in more ways than one … who are the pro-
tagonists and where are they? These will be the obvi-
ous questions for most viewers.
KC: The painting was about four years in gestation. I
had visited the Prado again in 2006, where there had
been a rehang in one of the central halls. I remember
glancing down one of the long rooms of inter-con-
nected galleries to see, at the end of it, what I thought
was some gimmicky, museum PR photo-shoot of
people dressed up as characters from Goya’s Family of
Carlos IV. I thought I would go and take a look so I
could publicly disapprove but after a few steps I
realised it was the actual painting I was looking at.
I had been fooled by a combination of stunning light-
ing and Goya’s mastery. The figures appeared to be
standing right there in front of me.
Back in Glasgow I began to think about the idea of

painting a kind of large family scene, with Goya in
mind, but also many, many other ideas and connec-
tions, for example the surreal imagery of Fellini and
Bunuel mentioned earlier and references to
Velazquez’s Las Meninas. There is a huge four poster
bed in the background – a direct reference to the mys-
terious imagery of the early 20th century Scottish
painter James Pryde. As I said, many connections and
references. Over a period of four years I repeatedly
made sketches of this idea – unsure of what the paint-
ing was really about or what I was trying to say, if any-
thing. The figures depicted are entirely imaginary,
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like apparitions almost – there, but not there. They
are in a vast bedroom in some kind of crumbling
mansion. In the same company there is a newly born
baby and a sick old man, both tended by nurses. The
other figures are somehow part of this family gather-
ing, many of whom stare right back at us. The paint-
ing contains a self-portrait – and I depict myself
working on, in this strange room, the very painting
we are looking at. I wanted to create the sensation
that these painted figures were actually right there in
front of you, but that their presence was inexplicable.
Sometimes this works but it all depends on the
 lighting.

SM: Let’s return to the theme of power which is at the
heart of the Immortality series … a theme most asso-
ciated with drama – from the ancient Greeks onwards
– in our Western culture … and also with opera. I’m
thinking specifically of Handel here, a composer who
had direct access to the ruling class and who observed
the volatility of politics and power from close range.
His musical and dramatic portrayal of people in
power is quite extraordinary. Your paintings of mili-
tary figures such as Man in a Uniform (2007) and
Uniformed Man, Standing (2008) depict a type of
military dictator we have grown all too accustomed
to … but with regard to my comments on Handel it
seems to me the one great painter closest to power in
modern times was surely Jacques-Louis David … was
he in your thoughts as you worked on these particular
paintings?
KC: Jacques-Louis David is a painter I keep returning
to again and again. I’ve been fascinated by his painting
Death of Marat since I was about 19. It is a beautiful,
almost perfect painting, but of a loathsome thing – an
assassinated political fanatic for whom human life was
inconsequential, merely a means to an end. It is this
tension, between the painting’s almost religious seren-
ity and its underlying sense of violence that makes it so
formidable an image. In David’s hands power is cele-
brated without irony and, in some cases, without sub-
tlety. As a neo-classicist his paintings claimed to
recreate the grandeur and severity of the Romans and
Greeks but at the service of Terror. In this sense he is a
direct precursor of the art of the 20th century’s totali-
tarian regimes.
So, David is an example of an artist who does make

work about power, explicitly so, but there are others
whose work is also about power but perhaps only
implicitly so. We have already mentioned Velazquez
and Goya, and I’m thinking in particular of the
former’s portrait of the Pope, the whole point of
which is to project the man’s authority. In a way, the
medium is the message here. In no sense, however, is
Velazquez implying a critique of power. There is no
undermining or ridiculing going on, no dissent.

SM: There’s no way that Velazquez, given both his
position and the prevailing political ideology of his
times, could have contemplated a critique of power…

but since the Enlightenment and the subsequent birth
of Romanticism, freeing artists from working exclu-
sively for the ruling class, would you not agree that
one of the main tasks of the artist is to supply a cri-
tique of power?
KC: I think it should be, no question. If anything, cap-
italism is an explicit spectacle of wealth and power, in
some ways this is its whole point. It strikes me that
over the last 30 years artists have turned their backs
on one of the main purposes of the avant-garde which
is to make a subversive critique of this spectacle.
Instead, many of them appear to have surrendered
and allowed themselves to become part of it. I think
many artists have kind of sleep-walked into this situa-
tion – taking part in exhibitions, prizes and competi-
tions that are sponsored by global corporations, or
allowing their catalogue introductions to be written
by the presidents of companies involved in human
rights abuses or environmental vandalism. Everyone
seems compromised, yet to point this out is to court
ridicule.

SM: Ken, we’ve covered a lot of the territory sur-
rounding your new paintings but how you see the
future … both in terms of art and culture and the
wider political world?
KC: There are clearly many things deeply wrong with
contemporary society and I think there is a wide-
spread feeling that, over the last 30 years or so, these
things have been getting worse, particularly inequali-
ty. The status of art and culture generally has been
transformed. Globalised, market-driven popular cul-
ture has completely marginalised all serious art forms.
Once again, they are the preserve of an elite and have
come to rely heavily on corporate patronage for their
continued existence. The argument that John Berger
once made – that we must judge the success of a work
of art by the extent to which it helps men and women
claim their social rights – isn’t wrong, but has been
defeated. Today, the success of artists is judged entire-
ly by their prices at auction. Everything else is irrele-
vant. The notion that we’re making progress in art is
one of the great illusions of our age.
The governing ideology of the West for the last

three decades has just crashed and burned in spectacu-
lar failure. Clearly, we are at a critical moment right
now. I keep thinking of yet another quote from
Antonio Gramsci: “… the old world is dying, and the
new one struggles to be born: now is the time of mon-
sters.”

� Sandy Moffat was formerly head of painting at
Glasgow School of Art. He has works in the National
Galleries of Scotland collection including a portrait of
Muriel Spark and the celebrated Poets’ Pub. In 2010
his painting of Alasdair Gray was unveiled and is on
long-term public display at Glasgow’s Oran Mor. He
co-authored (with Alan Riach) Arts of Resistance
(Luath Press, 2008), a major survey of art and poetry
in Scotland in the twentieth century.
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NO MORE BLING
ON THE BONE

Opening Kandinsky in Govan:
Art, Spirituality, and the
Future, at the Pearce

Institute, curator Alastair
McIntosh cited Damien Hirst’s
piece For the Love of God as an
example of the degenerate state of
the contemporary art world. The
piece, a cast of a human skull
encrusted with over 8000 dia-
monds, cost £14 million to pro-
duce. The obscenity of the cost of
such “bling on bone”, as it was
called by performance artist Nic
Green, is keenly felt in a place like
Govan where under-funded com-
munity arts projects face a con-
stant struggle to survive. Hirst is an
easy target and yet the disparity of
investment in art for the elite and
in art for local communities was
brought home again and again
over the weekend.
Inequality is nothing new of

course, but given recent world
events and the continuing unfold-
ing of economic collapse, it
seemed timely to participate in a
conference whose aim was to chal-
lenge the role of art in our society.
In his address McIntosh was
unequivocal, condemning “elite
pretentious art that is up its own
backside” and calling instead for
“art as service”, that “can speak in
places of poverty”.
The conference used as a focus

the centenary of the publication of
Wassily Kandinsky’s treatise
Concerning the Spiritual in Art, in
which he rejects the “nightmare of
materialism” and calls for an art

“which springs from the soul”.
Kandinsky is a defining figure in
modern art, and this is a key text
in shaping its philosophy, and yet
his charge that “the artist must
have something to say”, and that
“mastery over form is not his goal
but rather the adapting of form to
its inner meaning”, seems to have
been forgotten. When we look
now at the self-aggrandisement of
some of our contemporary artists,
it is also clear that they no longer
heed Kandinsky’s insistence that
the artist must “gauge his position
aright, to realise that he has a duty
to his art and to himself, that he is
not the king of the castle but
rather a servant of a nobler pur-
pose.”
One of the keynote speakers,

American artist Rick Visser, took
up this theme of “inner necessity”,
suggesting with a wry smile that
“offering something to the world
has a somewhat different tone than
‘getting a one-man show’.” Visser
rejects careerism, insisting that the
challenge for today’s artists is to
help “bring sanity to the world.” It
might have been possible to dis-
miss such high ideals if the confer-
ence had been held in the padded
environment of a university or art
college, but we were in Govan and
a tour of the Galgael Trust was a
visceral reminder of the positive
and vital role that art, and the
making of art, can play in bringing
about just such a sanity.
On Saturday morning, Professor

Harry Burns, Chief Medical

Officer of Scotland, addressed the
conference. It was rare and heart-
ening to hear from someone in
such a position speak so passion-
ately about the role that art and
culture can play in helping to heal
damaged communities. Not only
that, but to hear him insist that
such culture should be developed
from within those communities
rather than imposed by an elite.
Professor Burns demonstrated
again and again the link between
psychological and physical well-
being, and how that link should be
taken into account when address-
ing the nation’s health. There was
no doubting his sincerity, and it
will be interesting to see how such
a viewpoint influences public
policy.
Kandinsky in Govan was not

about seeking consensus. Art will
always divide opinion, especially
between those who believe that the
artist’s role is to follow her inspira-
tion, wherever it may lead and no
matter how abstract or impenetra-
ble the outcome, and those who
insist that art should serve the
common good. What is clear how-
ever is that many artists, or at least
those who are promoted in our
mainstream media, have lost sight
of the notion of “artist as servant”.
Rick Visser provided a telling
quote by the Russian film-maker
Andrei Tarkovsky. In his book
Sculpting in Time, Tarkovsky
writes:
“Modern art has taken a wrong

turn in abandoning the search for
meaning of existence in order to
affirm the value of the individual
for its own sake. What purports to
be art begins to look like an eccen-
tric occupation for suspect charac-
ters who maintain that any
personalised action is of intrinsic
value simply as a display of self-
will.”
That the above quote continues

to define the contemporary art
scene is a cause for dismay; but
that such a scene should be chal-
lenged so passionately by some
artists and activists and policy
makers, is a cause for hope. A cen-
tury on from Kandinsky’s era,

Doug Strang reports on a
conference in Govan in Glasgow
which highlighted the disparity in
investment in art for the elite and
that for community projects.
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once again the world faces a
period of turmoil. Tom Block,
another American artist and writer
who travelled to Govan to speak at
the conference, had this to say:
“Every era of human develop-

ment represents a time of pro-
found crisis […] Although all of
the crises appear factual and omi-
nous within the worldview of a
particular time period, the human
test is ultimately an ongoing,
psycho-spiritual one […] What is
called for is a positive response to
the interior confusion of being
human, in a time of calamity.”
As an advocate and practitioner

of what he calls “prophetic activist
art”, Block suggested that it is not
enough to pick at the “scabrous
wounds of the human condition”,
insisting that art must also inspire,
that it must “provide creative
responses to specific social ills.”
This seems to me to reach to the

heart of the matter. We are saturat-

ed by art that “picks at the scabs”,
that pushes our capacity for revul-
sion, and whilst the violence of
such work may be cathartic for the
artist, where does it leave the audi-
ence?
And more importantly, where is

the counter-balance? Curtis
White in his powerful book The
Barbaric Heart notes that “second
perhaps only to toxic landscapes,
the most thoroughly degraded
aspect of our culture is its art.”
The book explores the self-serv-
ing violence and aggression at the
core of capitalism, and proposes a
deceptively simple response:
beauty. This might seem glib, or
hopelessly naive, and yet if you
ask someone in Govan what kind
of art they might wish for, what
kind of art would most speak to
the needs of these times, I doubt
they’d wish for the “shock and
awe” of the contemporary art
scene.

I’m not so naive to suggest that
art, or “beauty”, can heal the
world’s woes. It has its part to play
however, by providing vision and
inspiration as part of a transforma-
tive process. Kandinsky in Govan
embodied that ideal both in its
content and in the context of its
setting: an ambitious, internation-
ally significant conference held at a
local community venue, the Pearce
Institute, in a working class area of
Glasgow. The gathering mixed
renowned Russian art scholars,
diplomats and policy makers, with
local artists, community activists
and residents. It felt reciprocal.
The Centre for Human Ecology,

now based at the Pearce Institute,
organised the event and the con-
ference was a successful measure
of how that body, approaching its
40th year, is redefining itself and
its role. I look forward to more
from them and from the fledgling
Govan Folk University.
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By the time this article appears,
it will be just about a year
since the 26 March day of

action against cuts. It was on that
day that I wrote the final section of
what was to become my book,
Counterpower. After a concerted
effort to report on every part of
the protest, I found a seat on the
steps of Nelson’s column, scrib-
bling in my notebook and watch-
ing the activity in Trafalgar Square
below. All day different groups had
shown their disapproval for the
British government’s cuts pro-
gramme in different ways. Up to
half a million people marched
from the Embankment to Hyde
Park to be addressed by trade
union leaders. Student groups
organised unofficial feeder march-
es. Activists from UK Uncut peace-
fully occupied businesses accused
of tax dodging. A small group with
their faces covered smashed some
windows. And then there was the
protest in Trafalgar Square.
Titled “Turn Trafalgar into

Tahrir”, the protesters pledged to
stay the night. In many ways the
atmosphere was that of an after-
party, complete with dancing to
sound-systems and samba bands. A
large number of people were of
school age. On the other side of
the square, a group of older people
gave speeches. I left as evening fell
to write up my notes. By the time I
arrived home, the television was
reporting that the protest had
erupted into violence. A
spokesperson from the police was
interviewed, calling the protesters
“mindless yobs” and declaring that
“they don’t care who they hurt” –
implying that people were being
“kettled” there by police to stop
them from attacking members of
the public. Yet the first-hand
accounts and videos uploaded to
the internet told a different story.
Police were violently removing
protesters.

The media reported that 149
arrestees had been charged after
the day’s protests. It didn’t take
long to emerge that 145 of them
were in fact UK Uncut activists
who had rather politely occupied
the upmarket shop Fortnum and
Mason in protest at tax dodging.
As one person inside the shop
wrote afterwards: “We sang songs
and held our banners and shoppers
seemed to be quite amused by the
whole thing.” The protesters were
arrested despite assurances that
they would not be. After taking
them to the cells, police confiscat-
ed activists’ clothes and phones.
They travelled home the next day
in plastic jump suits.
For a week afterwards the move-

ment exploded with debates that
seemed somewhat familiar. For the
past two years I had spent every
spare moment wading through
autobiographies, pamphlets, radical
newspapers and websites from the
agitation of the 1790s to the Arab
Spring of 2011, and in the process
had been struck by the similarities
between those movements and
those that I am involved in now –
the commitment, the gossip, the
oscillation between hope and
despair, but most of all the debates.
Then as now, two questions above
all seemed to come up again and
again. First is the question of
whether demonstrations make a dif-
ference. Second is the question of
whether our actions must be accept-
able to the mainstream media. Of
course those debates haven’t been
resolved. But with the past in mind
this article will make a case in
response to each of these questions.

DO DEMONSTRATIONS WORK?
Perhaps the biggest tactical debate
in people-power movements is
about the role of the A–B march.
Some people see it as necessary for
movement building, while others
see it as a failed tactic. Looking at
history, both have a point. Every
successful movement I have sur-
veyed in the book used the public
demonstration as one of its tactics.
But none of those movements was
successful through demonstrations
alone.
Two of the biggest demonstra-

tions of the last decade in the UK
were the anti-war march on 15
February 2003 and the Make
Poverty History march on 2 July
2005. Both of those processions
were followed by marked swings
in public opinion. Disillusion with
the Iraq War passed 50 per cent
three days after the February 2003
march. Concern for global poverty
peaked in July 2005. And, lo and
behold, the Conservatives fell 10
points behind in the polls in early
April 2011, just days after the
“March for the Alternative”
against their programme.
One explanation for this is that

the very act of building for a
demonstration gives grassroots
activists an excuse to talk to family,
friends and strangers about the
issues they care about. Whether
they attend or not, those people will
then see the demonstration report-
ed in the media and recall the con-
versation they had. In the case of
very large marches, it is possible that
a majority of people in the country
know at least someone who took
part – thus making the arguments
more personal. Another possible
reason – complementary to the
others – is that the sense of together-
ness fostered by the street demon-
stration reassures waverers that they
are not alone in their doubts. This
can be built upon as the perspectives
of campaigners make their way into

COUNTERPOWER:
MAKING CHANGEHAPPEN
Tim Gee reflects on what anti-cuts campaigners
could learn from those that precede them.
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the press, thereby amending the
media narrative.
The problem comes when move-

ments see this as the only role of
demonstrations. They are better
seen as a demonstration of intent –
a warning that if the powers that be
do not cede power, the people will
claim it themselves with every form
of counterpower available to them.
I think of demonstrations as com-
parable to the All-Blacks perform-
ing the haka before a rugby game:
it is designed both to prepare for
the confrontation ahead and to
give the opponent an impression of
what the movement could be capa-
ble of. Of course, on occasion, the
very fact that people have organ-
ised means that they win some con-
cessions. Saul Alinsky has an
explanation for this when he says
“the threat is usually more terrify-
ing than the thing itself.” But the
demonstration cannot be the be-
all-and-end-all of the campaign.

MUST OUR ACTIONS BE
ACCEPTABLE TO THE
MAINSTREAM MEDIA?
A concern for many campaigners is
that certain actions might isolate
potential supporters and make the
government less likely to listen to
the movement’s point of view. I
have heard this argued even when
the government has already openly
said that it will disregard the views
of the movement anyway.
Sometimes this is the case even if

the movement is mainly using only
“conventional” tactic – as in the
case of the media hysteria against
many anti-war campaigners during
World War One. But had the anti-
war campaigners of that time
attempted to campaign within the
“frame” of patriotism and nation-
alism, it is likely they could have
been even less successful than they
were, and would never have
helped create the meme for an
alternative frame based on justice
and peace. Transferred to today,
recent studies suggest that green
and anti-poverty campaigners
would be more successful if they
helped to build notions of justice
and community through their
communications, rather than inad-

vertently reinforcing worldviews
based on individualism.
The debate about media percep-

tion is often most fraught when
debating whether or not to engage
in acts of direct action. Some of
the most cleverly designed acts of
NVDA do win the sympathy of the
mainstream media – the maiden
Greenpeace voyage, for example,
or more recently the shop occupa-
tions organised by UK Uncut. But
it is not usually the case. In gener-
al, when a movement adopts a
more militant approach, it suffers
at the hands of the newspapers – at
least at first.
Yet, whether reported

favourably or not, one of the
effects of some groups using such
tactics is to make reformist/insider
groups appear more moderate. The
German regime handing power to
the Social Democrats to keep the
Spartacists at bay is a good example
of this. So too are the negotiations
that took place with mainstream
green groups in the UK after pro-
testers occupied the trees at pro-
posed road-building sites.
Another possible outcome of the

use of direct action is that, while it
might play badly for the media
image of the protesters involved, it
can be even worse for the target.
For example, the first major escala-
tion of the UK anti-cuts campaign
came in 2010 when a group broke
away from a 50,000-strong student
march and occupied the
Conservative Party’s headquarters.
All evening, the television showed
pictures of students smashing win-
dows, storming police lines and
daubing slogans on the building.
Polls after the event showed that
the public generally disapproved.
However, just the following day,
the governing Conservative Party
fell to second place in the opinion
polls, and remained there for the
succeeding months. Whether this
was coincidental or due to the main
demonstration is a matter that
would require further research.
What is does indicate, though, is
that it did not undermine the cause,
and may even have boosted it as it
precipitated a new wave of protest
in the weeks that followed.

CAMPAIGNING MAKES A
DIFFERENCE
It can be tempting for followers of
politics to argue that campaigning
doesn’t make a difference. On
both left and right some economic
determinists have argued that
social change is simply a by-prod-
uct of economic shake-ups –
whether natural or caused by wars.
On the face of it, it would seem
like there is some evidence for this.
The First World War was the back-
drop to revolution in Russia and
votes for women in the UK. The
Second World War preceded the
liberation of India. The end of the
Cold War helped spur revolutions
across eastern Europe and Sub-
Saharan Africa.
But while such events help

create the conditions for change
by “disorganising” societies, it is
sustained pressure that shapes
what direction society takes. As
Naomi Klein shows in The Shock
Doctrine, it is not only the redis-
tribution of power from the haves
to the have-nots that can happen
following such events. The neo-
liberal right is highly adept at
taking advantage of wars, eco-
nomic crises and even natural dis-
asters to consolidate power with
the few.
Perhaps the most prevalent

method used by elites to consoli-
date power is to promote the view
that change has simply stopped
happening – most recently and
famously manifested in Francis
Fukuyama’s now frankly embar-
rassing declaration of the “end of
history”. In many ways this is
nothing new. As far back as 1794,
the judge sentencing early cam-
paigners for the vote declared that
“The British constitution is the
best that ever was since the cre-
ation of the world and it is not pos-
sible to make it better.” But it is
always possible to make things
better. Every time elites abuse their
power, we can use our counter-
power to challenge them.

� Tim Gee’s Counterpower:
Making Change Happen is pub-
lished by New Internationalist,
£9.99.
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WORKING CLASS DISGRACE AND
THENEO-LIBERAL PROLETARIOD

Not so long ago to be working
class in Britain was a badge
of honour, a source of col-

lective strength and pride.
Working class communities might
have been materially impoverished
and a bit rough around the edges
but they were thought to be breed-
ing grounds for a collective spirit
of social solidarity that produced
forthright and unpretentious
people. If this image of the work-
ing class too often romanticised,
ennobled and homogenised a
more complex and internally
divided social reality, it nonethe-
less contained a kernel of truth.
Today, however, elementary

truths about Britain as a definite
kind of class society are routinely
traduced and derided. Society no
longer appears to have class at its
core. It is pictured instead as hol-
lowed-out shell, a de-classed world
so brittle that it shatters into the
fragments of “Broken Britain”
whenever it collides with a suppos-
edly indulgent culture of welfare
entitlement and public sector self-
interest. Against these decadent
cultures, no longer identified
explicitly in terms of class as a cat-
egory, a mythical “Big Society”
will be put back together, Humpty
Dumpty-style, through policies
designed to forcibly correct and
modify the attitudinal and behav-
ioural deficiencies of dysfunctional
individuals and families.
The ideological offensive to liq-

uidate class as a denominator of
politics and analysis is the flipside
of the current assault on the wel-
fare state by the Coalition govern-

ment. Under the “scientific” cover
of what Tom Slater calls “decision-
based evidence making”, think
tanks like Ian Duncan Smith’s mis-
named Centre for Social Justice
launched an ideological crusade
for state-induced social insecurity
on the hackneyed and cooked-up
charge that the workless poor have
become hopeless cases of welfare
dependency.1

CLASS FEAR AND LOATHING
As Owen Jones puts it in Chavs, an
utterly compelling critique of class
fear and loathing in Britain today,
the working class has gone from
mythical “salt of the earth” to
reviled “scum of the earth”.2

“Working class” is no longer a
badge of authenticity, solidity and
respectability but something base,
superficial, backward and ridicu-
lous. Lacking middle class aspira-
tions, Jones argues that a discourse
of class hatred helps justify record
levels of social inequality in Britain
today.
Exactly when the rot set it in is

hard to gauge. Jones identifies a
sea change in the 1990s. For
almost forty years after the Second
World War the working class was
portrayed more or less sympatheti-
cally in British culture, from
romantic visions of organic work-
ing class communities to more
hard-edged social realism in Ken
Loach films. Some of this output
may have been cloying and insuf-
ferable, and ideologically ques-
tionable, but, as Jones notes, there
is a huge difference between being
patronised and being despised.

Previously disconnected folk
devils began to coalesce for the
lumpen bourgeoisie in the figure
of “the chav”. Jones pinpoints the
moment precisely to 1990 when
open class hatred was announced
by the comedian Harry Enfield’s
caricature of “proto-chavs”,
Wayne and Waynetta Slob. Idle,
feckless, ignorant, slovenly, the
Slobs became a lazy journalistic
cliché for a tabloid media besotted
by the urban poor.
Here special malice is reserved

for young working class women,
routinely depicted as loathsome,
self-obsessed, superficial and
promiscuous creatures. The Slobs
were closely followed by Vicky
Pollard of Little Britain comedy
series and Catherine Tate’s teenage
chav, Lauren Cooper, a character
so truculent that she was just about
able to mouth “Am I bovvered”.
Tate’s not-terribly-clever joke so
impressed Tony Blair, ever the
street cool guy, that he couldn’t
resist getting in on the act himself.
A supporting cast of real-life,

damaged caricatures surface from
unknown depths of self-loathing
to appear on a raft of reality televi-
sion programmes like Big Brother
and Jeremy Kyle. In other pro-
grammes such as Wife Swap and
Supernanny, viewers are invited to
adopt an affronted bourgeois gaze
in order to arrive at moral judge-
ments of social inferiority, cultural
ignorance and domestic incompe-
tence, and, in the process, claim
for themselves the binary qualities
of superiority, taste and compe-
tence.

Chavs: The
Demonizaton of
the Working
Class
Owen Jones
(Verso, 2011)
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DISCOURSE OF DISGUST
Beyond being ridiculed for
comedic effect, Jones shows how
the discourse of disgust and dis-
dain reached fever pitch during
media coverage of the disappear-
ance of Shannon Matthews from
Dewsbury, West Yorkshire in
February 2008. On the surface, the
case was similar in some ways to
the disappearance of Madeleine
McCann the previous year. But
while the middle class McCanns
elicited widespread sympathy from
journalists and public figures the
Matthews family faced public cen-
sure, moral indignation and
ridicule.
While the circumstances sur-

rounding the Matthews disappear-
ance were bizarre, it opened the
door for the entire council estate,
seen as typical of a wider social
stratum, to come under sustained
ideological attack. Hence a curious
episode involving one troubled
family was claimed to be emblem-
atic of what the journalist, Carole
Malone, called “a sub (human)
class that now exists in the murki-
est, darkest corners of this coun-
try”.3

SAME AS IT EVER WAS?
In Britain a public culture of class
hatred began in earnest only with
the retreat of organised labour in
the later 1980s. Jones concen-
trates, understandably, on this
period when anti-working class
discourses reached unprecedented
levels of vitriol. A longer historical
framework, however, would
demonstrate that the working class
has persistently been the object of
symbolic misrepresentation, both
populist and scholarly.
Once upon a time celebrated as

the very soul of collective values,
the working class has been buried
repeatedly by the true gravedigger
of history – capitalism. In the
1950s consumer affluence was
thought to have corrupted work-
ing class culture and politics from
its true communal essence. Loose
talk among social scientists about
upward social mobility and
“embourgoisement” further paved
the way for the end of working

class culture as we knew it. In the
swinging Sixties urban working
class communities/slums were
destroyed/cleared. Resettled in
new towns and remote housing
schemes the old organic life of the
working class was replaced by
anomic private individuals and
their families. In the 1970s and
1980s deindustrialisation, unem-
ployment and the cataclysm of the
miners’ strike irretrievably broke
labour as an organised force in
British society.
Ever since then it’s all been

downhill. Whether belligerent
youth, benefit claimants, council
tenants or public sector trade
unions, the working class seem dis-
tinctly garish, outdated and
ungrateful, a moral rubbish heap
set against a society newly-minted
as “middle class” according to the
self-images of the neo-liberal
dreamworld. Middle class enter-
tainers, politicians and journalists
can embrace chav-hate – all other
forms of group hate being ruled
out of the game – to openly display
the types of cultural capital and
social competence that are needed
to exist on the other, profitable
side of the social ledger.
In place of social truths about

class, Jones charts how another
reality settled across Britain in the
past two decades. Fed by a poison-
ous diet of self-righteous class dis-
gust, a hateful middle class have
since the 1990s declared open
season for class-based revenge.
This is not a new development
and nor is it peculiar to Britain.
Vicious class sentiments propelled
an orgy of middle class violence
and moral revanchism in the wake
of the Paris Commune in the
1870s, while in Victorian and
Edwardian Britain the masculine
figure of the unemployed “hooli-
gan” traumatised the collective
imagination of the middle class.
Geographers like Neil Smith see
an echo of bourgeois revanchism
in struggles over property rights in
the public spaces of New York city,
while Loic Wacquant has charted
the punitive regulation of the
urban working class in France and
America.

NEO-LIBERAL BIGOTRY
In times of crisis it is the resentful
“proletaroid” middle classes that
play the most dangerous part. As
the examples of Nazism and the
membership profile of UKIP and
the British National Party attest,
this vents the fury of insecurely-
felt domination over outsiders,
scapegoats and counter-move-
ments. Today the new punitive ver-
nacular of the lumpen proletaroid
represents a pronounced response
to group insecurities arising from
the contradictory demands of neo-
liberal political economy.
Distinguishing itself from the

unreason of the lumpen prole-
taroid, a more liberal proletaroid
justifies itself with claims that cari-
catures of class dispossession are
somehow representative, accurate
and truthful. In such ways, the
conceit and self-delusion of the lib-
eral proletaroid validates its own,
hard-won social success. For
instance, at the 2006 Edinburgh
Film Festival most media profes-
sionals when surveyed thought
that Vicky Pollard was an accurate
representation of the “white”
working class.4

In fact, most working class
households are forced to live in
poverty not because they are too
feckless and lazy to work.
Contrary to the rigged methodolo-
gy of the Centre for Social Justice
and proletaroid caricatures, half of
all adults living in poverty in the
UK are from households that work
(52 per cent), either part-time (16
per cent), with one or more in full-
time work (22 per cent), or self-
employed (11 per cent).5 Low pay
and structural unemployment, not
cultural attitudes or slovenly
behaviour, are the root causes of
class dispossession and social suf-
fering.
An entire chav industry emerged

to feed a self-righteous, populist
spleen: websites, books, newspa-
pers, television comedy and
lifestyle programmes, pop music,
and pornography (not metaphori-
cal “poverty porn” as the BBC
documentary The Scheme was
branded by some commentators).6

Chav-hate claimed the sensibilities
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not just of the usual suspects opin-
ing for right-wing, middle market
tabloids. It also generated what
Jones calls “liberal bigotry” among
a conscionable middle class wor-
ried about atavistic strains within
the “white working class”.
Stoked by the BBC’s White

season in 2007, much sanctimo-
nious hand-wringing was dis-
played in public. Concerned
liberals fretted about an aban-
doned “white” fraction of the
working class, supposedly unable
to adjust to multicultural Britain
and tempted to seek refuge for
defensive, exclusionary identities
among neo-fascists like the British
National Party and the English
Defence League. Without lapsing
into complacency, Jones docu-
ments how effective anti-fascist
campaigns halted the electoral
appeal of the BNP in working class
areas of England and carefully dis-
sects the class politics of the
“British jobs for British workers”
wave of illegal solidarity strikes in
January 2009.
Even here, middle class liberals

are able to side-step the question
of class as structured social exis-
tence. Defining the “white” work-
ing class mainly in terms of
ethnicity rather than social and
economic factors shifts the issue
away from pronounced social
injustices, entrenched and widened
by neo-liberal political economy,
to behavioural matters of culture
and lifestyle.

SILENCE IN CLASS
“Things can only get better” pro-
claimed the triumphalist New
Labour anthem in 1997. For New
Labour this prospect was possible
just so long as the dirty word
“class” was expunged from
Newspeak, the self-referential lan-
guage of the middle ground. If
Britain was re-presented as a post-
class society then things might
indeed be made to appear better.
Jones notes that even the official
classification system for measuring
Britain’s social structure was
revised at the end of the 1990s
from a measure of “Social Class
based on Occupation” to one of

“Socio-economic classification”, a
wholly insipid category of doubt-
ful scientific value.
A labour movement weakened

on the industrial front in recent
decades also invited an onslaught
on the second, conceptual, front
to deny a reality defined explicitly
in terms of class divisions and
interests. New Labour objected to
any overt reference to class in offi-
cial data in case it became identi-
fied with the adversarial politics of
the working class.7 Their obses-
sion with abandoning the lan-
guage of class reflected an
exaggerated fear of “middle
England”. So much so that New
Labour minister Stephen Byers
earnestly proposed the abolition
of inheritance tax, something that
only the very wealthiest families
need pay and which has absolutely
no relevance to the social universe
of Labour’s dwindling working
class constituency.

CRUEL TRICK
Far from representing the future of
worldwide humanity, the prole-
tariat has had a cruel trick played
on it. From the point of view of
liberal bigotry it has become
deeply conservative, if not down-
right reactionary, resisting rather
than leading the new cultural and
political vanguard. Its best ele-
ments have deserted it into the
professional middle classes, leav-
ing behind a residuum of ill-edu-
cated, semi-criminal cretins. If
other people get on and move up
and out, then why should the bar-
barian hordes left behind, being
indifferent to social success,
deserve our support or respect?
Back in the real world, the

working class did not and could
not be made to disappear. After all,
even movers and shakers in “the
knowledge economy” and “the
creative industries” depend on the
products and services produced by
an anonymous mass of wage earn-
ers. Sociologists often label such
workers as belonging to the “ser-
vice class”, restricting the working
class narrowly to manual labour.
On this basis, extravagant claims
can be made that Scotland has

passed through “a social revolu-
tion” unparalleled in western
democracies to become a middle
class “professional society”.8

Lacking substantive content or
the necessary neo-liberal context,
categories like the service class
lump together a wide range of
occupations, from highly-paid and
well-qualified professionals and
managers to the monotony, repeti-
tion and disempowerment experi-
enced by call centre workers.
Some of these jobs clearly belong
together and some don’t, depend-
ing on the amount of control and
autonomy that people are able to
exercise at work, as well as the
level of remuneration that they
receive. Neither do such classifica-
tion schemas help us to under-
stand the dynamics of class as a
relation of power and a field of
struggle.
Euphemistic talk about the most

impoverished fractions of the
working class resort instead to the
abject language of “social exclu-
sion”. Here the focus is not on
exclusion from employment and
wider social circles because of the
restructuring of local labour mar-
kets by neo-liberal priorities.
Nevertheless, talk of social exclu-
sion at least attempts to elicit some
sympathy for the predicament of
the socially dispossessed, even if
this is diagnosed in reassuring pre-
scriptions about self-confidence
and aspiration.
Outside of the bland neutrality

of official classification systems
and social exclusion, a more viru-
lent discourse of disdain and dis-
gust circulates. In this vocabulary –
of underclass, chavs, neds,
schemies, gadgies, scroungers,
council scum and so on – public
discourse is filled to the brim with
symbolic violence. Such terms of
disdain and disgust are mobilised
to point the finger at an undeserv-
ing stratum of social refuse.
The struggle to define reality as

“classless” or class-degraded is an
elementary aspect of the struggle
between social classes over com-
peting claims to a share of the
social product. A middle class dis-
course of disdain and disgust
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forms part of a struggle over
resources that might be kept in the
pockets of economic success sto-
ries, for instance through low
direct taxation, rather than flow-
ing in the direction of the socially
redundant through “undeserved”
welfare benefits.
To define the reality of the social

world in terms of class divisions
and interests is therefore to recog-
nise the force of social structures in
shaping the possible positions that
individuals are made to occupy in
social space.

This “oppressed person” on
£12,000 per year
has composed an article about
“macho workerism”
in those analysing today’s political
situation
in terms of class and economic
power
Tom Leonard

Denial of the structuring effects of
class position removes from the
socially dominated a crucial source
of collective claim-making. Instead
of structural disadvantage in the
labour market the blame for mate-
rial and symbolic dispossession can
be laid squarely at the door of
genetically or morally flawed indi-
viduals. And, vice versa, economic
success becomes the morally
deserved result of genetically
advantaged individuals and their
children.

CLASS-HATE IN SCOTLAND
Politics, no less than science, is a
constant battle to name the world
and to make it stick. Words need
to acquire significance by making
some sense of a common situation
for the social group. It is not
enough to know the correct defini-
tion of the situation. The authority
to both speak and be listened to
beyond small circles requires social
power.
Working class people in

Scotland know well the class con-
descension of using everyday
speech forms, coded as socially
incompetent in the presence of tra-
ditional authority figures like man-
agers, professionals or judges.

right inuff
ma language is disgraceful
Tom Leonard

While the specific content and
national context differs, class spite
in Scotland can have much the
same effect. Yet social practices are
not an automatic reflex of social
structure. There were no urban
riots in Scotland while English
cities were set aflame in August
2011. Discourses about neds in
Scotland are longer running than
those about chavs in England and
have a different cultural inflection
in Scottish society, as well as in
comedy or films that critique the
social conditions of class disdain
like Peter Mullan’s Neds.9 There
are also empathic existential and
phenomenological narratives
about the experience of class dis-
possession in urban Scotland, for
instance in the stories of James
Kelman and Agnes Owens, the
poetry of Tom Leonard or, in a dif-
ferent register, the fantastical life-
worlds of Irvine Welsh.10

More usually, though, disdainful
discourses about neds and urban
working class areas weld bad cul-
tural form to bestial gangs, knife
crime and territorial violence. This
is especially evident in some of the
ways in which the criminal justice
system in Scotland is converging
with the more punitive and dra-
conian measures in England to
deal with the suspect subjects, pri-
marily the impoverished working
class, young people and women.11

In the culture, retail and leisure-led
regeneration of Glasgow, a New
York-style “zero tolerance” of
“aggressive begging”, prostitution,
gangs, alcohol and general “anti-
social” conduct attempted to
sweep the city centre economy
clean of its urban dross.
It also surfaced with particular

venom over the Glasgow East by-
election in 2008, when populist
class hatred among mainly
London-based journalists patholo-
gised the area and its people as
“Shettleston Man”, culturally
locked into welfare despondency
and self-exclusion.12 De-industri-
alised cities like Glasgow and

Dundee undoubtedly have deep-
seated problems. Until recently,
Glasgow had some of the highest
levels of people on incapacity ben-
efit, a particular target for anti-
working class diatribes. At its peak
one in five working age adults
were claiming incapacity benefit,
yet after 2003 the number began
falling faster than elsewhere.
A major academic study shows

that this pattern represents a form
of “disguised unemployment”, not
a welfare dependency-desponden-
cy subculture. It reflects the loss of
100,000 manufacturing jobs in the
city between 1971 and 1991 –
during the 1980s Glasgow fell
from 208 to tenth place in the UK
for economic inactivity rates – fol-
lowed by improvements in the
local job market in the early
2000s, at the same time as the
numbers on incapacity benefit
started to fall.13

Jones sees working class elec-
toral support for the BNP as meet-
ing the same need in England of
disaffection with New Labour,
legitimate class grievances and
working class nationalism that is
met by the Scottish National Party
in Scotland and Plaid Cymru in
Wales.14 This highlights the extent
to which Chavs is chiefly con-
cerned with developments in
England rather than the rest of
Britain. Anti-working class dis-
courses in Scotland are not com-
pounded by the same bellicose
forms of ethno-nationalism that
can afflict post-imperial English
nationalism.
Before we get too self-congratu-

latory, racism remains a problem in
Scotland. Anti-Irish racism, in par-
ticular, disfigured the Scottish
working class, at times threatening
to erupt into serious civil strife.
Here the labour movement played
a not inconsiderable part in over-
coming inter-communal segrega-
tion and conflict. It remains a
moot point, however, just how
much the criminalisation of foot-
ball-related sectarianism is a
deflection from far more serious
forms of inter-generational
inequalities. Due to relative social
immobility, descendents of Irish
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Catholics are disproportionately
represented in the indices of urban
deprivation, although by the same
token others from a similar
Catholic background have been
assimilated into the professional
middle classes, thanks largely to a
welfare state now coming under
the regime of government by aus-
terity.

WHERE THERE’S A SCHEME …
And Scotland has its own media to
propound class bias. Most notori-
ously, The Scheme depicted the
daily lives of six different families
from the Onthank and
Knockinlaw council house
schemes in Kilmarnock. A cast of
characters are seen to battle
against a series of material, person-
al and social disadvantages: drug
dependency, petty crime, casual
violence, dog soiled carpets,
ASBOs, teenage pregnancy and
abortion, single parenting, foul
language, imprisonment, ill health
and bereavement.
Originally promoted by BBC

Scotland as “a snapshot of life in
modern day Scotland”, the cast of
characters and location is not at all
representative of Scottish society.
The most that a BBC Scotland
spokeswomen could claim was
that “it is representative of the six
families who took part”.15

Although the programme was pro-
moted as emblematic of “impor-
tant social problems”, on the
contrary, it can lay no claim to
depicting the typical characteris-
tics of even the bottom decile of
Scottish society.
Some compared the stigmatisa-

tion effect that The Scheme had on
Onthank with that of a BBC docu-
mentary The Fourth World about
the Lilybank scheme in 1970s
Glasgow.16 But the earlier docu-
mentary was a more earnest exer-
cise in serious social documentary
analysis, centred around the par-
ticipant observation of social
policy academic and activist Kay
Carmichael’s attempt to adjust to
“the hostile and ugly” world
during a three month stay in the
scheme. It gave expression to
bored teenagers, gang fights,

casual violence, glue sniffing and
vandalism, fractious neighbours
and a tempestuous public meeting.
But where The Fourth World

had a sense of political mission and
social analysis, however limited,
The Scheme flatters a morbid fasci-
nation for abject social suffering.
Little sense is provided of the
wider forces of neo-liberal political
economy that over the past thirty
years restructured the material
conditions of life for former indus-
trial working class communities in
Kilmarnock and Ayrshire.
While Chavs does not really

address class fear and loathing in
Scotland, the general pattern that
Jones recounts is familiar enough.
After all, class relations in Scotland
are deeply conditioned by the
shared assumptions of neo-liberal
political economy. This remains an
urgent reason for disrupting offi-
cial silences about the class condi-
tioning of Scottish society.

� Alex Law teaches sociology at
the University of Abertay, Dundee.
He co-authored the book
Understanding Social Welfare
Movements (Policy Press, 2009)
and more recently completed Key
Concepts in Classical Social
Theory (Sage, 2011).

NOTES
1. Tom Slater, “Manufacturing

Ignorance: the Centre for
Social Justice and Welfare
Reform in Britain”, New Left
Project, 8 December 2011.
http://www. newleft project
.org/index.php/site/article_
comments/manufacturing_
ignorance_the_centre_for_
social_justice_and_welfare_
reform_in

2. Owen Jones, Chavs: The
Demonizaton of the Working
Class, (London, 2011), p.72.

3. Jones, p.22.
4. Jones, p.127.
5. John H. McKendrick, Gerry

Mooney, John Dickie and
Peter Kelly, eds., Poverty in
Scotland, 2011 (London,
2011), p.101.

6. See Alex Law and Gerry
Mooney, “‘Poverty Porn’ and

The Scheme: Questioning
Documentary Realism”,
Media Education Journal 50
(2012).

7. Jones, p.98.
8. For a critique see Alex Law

and Gerry Mooney, “‘We’ve
never had it so good’: The
‘problem’ of the working
class in devolved Scotland”,
Critical Social Policy, 26.3,
2006, pp. 523–542.

9. See Alex Law, “Hatred and
Respect: the class shame of
ned ‘humour’”, Variant, 25,
pp. 28–31. http://www.
variant.org.uk/pdfs/issue25/
issue25.pdf

10. For analysis of Welsh on class
suffering in the Fife coalfield
see Alex Law and Eddie Rocks,
“Bitter nostalgia: Social
redundancy in Irvine Welsh’s
‘Kingdom of Fife’”, in Ian W.
Macdonald (ed.) Digging the
Seam: Cultural Reflections on
the Consequences of the
1984/5 Miners’ Strike
(Newcastle Upon Tyne, 2012).

11. See Hazel Croall, Gerry
Mooney and Mary Munro,
eds., Criminal Justice in
Scotland (Abingdon, 2010)

12. See Gerry Mooney, “The
‘Broken Society’ election:
Class hatred and the politics
of poverty and place in
Glasgow East”, Social Policy
and Society, 3.4, pp.1–14.

13. David Webster, James Arnott,
Judith Brown, Ivan Turok,
Richard Mitchell and Ewan B.
Macdonald, “Falling
Incapacity Benefit claims in a
former industrial city: policy
impacts or labour market
improvement?”, Policy
Studies, 31.2, 2010, pp. 163–
185. Jones takes note of this
study on p. 199.

14. Jones, p.233.
15. Caroline Wilson, “Will we

learn the truth about
Kilmarnock’s Onthank estate”,
The Herald, 16 May 2010.

16. Derek Alexander, “Decades
before The Scheme another
Scots community suffered the
TV treatment”, Sunday Mail,
27 June 2010.

While Chavs
does not
really
address class
fear and
loathing in
Scotland, the
general
pattern that
Jones
recounts is
familiar
enough. 



32 / SPRING 2012 / PERSPECTIVES 32

In 1993 I happened to attend a party at JonathanAitken’s house on Lord North Street. Don’t get
excited. We were not close. He never, for instance,

paid my bill at the George Cinq. And I never visited
him in jail. Jonathan was launching his biography of
his BFF, Richard M Nixon, and I was there in a
journalistic capacity.
During a cosy chat with Malcolm Rifkind, I took a

step backwards and trod on the foot of Norman
Lamont, then Chancellor of the Exchequer. If I had
known then what was going to happen on Black
Monday I might have stepped harder. (Economists
later calculated exactly how much of the
government’s reserves Lamont spent in his failed
attempt to defend the pound. Shall I tell you how
much it was? It was … all of it.)
This was what passed for a glittering political

occasion in those days, and I had the following
conversation three or four times that evening.
“Hello, I’m Malcolm Rifkind (or Roy Hattersley or

Alan Watkins).”
“I couldn’t be happier to meet you. I’m Tim

Haigh.”
“Oh, right, you’re that, uh … from the, um…”
“No. That was William Hague. Different spelling.

Different man. I review books for LBC.”
As Wink Martindale put it on his immortal Deck of

Cards: “… and friends, the story is true. I know. I was
that soldier.”
The boy William later achieved a slightly higher

prominence than me, and I haven’t had that
conversation for months now. But I can’t help
imagining: what if it was still happening? I like to
think I would have more presence of mind.

United States Secretary of State, Hillary Rodham
Clinton: (Extending her claw for shaking)Mr
Foreign Secretary …?

Tim Haigh:Mrs Clinton! I couldn’t be happier to
meet you. How’s Bill? Still slipping the bromide
into his tea?

Mrs Clinton: It’s Mr Hague, right?
Tim: Close enough. Listen I’ve been meaning to talk

to you about Guantanamo Bay.
Mrs Clinton: You want us to close it. We know.

Tim:Heavens no. We want you to expand it. Any
chance you could take over the entire island?

Mrs Clinton: Expand it? Why?
Tim:We’d like you to take a few of our own

undesirables.
Mrs Clinton: IRA terrorists? Sex offenders? Radical

Islamic clerics?
Tim: The Royal Family.
Mrs Clinton: The Royal Family? Why?
Tim: Because they’re a bunch of knuckle-dragging,

ill-educated, lower middle-class, fornicating
social parasites.

Mrs Clinton: But aren’t they popular?
Tim: They lower the tone of the country. We also

want you to take Bruce Forsyth, Manchester
City Football Club, Chris Huhne, and that
woman with the atrocious Bradford accent who
does the business news on BBC breakfast telly.
And while we’re at it could you extraordinarily
render Ant and Dec?

Mrs Clinton: And all these people are guilty of
something?

Tim: Is that a deal-breaker?
Mrs Clinton:Not really.
Tim: Also, we have this thing called Big Brother – it’s

a sort of reality game show thing where
contestants are evicted one by one. We’d like the
exit to be a really, really long passage to … well,
you know. Orange suit county. Ditto, The Only
Way Is Essex and, oh, throw in Strictly Come
Dancing while we’re at it. Including Bruce
Forsyth.

Mrs Clinton: You said him twice.
Tim:What’s your point?
Mrs Clinton: Anybody else?
Tim: The Welsh.
Mrs Clinton:Why the Welsh?
Tim: They’re a bring-down. Do you know that Welsh

is the only language in the world which has a
word which translates as “homesickness”, but
it’s that kind of homesickness you feel when
you’re at home.

Mrs Clinton: This is all possible, Mr Hague, but you
know you’d have to do something for us in
return.

TIM IS MISTAKEN FOR
SOMEBODY IMPORTANT

A case of mistaken identity at a party thrown by Jonathan
Aitken some 20 years ago got Tim Haigh thinking …

“Oh, right,
you’re that,
uh … from
the, um …”
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Tim:Quid pro quo, Mrs C. Quid pro quo. What did
you have in mind?

Mrs Clinton: A few years ago we rashly made some
promises to some friends of ours which have
rather come back to bite us in the ass. We felt
sorry for them, if you must know, and so we
sort of guaranteed their territorial integrity for
them. What a geo-political screw-up that
turned out to be! Now they behave as if they
have a God-given right to the place. They build
settlements wherever they feel like it, they
completely ignore the delicate local balance,
they throw their weight around and they will
not follow our instructions … I mean take
advice from wiser heads than theirs. God, our
lives would be so much easier if we could just …
clear the country.

Tim: You want everybody simply to leave Israel?
Mrs Clinton: Canada.
Tim:Not Israel?

Mrs Clinton:No problem with the Jews. It’s the
Canucks we can’t stand. Sanctimonious, goody-
goodies. Paying their taxes. Settling their
differences without guns. Waiting for red lights
even when there are no cars in sight. They make
us look bad.

Tim:Where are they supposed to go?
Mrs Clinton:Wales is empty.
Tim: Do you think they’d settle for the Falkland

islands? No, you’re right. Wales, it is. Well,
that’s all settled, then. There is just one more
thing …

Mrs Clinton:More, Mr Hague?
Tim: You couldn’t take the Olympics off our hands,

could you?

� Tim’s latest on-line interview, with Nicholas
Wapshott, author of Keynes Hayek – The Clash That
Defined Modern Economics can be found at
www.timhaighreadsbooks.com

What a
geo-political
screw-up
that turned
out to be!



Joan McAlpine dons The Hat to
offer a snapshot of some of the
serious, and lighter, sides of life
as a member of the Scottish
parliament.
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DIARY

The children’s panel system is
being reformed, and as a
member of the education

committee which will scrutinise
some of the secondary legislation,
I have been invited to observe a
panel in action. It’s a system
unique to Scotland, staffed by
trained volunteers with a wealth
of real life experience. Today’s
panel is chaired by Margaret, a big
warm, no-nonsense lady who is
great with the kids. When I tell
people I am coming along they
say: “that will be an eye opener!”
but the most striking thing about
all three families whose cases I
hear is that they love their kids.
They just are not in control of
their own lives. One young man
gets violent when drunk and his
children have been fostered. But it
emerges that his own parents had
serious drink problems too. A big
challenge is how to break the
circle of poor parenting and
disadvantage – one reason why
the SNP’s new emphasis on
prevention and early intervention
is so important.
I was shocked that all three

cases before the panel could not
be resolved because social work
reports had not been filed.
Without background, Margaret
and her co-panellists cannot reach
a decision. In one case a family
consisting of a grandmother, both
parents, the child and a support
worker all trailed in for an annual
review only to be let down. You
could see the frustration among

the panellists too – they are all
volunteers who are giving up their
time to help.

The education committee alsohave an enquiry into
attainment of children we now
describe as “looked after”. All the
figures show that children who
are in residential care do much
better academically than those
classified as looked-after, but
who stay with a parent. We
visited one residential care
place. It was warm, clean, homely
– but not home of course. In
residential care, kids get fed, do
their homework, feel safe and get
out to school in the morning.
Guidance teachers we spoke too
said the biggest reason children
fail is because they don’t turn up
for class. Their parents don’t see
the point of school, and
sometimes keep them at home
“for company”. Unless the
children are at risk of physical
and sexual abuse, they are not
regarded as a priority. But if they
truant they are more likely to get
into trouble. I recently asked
Kenny MacAskill, the justice
secretary, how many formerly
“looked-after children” were
now prisoners in Scottish jails.
He told me that the 2011
Prisoner Survey asked this
question for the first time, and
results will be published soon,
but we both know it is too high.
Again, prevention is so important
in keeping these young people

out of the justice system in the
first place.

Still trying to sort out an officein the South of Scotland. A
recent informal surgery took place
in the Dumfries branch of Costa
Coffee! The lattes are great but it
can get a bit crowded at times. I
love Dumfries, it deserves its
name as Queen of the South.
Robert Burns lived, died and
wrote some of his best work here
– including Auld Lang Syne. Over
the summer I campaigned to have
his mausoleum in St Michael’s
kirkyard restored and was
delighted when the council did
indeed commit to that. In January,
the town centre was transformed
by a new festival called “The Big
Burns Supper”. It was the
brainchild of a young events
organiser called Graham Main,
who has worked all over the
world but now sprinkles some
magic dust over his hometown.
Graham organised trendy
“alternative Burns suppers” for
friends in London. When he came
back to Dumfries it struck him
there was nothing similar, and the
traditional Burns Club had a
waiting list. The Big Burns Supper
involved loads of venues doing
their own thing to celebrate the
bard in a myriad of different ways.
Shops were illuminated with
artistic projections, there were
haggis pakora and dance music
alongside fiddles and poetry.
Dumfries is celebrated as a “first

Tom Harris
MP said that
the
nationalists
were
building
schools and
hospitals for
the wrong
reasons …
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foot destination” – the first major
town visitors greet after crossing
the border, and the first stop for
Burns enthusiasts.

The Labour leadership debate onBBC TV’s Newsnight in the
run-up to Johann Lamont’s
eventual election was instructive.
The candidates spent most of the
time talking about the SNP and
Alex Salmond. In one hilarious
contribution Tom Harris MP said
that the nationalists were building
schools and hospitals for the
wrong reasons … that they were
only doing it to get independence.
What evil geniuses we are!
Goodness knows what Tom had to
say about Alex Neil’s £60 billion
capital investment plan … Not
one of the candidates could bring
themselves to back more powers
for Scotland. Yet when asked what
bothered them most they all said
inequality, bankers’ greed and
poverty – things which are
controlled by the coalition in
London. These are the people
who can conduct a whole debate
about fuel poverty without
acknowledging that energy is
controlled by Westminster which
regulates prices and sets taxes.
They can simmer through debates
about the Welfare Reform Bill
taking millions from disabled
people – but refuse to listen to
charities, such as the Scottish
Council for Voluntary
Organisations, who want a
significant transfer of power from
London. The arrogance of the
opposition unionist parties is
quite breath-taking at times. On
the list vote in May, when people
gave their party preferences, the
SNP out-polled Labour, the
Liberal Democrats and Tories ALL
TOGETHER. Scotland has
changed. Most of the population
are looking ahead, asking
questions about independence and
what it can do for them. If the
other parties don’t wake up soon,
the Scottish people will carry on
without them.

� Joan McAlpine is an SNP MSP
for South Scotland.



I wish to subscribe to Perspectives for the next four issues.

� £8 (UK)     � £10 (Europe)     � £12 (Rest of world)     Please tick appropriate rate

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

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

.........................................................................................................................

..................................................................... Post code ...................................

Tel .......................................... E-mail ...............................................................
P32

S U B S C R I B E !
… and get it delivered directly to your door. Cheques, made payable to
“Democratic Left Scotland”, should be sent to Perspectives, Democratic
Left Scotland, Number Ten, 10 Constitution Road, Dundee DD1 1LL.


