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EDITORIAL

revisionist accounts of this crucial
historical period, rejecting the “we
wuz robbed” school of popular
history.
In this (for us) bumper 24-page

issue, we continue our cultural
coverage with an assessment of the
work and life of Hugh
MacDiarmid, the 30th anniversary
of whose death occurs this year.
Alan Riach is keen to present
MacDiarmid as not just a poet of
historical significance, but as
someone whose work demands an
assessment of contemporary cul-
tural life.
Willy Maley wrote on Scots

writer Irvine Welsh for the last
issue of Perspectives. He contrasted
Welsh’s style particularly with that
of another contemporary Scottish
author, James Kelman. We are
pleased now to be able to present a
follow-up appreciation of Kelman
himself, again by Professor Maley.
A continuing series has been

David Purdy’s Keywords, with
David working through an analysis
of different words that are a key
part of the lexicon of the left. This
time we hit “progress”. As ever,
this provocative and reasoned arti-
cle shows that words we often
utter without a second thought
embody a far greater range of
meanings than we give credit for.
Lastly we welcome again “The

Hat”, whose diary observations
offer virtually no insights into the
party he was bummin’ about last
time round!
If you have got this far you will

have noticed that this issue is wall-
to-wall men – in terms of contribu-
tors that is – even “The Hat”.
We plan to address this fact in

the next issue when we hope to
cover the Rape and Sexual
Offences Bill that is due before the
Scottish Parliament and also look
at children’s rights.
As usual, thanks to all our con-

tributors and, if you like what you
read, please subscribe (back page).
Sean Feeny
Editor
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The last Labour/Lib Dem
administration (the Scottish
Executive) – before its

replacement by the SNP (the
Scottish Government) last May –
took a fair bit of stick for its slogan
“Scotland: the best small country
in the world”. Maybe small isn’t
beautiful in everyone’s eyes, but
the truth nonetheless is that, from
a population point of view,
Scotland is indeed a relatively
small country.
But living in a small country

doesn’t preclude a healthy concern
for the big picture and, in a period
where the left might be said to
have lost its way politically,
Democratic Left Scotland is organ-
ising a one-day public conference
in May (see details on page 7) to
assess and discuss how the radical
left can again aspire to bring about
effective change in our (small)
country and the (big) world.
Doug Bain’s article sets the

scene by examining what has
changed – in society, economically,
politically – and how the left in
Scotland can re-engage and come
off the defensive.
The rise of the SNP and its

taking power at Holyrood have
made for interesting times. The
new administration is still enjoying
its proverbial honeymoon period
but, as James Mitchell points out
in his piece looking at the recent
history of the SNP, power brings its
own problems, and it will be inter-
esting to see how contradictions
between the conservatism of the
electorate, on the one hand, and
the radicalism of the party mem-
bership, on the other, play out
over the next few years.
This article is the first in a series

we will be running, looking at all
the major (and some of the not so
major) parties in Scotland.
Elsewhere, Davie Laing reviews

Karin Bowie’s recent book on the
Union of 1707, a theme we have
been doggedly pursuing over the
last few issues of Perspectives.
Bowie is a major player in the new

� Letters and
contributions
(which we may
edit) are
welcome and
should be sent
to the editor –
contact details
alongside.
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CONVENER’S COLUMN

Democratic Left Scotland (DLS) was formed in
May 1999 as a response to our involvement in
campaigning for the “new” parliament in

Edinburgh. The organisational form our politics took
then was rightly shaped by wider societal develop-
ments. DLS was established as an independent entity,
born out of a federal organisation that operated across
Britain. It is an offspring of the democratic and anti-
authoritarian traditions within the Communist Party
(CPGB). A lot has changed since 1999: why the histo-
ry lesson?
Reflecting on where DLS has come from is impor-

tant, as is recognising the changes that have taken
place in our country and across the planet. What is
more important is considering how we respond to
these changes. We need to draw lessons from the past
and suggest the things that need weighing up as we
move towards our next ten years.
Democratic Left at an early stage dropped the pre-

tence of being a political party. In part this was about
acknowledging the contribution of progressive social
movements to change. It was also about overcoming
the legacy of “Leninist arrogance”. For some of us
dropping the p-word was hard work. In Scotland dis-
cussion led to the production of There’s More to
Politics than Parties, the document which explains
who we are and what we do. Its focus on civil society
remains relevant, as does its explanation of our rela-
tion to the radical, feminist and green traditions.
However, as this issue of Perspectives consistently
illustrates, politics have changed. We need to respond.
Democratic Left Scotland has done a number of

positive things, including producing books that have
had an impact on political thinking and policy. We
have highlighted campaigns; we have created spaces
for people to come together and address serious ques-
tions. Members are involved in wide range of political
activities.

Much of this has been about keeping an earlier pro-
gressive tradition going. What is imperative now is
what we can add to the future of the left and to
Scottish politics in general. Perspectives has been our
most obvious attempt to do this, but now this outward-
looking contribution needs to be integral to all that the
organisation does. Two things are central to this.
One, the composition of DLS’s membership is

changing. We are a small (too small) organisation but
people are joining. This means the membership is get-
ting younger; it is drawn from a wider range of back-
grounds. We are still a home for “old lefties too
stubborn to give up” but people are joining with dif-
ferent relationships to our inherited political tradi-
tions. We have also, in some ways, begun to think
about ourselves as being part of a bigger “democratic
left” (small d, small l): a wider network of groups and
individuals, not simply the members of our small
group. This will be positive if approached in an imag-
inative fashion.
The second, and much more fundamental dynamic

we need to grapple with is the new terrain of politics.
Labour remains hugely important but its dislocation
from its base is making it look rudderless. We might
also be seeing the development of a post-nationalist
SNP; minority politics is interesting. At the same time
climate chaos is not confronted, capitalism is critiqued
but not curtailed. We are daily offered a hundred new
ways to consume but, for many, there remains empti-
ness in our lives. And there is not a vehicle that ade-
quately unites organisation with inspiration. For
socialists and other radicals there remains the dream
of a different kind of society. But getting there, wher-
ever it is, remains a difficult task.
We have a lot to do with our limited resources.

� Stuart Fairweather is convener of Democratic Left
Scotland
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NEW Politics for
a New SCOTLAND

Attempting to construct a new
social imaginary is funda-
mental to any political proj-

ect: without a vision of how
society might be, politics always
deteriorates into short term prag-
matism and opportunism.
However, long, and often bitter,
experience tells us that an act of
political will is, on its own, not a
sufficient basis for bringing about
radical change in society. The art
of politics is to identify deeper
shifts and currents which can
potentially be harnessed for pro-
gressive change. It goes without
saying that those shifts and cur-
rents do not always move in a
potentially positive direction and I
think we would broadly agree that
we have come through a period of
between 30 and 40 years when the
tide has been very much flowing
against us. That doesn’t excuse all
our failings but we can, at least,
plead/acknowledge extenuating
circumstances. But there is now a
feeling abroad that change is in the
air. Those changes will largely
define the parameters of any new
left project not only in opening up
new opportunities but also in set-
ting limits. So in the first half of
this article I will not talk about
Scotland at all but attempt to
locate our debate in its wider con-
text.

NEW TIMES?
Firstly, I think the Northern Rock
crisis will be perceived in the

A dramatic wake-up call. Suddenly
all becomes clear. It was human
bankers and speculators taking
crazy risks with people’s mortgage
funds that sparked the crisis; mil-
lions of humans in Britain and the
US are in danger of losing their
homes; and it has taken ordinary
human intervention to avoid an
economic collapse. The genie will
never go back in the bottle. The
economy is totally and entirely
social in nature and, so, like any
other important social institution,
it requires, at the very least, to be
regulated by, and accountable to,
our democratic processes. The
hegemonic power of TINA –
There Is No Alternative – has been
fatally compromised.
But, at a deeper level, this crisis,

which began in the US, is also a
marker for the beginning of the
end of the economic dominance of
the West in general and the US in
particular. In that sense, the period

Everyone involved in politics needs to step back from time to
time to look at the bigger picture. Doug Bain stakes out some
of the ground to be covered at Democratic Left Scotland’s
forthcoming conference.

The
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has been
fatally
compromised.

Democratic Left Scotland (DLS) is hosting a conference in Edinburgh in May* inviting us
to envisage a “new politics for a new Scotland”. Over the past year, DLS has been

engaged in a wide ranging discussion on the future of the left around the themeWhat are
we here for? We are not alone in this and we pay tribute to the very significant contribu-
tion being made by the Scottish Left Review group through an ambitious range of publi-
cations. Our discussions have also been greatly influenced by the views of Green Party
colleagues who are members of DLS.

The conference will address three broad themes:
1. Democratic renewal
2. Re-claiming the economy
3. Re-imagining Scotland’s place in the world

The aim of this short article is to attempt to set the scene for this discussion by exploring
some key dimensions of a changing social and political context.

future as one of those historical
markers for the end of an era. At
one level, it explodes the neo-lib-
eral myth that economic prosperi-
ty can only be secured by leaving
the market to its own devices. That
was always a bare-faced lie – the
era of laissez-faire capitalism has
long since departed. What we have
seen – particularly under new
Labour – has been an unparalleled
level of state-sponsored capitalism.
A new breed of statism. At every
level, capitalism is underwritten,
subsidised and promoted by the
state. And yet, fundamental to the
narrative of economic liberalism, is
a portrayal of the economy as
something apart from society, gov-
erned by “forces” which ordinary
mortals can’t be expected to
understand. “The Force is with
you” has been the reassuring mes-
sage from new Labour. Well the
“force” has just put the British
public in hock to around £100bn.
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of political and economic instabili-
ty we are going through can be
compared to the inter-war years.
Then the British world order was
crumbling in the face of the US
challenge; today the US world
order is being challenged by China
and India in particular and Asia in
general. The point, for this discus-
sion, is that economic liberalism is,
par excellence, a philosophy for a
dominant world economic power:
a strategy designed to break down
trade barriers and open up the
world to the free flow of western
capital. However, becoming a sub-
ordinate economic power will
require a rather different set of
strategies within which trade pro-
tectionism and a greater degree of
central economic planning and
regulation are likely to feature.
What does seem clear is firstly that
this period of inter regnum is likely
to continue to be highly unstable
and even dangerous; and secondly
Anglo-American inspired econom-
ic liberalism will increasingly be
found wanting.
A second change I think has to

be acknowledged – one which we
on the left are struggling to come
to terms with. The era of class pol-
itics is over and with it the socialist
project as we have understood it
for most of last century. That’s not
to imply for a second that class is
no longer important. On the con-
trary it remains a central sociologi-
cal category in defining the
struggle for greater equality and
social justice. But we can no longer
look to class as the social agent of
political transformation – if indeed
it ever was, but that’s another
argument. Class was an identity of
fate not of choice. Mass working
class struggle was always mainly
about achieving the basics for a
decent life – an adequate income,
good quality social services, social
security and some kind of equality
of life chances. Millions could be
united around such aims. For the
majority of the people those aims
have been largely secured and now
the people have moved on – they
have choices, they can now give
expression to identities long sup-
pressed within the old solidarities,

they can invent new identities,
they can create new political agen-
cies of choice. Collectivist politics
have been replaced by pluralist
politics.

NO “LAWS OF HISTORY”
So what are we saying goodbye to?
Well, one thing which a reading of
the recent Scottish Left Review
(SLR) publication Is there a
Scottish Road to Socialism? makes
clear – we are not traveling on
some kind of highway which we
see stretching behind us, passing
under our feet and heading off to
some kind of historic terminus.
The future is unknowable – visions
are fine, predictions another
matter. There are no “laws of his-
tory” leading us anywhere.
We are also saying cheerio to the

concept of the happy hunting
ground – the view that human
beings are basically good but have
been corrupted by capitalism and
that we can look forward to a soci-
ety of social harmony once we
eradicate capitalism and its nega-
tive legacy. I don’t think so.
Humans are born trouble. Who we
are is all about identity – the iden-
tities we grow up with, identities
we acquire along the road, and
new identities being generated
every day. But identity is not just
about who we are; it’s also about
who we are not. Disagreement and
antagonism are integral to human
society. The left was always
ambivalent about democracy
seeing it essentially as an instru-
ment to be used to achieve the har-
monious society within which it
would then become largely redun-
dant. What is becoming clear is
that democracy and antagonism
belong together. Democracy is not
a means to an end; it is an end in
itself – a set of rules and mecha-
nisms which we painfully create to
ensure that difference and antago-
nism can be harnessed positively
and productively. That’s the
essence of a politics of pluralism.

CENTRALISM BREAKING DOWN
Also associated with mass class
politics was a particular view of
government. The focus was on

state control, centralised state
planning and a concept of univer-
salism defined in terms of unifor-
mity. The benevolent state, part
head master, part social worker
was the rock on which the post-
war social-democratic consensus
was built. I am inclined to think it
was also the hey-day of representa-
tive democracy as we have known
it hitherto where we elect our bet-
ters to take decisions for us and
who we trust to define and look
after our best interests. But that
centralism is now breaking down,
no longer able to cope with an
increasingly complex, sophisticat-
ed and pluralist society. Our social
services are micro managed from
the top down by vast expensive
bureaucracies. Far from running
and being in charge of these servic-
es, the people have been safely re-
defined in a subordinate role – as
customers, consumers and clients.
The increasingly centralised,
omnipotent, omni-competent state
has become a problem, not a solu-
tion.
We are also saying goodbye to

the social democratic settlement –
the class truce which followed the
economic collapse of the 1930s
and the catastrophe of two world
wars. Always a compromise which
left the economy firmly in private
hands, it nevertheless functioned
well during the long post-war
reconstruction boom and enjoyed
a level of popular support not
equaled before or since. But
Keynesianism is no longer an ade-
quate response to global, finance
capitalism.

INEQUALITY CELEBRATED
More controversially, I think we
are saying goodbye to the British
Labour Party as playing any part in
a project of left renewal. Under
Labour, the gap between rich and
poor has steadily widened. At the
bottom of the pile, a growing so-
called underclass is demonised as a
threat to society. The narrative is
that social security has been given a
fair chance but we are given to con-
clude it has not worked for this
group; indeed it supposedly fosters
a culture of dependency and bene-
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fit fiddling. In other words the
poor now have nobody to blame
but themselves for their poverty.
This complements and legitimises a
wider discourse which celebrates
inequality. The super-rich at the
top deserve their wealth and are a
normal, healthy product of market
forces; in the middle are the
“decent, hard-working, responsi-
ble” middle classes; counter-posed,
in turn, to a rather dangerous, out-
of-control underclass who require
discipline and tough love. The
struggle for equality and social jus-
tice has been at the heart of Labour
Party politics throughout its long
history. The abandonment of that
aspiration means that the British
Labour Party can no longer be
regarded as a progressive political
force – it has become and is likely,
for the foreseeable future, to
remain, a party of the centre right.
It astonishes me that the trade
union movement can continue to
pour millions into a party which,
on the one hand, defends the right
of the super rich to largely avoid
taxation, and on the other, has
been fighting a rear-guard action,
at EU and domestic levels, to block
all attempts to address the shocking
levels of exploitation of agency
workers. The demise of the Labour
Party as a progressive force will
pose important questions for any
new left project.
Thirdly, and finally, in my list of

ground-shifting changes, we are
witnessing a sustained, compre-
hensive assault on liberal democra-
cy which has been building now
over several decades. Probably its
most striking feature has been the
evolution of an oligarchic political
class increasingly beyond demo-
cratic control and accountability.
Our once “mass” political parties
are now mere shadows of their
former selves; Labour and Tory
party conferences would do North
Korea proud; party funding is
increasingly sourced from big busi-
ness; armies of spin doctors, con-
sultants and press barons are
recruited to manage, manipulate
and control public opinion. The
smell of petty corruption and
money grubbing is pervasive.

As the differences between the
main UK parties diminish and as
the decision-making processes
become ever more remote, voting
turnout declines. Local govern-
ment has been largely stripped of
powers and a similar pattern of
voter apathy is everywhere in evi-
dence. It would not be an exagger-
ation to describe the current
position in the UK as a crisis of
representative democracy.
In addition, in true Orwellian

tradition, the Government has
constructed an enemy in order to
legitimise an assault on our human
rights and civil liberties. The ter-
rorist enemy-at-the-gates is the
pretext for an attack on habeas
corpus – one of our most hal-
lowed civil liberties – as well as
creating a big-brother system of
surveillance that could only have
been dreamed of in Orwell’s
1984. As already referred to, the
construction of the poor as an
enemy-within has been deployed
to shift our criminal justice system
in a much more punitive direction
– dramatically illustrated by one
of the highest prison populations
in Europe.

SOME CONCLUSIONS
I am well aware that my choice of
categories of change is selective
and somewhat arbitrary but my
main aim is to provoke discussion.
To recap, I’ve identified three new
developments: (i) the crisis of eco-
nomic liberalism in the West, (ii)
the ending of an auld sang – the
socialist project as we have known
it giving way to a new, more com-
plex politics of pluralism and (iii) a
far reaching, sustained and
planned assault on liberal democ-
racy, Accepting these for argu-
ment’s sake, are there any
conclusions we can draw from this
list to help us in defining the terms
of our new left project?
Firstly, while accepting that

there is no royal “road” springing
into view, I think the direction of
travel is very clearly indicated –
radical, democratic renewal.
Nothing less measures up to the
challenges posed above. And here I
don’t simply have in mind the

reform of the existing top-down,
static system of representative
democracy but a project whose
aim is empowerment, participa-
tion and a much greater degree of
control over the social forces
impacting on all our everyday
lives. In that sense we remain true
to much of the spirit of the social-
ist project.

NEW COMMON SENSE
Secondly, we clearly have a prob-
lem of agency. The post war social
democratic settlement was found-
ed on a set of social values and pri-
orities imposed by the working
class movement on the British state
which won acceptance and sup-
port from wide sections of the
population – extending far beyond
the ranks of the working class. In
that sense it enjoyed a hegemonic
position which endured 30 years.
If our new project is to be radical
democratic renewal, how then do
we transform it into the new
common sense of our age? How
can we define the terms of that
renewal so that we can build
around it a broad alliance of dem-
ocratic forces powerful enough to
construct a new settlement? One
comfort is that the neo-liberal
interlude never achieved such a
consensus – in the hegemonic
stakes, TINA was always some-
thing of a lame duck.
We’re not starting from scratch.

In defining change number 3, I
deliberately used the phrase liberal
democracy. You know what I’m
talking about. The thing the left
used to call bourgeois democracy
and consistently underestimated to
its cost. In many ways our
strengths were its weakness and
vice-versa. In that most profound
of all our slogans, all for one and
one for all, we were always
stronger on the second bit but
never really came to terms with the
first bit; liberal democracy had the
opposite problem. We over invest-
ed in the role of the state; liberal
democracy underestimated its
importance; the individualism of
liberal democracy failed to appre-
ciate the importance of collective
and political action to guarantee

NEW POLITICS FOR A NEW SCOTLAND

If our new
project is to
be radical
democratic
renewal,
how then do
we transform
it into the
new common
sense of our
age?



PERSPECTIVES SPRING 2008 7

individual liberties; we over-col-
lectivised politics at the expense of
individual rights.
It seems to me that the central

weakness of the neo-liberal
onslaught is that it has simultane-
ously attacked both the social
democratic consensus and the
much older and more powerfully
entrenched liberal democratic set-
tlement. In certain regards this tra-
dition is putting up a more
stubborn resistance as the govern-
ment consistently fails to push
through its central attack on
habeas corpus and that resistance

extends across the political parties.
It is also clear that the free market
is failing to address the environ-
mental crisis. Carbon emissions of
the leading 40 industrial nations
increased by 2.6% in the five years
from 2000. Without massive
public intervention at internation-
al, national, regional and local
levels, the world will fail to turn
things around. So, it seems to me,
the road to a new hegemonic set-
tlement lies in forging an alliance
between the socialist, liberal dem-
ocratic and green traditions – a
new historic compromise!

PEOPLE POWER
What would be the basis of that
unity? The watchword would be
subsidiarity. A term more associat-
ed with the EU, it can be broadly
defined as: every function should
be performed at the lowest level
consistent with competent admin-
istration. Responsibility for actual-
ly administering and running our
affairs would be devolved down-
wards to as local a level as possible.
The main role of the state would
be strategic, protective and facilita-
tive. The state would decide the
direction of travel, define our
social priorities, allocate resources
accordingly, protect and enhance
our civil liberties, set the basic
standards for our social institu-
tions and referee disputes. It
would retain administrative con-
trol, of course, over certain func-
tions including criminal justice, the
armed forces etc. But the people
would take over the running of all
our affairs.
There is no space to develop this

theme here. It has been most fully
worked through by Paul Hirst and
given a name through his book
Associative Democracy. As a
matter of interest, he points out
that the concept of a social-
ist/liberal alliance is not new and
he reminds us of an old tradition
of Guild Socialism which got
buried in the “communist” era.
And as Peter McColl points out in
his contribution to Is there a
Scottish Road to Socialism?, sub-
sidiarity is also fundamental to the
philosophy of the Green parties.
The left has been very much on

the defensive in recent decades,
lacking a credible perspective in a
time of great change. But there are
clear signs in Scotland that the left
is beginning to re-focus and re-ori-
entate. Our hope is that the May
conference will contribute to that
project.

� Doug Bain is a member of
Democratic Left Scotland.

NOTE
* Saturday May 17th, 10.00am–

4.00pm, David Hume Tower,
University of Edinburgh

Newpolitics for a new Scotland:
Renew, reclaim and re-imagine
Aone day public conference organised by Democratic Left Scotland

with

IainMacWhirter (journalist)
Gerry Hassan (political commentator)
Jean Urquhart (SNP councillor)

plus workshops

SaturdayMay 17th
10.15am–4.00pm
David Hume Tower
University of Edinburgh

Registration and tea/coffee 10.15–10.45am

For further information and to book a place in advance, please contact

Democratic Left Scotland
Number Ten, 10 Constitution Road, Dundee DD1 1LL

Tel: 01382 819641
E-mail: s.fairweather@btinternet.com

…or turn up on the day. All welcome.
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possible.



8 SPRING 2008 PERSPECTIVES

SNP –NEGOTIATING THE
FAULT LINESOF POWER

Lord Acton famously remarked
that “power tends to corrupt,
and absolute power corrupts

absolutely.” He may have been
right in the context of pre-demo-
cratic times. But power can be a
moderating influence in democrat-
ic politics. Radical political parties
must dilute their demands in the
pursuit of power. The median
voter is rarely radical and a party
that identifies itself with a radical
position limits its prospects of
forming a government. This cre-
ates the key tension for all parties
advocating change: balancing its
fundamental principles with pur-
suit of the median voter. Electoral
defeats, especially heavy or unex-
pected defeats, lead all parties into
defensive introspection, the politi-
cal equivalent of the foetal posi-
tion as happened with Labour in
1979 and the Tories in 1997. The
SNP’s history over the last thirty
years is no different from any
other party in these respects.

PARTY OF THE LEFT
The SNP has always been a party of
the left, albeit one with a right-
wing fringe. But this fringe has
some unconventional views for
those associated with the right. It is
difficult to find any support for
nuclear weapons across the party;
its right tends to be small town
conservatives rather than free mar-
keteers. In large this is because
Scotland’s constitutional status
assumed paramount importance
and advocates of independence
have long seen nuclear weapons as

a foreign imposition as well as
fairly absurd for a small state.
Indeed, the best way to understand
the SNP is to understand Scottish
political opinion and add in some
constitutional radicalism. Apart
from opinion on the constitution,
the SNP reflects Scotland reason-
ably well, warts and all. It is for this
reason that Alex Salmond used to
argue that there was a “consensus”
aroundmoderate left of centre pol-
itics inside the party. Consensus
was his favoured term as this better
encapsulated SNP opinion.
Alternative opinions existed within
the party but the balance of opin-
ion was on the left.
However, it was never a statist or

centralist left. The SNP had long
supported decentralisation, coop-
eratives and participatory demo-
cratic structures. Many of these
views emerged strongly in the SNP
in the 1960s when a new genera-
tion of young members flooded
into the party both before and after
the Hamilton by-election. That
generation held sway at grassroots
throughout the 1970s. The great
problem for the SNP following its
electoral breakthrough in 1974
was that the eleven MPs returned
were not representative of opinion
within the broader party. Conflict
between the MPs and the party’s
national executive committee,
elected by activists at party confer-
ence, was an endemic feature of
internal SNP politics. The NEC
and party conference was fairly
consistently left-leaning while the
MPs were consistently erratic.

But the most divisive issue was
devolution and had been since the
party’s establishment. Funda-
mentalists believed that devolution
was at best a distraction, at worst
subverted the party on its path to
independence. How to react to the
Labour Government’s devolution
proposals became a running sore
but the more pragmatic wing on
the national executive committee
won the day in the late 1970s. Its
hardliners worked with the grain
of party opinion through to the
1979 referendum but felt vindicat-
ed afterwards and asserted the
importance of avoiding entangle-
ment with another party’s policy
in the fallout after the defeats in
1979.

’79 GROUP
The loss of nine of the 11 MPs had
a number of causes. The most sig-
nificant was a period of introspec-
tion and recriminations. The
shadow cast by 1979 had a debili-
tating effect on the SNP. The ’79
Group was set up as a republican,
socialist faction and attracted a
number of younger members but
most activists, including most
socialist republicans steered clear.
In the context of introspection, it
proved divisive. It rarely attempt-
ed to advance its stated republican
objective and its socialism was no
more radical than the mainstream
views of the party at the time. But
it generated excitement and much
media publicity and may have con-
tributed in keeping a number of
talented individuals inside the SNP

Apart from
opinion on
the
constitution,
the SNP
reflects
Scotland
reasonably
well, warts
and all.

In the first of a series of articles surveying the recent history of
the political parties in Scotland, James Mitchell looks at the
potential for internal tensions developing as the SNP tries to
consolidate its position in power.
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who might otherwise have
drifted away.
In 1983, GordonWilson

moved a motion proscrib-
ing factions inside the
party after a Campaign for
Nationalism was estab-
lished, with the sole pur-
pose of challenging the ’79
Group. But the real divide
was over devolution. It
would be many years
before the party was able
to walk out of the shadow
of 1979; time and Alex
Salmond’s leadership
would be the two key fac-
tors.

NEW FUNDAMENTALISM
There were few defections to the
SNP in the early 1980s but the
most significant was that of Jim
Sillars. Sillars was elected as
Labour MP for South Ayrshire in a
by-election shortly before the
1970 general election but split
from Labour to set up the Scottish
Labour Party (SLP) in 1976.
However, he lost his seat in
Parliament in 1979 and the SLP
died with the end of this phase in
his Parliamentary career. Sillars
joined the SNP a year later. Like
Salmond, Sillars was a member of
the ’79 Group and emphatically on
the pragmatic wing of the party,
lambasting hardliners who
opposed devolution. But shortly
after his return to parliament as
MP for Govan after a by-election
in late 1988, Sillars’s position
changed dramatically and he
became as sharply critical of prag-
matists as he had previously been
of fundamentalists. This new fun-
damentalism led him the opposite
direction of his erstwhile ally
Salmond. A critical moment came
when the cross-party Campaign
for a Scottish Parliament proposed
the establishment of a constitu-
tional convention. The proposals
would result in Labour dominating
the convention and there were sus-
picions inside the SNP, never far
below the surface, that this was
only the latest ploy designed to
undermine the national move-
ment. The party had been slowly

moving from the hardline
position adopted after
1979 but the debate on the
convention was ill-tem-
pered at a national council
meeting in Port Glasgow
in March 1989. The
party’s leadership opposed
participation in the con-
vention. Salmond made an
ill-conceived intervention
opposing participation in
which he attacked Isobel
Lindsay, a long-standing
senior figure. Lindsay
would later leave the party
in which she had been a

senior officer over many years to
join New Labour.

DEEPLY HOSTILE
Salmond became leader in 1990,
following Gordon Wilson’s deci-
sion to stand down after being
defeated in his Dundee East con-
stituency in 1987. While Salmond
defeated his fellow MP Margaret
Ewing easily, there remained an
element that was deeply hostile to
his leadership, not least Jim Sillars.
At the party’s 1991 conference,
Sillars-ally Alex Neil announced
that the party’s executive had
agreed to the slogan “Scotland
Free by 93”. The expressions on
the faces of Salmond and John
Swinney, national secretary, picked
up on television cameras, spoke
volumes. Salmond and Swinney
had obviously not noticed the
executive making this decision.
But, once again, Salmond was
bounced into a position that trou-
bled him. He could either disown
the slogan, admit that the SNP had
no hope of achieving this kind of
breakthrough, or accept it but play
it down.
Salmond’s authority within the

party was only established after
Sillars was defeated in 1992 and
departed from active politics. As
the Conservative years were draw-
ing to a close, it was clear that the
public mood had changed and
long-established but fairly shallow
support for devolution was deep-
ening. Labour had moved from a
grudging acceptance based on elec-
toral expedience to genuine com-

mitment. The real prospect of a
London Government legislating
for devolution now appeared in
sight. History, especially the expe-
rience of 1979, suggested that the
SNP would divide on the issue.
The most significant test of
Salmond’s leadership was whether
he could mobilise his party behind
devolution, especially after Labour
decided that a referendum should
be held, a decision widely inter-
preted as Labour back-tracking on
devolution.
On the one hand, hardliners

continued to warn against the
devolution trap while gradualists
doubted whether enough was
being done to prepare the party for
a Labour Government legislating
for devolution. In the event,
Salmond confounded his gradual-
ist critics when the party over-
whelmingly backed involvement in
the 1997 referendum campaign.
Only a tiny group of hardliners
opposed the leadership. This prag-
matic strategy had been carefully
choreographed and its success is
easily underestimated given how
few inside the SNP ended up
opposing devolution. But the issue
that had divided the SNP since its
inception – which had resulted in a
split in 1942, had been a running
sore in the 1970s and deeply divid-
ed the party during the 1980s –
passed into history with the estab-
lishment of the Scottish
Parliament. A few voices, includ-
ing that of Sillars, occasionally
warned of the dire consequences
of falling for devolution but
former hardliners soon fell into
line and became model
Parliamentarians in Holyrood. It
was almost as if the key tension
had never existed.

DEVOLUTION PRESSURES
However, the demise of the gradu-
alist-fundamentalist division was
soon replaced by new pressures
associated with devolution. The
SNP had high hopes of becoming
Scotland’s first party in the first
elections to the Scottish Parliament
in 1999. Salmond was shocked at
the intensity of negative campaign-
ing against the SNP and him per-

The cover of the
SNP’s winning
2007 manifesto
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sonally. While the SNP performed
creditably, becoming Scotland’s
second party in votes and seats for
the first time in its history, Labour
retained its position. It was a bruis-
ing contest for the SNP and
Salmond decided to stand aside.
He had long said he would not
serve more than a decade as leader
but his decision to stand down sur-
prised most commentators. John
Swinney, his successor, inherited
the leadership at a difficult time.
The party ought to have taken
heart from its position in the
Scottish Parliament but, as had
happened so often in its history,
inflated expectations had given
way to disillusionment. Swinney’s
style was more sober, provoking
negative comparisons with a small
town bank manager and he was
challenged for the leadership only
a couple of years after becoming
leader. After poor performances at
the Scottish elections in 2003 and
the European elections in 2004,
Swinney resigned. The party had
retained its position as Scotland’s
second party in 2003 but won only
27 seats, a net loss of eight.

SAFETY FIRST
The SNP had fought the 1999
campaign on a commitment to use
the Parliament’s very limited tax-
raising powers but was bludgeoned
by all other parties and most of the
media for doing so. Its message
had been to the left of Labour’s
but marginally so. Scottish devolu-
tion had been created on opposi-
tion to Conservative rule but was
not to be a forum for radical poli-
tics. The party found itself under
the microscope as never before. Its
policy commitments had to be
carefully costed. Its message had to
conform within the dominant
managerialist paradigm of modern
politics: Baldwinian safety first
dominated.
As party leader, Swinney

embarked on a major overhaul of
the party’s creaking constitution.
There was something ironic that a
party whose raison d’être was con-
stitutional change had allowed its
own constitution to develop piece-
meal. The constitution had served

the party reasonably well when it
was a small oppositional force
overwhelmingly reliant on its
activist base but was not fit for the
purpose of a governing party.
There had been deep divisions
between its MPs and NEC in the
1970s and a real prospect that
should the SNP ever come to
power in Holyrood its activist base
might easily find itself at war with
the leadership. The temptation to
“modernise” à la New Labour was
resisted. But constitutional oddi-
ties such as allowing any ordinary
party member to stand for the
leadership with the support of
only one branch was ended. A new
constitution was agreed recognis-
ing that the Scottish Parliament
existed and that an SNP
Government was a possibility.

TALL ORDER
Swinney’s departure led to the
second post-devolution leadership
contest. The contest initially was
between Nicola Sturgeon,
Roseanna Cunningham and
former MSP Mike Russell. It was
clear that Salmond preferred
Sturgeon and when it looked as if
she might not win, Salmond him-
self announced he would stand
despite recently announcing he
had no intention to do so, and
Sturgeon withdrew from the con-
test and instead stood for the
deputy’s position. Salmond won
easily and resumed the leadership
after a four year break. From the
outset, Salmond insisted he was
standing to become First Minister
and not just party leader. It sound-
ed like the familiar bravado of past
SNP campaigns. The target of 20
additional seats seemed a tall order
and initially no commentator
thought it could be done. But the
SNP achieved precisely that, win-
ning 47 seats to Labour’s 46.
The SNP had become Scottish

largest party in Parliamentary
seats, councillors and votes in con-
stituencies, lists and amongst first
preferences for local elections, but
Labour was only just behind. It
had done so on a supremely prag-
matic strategy. Independence was
played down – there was a com-

mitment to a referendum and
acceptance that an SNP majority
was in itself not enough. Salmond
proved a more impressive cam-
paigner than Labour’s Jack
McConnell. But the key explana-
tion lay in the fact that, the consti-
tution apart, there were few clear
differences between Labour and
the SNP and the electorate recog-
nised this. And the constitution
had been neutralised as an issue
with the commitment to a referen-
dum. In place of ideological differ-
ences, the electorate was left to
choose between which party which
govern most competently in
Scotland’s interests. On almost all
issues, the SNP was favoured over
Labour. The one exception was the
economy but the electorate recog-
nised that the economy was largely
a retained matter.
The strategy of the SNP on

coming to power was to follow the
strategy that had brought it there.
It needed to show itself as compe-
tent, to avoid frightening the
horses. Its aim has been to extend
its reputation for competence into
the economic field not least
because it appreciates that its
objective of devolving economic
matters demands this. Many com-
mentators, especially in the south,
expected that an SNP government
would pick fights with London,
failing to appreciate the thinking
that lay behind the SNP’s success.
While it would not shy away from
standing up for Scotland, the SNP
recognises that aggression would
not win it votes.

BALANCING ACT
However, it comes at a cost. If the
SNP is not about to rock the boat,
can it move Scotland’s constitu-
tional debate forward? Is it simply
to become another party compet-
ing for votes, shifting its message
according to how it reads the elec-
torate? The activists and members
who remain an important strength
are currently content to be mem-
bers of a winning party. Wendy
Alexander’s dismal leadership of
Labour has contributed to the
sense that all is going well for the
SNP. But whether it takes weeks or

THE FAULT LINES OF POWER

There were
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the SNP and
the
electorate
recognised
this.
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PROGRESS
Continuing our series examining words that are
common currency on the left, David Purdy
dissects the concept of progress.

Simply stated, the idea of
progress holds that history
forms a movement, more or

less continuous, towards a desir-
able future. Taking root in the sev-
enteenth century, belief in progress
gained strength during the eigh-
teenth and reached its zenith
towards the end of the nineteenth.
It persisted into the twentieth cen-
tury, despite the experience of two
world wars, Stalin’s gulags and the
Nazi death camps, inspiring impe-
rial warriors and race suprema-
cists, no less than liberals, socialists
and communists. From about
1950 onwards, however, faith in
progress began to wane and today
any suggestion that “things can
only get better” has a hollow ring,
though the adjective “progressive”
is still widely used, as in such vapid
expressions as “progressive con-
sensus”. No one likes to be
thought old-fashioned or reac-
tionary and consumer capitalism
thrives on the belief that the new
or the latest is ipso facto superior
to anything that has gone before.

HISTORY OF THE IDEA
Until the early modern period,
most people assumed that the
future would repeat the past. In
classical antiquity, cyclical views of
history were common, as was
belief that advances in human
knowledge and skill had been
accompanied by moral decline.
For the Hebrew prophets, it was
God, not man, who shaped the
course of history, and the Christian

emphasis on original sin was hard
to square with confidence in
mankind’s power to create a better
world. Other tenets of Christian
faith, however, were more conso-
nant with the idea of progress: its
vision of the unity of humanity; its
conception of time as an irre-
versible, linear flow running from
the creation of the world to the
day of judgment; and above all, its
assurance that, thanks to God’s
providence, the human story is
destined to end well.
With the scientific revolution of

the seventeenth century and the
rise of Puritanism, the role of
providence was transferred to the
“natural laws” by which God is
thought to work. Religion thus
became a prime motive and justifi-
cation for studying man and
nature, and this study in turn
acquired redemptive, not just utili-
tarian value. At a more popular
level, belief in the millennium led
to recurrent expectations of an
impending golden age. According
to Judeo-Christian tradition, prior
to the ending of life on earth,
mankind would experience a thou-
sand years of abundance, harmony,
justice and bliss. In the apocalyptic
version of this story, Christ’s
second coming would be ushered
in by a decisive confrontation
between the forces of good and
evil. Thus, prophecies of progress
included not only long-range pro-
jections of slow, cumulative
advance, but also visions of heaven
on earth to be achieved by a sharp

years, the tide will turn. It is at that
point that the real challenge to the
SNP will come and it will be the
familiar challenge faced by all par-
ties advocating change. Politics is a
balancing act – and particularly so
for a party that retains radical aspi-
rations. This involves balancing
the electorate’s innate conser-
vatism and the members’ radical-
ism. The latter’s radicalism
provides the SNP with the com-
mitment that ensured that it is in a
far healthier state than any of its
rivals but has the potential to
undermine its electoral appeal.
One strategy, more easily defined
than implemented, will be to build
coalitions of support in Scottish
civil society. This is a major chal-
lenge for the SNP. While its
activists are to be found in many
organisations, there is little evi-
dence of an SNP presence per se in
the way that Labour was once
present in civil society organisa-
tions. In part, this reflects the lim-
ited SNP base in local government.
What it does highlight is the
important role the SNP’s members
have to play and the heavy reliance
the party still has on its activist
base. Though much of modern
politics has seen the gradual
diminution of party membership –
the idea of parties without mem-
bers is no longer as fanciful as it
once seemed – this cannot be said
of the SNP.
This is likely to be the new fault-

line in the SNP. It resembles that to
be found in any governing party.
Balancing the need to keep party
members on board who provide
the SNP with its enthusiasm and
campaigning edge while not run-
ning ahead of the electorate is a
problem for all parties but is par-
ticularly significant for a party that
retains a radical edge. The demise
of the fundamentalist-gradualist
tension has simply given way to a
new tension.

� James Mitchell is Professor of
Politics, University of Strathclyde.
He is currently completing an
ESRC sponsored study of the SNP,
including a survey of the entire
membership.
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and forcible break from the old,
corrupt social order.
In the eighteenth century, the

idea of progress was steadily secu-
larised. Nevertheless, there is a
close affinity between the
Christian concept of divine provi-
dence and the accounts of progress
offered by Enlightenment
thinkers. Adam Smith, for exam-
ple, invoked the image of an
“invisible hand” to explain why,
despite the absence of any central
directing agency, the operations of
a market economy exhibit order,
not chaos, and why removing con-
trols on commerce and leaving
individuals free to pursue their
own self-interest was the high road
to material prosperity. In a similar
vein, Immanuel Kant cited the
“cunning of reason” to explain
how the conflict between our
innate desire for freedom from
external control and our need for
sociability ultimately brings about
an ethical civilisation in which we
learn to curb our passions and
become self-governing citizens.
Newtonian physics had already
transformed the prospects for har-
nessing natural forces to human
needs. Enlightenment thinkers
sought to emulate this success in
the human sciences. Some, like
Kant, were devout Christians;
others, like Condorcet, were viru-
lently anti-religious. But none
doubted that as human knowledge
advances, the human condition
improves.

The thought
of the nineteenth century is

saturated with the idea that history
forms an ascending series of stages,
each of which grows out of the
imperfections and conflicts of its
predecessor. The terms evolution,
development and progress came to
be used interchangeably: by Lyell
in geology, by Darwin in biology,
by Hegel in philosophy, by Marx
in political economy and by Comte
and Spencer in sociology. Auguste
Comte, an advocate of state plan-
ning, and Herbert Spencer, a devo-
tee of laissez-faire, both stressed

the “certainty” or “necessity” of
progress. They did not suppose
that progress is inevitable in the
sense that it will take its course,
regardless of what we do. Spencer
drew an analogy between human
societies and organic life forms.
Apart from random mutations, an
organism will gradually unfold its
potentialities in a manner charac-
teristic of its type. Nevertheless,
the process can be facilitated by
maintaining favourable conditions
or impaired by neglect. In the same
way, social development can be
aided or hindered, accelerated or
retarded without being diverted
from its general course. When
Marx spoke of revolution as the
“midwife of history”, he was
expressing the same idea.
In the twentieth century, both

classical liberals like Hayek and
collectivist liberals like Hobson
and Hobhouse remained commit-
ted to the idea of progress. Even
stronger affirmations came from
socialists and communists, both in
the West and in the Soviet Union,
whose leaders condemned the
decadent West and claimed to be
the new vanguard of history. Of
course, liberals and Marxists had
very different views about the best
way forward. For the former, the
precondition and goal of progress
was individual liberty. Liberal insti-
tutions – civil freedoms, represen-
tative democracy and
competitive markets

– were

e s s e n -
tial for intellec-

tual innovation, social vitality and
economic dynamism, and these in
turn enlarged the realm of free-
dom, creating the conditions in
which individuals could decide for
themselves what to think and how
to live their lives. Marxists retort-
ed that the liberal creed was a
product of the early, pioneering,
optimistic phase of capitalist devel-
opment and that mature capitalism
was moribund: it could no longer
fulfil the promise of the
Enlightenment and until it was
replaced by socialism, the world
would be plagued by recurrent

economic crises, class conflict,
inter-imperialist rivalry and fas-
cism.
During the 1930s, this seemed a

plausible line of argument, but
after the SecondWorldWar, under
the aegis of Keynesian social
democracy, Western capitalism
gained a new lease of life. At the
same time, the countries of “actu-
ally existing socialism”, as they
called themselves, lost whatever
lustre they had once had, both for
the Western left and in the eyes of
their own citizens. Worse still, as
the twentieth century wore on,
intellectuals became disenchanted
with the “Enlightenment project”
itself. Why this happened and
whether the idea of progress is a
myth are questions best postponed
until we have defined our terms
more closely.

ANALYSIS OF THE IDEA
Statements about progress –
whether in relation to science,
society or morality, the three head-
ings under which the subject is
usually discussed – may refer to
solving specific problems or to
moving towards some desired gen-
eral goal: knowledge, happiness,
virtue and so on. The former
usage is straightforward. If
someone says that sci-
ence has made
progress in
d e t e r -

mining the
causes of cancer

or in discovering
whether other stars

besides the sun have planets, what
they mean is that we now have
answers to questions where there
were none before and that the
answers accord with the proce-
dures of inquiry employed by com-
petent investigators. This idea can
easily be extended to cases where
we do not yet have answers, but
know what we are looking for –
Donald Rumsfeld’s “known
unknowns”. An example is the elu-
sive Higgs-Boson, a hypothetical,
but so far undetected sub-atomic
particle – sometimes known as the
“God-particle” – which, if it exists,
will have profound implications

KEYWORDS: PROGRESS
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for cosmology and which is cur-
rently being sought, at vast
expense, in underground particle
accelerators around the world.
But what are we to make of gen-

eral claims about scientific
progress? Does our knowledge of
the universe improve over the cen-
turies? It is commonly supposed
that science is self-correcting
because scientists routinely subject
hypotheses to the test of observa-
tion and experiment. If this were
the whole story, science ought to
evolve in an incremental, step-by-
step manner. Yet the history of sci-
ence is a record of revolutions in
scientific theory so radical that it is
impossible to establish continuity
between the ideas of one genera-
tion and the ideas of a later one.
The conception of progress as a
journey towards a goal presuppos-
es a measure of continuity in the
sequence of events under examina-
tion.
In a path-breaking study,

Thomas Kuhn (1970) seeks to
explain the course of scien-

tific development.
He points

out that
s c i e n t i f i c
hypotheses are not free-
standing constructs, but emanate
from what he calls a paradigm: a
distinctive body of theory and con-
cepts allied to an ongoing research
programme. To be sure, when the
process of testing throws up anom-
alous results, scientists puzzle
about them. Typically, however,
they try to resolve the puzzles
within the framework of the pre-
vailing paradigm. It may simply
not occur to them that their basic
concepts might be flawed or that
they might be asking the wrong
questions; they may feel threat-
ened by the idea of abandoning
cherished beliefs; or they may be
unwilling to risk their reputations,
careers and friendships by chal-
lenging current orthodoxy. Only as
anomalies accumulate, will hetero-
dox ideas emerge and gain a hear-
ing. Even then, years of struggle
are normally required before a
new paradigm is established. But

once such a shift has occurred, it
makes little sense to say that sci-
ence has extended or improved
our knowledge, for all that has
happened is that one set of deep-
seated beliefs has replaced another.
The distinction between solving

specific problems and moving
towards some desired general goal
applies equally to statements about
social and moral progress. Stories
of the ascent of man may inspire or
console us, but they make poor
history. Are contemporary humans
better off, in some overall sense,
than their ancestors 100,000 or
10,000 years ago? No one can say:
even if we all agreed about what
the good life in the good society
consists of, the
timescale is
too vast
and

the evidence
too thin for the ques-

tion to be answerable,
especially if we want to know

not just how our forebears lived,
but what they felt and thought
about their lives.
Coming closer to historical

times, studies of the Neolithic agri-
cultural revolution that began in
Mesopotamia and Egypt around
10,000 years ago do not suggest
that the transition from hunting
and gathering to farming brought
any gain in human well-being or
freedom. Hunter-gatherers are
poor and do not accumulate pos-
sessions; by the same token, as
Sahlins (1972) points out, they are
free and equal. The turn to farm-
ing enhanced human power over
the earth and enlarged the human
population, but the average diet
deteriorated, the burden of work
increased, inequalities between
men and women widened and a
new line of division – between
mental and manual labour –
appeared in human society. The
biblical story of the expulsion of
Adam and Eve from the Garden of
Eden, when Adam is condemned
to “earn his bread in sweat” and
Eve to endure the pains of child-
birth, may well represent a distant
folk memory of this unhappy
transformation.

Even if we confine attention to
the past few centuries, to the
inhabitants of Western Europe and
to well-established trends, judg-
ments about progress are
hazardous. Since 1300,
the incidence of violence
in everyday life has
probably fallen; since
1700, there have
been striking
advances in
the control

of diseases,
in material

productivity, in
the reduction of

backbreaking labour,
in techniques of mass

communication and in the
spread of literacy; and since

1900, infant mortality has
declined, along with female fertil-
ity rates and average family size. It
is possible to imagine moral codes
in which these trends would be
deplored, but most of us welcome
them. The question is: have the
gains of recent centuries been out-
weighed by the costs incurred in
achieving them?
There can be no unequivocal

answer. If the reduction of civil
violence, considered in itself, is a
progressive trend, then modern
mass warfare and genocide must
be considered retrogressive. Then
again, the successful solution of
one problem frequently creates
new and more difficult problems.
Thus, medical advances prolong or
enhance human life, but contribute
to overpopulation and raise acute
moral dilemmas about the ending
of human life. And by what moral
calculus can we weigh the gains
and losses produced by the devel-
opment of capitalism? This, as
Adam Smith foresaw in The Wealth
of Nations, has brought about
prodigious increases in output and
productivity, but in the process it
has destroyed cultures, degraded
the environment and dissolved the
bonds of mutual recognition and
sympathy that Smith, in his earlier
and less well known book, The
Theory of Moral Sentiments, iden-
tified as the indispensable basis of
social order, cohesion and justice.

Are
contemporary
humans
better off, in
some overall
sense, than
their
ancestors
100,000 or
10,000 years
ago?
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PROGRESS, UTOPIA, POLITICS
AND HOPE
How, in any case, can we justify
the moral standards by which gains
count as gains?What, in the end, is
the best kind of life for humans to
live, both as individuals and as
social beings? Ancient philoso-
phers offered general precepts on
how to live well, but did not think
systematically about the social
framework of human life. Indeed,
they held that the good life – gen-
erally taken to mean the life of the
wise, serene and virtuous man –
can be lived in any kind of society.
Plato, it is true, sketches an ideal
society in The Republic, but he
does not discuss how it is to be
realised: collective efforts to trans-
form society are a modern phe-
nomenon. Once modernity
arrived, society was constantly
being transformed and from
roughly 1750 to 1950 politics
became a contest between various
apostles of progress and conserva-
tives who sought to resist or retard
it. Eventually, however, grand his-
torical narratives and social visions
fell into disrepute. The images of
the future that cast their shadow
over the second half of the twenti-
eth century were those of nuclear
holocaust, eco-catastrophe,
Orwell’s 1984 and Huxley’s Brave
New World. The Enlightenment
itself fell under a cloud, charged
with spawning ruthless social engi-
neers from Hitler and Stalin to
Mao and Pol Pot, while utopian
thinkers came to be seen as politi-
cal fanatics and would-be tyrants,
as if anyone who speculates about
what the best kind of society might
look like will stop at nothing to
bring it about.
Is progress a myth? Is utopia

dead? The idea of progress as an
objective historical tendency
somehow built into the scheme of
things is, indeed, a myth. But
myths have a place in our lives
because we are meaning-seeking
creatures. As Karen Armstrong
(2005, p.2) puts it:
“Dogs, as far as we know, do not

agonise about the canine condition
… But humans fall very easily into
despair and have always invented

stories that place our lives in a
larger setting, reveal an underlying
pattern and give us a sense that,
against all the depressing and
chaotic evidence to the contrary,
our lives have meaning and value.”
It is, of course, true that

appalling crimes were committed
in the name of progress. Yet it is
also true that belief in progress
gave strength to human hope and
the desire for a better world. The
relatively small things that can be
achieved in one generation towards
the fulfilment of some seminal
ideal such as equality, justice or
peace are greatly heightened in
importance if they are perceived as
steps in a long march that began
before we were born and will con-
tinue after we are dead.
Is it possible to sustain hope for

the future without illusions? The
key here is to distinguish between
ideals and objectives, between
timeless visions and time-bound
projects. Utopias have a place in
any radical politics: they can flesh
out social values, sharpen social
criticism, stimulate the desire for
change and offer a spiritual refuge
from present woes. They also
enable us to explore other social
worlds by conducting thought
experiments in which we try to
imagine what would happen if cer-
tain familiar, taken-for-granted
features of our world – gender
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division, say, or perpetual econom-
ic growth – were somehow
removed or replaced. But utopian
theory or fiction has its limitations.
Not all desirable social alternatives
are viable, and not all viable alter-
natives can be achieved, for in pol-
itics we have to reckon with the
constraints and pressures that can
– indeed, must – be set aside in
articulating visions: structural bias,
institutional inertia, cultural
habits, the dynamics of political
competition and the irreducible
uncertainty that surrounds all but
the most immediate consequences
of our actions. Values and visions
are the stars we steer by, but we
navigate in the here-and-now.
Whether we shall ever get to there-
and-then, who knows?

� David Purdy is a member of
Democratic Left Scotland.
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On 11 September 1978, in Chalmers Hospital,
Edinburgh, Christopher Grieve turned and
looked out over the skyline and closed his eyes

for the last time. In his great early poem The Watergaw
he had talked about the look on a dying man’s face
and said that maybe at last he understood what that
look meant. What might his own last look have
meant, thirty years ago?
He had come a long way. Born in 1892, he literally

came out of the nineteenth century and saw service
with the Royal Army Medical Corps in Salonika, Italy
and France. He was sent home with cerebral malaria
and a sense of cultural purpose that was febrile in its
intensity.
To Grieve, as to many others, the First World War

had been the apotheosis of imperialism. Two other
cataclysms of the time set different examples: the
Easter Rising in Ireland in 1916 and the Russian
Revolution in 1917. A Celtic nation violently asserting
independence from the authority of imperial Britain
and a socialist ideal in action, demonstrating that the
class system might be beaten and egalitarianism pre-
vail, fromMoscow to Glasgow – both events made the
politics of Grieve’s early decades radical and embed-
ded an aggressive idealism that never went away.

SCOTTISH REPUBLICANISM
Espousing a Scottish Republicanism following John
Maclean, Grieve – or as he was to become in 1922,
HughMacDiarmid – engaged the opposition on three
fronts. He wrote poems, and we’ll come back to them.
He wrote essays – political, literary and cultural jour-
nalism, polemic, economic analysis, essays on lan-
guage, national identity and Leninist theory – which
were syndicated in periodicals and newspapers the
length and breadth of Scotland, so that crofters in
Caithness and mill-workers in the Borders, checking
the price of livestock fodder or the latest medicines
for lumbago in their local papers might read, along-
side such adverts, essays about the need to develop a
new National Theatre of Scotland or the great
Scottish song-writer F.G. Scott. A number of articles
originally written for schoolteachers and published in
the Scottish Educational Journal, were gathered in the
book Contemporary Scottish Studies (1926).
Thirdly, he edited three anthologies of Scottish

poetry entitled Northern Numbers. The first ones
began by including conservative establishment figures,
leaders in the Burns cult fraternity and indeed writers
of distinction such as John Buchan, but then alongside
poems evoking the warm glow of Highland cottages

and Border landscapes, he began infiltrating poems
written by men just back from the war, poems about
the trenches, or about unemployed soldiers or prosti-
tutes in Scotland’s cities of the early 1920s. The third
anthology features 10 men and 10 women, a radical
gesture insisting that the voices of women should be
heard to express the experience of women in literary
forms with equal status to those of men.

CONTRADICTIONS OF LANGUAGE
But the main thing he did was write the poems. These
stay with us: short, intense lyrics in the language we
call Scots; long, meditative poems like A Drunk Man
Looks at the Thistle; explicitly political poems in
praise of Lenin; searchingly philosophical poems
when he moved to the isolation of the Shetland island
of Whalsay, such as the masterpiece, On a Raised
Beach; and finally epic-length poems like In
Memoriam James Joyce and The Kind of Poetry I Want,
in which he explores the contradictions of language,
artistic expression, political freedom and aesthetic
authority.
His political commitment to Scottish republican

communism was kept under surveillance by the British
government through his years in Shetland. Much of
his correspondence was intercepted. One official
report noted: “The man is a menace”! One suspects,
after the revelation in Sir Ming Campbell’s 2008 auto-
biography that the Prime Minister Gordon Brown, a
Unionist Scot, had conferred with him on ways to stop
the Scottish National Party from winning the election
in 2007, and Brown’s over-egged insistence on
Britishness (Brown used the word Britain or its cog-
nates about 81 times in his last Party conference
speech, according to one report) that 300 years on,
the Union’s cement may be getting a bit crumbly.
MacDiarmid’s achievement – more than 1400

pages of poetry, much of it as great as anything written
in the twentieth century, and at least 12 very big vol-
umes of prose essays, still being collected in a project
that began in 1992 – is immense. You can say that
MacDiarmid is a great poet partly because of the mag-
nitude of the work. “Literature,” he once said, “is the
written expression of revolt against all accepted
things.” The cultural revolution he delivered has had
its detractors, but only fools would deny the practical
advances it has delivered. In his autobiography Lucky
Poet (1943), he wrote:
“The Social Revolution is possible sooner in

Scotland than in England. The working-class policy
ought to be to break up the empire to avert war and

TheMAN is aMENACE! –
HughMACDIARMID after 30 years

30 years on from his death, Alan Riach assesses the great
Scots poet Hugh MacDiarmid.
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enable the workers to triumph in every country and
colony. Scotland’s separation is part of the process of
England’s Imperial disintegration and is a help towards
the ultimate triumph of the workers of the world.”
Have we moved any further in the direction he so

clearly indicated?
Yes and no.

CULTURAL SELF-DETERMINATION
MacDiarmid was a founder-member of the National
Party of Scotland in 1928. The year after his death, a
national referendum on whether Scotland should have
devolved powers was “disqualified” by a Westminster
ruling and Margaret Thatcher was voted into power
by a majority of English people. In 1997 a further ref-
erendum delivered a resounding vote in Scotland in
support of self-determination and in 1999 Scotland’s
parliament was resumed. In 2007, 300 years after the
Treaty of Union, the SNP were voted into the
Edinburgh Parliament. It was the poets, writers, artists
and scholars who made the best case for cultural self-
determination throughout the 1970s, 80s and 90s. In
the 1970s, the Association for Scottish Literary
Studies was formed. Their website can be visited at:
http://www.arts.gla.ac.uk/scotlit/asls/
Subscriptions are always welcome and resources for

schoolteachers are extensive. In 1971, Glasgow
University set up a distinct Department of Scottish
Literature and then established a Chair in the subject.
But these remain the only department and the only
university-established professorship in the subject.
Surely every Scottish university should have one?
Much remains to be done. There is still no secure

provision of Scottish literature and other arts in
schools. English, the language of the Enlightenment, is
a subject taught to all schoolchildren but it often side-
lines literature in Scots and Gaelic. The latter might be
made easily available even in translation. But why
should there not be Gaelic language provision as a
matter of course as an option in every school in
Scotland? Scotland’s music, philosophy and traditions
of painting are similarly vulnerable. The National
Galleries of Scotland in Edinburgh for decades has
kept the Scottish collection in the basement.
Without jingoistic self-promotion, we need to value

our arts much more securely. Increasingly since the
mass-media advertising-saturated post-1945 world,
we live in an age of distraction where the arts are gen-
erally trivialised. Every agency must be rallied to
oppose this trend. When MacDiarmid castigated the
cult of Burns with surgical accuracy he was giving a
prophetic warning:

It has denied his spirit to honour his name.
It has denied his poetry to laud his amours.
It has preserved his furniture and repelled his
message.

It has built itself up on the progressive refusal of
his lead in regard to Scottish politics, Scottish
literature, and the Scottish tongue.

And as long as people believe that Scots is “merely a
dialect of English” and as long as Scottish literature
and the arts are not subjects taught and examined in
our schools, the problems are still with us.

POLEMIC BORN OF LOVE
MacDiarmid’s polemic was born of love, however.
This is his lasting poetic and political challenge to us
all, to love the country we live in, work for its better-
ment by learning more about it – which also means
learning more about the world – and to continue to
work towards the democratic egalitarian ideal. In his
poem Scotland he wrote:

It requires great love of it deeply to read
The configuration of a land,
Gradually grow conscious of fine shadings,
Of great meanings in slight symbols,
Hear at last the great voice that speaks softly,
See the swell and fall upon the flank
Of a statue carved out in a whole country’s
marble.

Be like Spring, like a hand in a window
Moving New and Old things carefully to and fro,
Moving a fraction of flower here,
Placing an inch of air there,
And without breaking anything.

MacDiarmid set out to revolutionise Scotland in 1926
and described his agenda as follows:
“The Scottish Renaissance movement sets out to do

all that it possibly can to increase the number of Scots
who are vitally interested in literature and cultural
issues; to counter the academic or merely professional
tendencies which fossilize the intellectual interests of
most well-educated people even; and, above all, to
stimulate actual art-production to a maximum.”
Well, here are three questions:
1. Have we increased the number of Scots vitally
interested in literature and cultural issues?

2. Have we countered the academic or merely pro-
fessional tendencies to fossilize intellectual inter-
ests, even amongst well-educated people?

3. Have we stimulated art-production to a maxi-
mum?

Discuss.

� Alan Riach holds the Chair of Scottish Literature at
Glasgow University, is the general editor of the
CollectedWorks of HughMacDiarmid and the author
of Representing Scotland in Literature, Popular
Culture and Iconography (Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).
His fourth book of poems, Clearances (2001), follows
First & Last Songs (1995), An Open Return (1991)
and This Folding Map (1990). His radio series The
Good of the Arts, first broadcast in New Zealand
2001, may be visited at http://www.southwest.org.nz
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JAMES KELMAN:
ANAPPRECIATION
Following his article on Irvine Welsh in the last
issue of Perspectives,Willie Maley dissects the
distinctive voice of another great contemporary
Scottish writer.

James Kelman is a novelist, play-wright, short story writer, and
critic. He’s also a teacher, and

the son of a teacher, and there’s a
didactic quality to his writing that
isn’t always remarked upon.
Kelman, the leading figure in the
literary resurgence of the 1980s
known as the “Scottish
Renaissance”, has published six
novels, 10 collections of short sto-
ries, and two collections of essays,
as well as a collection of plays. A
major retrospective in the form of
reissued works cements his place at
the centre of Scottish letters. He
has put Glasgow on the world map
of literature in a language bristling
with anger and intelligence, creat-
ing a compelling voice utterly
anchored in his hometown, yet
richly resonant for readers world-
wide.
Oppressed individuals, usually

messed-up men, are his subject
matter, handled in a language best
described as “page rage”. One
character in a Kelman story asks
another if he’s still writing “wee
stories with a working-class
theme”. Kelman writes big stories
with a big theme: individuals up
against authority. “Kelmanesque”
has become a byword for a new
“social surrealism”, gritty rendi-
tions of post-industrial working-
class life, particularly as
experienced by lone – and lone-
some – males who “lose the plot”

and are prone to furious flights of
fancy.
None of the terms applied to

Kelman’s back-to-the-wall style –
“demotic”, “dialect”, “idiom”,
“slang”, “swearing” or “vernacu-
lar” – do justice to his explosive
prose and his refusal to draw a dis-
tinction between the language of
narrative and the language of dia-
logue. The first Scottish writer to
take the “God voice” and make it
Glaswegian, by capturing the
rhythms of speech he has made
poetry of what had before been
characterised as “inarticulate”.
With his ear to the ground – some
would say the gutter – Kelman
captures the tenderness of tough-
talking dissidents, drifters, down-
and-outs and dudes. Kelman took
Glaswegian, a low-prestige
“accent” of English, and turned it
into one of the most forceful and
fluent literary languages of the
twentieth century. Kelman has
waged war on genre and popular
fodder fiction as well as the privi-
leged literary canon. In its place he
offers serious engagement with
real people and real issues, but it’s
a realism riddled with absurdist
humour and surrealist politics.

POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT
Kelman’s language extends beyond
accent and expletives. From at least
the time of Busconductor Hines
(1984) he has been experimenting

with new kinds of narrative voice.
He manages to achieve in English
the same level of political engage-
ment and dark humour he displays
in his Scots. Kelman has been
described as a late Modernist but
has also been seen as part of a wave
of new literatures in English that
would place him alongside writers
like Chinua Achebe. Kelman’s exis-
tential angst led one critic to call
him a “Glasgow Hamlet”. His
native resistance prompted another
to speak of “the rage of Caliban”.
Both are right. In his fundamental
questioning of the nature of
“being” and “representation”, of
speaking for oneself versus being
spoken for, and in his rigorous
examination of the motives and
meanings of tortured individuals,
Kelman resembles the dark prince,
watching over the battlements, or
tenements, of Glasgow. In his tire-
less campaigning for the human
dignity of the oppressed, and
relentless berating of those whose
authority usurps his rightful place
on this earth, he conjures up
Caliban: “You taught me language,
and my profit on’t is, I know how
to curse”. Cursing in the language
of the master, while showing a
stronger grasp of human thoughts
and actions than those in authority
sums up Kelman. Credited with
opening doors to a succession of
new Scottish authors, including
Janice Galloway, Alison Kennedy,
Alan Warner, and Irvine Welsh, he
is both an experimental writer of
tremendous patience and craft, and
a postcolonial polemicist who com-
bines the streetwise delivery of a
rapper with the absolute authority
of an Old Testament prophet. That
his latest book should feature a
character called Jeremiah is in
keeping with his attachment to a
lone protesting voice that knows
better than its betters.
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UNSENTIMENTAL IMAGININGS
Born in Glasgow on 9th June
1946, Kelman left school at fifteen
and served two years of a six-year
apprenticeship as a compositor.
He says of this experience that
“the way words look on the page
has been important to me ever
since”. He left the printing trade to
follow his family to the US, an
effort at emigration that proved
successful only for his older broth-
er. His father, a picture-framer,
worked for a time in a gallery in
Pasadena, but the American exper-
iment never worked out and the
family, minus the older brother,
returned to Scotland. In 1971,
Kelman became part of the
Glasgow group of writers men-
tored by Philip Hobsbaum that
included Alasdair Gray, Tom
Leonard and Liz Lochhead. He
studied Philosophy and English at
Strathclyde University, developing
an admiration for Chomsky.
Associated with the development
of a distinctive Glasgow voice and
vision, Kelman’s intense, unsenti-
mental imaginings of that city bear
comparison with Joyce’s dour
depictions in Dubliners (1916).
Recognised as a writer of world
importance, Kelman has played
down the comparisons his work
invites with writers like Beckett,
Camus, Chekhov, Dostoevsky,
Gogol, Kafka and Zola. European
realist, modernist and existentialist
traditions inspired Kelman, but so
too did the American culture he
experienced in his youth, includ-
ing theWesterns of Louis L’Amour,
the novels of Nelson Algren and
Jack Kerouac, and the Blues.
Kelman was first published in the
States, and received his first major
academic appointment there as a
Professor at Texas, Austin
(2000–2001). You Have To Be
Careful In The Land Of The Free
(2004), his first all-American
novel, is the fruit of a forty-year
personal and thirty-year publishing
connection with the United States.

VOICE OF DISTINCTION
Kelman’s career as a short story
writer started in 1973 with an
American publication, An Old Pub

Near the Angel, by Maine-based
Puckerbrush Press, with payment
in the form of 200 copies. This was
followed by Three GlasgowWriters
(1976) (with Alex Hamilton and
Tom Leonard), and Short Tales
From The Nightshift (1978). The
breakthrough came with Not Not
While the Giro (1983), a collection
which established Kelman as a
voice of distinction. Lean Tales
(1985) (with Alasdair Gray and
Agnes Owens) consolidated that
position, but it was the award-win-
ning volume, Greyhound for
Breakfast (1987), winner of the
Cheltenham Prize, that sealed
Kelman’s reputation. By then he
had published his first novel, but
he remained resolute in his com-
mitment to the short form, pub-
lishing two major collections over
the next ten years – The Burn
(1991), winner of the Scottish Arts
Council Book Award, and The
Good Times (1998), a collection
consisting entirely of monologues,
which won both the Scotland on
Sunday/Glenfiddich Spirit of
Scotland Award, and the Stakis
Prize for Scottish Writer of the
Year. Busted Scotch (1997) was
published in the US on the back of
the success of How Late It Was,
How Late (1994), which won the
Booker Prize for Fiction, Britain’s
top literary award, as well as
Writers’ Guild Best Fiction Book.
Selected Stories appeared in 2001.
Kelman’s work includes a number
of very short stories in a form
sometimes called flash fiction,
microfiction, or sudden fiction.
These range from a paragraph to a
couple of pages, and Kelman’s are
diamonds.
Kelman has published six

novels. Most can be described as a
week in the life of a working-class
man going through a crisis brought
on by a clash with the authorities.
His first, The Busconductor Hines,
is the story of Rab Hines, a ticket
collector on Glasgow’s public
transport system at a moment
when conversion to driver-only
buses is making the job a redun-
dant occupation. Hines has aspira-
tions to social mobility that would
mean becoming a driver, but he

also has “issues” that make the
transition a problem. Kelman had
himself worked as a busconductor
in Glasgow – while reading Camus
– and the novel is shot through
with the authenticity of a dying
breed. Kelman’s second novel, A
Chancer (1985), is the story of a
gambling man, or rather a betting
boy, young Tammas, told in a
third-person style so pared to the
bone it seems the marrow’s been
sucked from it. Kelman has
expressed the aim of the book as to
say: “Let me state a fact here”. Fact
isn’t the only f-word in the novel,
but it’s the most important one.
“Facticity” for Kelman is about
honestly presenting the life of an
individual. The crux of the novel is
that Tammas’s ability to “read
form” and juggle figures is not an
alternative to some higher kind of
knowledge, or to real employ-
ment, but is itself a valid working
knowledge. Kelman refuses to
judge anyone but the judges.

ANTI-HEROES
A Disaffection (1989), about a
week in the life of a schoolteacher,
won the James Tait Black
Memorial Prize for Fiction and
was shortlisted for the Booker
Prize. Here, the main character is
Patrick Doyle, a working-class
teacher at odds with his profes-
sion. His period of upward mobili-
ty ends in unemployment but not
before he has given his bosses and
colleagues a piece of his mind.
Doyle is typical of Kelman’s anti-
heroes, alienated, frustrated and
denied – or denying – the possibil-
ity of social or communal action. A
recurring feature of Kelman’s fic-
tion is individual characters
coming up against the powers-
that-be, their struggle always a
solitary one. Kelman is a commit-
ted political activist directly
involved in campaigns and public
protests. The sophisticated solidar-
ity of such struggles contrasts with
the stranded and strangled speech
of his fictional protagonists.
How Late It Was, How Late

(1994), the story of Sammy
Samuels, eyeless in Glasgow after
being blinded by a police assault,
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deservedly won the Booker Prize
and has been compared to Samson
Agonistes in its epic anger against
authority. Controversy surrounded
the award. Kelman’s acceptance
speech was a powerful defence of
the right to self-expression, as well
as a blistering attack on censorship
and elitism: “My culture and my
language have a right to exist, and
no one has the authority to dismiss
that right”. It was a right Kelman
felt was being violated. One of the
Booker Judges, Rabbi Julia
Neuberger, questioned whether
the novel counted as “literature”.
Some British Members of
Parliament wanted the book
banned. Sections of the Press spent
time counting occurrences of the f-
word (4,000). Kelman insisted that
the book was about “welfare”, but
it was also about “class warfare”,
the warfare waged by the authori-
ties on the poor, the voiceless, and
the unseen. Kelman takes “the
ignored life” and makes it impossi-
ble to ignore.
Translated Accounts (2001)

combines the invention of
Kelman’s creative prose with the
machine-stitched precision of his
critical essays. Only a writer
schooled in Wittgenstein and
Chomsky and steeped in the poli-
tics of repression and resistance
could have produced such an
unsettling account of a totalitarian
state and its victims. One critic
spoke of “silhouettes flickering
behind a curtain”, a phrase that
could be applied to the working-
class and the excluded in general
in literary fiction. Translated
Accounts is a challenging work,
but one bearing the characteristic
strengths of Kelman’s craft:
sparseness, stark description, and
defiant dignity in desperate cir-
cumstances.

BROKEN ENGLISH
For Kelman self-expression and
existence are intimately bound up.
Challenge one and you challenge
the other. Translated Accounts
wrong-footed readers by abandon-
ing the familiar language of
Kelman’s Glasgow-based fiction
for a transcribed and technically

challenging language of confession
and suffering. It appeared to mark
a radical departure from the manic
monologues of Hines and How
Late. It comprises fifty-four pieces
by a handful or more individuals
under interrogation by official-
dom. Their experiences of disap-
pearance, murder, rape and
torture, recounted in a language
stripped of emotion in an English
as broken as the victims of the
regime, make for a disturbing
book, but no less so than the earli-
er tale of a man blinded by police
brutality, though it lacks the dark
humour ofHow Late.

KAFKAESQUE AMERICA
You Have To Be Careful In The
Land Of The Free (2004) is the jer-
emiad to end all jeremiads, the
story of a Scottish immigrant,
Jeremiah Brown, trying to get back
to “Skallin” from “Uhmerka”
(Rapid City, South Dakota, to be
precise). The Kafkaesque America
that Jeremiah inhabits is riddled
with post-9/11 paranoia, a police
state suspicious of aliens with
strange accents like his. But
Kelman’s fiction suggests that
paranoia, racism, and surveillance
precede any grand act of “terror”.
Although he has changed gear and
shifted ground in his novels, close
followers of Kelman see a clear
thread running from Rab Hines’s
clashes with authority on the buses
through Sammy Samuels’s blind
battling with bureaucracy in How
Late to Jerry Brown’s railing
against the state in You Have To Be
Careful In The Land Of The Free.
Sammy Samuels disappears “out of
sight” at his story’s end.
Disappearances haunt the ghostly
characters of Translated Accounts.
Jerry, in You Have to Be Careful,
says: “Everybody vanishes, that is
what life is, unresolved business”.
Kelman’s writing makes the
unseen visible by getting up close
and political with characters over-
looked by mainstream fiction.
Kelman will be less familiar to

international audiences as a play-
wright, but his plays have been
performed to capacity audiences,
and he has written for radio, stage

and screen. The historical prison
drama Hardie and Baird: The Last
Days, the story of two nineteenth-
century Scottish weavers con-
demned by the British state, is
political theatre with a strong
philosophical basis, staging a dis-
cussion around activism and
change. It reads like a fusion of
Brecht and Shaw. A new collection
of Kelman’s plays is in the
pipeline. This publication will con-
firm that he is a major figure on
the Scottish dramatic scene, and
hopefully encourage future pro-
ductions of his theatre work. He is
arguably our most biting and edgy
political playwright.
Kelman’s career as a critic and

public speaker is central to his
identity as a politically committed
writer. For Kelman, “good art is
about dissent”. Kelman has been
involved in a series of public cam-
paigns, illustrative of his belief in
the role of the artist as being one of
commitment, intervention, oppo-
sition and engagement. Two col-
lections of his essays bear witness
to his seriousness of mind. Some
Recent Attacks (1992) deals with
questions of literary censorship
and elitism alongside interventions
in local struggles on topics like the
campaign to secure compensation
for victims of asbestosis. “And the
judges said ...” (2002) is a much
more formidable collection of crit-
icism with a 30,000 word essay on
Kafka at its heart.
Kelman’s writing has been called

“prison literature”, earning him
the nickname the “Cooler King” of
Scottish prose, the smallest act or
gesture viewed through the eyes of
a man caught, condemned, and
confined. It has also been seen as
“protest literature”, a literature of
campaign, commitment and com-
plaint. Patrick Doyle, in A
Disaffection, says of his students,
“making them angry’s a start”.
Kelman makes his readers livid.
He also makes them laugh out
loud.

� Willy Maley is professor of ren-
aissance studies at the University of
Glasgow and has published widely
on modern Scottish culture.

Kelman has
been
involved in a
series of
public
campaigns,
illustrative of
his belief in
the role of
the artist as
being one of
commitment,
intervention,
opposition
and
engagement.
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NEWPOLITICSAND
SCOTLAND’SHISTORICCOMPROMISE

INTRODUCTION
As Scots begin to address their
crisis of representation within the
UK polity, and the very air seems
to hum with much loose talk about
the need for a new politics, readers
of Perspectives may find instruc-
tion in turning to an earlier and
not dissimilar crisis in Anglo-
Scottish relations. The crisis incu-
bated during the last couple of
decades of the 17th century as dis-
contents mounted over the adverse
consequences for Scotland of an
Anglo-centric, absentee monarchy.
It deepened from 1699 as details
of the Darien fiasco began to filter
through and was eventually
resolved by the historic compro-
mise of 1707.
This compromise has as strong a

claim as any to be considered the
most consequential event for not
only Scotland and the UK, but for
Europe and the Atlantic world. Yet
the making of the Union has been
imperfectly understood, at least
until very recently, and not only by
our historians. The Scottish public
(myself included) has been all too
ready to swallow a soup seasoned
by half truths and consoling myths
of the “we wuz robbed” school of
popular history. Fortunately, we
find ourselves in the middle of a
radical reappraisal of the road to
1707 and Karin Bowie’s mono-
graph is among the latest and most
original of contributions to an
improved understanding of that
process. As a result the conven-
tional wisdom on 1707 associated
with the names of William
Ferguson, P.J. Riley and that unre-
lenting scourge of revisionist

heretics and sundry “disorderly
walkers”, Paul H. Scott, will not
survive unscathed.

OLD HISTORY: PAST IMPERFECT
Without undue oversimplifica-
tion, the received orthodoxy on
the making of the union was
reducible to three “c-words”,
connection, corruption and coer-
cion, or what William Ferguson
termed “political jobbery”. A gov-
ernment propaganda campaign to
promote the alleged benefits of
incorporating union, as opposed
to the federal solution favoured
by the opposition, ought to be
added to the list. In stark contrast
to Karin Bowie’s account, as we
shall see, two additional “c-
words”, concession and compro-
mise, did not feature in their
interpretive lexicon. This “domi-
nant intellectual framework”, to
borrow from Bowie, focused its
attention almost exclusively on
the politics of Scotland’s landed
and parliamentary elite, the
Queensburys, the Argylls, the
Atholls and the Hamiltons. In
popular and poetic parlance, they
formed the “parcel o’ rogues in a
nation” who had sold the jerseys,
so to speak. The heroic losers
were the uncorrupted Scottish
people who opposed and protest-
ed against the union but to no
avail. This narrative always had
about it the flavour of a morality
tale that required heroes and vil-
lains and in its discussion of the
Scottish people carried a heavy
cargo of the “massive condescen-
sion of posterity” made famous
by Edward Thompson.

NEW HISTORY: THE HISTORIC
PRESENT
The elite corruption and connec-
tion charges at the heart of this his-
torical discourse have recently
taken a serious beating at the
hands of Christopher Whatley and
his The Scots and the Union
(2006). In this pioneering work of
historical revisionism he persua-
sively restored the patriotic good
name of supporters of the union
treaty thus delivering them from
the hands of their nationalist tra-
ducers. InWhatley’s view the truth
was less that they were immune to
pecuniary temptation or the
inducements of promotion, place
and preferment (that was how pol-
itics was lubricated in the early
modern period) but that the attri-
bution of such sordid motivation
was only a small part of a much
larger truth.
But Whatley’s revisionism did

not end with his investigations into
the affairs of Scotland’s landed
elites. He also made an impressive
start to anatomising Scotland’s
“robust political culture” (his
words) and to integrating it into
the overall analysis. I have referred
to this as “new politics”; Karin
Bowie’s preferred terms are pop-
ulist, adversarial, opinion politics.
Its main ingredients were a print
(and oral) politics of pamphlets,
newspapers and journals, of peti-
tioning and mass addressing that
served as a drum beat for a coer-
cive, mainly urban, crowd politics
of popular pageantry (borrowed
from the state), rioting and rab-
bling. Its geographic locus was
Presbyterian Scotland and, natu-
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Davie Laing cheers Karin Bowie’s most original
contribution to the current radical reappraisal of
the road to the Union of 1707.
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rally, the Kirk played a prominent
leading role. Whatley’s “robust
political culture” was purged of all
traces of the “massive condescen-
sion” that had so disfigured the
approach of Ferguson et al. The
Scottish people now assumed the
mantle of agency rather than vic-
timhood and as much the makers
of the union’s final terms as the
landed elite. The lethal implica-
tions for the received orthodoxy
should be plain.
However, the revisionist impli-

cations of Whatley’s argument do
not so far seem to have been fully
absorbed by reviewers of his
book.1 Neither J.R. Young in the
Scottish Review of Books2 nor
Colin Kidd in the Times Literary
Supplement3 so much as remark
upon the popular dimension
added by Whatley. Nor does Ted
Cowan in the current issue of
History Scotland.4 All three prefer
instead to stick to the elite narra-
tive, albeit a version modified in
the light of Whatley’s findings. But
it is the contention of your review-
er that, modified or otherwise, this
elite narrative is quite simply no
longer sustainable. It will be prove
even less sustainable when
exposed to Karin Bowie’s dazzling
examination of the mass, extra-
parliamentary agitations against
incorporating union that, in her
words, “shaped and influenced the
union crisis from beginning to
end.” (p159) It is time to turn to
her account, though no more than
a flavour of its sophistication can
be conveyed here.

NEW POLITICS AND SCOTLAND’S
HISTORIC COMPROMISE
Before proceeding further I should
perhaps dispel any impression I
may have left that Bowie’s
“Scottish Public Opinion …” is in
any sense a derivative post-script
or pendant toWhatley. This is very
far from being the case. It rests on
its own merits as a highly original
and rigorous examination of the
new adversarial opinion politics
the Scottish opposition invented
1699–1707 when “… the scale of
popular involvement was remark-
able whether assessed in a Scottish,

British or European context.”
(p.7) Its claims to originality lie in
three main areas.
Firstly is the Country party’s

orchestration, representation and
articulation of the various strands
of protest at the centre and the
localities. This is probably her
most original contribution to the
ongoing process of historical revi-
sion and historians such as Keith
Brown (2001)5 who have insisted
“No noble was prepared to take
his opposition to the streets,” will
have to eat their words.
Second is her close examination

of the pamphlet and other litera-
ture of government and opposition
and of how its discourse evolved
and radicalised. This enables her to
identify and chart the developing
content of the ideological contest
especially once the government
decided to engage in it from the
summer of 1706 when it dis-
patched Daniel Defoe, govern-
ment agent and gifted polemicist,
to Edinburgh. The debate crys-
talised as a contest over the crucial
issues of legitimacy, leadership and
definition of the political nation
and ultimately a confrontation

between two conflicting doctrines
of political sovereignty; the
Westminster doctrine of parlia-
mentary sovereignty and the
Scottish doctrine of popular sover-
eignty.
Thirdly, is her discussion of the

government’s response to this new
politics of print and popular
mobilisation. Just as the opposi-
tion, initially at least, strove to
articulate its innovations within
the mould of of tradition by rest-
ing its somewhat spurious claims
to legitimacy (crowd politics was
its greatest liability in this connec-
tion) on medieval precedent (and
the 1689 Claim of Right) so too
did the government rely on cus-
tomary restraints such as censor-
ship, exemplary prosecution s of
publishers, public burnings of the
most overtly seditious literature
etc. What it declined to do until
very late in the day was to engage
in the print politics for fear of con-
ferring on the opposition the legit-
imacy it had such difficulty in
achieving by its own efforts. The
end result of the government’s
strategy of abstentionism was to
allow the opposition to hi-jack the
leadership of the nation and brand
government and Court as little
better than Anglo-absentee trai-
tors! An alternative source of legit-
imacy was emerging or so it seems
to your reviewer; Karin Bowie
may well demur. So it is perhaps
worth pausing at this point to give
deeper consideration to the politi-
cal significance of the situation
that Karin has described.
The hi-jacking of the nation

referred to above would seem to
mark a radical alteration in the
character and terms of the political
conflict of profound significance.
Up to this point government and
Court convincingly claimed a
monopoly of legitimacy and con-
stitutional authority within a
British polity. However such
claims were drastically weakened
by the emergence of an embryonic
or quasi-“dual power”.
The contest had become one

between two national polities, one
representing an English govern-
ment and a Court party whose

Scottish Public
Opinion And
The Anglo-
Scottish Union,
1699 to 1707
by Karin Bowie
(The Royal
Historical Society
and The Boydell
Press, £50.00)
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claims to represent the nation had
been seriously compromised; the
other being a Scottish nation now
re-defined by adversarial politics
with its own claims to an alterna-
tive source of legitimacy that
rested on a new popular consensus
against incorporating union and its
own constitutional doctrine of
sovereignty. Two equal, if asym-
metrical, legitimacies and constitu-
tional authorities now confronted
each other and there existed no
constitutional precedent or device
for the peaceful resolution of such
a unique situation. The political
temperature was further height-
ened by pamphleteers invoking the
spirit of the 1638 National
Covenant and preparations for an
armed march on Edinburgh, an
armed gathering to intimidate par-
liament and a parliamentary walk-
out. Of all the unwritten rules of
the new populist politics, the
opposition was now brought face
to face with the most critical one:
what were the boundaries of the
new politics? Were there limits
beyond which the opposition
would not stray in pursuit of their
political ends?
It is in this context that the role

of the much-maligned Duke of
Hamilton, Scotland’s senior peer,
leader of the opposition, darling of
the Edinburgh crowd and scion of
the royal house of Stewart, is per-
haps best understood. He, more
than any other, ensured that a con-
flict which bore some of the marks
of an aristocratic family squabble
(both sides were led by members of
the nobility) did not get danger-
ously out of hand. Certainly, as
Bowie implies, he kept open his
lines of communication with
London throughout the crisis and
was instrumental in ensuring in
ensuring that there were limits
beyond which adversarial politics
would not be permitted to stray by
defusing the most serious threats
to civil peace that stemmed from
the opposition’s tactics of bluff,
brinkmanship and flirtation with
sedition. The government played
its part by behaving with exempla-
ry restraint in the face of provoca-
tion; no opposition leaders were

arrested and the government’s
threats of armed intervention were
kept very low key. This combined
strategy strengthened the hand of
moderate opinion (already made
anxious by crowd excesses) as had
the effects of the government
propaganda campaign launched in
the summer of 1706. Its discourse
stressed the illegitimacy of crowd
politics and the risk that “democ-
ratic anarchy” could let Jacobitism
in by the back door but also high-
lighted the promise of a peaceful,
prosperous Britain under a
Protestant, Hanoverian dispensa-
tion. In addition Defoe’s warning
that concessions and compromise
would have to be made were
heeded. Financial sweeteners did
no harm. However, in the new and
improved level of understanding
of the road to Scotland’s historic
compromise made possible by
Karin Bowie and Christopher
Whatley, they can now be seen to
have played a marginal role.
Authors of our general histories of
Scotland such as Devine,
Mitchison and Smout who were
never wholly persuaded by the
corruption and connection inter-
pretation are now fully vindicated
and we can now anticipate with
some confidence that the influence
of Ferguson, Riley and Scott in
future accounts of the road to the
Union will wane and those of
Bowie (and Whatley) will wax.

FUTURE IMPERFECT
I opened this review by suggesting
that readers of Perspectives might
find instruction in considering this
early crisis in Anglo-Scottish rela-
tions and the part played in its res-
olution by Karin Bowie’s opinion
politics. Perhaps I ought to stress
that I am not suggesting we resolve
our present discontents by resort-
ing to a street politics of rabbling
and rioting. However, only very
rarely has a work of history
spoken so directly to a nation's
present dilemmas and discontents
as Bowie’s does to ours. Should the
political classes north and south of
the Tweed persist in their bone-
headed efforts to deny the new
SNP dispensation’s claims to moral

and democratic legitimacy scenar-
ios that include radicalisation and a
renewal of the contest between the
Westminster and Scottish doctrines
of sovereignty cannot be excluded
from the range of possibilities. It
seems unlikely that a happy resolu-
tion and a new historic compro-
mise will be realisable within a new
politics that confines itself to
polite, parliamentary gavottes.
Karin Bowie has skillfully dis-

sected the path that was trodden in
the writing of a new chapter in
Anglo-Scottish relations. Three
hundred years later we seem to be
about to write another new chap-
ter. Our historians will play a part
in writing it. But, as Ewen
Cameron has recently written in
these pages,6 it is vital that any new
narrative includes an accurate and
unsentimental account of our rela-
tions with our southern neigh-
bours. In this connection one can
only welcome the SQA’s plans for
giving a new prominence to the
teaching and examination of
Scottish history in our schools and
safely disregard feverish predic-
tions from the usual suspects that
an Anglophobic, tartan flag-
waving history will result, not least
because the health of the Scottish
history academy has rarely, if ever,
been in better shape.

� Davie Laing is a member of
Democratic Left Scotland.
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of it. Trouble is, if recent
experience is any guide, the
unseemly conduct seems to have
bled into the board-rooms and our
city streets. A few months ago a
friend and I were negotiating the
zebra crossing that connects the
central island of St Andrew’s
Square in Edinburgh to the
opposite side (as such crossings are
wont to do). My friend, a recent
stroke victim, was visibly hirpling
with the aid of a walking stick. We
were maybe a third of the way
across when a Mercedes sailed
over the crossing a few yards
ahead of us. At the wheel? None
other than David Murray, multi-
millionaire chairman of Rangers
football club! Like most motoring
miscreants he gave us the sightless
two-thousand stare. The irony is
that Murray suffered a double
traumatic amputation in a horrific
car smash some years ago.

This year marks the thirtiethanniversary of the death of
Hugh McDiarmid, poet,
communist, nationalist,
professional contrarian and, not
least, denizen of Milne’s Bar in
Edinburgh’s Hanover Street.
Being one of the world’s great
watering holes, along with Harry's
Bar in Paris and McSorley’s in
Lower Manhattan, it was the
fount of many stories too good
not to be told (apologies to Jack
Kerouac). One of them concerned
Callum, a devoted and bibulous
ornament of the nationalist
tendency. When, scandalously
enough (tsk, tsk), the Stone of
Destiny disappeared from
Westminster Abbey on Christmas
Day, 1950, Callum fell under
suspicion. PCMcPlods appeared
on his doorstep, convinced he
must know who had stolen the
Stone and insisted that he sing.
They demanded of Callum, “Who
stole the Stone?”
Callum scratched his head as he

searched his memory before
replying hesitantly, “Now I cannae
be right sure, but it was either
Edward 1st or Edward 2nd.”
And so to bed.

The Hat

In which “The Hat”
reveals virtually
nothing about how his
much-heralded 65th
birthday party went …

DIARY

You see inmy
post-salad
days
hangovers
have to
compete for
my attention
with
diabetes,
angina,
bronchitis,
the galloping
mahongkas
and two
dickie knees.

Well, the celebration of yours
truly’s 65 glorious years on

planet Earth went with a bang.
Celeb addicts ravenous for
salacious detail will have to
consult the latestHello andOK. I
suppose I must have had the
mother of hangovers but I can’t be
absolutely certain. You see in my
post-salad days hangovers have to
compete for my attention with
diabetes, angina, bronchitis, the
galloping mahongkas and two
dickie knees. Still, as long as
you’ve got your health, eh?

There can’t be too many bobbieson the beat and, like virtue,
everyone’s in favour of it. Plans
are afoot at Holyrood to increase
their numbers. News of this set
me thinking because a couple of
years ago I read in the “Daily
Blat” (so it must be true) that
anything up to one third of
Strathclyde’s finest are unavailable
for duty at any given time. A
personal anecdote might shed
some light on the problem. A few
years ago yours truly worked as a
researcher for the goverment’s
Office for National Statistics and
at the aforesaid time I was
assisting in a national survey into
psychiatric morbidity in children.
At the start of the survey, as
advised by our London office, I
introduced myself to the local
police, explained what I was
doing and left the official
documentation, including a copy
of my ID. Despite this I soon fell
foul of the local PC McPlods. A
charmless desk constable’s idea of
a telephone conversational opener
was, “You’ve been telling lies,
Mr…”, this before he had so
much as introduced himself. He
insisted he send round a couple of

his colleagues
to grill me.

Their demeanour was
menacing. When my

London office learned of the
incident they went ballistic. In the
subsequent investigation ordered
by the local superintendent of
police none of the three bobbies
was available for questioning. All
three had taken a “sickie”.
Can it be that the unavailability

of officers for duty is related to
absenteeism and that yours truly
has stumbled upon an alternative
and more cost-effective way of
getting more bobbies on the beat?

No doubt reports of the
imminent demise of the

Scottish bank note, like reports of
Mark Twain’s death, have been
much exaggerated. The news
triggered a memory of what I
learned some years ago when in
the employ of one of Scotland’s
biggest banks. At the required
classes on the history of Scottish
banking, I was initiated into the
arcana of the Scottish bank note
issue. Seems that the more notes
are in circulation the less specie
and Bank of England notes need
to be kept on deposit by the
banks. This, the official teaching
manual announced, amounted to
the public extending to the banks
an interest-free loan!
I kid you not. Perhaps one of

our more numerate readers might
care to calculate how much the
Scottish banks owe us. A figure
rounded to the nearest trillion
pounds will suffice.

For those who live only forSaturdays, life’s a pitch. Well, if
any reader knows of a less edifying
sporting spectacle than that of
twenty-two overpaid hooligans
creating licensed mayhem for
ninety minutes and more
(“Hibees” excepted, of course)
then yours truly would like to hear
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