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As the independence cam-
paign hots up – only 20
months to go(!) – it still feels

like we are witnessing minor skir-
mishing before the all-out war (of
words) begins.

Yet even now some discernible
trends are emerging in the cam-
paigns, particularly so in the No
camp. Under the umbrella body
Better Together, a coalition of
Labour, Conservatives and Liberal
Democrats, the response seems
unremittingly negative, concen-
trating more on rubbishing the Yes
side’s positions and explaining
why the Scots can’t do it rather
than living up to the name, Better
Together, and making a positive
case for the union.

Of course, the more cynical
among us might argue that that’s
politicians for you: if negative
campaigning gets the required
result then so be it. But that does a
disservice to the voters and to the
seriousness of the issues at stake.
We need a well informed debate
for all our sakes – after all it is the
future of our country that is on the
line. As we keep saying: please, less
heat, more light.

As the months count down to
the poll, controversy has emerged
in the less immediately political
arena. On page 19, playwright
and author Alan Bissett discusses
and ably dissects a debate that had
been simmering for some time but
then came to a head over Alasdair
Gray’s contribution to a collection
of essays by 27 Scottish writers on

independence where he used the
word “colonists” to describe
English people who take senior
jobs in Scottish arts organisations.

Poet, playwright and novelist
Janet Paisley writes in both English
and Scots and sat on the Scottish
Government’s Ministerial working
group on the Scots language.
While Scots has suffered and
reverted to a largely oral usage in
the 300 years since the Act of
Union, Janet is optimistic that a
revival is in prospect, and that this
must start in schools.

Moving to the British and
European level, David Purdy
examines these ongoing recession-
ary times and takes to task the
coalition government’s strategy of
cuts and austerity. A policy of
short-term fiscal expansion is
needed to get recovery going and
then a period of measured finan-
cial restraint.

Talking of the coalition govern-
ment, and the oft-noted old-Etonian
component, Adam Ramsay recounts
what life is like at one of the (so-
called) public schools that seem to
generate such effective class solidari-
ty of the British elite in a country
where, we are so often assured, class
is no longer relevant!

As usual, we have much else of
interest in this issue, including our
regular columns. Thanks are due
to all our contributors. If you don’t
already subscribe, please complete
the form on the back cover.
Sean Feeny
Editor
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Margaret Thatcher is dead. By the time you
read this you will probably be sick and tired
of commentary on her legacy. However,

Thatcherism is alive and strong. Blair, Brown,
Cameron, Clegg and even Salmond, with all their
different political origins and identities, have all been
variations on a continuation of Thatcherism. Or
perhaps more accurately, they are variations of
neo-liberalism, which Margaret Thatcher cleverly
grafted onto the social and economic conditions of
late 1970s’ Britain. Neo-liberalism, the doctrine that
reconfigured politics towards the economic benefit of
the capitalist class, that generated a new “common
sense” that universalised business interests and
proclaimed that these were good for everyone else.

As Tony Judt wrote in the introduction to his Ill
Fares the Land, “We no longer ask of a judicial ruling
or a legislative act: is it good? Is it fair? Is it just? Is it
right? Will it help bring about a better society or a
better world? Those used to be the political questions
ever if they invited no easy answers. We must learn
once again to pose them … Much of what appears
‘natural’ today dates from the 1980s: the obsession
with wealth creation, the cult of privatisation and the
private sector, the growing disparities of rich and
poor … We cannot go on living like this.”

Actually, things are worse than this. Neo-liberal
politicians tell us that their policies are fair and bring
about a better society. David Cameron has argued
that welfare cuts are “fair and right” because those on
benefit should share the pain of the austerity cuts.
Iain Duncan Smith has said that the welfare
reforms, which among other things introduce the
bedroom tax, are “fair” because “people [will]
find work always pays”. This Orwellian
distortion of the language of morality actually
serves to undermine the basis of a shared society.

I turned 18 in 1979 so my adult life has been
lived through Thatcherism. Some of the students I
teach, who are only now in their early adulthood, are
puzzled about the controversy around her death. The
things that she stood for are not greatly different
from what most politicians say – “we can’t
pay ourselves more than we earn, the
public sector needs to tighten the belt,
you can’t go against the market, the
welfare dependent unemployed can’t
expect a handout, they need to go
and get a job so long as we’re not
swamped by immigrants …”. It is
testament to the success of
ideological Thatcherism that
these things don’t seem out of
the ordinary.

Thatcher’s line “There Is No Alternative” has
become so commonplace that politicians seldom need
to say it. Few people speak of alternatives, or if they do,
are ignored or vilified in polite society. How many
times have you seen, heard or read the words of
Natalie Bennett, Patrick Harvie or another Green party
spokesperson in the media, and compare that with the
exposure of Nigel Farage and UKIP. Before the May
local elections in England and Wales, the Greens
(Scottish Green Party and Green Party of England and
Wales combined) had an MP, two MEPs, two London
Assembly Members, two MSPs, around 150 councillors
and control of one council. UKIP had no MPs, no
MSPs, no London AMs, 14 MEPs and around 20
councillors. Yet UKIP offers more neo-liberal policies
(free from the constraints of the European Union)
whereas the Greens propose a radical alternative to our
corrupt social and economic system.

But the real generator of alternatives is civil society,
and especially the trades unions, who have been taking
a strong lead on arguing for different strategies yet are
rarely taken seriously in any of the mainstream media.
The STUC’s campaign materials on There is a Better
Way and A Just Scotland are critical, non-sectarian
arguments for a real challenge to neo-liberalism which
should be starting points for many a political debate in
the public sphere, yet they are not well known even
amongst many union members.

Perhaps that is why the prospect of Scottish
independence has attraction for many on the left who
are not nationalists. There is genuine excitement that
greater democratic control of a small country would

enable a more progressive politics to emerge. At the
anti-Trident demonstration in April, many
speakers were seeing independence as the only
way of disarming the weapons of mass destruction,
not only from Scotland, but from Britain as a

whole. However, the Better Together campaign is
right to the extent that we should not allow the
September 2014 referendum to distract us from the

fundamental task of debating, imagining and
building an alternative society which

prioritises social good over the profit-
making class and creates an
alternative common sense which
generalises the interests of the
most vulnerable. In other words,
that systematically overturns
Thatcherism.

� Eurig Scandrett is an
environmental activist
and a member of

Democratic Left Scotland.

EURIG SCANDRETT

SKETCHES FROM A SMALL W     RLD
There is
genuine
excitement
that greater
democratic
control of a
small country
would enable
a more
progressive
politics to
emerge.
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People and politics
In Scotland, as in the rest of Britain, there is widespread disillusionment with politics.
The mainstream parties have lost touch with ordinary people and issues are trivialised
and distorted by the media.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Democratic Left Scotland
na Deamocrataich Chli an Alba

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

� I wish to join Democratic Left Scotland

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

� £5    � £12    � £24    � £36    � £48    � £60

� I wish to support DLS’s campaigns

Please indicate the amount you wish to donate

� £5    � £10    � £15    � £20    � £25

� Other £____________

Please indicate if your donation is

�monthly    � annual    � one-off

Payment

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

� I enclose a cheque to the value of £____________

� Please send me a banker’s order form

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

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

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

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

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

Please return this form to Democratic Left Scotland,
10 Constitution Road, Dundee DD1 1LL
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BRITAIN, EUROPE AND
THEGREAT STAGNATION

While Scotland debates the
pros and cons of inde-
pendence, two issues

dominate the wider political scene:
how to escape from an austerity-
aggravated depression; and
whether, with much of the euro-
zone similarly mired in slump, the
UK should withdraw from the
European Union, of which it has
been a member for forty years.
These issues are of vital concern to
all UK citizens and have to be
faced no matter what the outcome
of Scotland’s referendum. In a
future issue of Perspectives, I hope
to review the debate about how
easy it would be for an independ-
ent Scotland to rejoin the EU.
Here, after examining the nature
and causes of the great stagnation
and the crisis in the eurozone, I
argue the case for bond-financed
public investment, not simply to
promote recovery, but as the prel-
ude to a longer-term programme
of economic and social reconstruc-
tion linked to the renewal of social
partnership.

RECESSIONS, SLUMPS AND
DEPRESSIONS
Technically, an economy is said to
be in recession when GDP, which
measures the unduplicated value
of newly produced goods and serv-
ices, falls for two quarters in suc-
cession. Growth being the norm in
a capitalist economy, a single quar-
ter of stable or rising output suf-
fices to bring recession to an end,
even if there is subsequently a
relapse – a double-dip – or the
economy bumps along the bottom

rather than staging a sustained
recovery. A deep recession from
which recovery is fragile and slow
is sometimes described as a slump.
The severity of a slump can be
gauged by measuring how far GDP
falls from peak to trough, how
long it goes on falling and how
long it takes to regain the pre-
recession peak.

By these standards, the recession
triggered by the financial crisis of
2007–8 was not as deep as that trig-
gered by the 1929 Wall Street
Crash, but the subsequent recovery
has been notably weaker. In the
UK, having peaked in the first
quarter of 2008, GDP fell by 7%
over the next eighteen months
before levelling out at the end of
2009. The upturn that followed
petered out after twelve months.
Since then, GDP has flat-lined and
at the time of writing (March
2013) is still some 3% below its
pre-recession peak. At this rate, it
will be 2015 before output gets
back to where it was in 2007, and
the decade will be over before
unemployment, which for the past
three years has hovered around 2.5
million (8% of the workforce),
returns to the level it reached at the
top of the boom (5%). After 1929,
it took about four years for output
to reach a comparable point,
though mass unemployment,
which never fell below 10%
throughout the entire period from
1922 to 1939 and peaked at 22%
in 1932, did not disappear until the
mass mobilisation of the 1940s.1

There is no accepted definition
of the term depression and the two

periods in modern history to
which this label has previously
been applied – from 1873 to 1896
and from 1929 to 1938 – have
little in common either with each
other or with current experience.
Writing in 1936, Keynes described
a depression as a “chronic condi-
tion of sub-normal activity for a
considerable period without any
marked tendency towards collapse
or recovery.” This certainly fits the
current situation: there is no sign
that output is about to plunge as it
did in 2008–9, but neither is there
any sign of the sort of strong
upswing that followed the govern-
ment-induced, counter-inflation-
ary recessions of 1979–83 and
1990–93.

That said, there are major differ-
ences between today’s great stag-
nation and the depressions of the
late nineteenth century and the
1930s. During the bubble years,
both households and businesses
took on too much debt and since
the crash have been trying to pay it
off by spending less than they earn.
For households, this is a slow
process. Household debt climbed
from 101% of GDP in 1997 to
169% in 2007. By autumn 2012, it
was down to 144%, but there is a
long way to go before consumer
spending, which accounts for two
thirds of total spending, regains
buoyancy. In the meantime, bar-
ring an unlikely export boom or
fiscal stimulus, business investment
will remain subdued.

Similarly, in the 1930s global
commodity prices collapsed,
impoverishing countries that relied

The recession
triggered by
the financial
crisis of
2007–8 was
not as deep
as that
triggered by
the 1929
Wall Street
Crash, but
the
subsequent
recovery has
been notably
weaker.

Over five years on from the financial crisis that triggered the
recession, signs of recovery in Britain and the EU are few and
fragile. David Purdy puts the case for bond-financed public
investment and the renewal of social partnership.
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on exports of primary products,
but mitigating the impact of
depression in the importing coun-
tries by boosting real wages. Over
the past decade, the terms of trade
have turned against the rich world.
Thanks to rapid economic growth
in China, India and Brazil, the
prices of food, fuel and raw mate-
rials have soared, benefiting pro-
ducers in Latin America, Russia,
Australia, Canada and some parts
of Africa, but reducing purchasing
power in Europe and the US. In
Britain, the depreciation of sterling
has raised import costs still fur-
ther: as the pound drops below
$1.50, the price of petrol
approaches £1.50 per litre. With
consumer prices persistently out-
pacing average earnings, held in
check by high unemployment,
flexible labour markets and public
sector pay policy, the squeeze on
household finances intensifies.

A CONTINENT GRIPPED BY
FISCAL CONSERVATISM
For about nine months, from the
autumn of 2008 to the summer of
2009, it looked as if policy-makers
had learned the lessons of the
Great Depression. The US and
British governments moved quick-
ly to restructure and recapitalise
insolvent banks, not hesitating to
take them into partial public own-
ership, while the Federal Reserve
and the Bank of England provided
general support to the banking
system by disposing of toxic assets,
buying up government bonds with
newly created money and bearing
down on interest rates, both short-
and long-term. At the same time,
governments across the world
took concerted action to counter
the downturn, not only allowing
their budget deficits to rise auto-
matically as tax revenues fell and
benefit spending rose, but also
improvising emergency fiscal stim-
ulus packages aimed at boosting
total spending on currently pro-
duced goods and services so as to
maintain employment and prevent
the recession turning into a major
slump.

Neo-liberal opponents of “big
government” were temporarily

thrown off balance by the financial
crash, which hardly anyone had
anticipated. But they soon rallied
under the banner of fiscal conser-
vatism, warning that without
prompt action to cut public bor-
rowing and halt the rise in public
debt, governments would lose the
confidence of bondholders, with
consequences for the real economy
that would, they claimed, be even
worse than those of pre-emptive
fiscal austerity. When market senti-
ment moves against a country’s
bonds, the government is forced to
pay higher interest rates in order
to borrow and may find itself
unable to borrow at any rate of
interest. This in turn raises the cost
of private borrowing and crowds
out private spending, offsetting the
expansionary impact of budget
deficits, while adding to the cost of
servicing public debt.

From late 2009 onwards, these
warnings gained plausibility as a
wave of sovereign debt crises suc-
cessively overwhelmed the gov-
ernments of Greece, Ireland,
Portugal and Spain, threatened to
engulf Italy and even lapped at the
shores of France. For the most
part – the main exception was
Greece – the governments con-
cerned were not guilty of fiscal
profligacy, but during the bubble
years their economies had, to
varying degrees, lost competitive
ground to Germany and were run-
ning persistent trade deficits
within the euro area. In addition,
some eurozone governments –
notably, those of Ireland and Spain
– had presided over credit-fuelled
booms in land, housing and com-
mercial property, which they were
unable to prevent because they no
longer had their own currencies
and their central banks could not
control the cost of borrowing.
Nevertheless, at Germany’s
behest, all governments seeking
so-called bailouts – actually offi-
cial loans jointly funded by the
rest of the eurozone and the IMF –
were required to introduce tough
austerity and structural reform
packages until such time as their
public finances were restored to
health.

EURODÄMMERUNG?
Berlin’s insistence on budgetary
rectitude as a precondition for
moving towards fiscal union, with
limited mutualisation of eurozone
debts, owes something to
Germany’s new-found assertive-
ness in the wake of unification, but
its deeper roots lie in the ideal of
the social market economy which
became the lodestar of German
economic policy after post-war
reconstruction. Unlike their coun-
terparts in the US and Britain, the
liberal economists who developed
this paradigm were hostile to
Keynesian ideas, blaming deficit
finance both for the desperate
instability of the Weimar period
and for the autarchic system of
state control imposed by the Nazis.
The essential foundation of eco-
nomic order was a sound legal and
institutional framework. The gov-
ernment should be firm in its com-
mitment to competitive markets,
while at the same time working
with employers’ organisations and
trade unions to secure four key
goals: export- and investment-led
growth, balanced budgets, mone-
tary discipline and social cohesion,
the last of these calling for a gener-
ous welfare state financed by con-
tributory social insurance.

The social market model has
served Germany well for sixty
years and Germans are loath to
jeopardise it for the sake of a cur-
rency union they never wanted to
join in the first place. To them it
seems obvious that mendicant
member states should follow their
virtuous example, accepting short-
term pain in return for long-term
gain. But institutional conver-
gence, which was supposed to
follow monetary union and
arguably should have preceded it,
is an evolutionary process. To
drive it through on the back of a
depression is to subject societies to
intolerable stress, provoking mass
disaffection and a populist back-
lash. Germany’s unyielding stance
is also illogical. It throws the
whole burden of adjustment on to
the weakest members of the euro-
zone, forcing them to regain com-
petitiveness the hard way, by

BRITAIN, EUROPE AND THE GREAT STAGNATION

When market
sentiment
moves
against a
country’s
bonds, the
government
is forced to
pay higher
interest rates
in order to
borrow and
may find itself
unable to
borrow at any
rate of
interest.
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cutting pay and sweating workers,
as if their chronic trade deficits
had nothing to do with its chronic
trade surplus.

Last July, when Mario Draghi,
governor of the European Central
Bank, announced that the Bank
would do “whatever it takes” to
save the euro, a period of relative
calm descended on the bond mar-
kets, the prospect of a Greek exit
receded and the financial pressures
on Spain and Italy abated. But an
ECB pledge to support the bonds
of distressed member states could
not resolve eurozone trade imbal-
ances or break the vicious circle
linking insolvent banks, indebted
sovereigns, fiscal austerity and eco-
nomic contraction. At best, it
might buy time for eurozone gov-
ernments to engage with these
problems.

In the event, the botched bailout
of Cyprus prompted fresh doubts
about the future of the single cur-
rency. Why did the troika – the EU
commission, the ECB and the IMF
– refuse to allow European
Stability Mechanism to be used for
the purpose of rescuing the
island’s broken banks and why did
it insist that as a condition for
receiving a €10 billion loan, the
government of Cyprus should
raise €5.8 billion by imposing a
compulsory levy on bank deposi-
tors? The official explanation, that
failure to penalise banking prac-
tices of dubious legality would
create moral hazard, hardly
squared with the claim that Cyprus
was a one-off case. True, the sums
involved were trivial compared
with previous rescues.
Nevertheless, the eventual deal not
only left Cyprus prostrate, but
weakened the eurozone as a
whole. Since curbs on transfers of
money out of the country mean
that a euro in Nicosia is no longer
the same as a euro anywhere else,
the single currency is less single
than it was; the risk of bank runs in
other member states seeking
bailouts has risen; and confidence
in the euro as a secure store of
wealth has fallen.

It is in Germany’s enlightened
self-interest to ease up on fiscal

austerity and to take the lead in
promoting co-ordinated fiscal
stimulation across Europe. The
alternatives are either a disorderly
break-up of the euro area, which
could wreck the EU itself and risks
a resurgence of the currency and
trade wars that followed the piece-
meal demise of the gold standard
in the 1930s; or an orderly recon-
figuration, with the central core,
comprising Germany and its
northern satellites, adopting a euro
nord, while the so-called peripher-
al members revert to their old
national currencies, at least for the
foreseeable future. Either way
German banks, heavily exposed to
public and private debt issued in
southern Europe, would be ham-
mered, while an appreciating cur-
rency would shrink Germany’s
trade surplus and hit manufactur-
ing output and jobs.

Ironically, as a percentage of
GDP, the combined budget deficits
and public debt totals of eurozone
member states are exceeded by
those of the US, UK and Japan. Yet
despite no longer enjoying triple-A
credit ratings, these three govern-
ments can borrow at rates of inter-
est that have never been so low.
The problem is not the eurozone’s
aggregate deficits and debts, but
the fragmentation of fiscal author-
ity and the difficulty of persuading
increasingly eurosceptical elec-
torates to accept the surrender of
national budgetary sovereignty for
the sake of building a supranation-
al fiscal union.

INVEST NOW, ADJUST LATER
Forecast to come in at £120 bil-
lion, the UK’s budget deficit for
the fiscal year 2012–13 is equiva-
lent to 7.4 % of GDP, down from
11.3% when the coalition was
formed in May 2010. Part of the
deficit is structural in the sense that
it would still be there even if the
economy were at full employment.
A recession opens up a gap
between the potential level of
output and employment and the
actual level. If this gap can be
closed, the automatic stabilisers
work in reverse, boosting tax rev-
enue and decreasing benefit out-

lays. But the size of the output gap
and hence of the structural deficit
is uncertain and disputed.

To illustrate, suppose that at the
top of the boom in early 2008, the
gap was zero: i.e. the economy was
producing at full capacity. Then if
potential output had continued to
grow along its pre-recession trend
of 2.5 % per annum, actual output
would now be about 14% below
potential. However, in a pro-
longed slump, the underlying
trend of economic growth is liable
to fall as plant and equipment are
scrapped or not maintained, col-
laborative social networks are dis-
persed and individual skills and
know-how deteriorate through
disuse. Some economists put the
current output gap at only 3%.
This is implausibly low, implying
that potential output has not
grown at all since 2008. The true
figure is probably somewhere
between 12 and 8%, implying a
structural budget deficit some-
where between 1.5 and 3.5% of
GDP.

At some stage, therefore, any
government, whatever its political
complexion, would need to cut
public spending or raise taxes by
between 1.5 and 3.5% of GDP.
There is no need to make the
structural adjustment all in one go:
better to build up to it gradually
over several years. But in any case,
adjustment should not begin until
recovery is assured: austerity is for
the boom. And as the output gap
closes, the precise scale of adjust-
ment required will become clearer.
In other words, the alternative to
coalition policy is not no cuts or
tax rises ever, but a policy of short-
term fiscal expansion, focused on
public investment, complemented
by cheap money, and followed,
once recovery is under way, by a
period of measured fiscal restraint.

Spending on any kind of public
investment produces both immedi-
ate and longer-term benefits. In
the short run, it creates new jobs
and stimulates higher household
spending as newly employed
workers spend some of their addi-
tional income on consumer goods.
For both reasons, as economic

The
alternative to
coalition
policy is not
no cuts or tax
rises ever, but
a policy of
short-term
fiscal
expansion …
followed,
once recovery
is under way,
by a period of
measured
fiscal restraint.
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activity revives, tax revenues grow
and social security spending falls,
offsetting any temporary rise in
public borrowing. And when the
investment is complete, society
benefits from the assets created.
What specific projects should be
undertaken is a matter of priori-
ties. In Britain today, as advocates
of a Green New Deal have long
argued, we urgently need to build
more social housing and to
improve the energy efficiency of
the existing housing stock, as well
as developing renewable energy
sources and implementing other
measures to combat climate
change.

It is, though, important that the
fiscal stimulus should come from
the government’s capital budget,
not from recurrent expenditure on
wages and consumables. Current
spending should continue to be
restrained: partly because the UK
needs to shift the allocation of
national resources from consump-
tion to investment; partly because
the government has to convince its
creditors that it is serious about
eliminating the structural budget
deficit as soon as the economy is
strong enough to take the strain;
partly to secure the support of
employers’ organisations such as
the CBI and the Institute of
Directors, which have been plead-
ing with the government to spend
more on infrastructure projects,
but remain nervous about the state
of the public finances; and partly
to lay the basis for a fiscal regime
in which the government keeps its
current budget in balance, on aver-
age over the course of a complete
business cycle, but uses the capital
budget as a tool of demand man-
agement, speeding up or slowing
down ongoing programmes of
public investment to help ensure
that fluctuations in private spend-
ing do not cause either mass unem-
ployment or rampant inflation.

SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP AND
TRANSNATIONAL GOVERNMENT
Ill-timed and over-zealous fiscal
austerity has done great damage
and governments throughout
Europe need to change course. But

even if this were to happen, Britain
would still face profound chal-
lenges. It is not just the budget that
is in deficit. Last year, the deficit
on the current account of Britain’s
balance of payments – the gap
between imports and exports –
totalled £57.7 billion, equivalent
to 3.7% of GDP, the highest short-
fall as a proportion of GDP since
1989: so much for rebalancing the
economy. British society too is in
poor shape, with rising levels of
obesity and work-related stress,
growing inequality of income and
wealth, and a widening gulf
between London as a global hub of
finance and trade, and the rest of
the country. Multiple maladies of
this magnitude call for economic
and social reconstruction, and this
in turn calls for a developmental
state in which government collab-
orates with the major interest
groups in civil society to frame
policy, tackle conflicts and solve
problems. Social partnership is
taken for granted in Germany,
Holland and the Nordic states, but
has been anathema in Britain since
Mrs Thatcher overturned the post-
war settlement. Both north and
south of the border, we need to
reinvent it.

We also need to nail the myth,
peddled by UKIP and the Tory
right, with little dissent from either
the Tory leadership or the Labour
party, that Britain can somehow go
it alone. To be sure, these days, few
people have a good word to say
about the EU. But we need to dis-
tinguish between a continent and
currency. The institutional design
of the euro was flawed and its geo-
graphical coverage over-extended,
while the conduct of crisis man-
agement has been, by turns, indeci-
sive, myopic and fractious. But
none of these failings provides any
reason to give up the attempt to
build trans- and supranational
forms of government. Some prob-
lems in today’s world, from the
protection of the environment to
the regulation of banking, cannot
be adequately handled by “sover-
eign” but separate nation-states.
Similarly, while policy- and deci-
sion-making in the EU, as it is cur-

rently constituted, enjoys little
democratic legitimacy, simply
repatriating powers and responsi-
bilities to member states, as
demanded by UKIP and the Tory
right, will do nothing to resolve
the inherent contradiction
between national democracy and
global capitalism.

Conjuring up a vision of Britain
against Europe or even Britain
against the world may win short-
term popularity, but it remains an
illusion and thus, in the long run, a
source of weakness. In a world
where the balance of economic
and political power is shifting from
North America and Western
Europe to China, India, Russia and
Brazil, isolation is not “splendid”,
just stupid.

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

NOTE
1. Figures for inter-war unemploy-
ment are based on the number
of insured workers registered as
unemployed and are not direct-
ly comparable to today’s fig-
ures, which are based on
sample labour force surveys. In
contrast to the huge job losses
experienced during the reces-
sions of the early 1980s and
1990s, the current slump has
been marked by a combination
of weak growth and rising
employment. More people are
working, but they are produc-
ing 2.6% less per hour than five
years ago and 12.8% less than
they would have done had the
pre-recession trend in produc-
tivity continued. According to
research by the Institute for
Fiscal Studies, reported in the
Guardian (1 February 2013,
p29), the fall in labour produc-
tivity is mainly due to a combi-
nation of falling real wages and
a large drop in business invest-
ment, 16% down on its pre-
recession peak. The former
allows firms to employ more
workers; the latter gives work-
ers less, or less good, capital to
work with.

BRITAIN, EUROPE AND THE GREAT STAGNATION

Some
problems in
today’s
world, from
the protection
of the
environment
to the
regulation of
banking,
cannot be
adequately
handled by
“sovereign”
but separate
nation-states.
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To understand the British public school system, or
certainly the part of it in which I spent my
teenage years, it is crucial to get your head

around three things.
The first is that no pupil I can think of left my

school fat. Sometimes a tubby or even obese child
would step from their parents’ car into the front quad
at the age of thirteen. But by the time they left, they
would be a sleek, muscular young adult.

The second is that it was only when I arrived at uni-
versity that I realised I am not short. At five foot ten,
at school, I was small. I remember the specific, baf-
fling moment that I was standing in a crowd of my
fellow university freshers and saw, for the first time,
that my peers didn’t tower over me.

The third is that I know a pair of twins who, when
they left, felt such a sense of loyalty to the school they
had its emblem tattooed onto their backsides.

How these things happen is not complex.

VOMITING CHILDREN
Every afternoon, for at least an hour, and often two,
we played sport. I say “played”. It was, particularly in
the pre-Christmas Michaelmas term, significantly
more brutal than that. To warm up before rugby, we
would be made to sprint lengths of the pitch until,
sometimes, the less fit children vomited. We would lie
in the mud with our feet in the air until our stomachs
screamed in agony, and, gradually, formed themselves
into neat rows of muscle. And then, come rain or hail
or ice or snow, we would play.

When we’d finished, we would limp back to our
various houses, where we’d boil a large pot of
spaghetti, mix in a jar of pesto sauce, and sit round
with our peers and a loaf of bread. Using the sliced
white to grab, we would swallow handful after hand-
ful of oily, salty pasta. Table manners are largely a
chain the aristocracy use to tie down the aspirant
bourgeoisies.

Soon after finishing this snack, we would go to the
grand dining hall, queue up past the names of previ-
ous scholars (David Sole, Adair Turner, Rob
Wainwright) and collect a three course meal crammed
with more carbs.

Outside class, and other than sport, every other
waking moment would be filled with some kind of
activity. I sang in the choir, played the tympani in the

orchestra and the concert band and the snare drum in
the pipe band. There were inter-house debating com-
petitions, a school newsletter to write for, school plays
in which to perform. In the summer (Trinity) term, I’d
spend Tuesday afternoons climbing the cliffs at
Dunkeld, and Thursday afternoons kayaking down
the whitewater rapids of the Tay. At 13, I learnt to
fence. I could, instead, have chosen to spend that time
at the rifle range.

MARCHING IN PERFECT FORMATION
On Wednesdays, it was CCF – the Combined Cadet
Force. I mostly managed to avoid it by playing in the
pipe band. But I still learnt to stand to attention,
march in perfect formation, and to strip, clean and
rebuild a gun in under 30 seconds.

Every day but Saturday, we had chapel – the whole
school would come together, be preached to by our
episcopalian (posh Scots are, in every way, anglicised)
minister, and then sing together. We, other than the
choir, would sit in pews allocated by house: Skrine’s,
Goodacre’s, Reid’s, Patchell’s, Matheson’s for boys,
Lothian and Home for girls.

It was a matter of pride for our housemasters and
housemistresses how loud our respective contribu-
tions to the collective musical volume were. My
housemaster was choirmaster and organist. His com-

A LESSON IN CLASS SOLIDARITY:
THE BRITISH PUBLIC SCHOOL

Magnificent
buildings – a
1690 view of
Eton College by
David Loggan

With the upper echelons of British government infested with
ex-public school boys, and particularly old Etonians,
Adam Ramsay gives a first-hand account of how posh educational
institutions build the class solidarity of the British elite.
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positions can be found in hymn books across the
country. Even for a hardened atheist the effect he con-
ducted, in the glorious, high ceilinged chapel, was
majestic and moving. I have often since regretted that
every community doesn’t come together each morn-
ing, and sing.

EVERY MOVE ACCOUNTED FOR
On Saturdays, we had assemblies. At these the head
teacher (the Warden) would lecture us on something,
and then hand out whatever prizes had been won by
pupils that week: inter-school shooting competi-
tions, pipe band performances, cross-country races
and, most important of all, rugby tournaments. And
every evening, bar Saturday, it was “prep” – sitting at
your desk and doing your homework – followed by
TV. In order to stray beyond the “front quad” after
these hours, you needed a “docket” – permission
slip. All day, every day, every move could be account-
ed for.

At night, younger pupils slept in “cubes” – cubicles
rather like larger versions of those found in a public
toilet, with a flimsy wall about 8ft high dividing up
each person’s portion of an otherwise shared dormito-
ry. Sixth formers would have their own rooms along a
corridor, with a desk and a spring-laden bed. Each
corridor was governed by a prefect – a “beak”. At 17, I
was responsible for 13 boys in my year, and 15 in the
year below – for ensuring that they were OK, were
quiet during “prep”, and, most importantly, that they
were in bed on time.

MAGNIFICENT BUILDINGS
These houses, along with a few of the classrooms
formed between them the main school buildings – a
front and a back quad designed to mimic those of the
most impressive Oxford college – Christ Church.
Every 15 minutes, all night long, the bells of the clock
tower would echo around the magnificent buildings.
After five years, they became a night-time friend.

Other school facilities varied – on the one hand,
music was taught and performed in one of Basil
Spence’s finest. On the other, my maths classes were
in portacabins and, until my final year (when a new
block was built) sciences were taught on the same
benches and with the same equipment as they had
been for generations.

The final thing to consider is the very fact that this
is a boarding school. I haven’t lived with my parents
for any significant period since I was 13. Some, if they
also went to boarding “preparatory” (prep) schools,
left home at eight or nine. If you suspect that this is
likely to lead to insecurity then institutionalisation,
then you’d be right. D.H. Lawrence wrote, famously
quoted by Orwell, a poem about the upper classes:

They all gibber and gibber and chatter,
and never a word they say
comes really out of their guts, lad,
they make it up half way ...

When they took you and refined you
they squeezed out most of your guts,
they took away your good old stones
and gave you a couple of nuts,
and they taught you to speak Kings English,
and butter your slippery buts.

Oh you’ve got to be like a monkey,
if you climb up the tree
you’ve no more use for the solid earth
and the lad you used to be.
you sit in the bows and gibber
with superiority ...

I tell you something’s been done to ’em,
to the pullets up above ...

NOT GROUNDED
Of course, things have changed somewhat since the
1940s. There’s no beating – my school days weren’t
those of Tom Brown. But the thing that’s “been done”
is still the same. If posh people seem not to be rooted,
not to be grounded, it’s because they (we) are untime-
ly ripped from our parents’ home.

I have never seen a study of this collective child-
hood dislocation, but its psychological effects must
surely be significant. It was certainly bizarre for me to
meet peers at university who had never before lived
away from their parents. The process forces you to
grow up fast and, I suspect, incompletely: you become
tough, but bad at feeling or expressing the healthy
range of emotions. Jimmy Reid famously said:

“It is my sincere contention that anyone who can be
totally adjusted to our society is in greater need of psy-
chiatric analysis and treatment than anyone else.”

In this case, the products of the public school
system – including those who fill the benches of our
cabinet and our “leading” banks – should be first in
the counsellor’s chair.

The sport, the language, the dislocation, the chapel
– all these things may sound odd. But they are typical
for a British public school. And I describe them to
make a point. Ask most people to outline what their
school was like and you would imagine, alongside
friends, that they would talk about their classes. But to
do so would be to miss the point of Britain’s public
school system.

When I went to university, I ended up living with
two friends who had both attended Hutchesons’
Grammar – a private day school in Glasgow. We often
joked that, whilst they had attended the academically
best school in Scotland, I, as an old boy of
Glenalmond College – “Coll” – had attended the
poshest.

The classes were, of course, good. They were small
(10–20 pupils), and most of the teachers were effec-
tive. Though some were clearly chosen more for their
ability to coach rugby or cricket, and all slotted in to
the absurdly posh setting, a few were truly excellent. I
found most of them maddening in that they aimed to

It was bizarre
for me to
meet peers at
university
who had
never before
lived away
from their
parents.

A LESSON IN CLASS SOLIDARITY



PERSPECTIVES 36 / SPRING 2013 / 11

do no more than spoon feed us with the answers we
needed to give in order to get the exam grades to be
allowed into Britain’s more famous universities, but
the odd one strained at that leash. And that job, at
least, they certainly did.

But it is not because you want your child to get top
grades that you send them to live for five years at a
British public school. There are much easier and
cheaper ways to achieve that.

BIZARRE BELIEF
There is a bizarre belief held by many that success in
Britain correlates to intelligence and hard work. This
is a very middle class concept. What the upper class
understands is that success stems from two things:
confidence – or, at least, the appearance of confi-
dence – and community. And they are the purpose of
public school.

So, all those hours of sport, the diet, the uncomfort-
able beds – they are all part of a process. They ensure
that no one is fat, and that everyone reaches the max-
imum of their genetically permitted height – that
everyone appears healthy, fit.

But more importantly, they are all about team build-
ing. These activities exist to build generation after gen-
eration who will work together to run a now vanished
empire. Whilst the ruling elite might preach rugged
individualism, we are brought up to sing together as a
whole community every morning, to stand together on
the rugby pitch every afternoon, and, after leaving, to
go away together to govern India. Each school even
has its own, surreal words: “docket”, “prep”, “Coll”,
“beak”. The more prominent English schools even
have their own sports – the Eton Wall Game,
Winchester Fives and, well, Rugby Football.

In short, the aim is simple: to build class solidarity.
Whilst there are many reasons that essentially the
same families have ruled Britain for a millennium, this
process of team building, of bonding is surely one of
them.

And who were we taught to stand against? Anyone
who has met me knows that, despite growing up in
Scotland, I have what some call an English accent. I
suppose I’d argue it’s better described as a “posh”
accent. If you didn’t speak like this at my school,
you’d be bullied.

The specific term used was “scoit” – laden with the
implications of “chav”, but with the bizarre added
hangover of the post-1745 crackdown on Scottish cul-
ture. Whilst the teachers tried to stop this astonishing-
ly offensive tradition, it lasted throughout my time
there – and the school made headlines a few years
later when some of its pupils posted online a video in
which they claimed to be “chav hunting”. So perhaps
the oppression has shifted from anti-Scots in particu-
lar to just anti-working class. Of course, this tendency
isn’t actively encouraged. But the culture of the school
certainly perpetuates it.

The middle classes are taught to believe that they
will succeed through individual hard work and gump-
tion. The upper class know that this is nonsense – or,
at least, our traditions are built on the idea that it is.

LOOK OUT FOR ONE ANOTHER
And so they teach their children to stick together, to
exude confidence whether or not they have a clue
what they are doing, to appear physically fit: to form
old boys’ networks and to look out for one another.
And if you don’t believe this, you just need to visit a
British public school, and watch the values being
drilled into the children.

The British public school system is best understood
not by the brutality of Tom Brown nor by the excite-
ment of Harry Potter – though both do capture a
flavour of what it’s like. It is best understood as the
root of the British elite. Each school has its own
flavour – to the extent that I can usually, at sight, dis-
tinguish an OE (an old Etonian), from an OG (Old
Glenalmond pupil). But they all play a similar func-
tion: they build the class solidarity of the British elite.
And at that, they are exceptional.

To finish, here is the most famous verse from the
Eton Boating Song:

Rugby may be more clever,
Harrow may make more row,
But we’ll row for ever,
Steady from stroke to bow,
And nothing in life shall sever
The chain that is round us now,
And nothing in life shall sever
The chain that is round us now.

� Adam Ramsay lived to tell the tale and is now a
member of Democratic Left Scotland.

Singing from
the same
hymn-sheet –
the chapel at
Eton College
(Photo: Herry
Lawford)
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GOD AND CAESAR

In “God and Caesar” (Perspectives
35) Rev. Ian Galloway describes
his experience in the Church of

Scotland from the “heady days” of
full kirks in the 1950s to his and
his Gorbals congregation’s present
day witness on behalf of the poor
and excluded minorities of 21st
century society.

Being a near contemporary of
his I can testify to almost the oppo-
site experience as a Catholic.
Although comfortably brought up
among Glasgow’s skilled working
class I was part of a minority that
could expect to be excluded from
certain parts of Scottish society.
The experience of the Catholic
Church since then has been partly
taking up the slack caused by the
Kirk’s decline. Cardinal Winning
was particularly keen on raising
the Catholic profile with allies in
the then dominant Labour Party.
However the Catholic Church in
Scotland has never had the person-
nel and other resources required to
take over from the Kirk. Its current
difficulties may suggest that it has
already over-reached itself.

CHRISTIAN RESPONSE TO
INVENTION OF MONEY
If we go back to an early reform
movement of the Church, one that
coincided with its establishment in
the nascent European states, we
come across the figure of St
Francis of Assisi who is basically
the Christian response to the
invention of European money.
Francis saw immediately what the
cross-country banking system
would do: enrich a minority and
impoverish the masses. He wanted
nothing to do with it. He took off
his fine clothes and gave them back
to his merchant father. For the rest
of his life he wore only sackcloth.

At a time when Popes felt able to
take on emperors Francis saw the
Church as already in ruins. He
went to Rome to plead for a return
to the imitation of Christ. He visit-
ed the Sultan whose Muslim
entourage was impressed by a
practising Christian and gave him
safe passage of return. The 200
years between St Francis and
Martin Luther witnessed a series
of efforts at reforming the church
from within. The Lutherans set a
precedent for more radical reform-
ers who continually split off from
their parent bodies to try and
create churches that were closer to
God than to Caesar.

FROM PRELATES TO PRINCES
Credit must be given to the
Scottish reformers who saw
through the shallowness of replac-
ing the Pope with a monarch.
However a question mark has to
be placed over the extent to which

they succeeded in becoming inde-
pendent of the state. Prelates were
replaced by princes. The money
which Knox wanted to be collect-
ed from confiscated church prop-
erties for the benefit of the poor
was immediately swallowed up by
old aristocrats and the nouveau
riches who then patronised the
ministers of the church. The histo-
ry of the church in Scotland is
essentially constant secession by
those who wanted to be more
independent.

Establishment is the problem.
There are many countries where
the Catholic Church is part of the
ascendancy – so-called Catholic
countries. This became an ideal
and/or an idol. There are others
where it is discriminated against.
Sometimes this is where it flourish-
es. Then there is the USA where it
has been given a free field to fight
its corner. In the Second Vatican
Council (1962–65), American
views of the independence of
church and state prevailed, not
without difficulty, over European
traditions of grace and favour. The
Church needs the freedom to be
religious but paradoxically seeks
influence to effect this.

DISESTABLISHMENT
In Scotland, as in the rest of the
UK and increasingly Ireland, eccle-
siastical disestablishment is gradu-
ally occurring under the mantle of
human rights. The churches are to
be allowed a ritual space along
with other “interest groups”. Or
perhaps not. There is an opinion
that everything should be tolerated
except religion because it is itself
ipso facto intolerant of others. It is
not clear how this can work if
there is a right to be religious. But
it does cause difficulty for the

Following on from a Church of Scotland minister in the last
issue of Perspectives, Catholic Willy Slavin weighs in with his
thoughts on this perennial dilemma.
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mainstream churches which
through their now mostly middle
class membership have to deal
with Caesar. It is Evangelical and
Pentecostal churches that appear
more confident in faith alone.
Recent adverts by the Quakers
make appeal to those who want a
purely spiritual experience.

Take for example the stushie
about marriage. Catholic bishops,
at least in England, have ques-
tioned why the church doesn’t just
opt out of such civic rituals.
According to Catholic belief mar-
riage is a sacrament. In countries
with the Napoleonic Code
Catholics have no difficulty in
signing papers in the mayor’s
office before going to the church
for mass. If the sacrament is about
bringing up children that would
leave the church free to bless only
marriages which were in principle
for that purpose.

Denominational schools raise
other issues. When Catholics were
liable to Protestant proselytising
they obviously required their own
schools. In Scotland they paid for
these up to 1918. Almost 100
years later are we still getting value
for our money? One of the most
interesting developments currently
is that in the state sector denomi-
national schools can outperform
the others. This is presumably
because they can to some extent
pick and choose their pupils.

CAPITALISM’S ACHILLES HEEL
But there is another reason for
their relative success which leads
us deeper into questions of God
and Caesar. Catholic schools offer
Caesar competition. If capitalism
has an Achilles heel it is the
Judaeo-Christian tradition. At
present only Catholic schools are
free to teach this. The Koran is
similarly critical. Many observant
Muslims will opt for a Catholic
school if it is available. Fee-paying
schools may be free to teach what
they wish but it is unlikely they
would want to decry Caesar.

The debate about sectarianism
as conducted by the Scottish chat-
terati is instructive. Catholicism is
not a sect in competition with

other sects, e.g. Protestantism.
Catholicism is a global phenome-
non which always acquires local
tones: in Scotland it is significantly
Irish but also Highland with a
splash of Italian and now a Polish
incursion. Not surprisingly it has
innate “bolshie” tendencies to say
nothing of streaks of anarchism. If
it is true to itself it will always be to
some extent agin the government
of the day and place. In Scotland
we know that many of the left
were brought up Catholic. It is
regrettable that some feel a need to
bite the hand that fed them.

DESTITUTION
I spent five years in Bangladesh
where figures for infant mortality
and infection in 1975 were compa-
rable to those which prevailed in
Glasgow around 1900. The cause
of this, as in Glasgow, is not pover-
ty but wealth. Floods sustain the
extraordinary fertility of the coun-
try but feudal landholding causes
destitution. What Bengalis knew
of Scotland was, of course, its most
famous export, alcohol. I used to
have some fun telling them that
the Secretary of State for Scotland
was called Younger and his oppo-
site number Dewar! They quickly
got the point about the slowness of
social change.

In Bangladesh I also became
aware of Mother Theresa’s sisters.
Most of her first helpers were
young Bengali girls at boarding
school in Calcutta. Enough of
them were keen to follow her on
to the streets when she left the
security of her convent. A number
of stories are told of her reluctance
to be involved with Caesar. The
Indian government was keen to
give her money but she was never
keen on the accompanying paper-
work. She said she could not spare
her nuns for it.

A similar distancing from gov-
ernment is found in a contempo-
rary of Mother Theresa, Abbe
Pierre, who founded the Emmaus
movement in France. He got
people to stop begging by getting
them into recycling – in post-war
Paris! Although a priest, he did
not consider Emmaus a religious

organisation but rather a self-help
movement. He was often in con-
flict with the government of the
day. In the UK however Emmaus,
like other charities, feels it can’t
be political. It tries to work with
the state. Those who take
Caesar’s coin must be careful
from what hymn sheet they are
singing.

In a similar post-World-War-II
environment Dorothy Day in New
York founded the Catholic Worker
Movement. She was regularly in
prison through disobeying the law.
Sometimes she wouldn’t even
bother to plead not guilty and
would never agree to pay bail if it
was offered. One of her most
influential companions, Amnon
Hennacy, was a radical socialist of
the Tolstoy type. They had no
faith at all in their American
Caesars who had to dance to the
tune of the industrial-military
complex.

SECULAR PRIEST
I would be described as a “secular
priest” which might strike some as
a contradiction in terms. I am a
kind of RC vicar. In the parish I
have to be available for services
which include the rites of christen-
ing, marriage and funerals. This
draws the sting from any tempta-
tion to be too prophetic. The hier-
archy tends to leave that to what
we call the “religious”, like Jesuits
battling for social justice in South
America or the American nuns
who try to get Catholics to look at
wider life issues.

Jesus told us we have to accept
authority, like the commandments
of Moses, but warned us against
taking seriously those who com-
mand, far less supping with them,
even with a long spoon. He is in
the line of the prophets in the Old
Testament who resisted the pre-
sumptions of kings and Caesars.
He showed that greater love no
one has than to give up their life
for their friends. In our hearts
most of us know real Christians
are pacifists.

John Lennon’s Imagine has
become an alternative national
anthem as, for example, at last

Jesus told us
we have to
accept
authority but
warned us
against taking
seriously
those who
command.
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year’s London Olympics. “Imagine
there’s no heaven, it’s easy if you
try, no hell below us, no religion
too.” Lennon himself described
this as not anti-religious at all but
as a positive prayer and an expres-
sion of faith in the world as one.
Relief has greeted the new Pope
Francis simply because he is seen as
in touch with the poor. In human
affairs imagination is more impor-
tant than knowledge.

The Italian scholar, Prospero
Lambertini, was elected Pope as
Benedict XIV not long before the
French Revolution. He was asked
if he had figured out how the
Church works. Yes, he said, “the
Pope decides, the cardinals debate
and the people do what they
want!” The thought that most
Catholics most of the time do what
the Pope tells them is a fantasy. Of
course some say they are afraid of
the “big, bad fire” and others pray
to go to heaven but you couldn’t
figure that out by observing their
behaviour.

The recent Italian film Cesare
deve morire (Caesar must die) was
filmed in a prison in Rome. The
director wanted to see how the
prisoners entered into the faction-
alism of Shakespeare’s play. The
prisoners, having nothing to hide,
were uninhibited in their jealousy
and violence. Politicians have to be
much more circumspect, lending
themselves constantly to the
charge of hypocrisy. The media
connive with this by distracting us
with the politics of the bedroom.
In The Ides of March, presidential
hopeful George Clooney, is told:
“you can raise taxes, you can take
the country to war but you can’t
screw the intern.” Meanwhile the
UK has the politics of the super-
market: the illusion of a
Scandinavian standard of living

supposedly to be paid out of
American levels of taxation.

The Three Horsemen of the
modern Apocalypse – Marx,
Darwin and Freud – have had as
much influence within religion as
out of it. It is the Fourth – Death –
that still divides. Death is the old
sex – not to be entertained except
by consenting adults in private.
Given that we are, at least in our
part of the world, fulfilling the
Biblical promise of three score
years and ten (or 80 if we are
strong) according to the psalmist
we should all be committed to the
search for the meaning of life.
Caesar’s coin, in the form of pen-
sions, might guarantee us an
ending where we will be fed and
toileted by overworked and under-
paid immigrants. Many of us expe-
rience a voice telling us we can do
better than that. Not all but some
of that wisdom is in the repository
of religion.

PLACE OF SOLIDARITY
According to Einstein life is like
riding a bike. You have to keep
moving in order to keep your bal-
ance. Mao Tse Tung saw himself as
a monk with a leaky umbrella. By
the idea of God we mean first and
foremost the enormous and mag-
nificent mystery of creation and
the overwhelming sense that
within its order there lies a mean-
ing so huge that it can only be
sensed as a presence beyond our
understanding. We partake in life
as in a gift. The church is supposed
to be a place of solidarity for those
who want to live in peace and jus-
tice. Our prayer is only: “Come,
Lord Jesus”.

God is obscure to us by defini-
tion. But Caesar deliberately con-
ceals himself behind a variety of
masks. Secularism is religion’s

untutored child. It is spiritually
illiterate, living off the myth of
progress. Comparatively speaking
Christian faith is more dangerous.
If we but listen with the heart and
empty ourselves as St Paul instruct-
ed us we will have a church that is a
poor pilgrim in a passing world
able to network with all people of
good will. To help us at parish level
we have feasts and fasts. Sometimes
we will find ourselves on pilgrim-
age elsewhere. Often common
sense is enough but sometimes we
need saints and scholars to point us
in the direction of transcendence.

LESS GOVERNMENT?
The 2014 referendum will offer
Catholics a neat choice. An
American commentator compared
Scotland’s place in the UK as akin
to what the South is to the rest of
the USA: culturally different with a
hint of the theme park. On the one
hand it offers less government and
fits in with the principle of sub-
sidiarity from Catholic Social
Teaching. On the other hand there
is the threat of nationalism which
in incompatible with the meaning
of Catholicism/universalism. We
ridicule the Tea Party in the USA
but what is wrong with their desire
for less government? The only
argument for bigger government is
on behalf of those whose rights
should be protected. But once
power is created we see how it
tends to corruption. A lot of it has
corrupted a lot of people.

We constantly have to choose
between God and Caesar. The
churches played an important part
in the Jubilee Campaign by
reminding us that equality must be
extended to all no matter how far
removed from us they seem. With
God all things are possible.
Human beings are capable of
giving without asking in return. In
human affairs there is a surplus,
the unexpected. Christians recog-
nise each other simply in the
breaking of bread. We have never
seen God but we have heard the
first and last word which is not
Caesar but Christ.

� Willie Slavin is a Catholic priest.

GOD AND CAESAR
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The Three Horsemen of the modern Apocalypse – Marx, Darwin and Freud
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LANGUAGE, POLITICS
ANDPOWER
Language has always been a political issue, violent-

ly so at times. In 1948 Pakistan ordained Urdu as
its sole national language. The result was mass dis-

content, particularly among the Bengali-speaking
majority of East Bengal. Rising tension led to a ban on
public protest, a ban defied in 1952 by students and
language activists in Dhaka. Dozens were killed when
the police opened fire on the protesters.

The date, 21 February, is commemorated as
International Mother Language Day, set up by
UNESCO to mark global linguistic diversity and the
rights of native speakers. It’s not a big day in Scotland,
even though we are a small nation of five million
people with three native languages birlin roon oor
lugs: Scottish English; Scots; Gaelic.

ALMOST DIED OUT
The Gaels, particularly, have violent repression to
recall. Their language was forcibly put down after the
1745 Jacobite Rising ended at Culloden a year later.
Classical Gaelic was removed from schools, dialect
tongues were ripped from mouths, and the English
was forced in. Those in power feel threatened by the
powerless, and need to exercise control of them. Our
oldest indigenous language almost died out.

Meanwhile, the nation’s Scots speakers were volun-
tarily suppressing their own tongue, an energetic
enterprise they’d engaged in since the 1707 Union of
the parliaments. Prior to that, Scots was the country’s
official language. In it, the business of state, kirk, edu-
cation and commerce was conducted. It was the every-
day speech of rich and poor, from gentry to
commoner, academic to illiterate. That was to change.

With the formation of Great Britain, purging the
guid Scots tongue became essential. Parliamentarians,
late of Edinburgh, strove to avoid mockery of their
speech among the clipped consonants of Westminster.
Merchants growing rich on trade with England’s
newly available colonies discovered an interest in lan-
guage and style. Societies formed for “Promoting the
Reading and Speaking of the English language in

Scotland”. The actor Thomas Sheridan, an Irishman,
was hired to teach them how to pronounce it – their
attempts hilariously satirised almost two centuries
later by Robert McLellan in his 1948 play The Flouers
o’ Edinburgh.

NORTH BRITISH
The notion of being North British rather than Scottish
excited the luminaries of the Enlightenment. David
Hume and Adam Smith strove to excise all Scotticisms
from their writings in order to be understood by
southern neighbours in the new unified country. In his
autobiography, Alexander Carlyle wrote “To every
man bred in Scotland the English language was in
some respects a foreign tongue.” Diarist James
Boswell observed that Scotsmen were surely no
smarter than Englishmen although the former could
understand the latter, but not vice versa.

The cause, of course, lay with God. The
Reformation had changed more than the state religion
of Scotland. The 1560 Geneva Bible and 1611 King
James Version were the most common books in any
household, and the most read. Ministers and parish-
ioners spoke the vernacular leid, but the presbyterian
deity, by his written word, did not. Bilingualism with
Latin eroded. The voice of God was English.

Despite Carlyle’s assertion, the incomprehensible
North Brits were readily familiar with the language of
South Britain through reading their good book.
England’s citizens had, on the other hand, no recourse
to the language of their new partners. Nor were they
motivated to learn it. With communication a necessi-
ty, a remedy had to be found. One was in hand.
Throughout Scotland, dominies took to swinging the
tawse with admirable enthusiasm at the sound of
every burr and velar fricative. In this brave union,
Scottish children would be taught, not learned, their
lessons.

The lessons learned were not as intended. While the
upwardly mobile attempted to cast off the auld
tongue, those who kept the country functioning

The 1560
Geneva Bible
and 1611
King James
Version were
the most
common
books in any
household,
and the most
read. The
voice of God
was English.

Three centuries of abasement has left the Scots
language badly wounded. But, argues Janet Paisley,
there are welcome signs of recovery …
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didnae bother their bahookies. In fishing and farming,
the language of exchange was Scots. Down pits, up
moors, in factories, foundries, shipyards and in
homes, the leid continued unabated. Teachers strove
to encourage students to “get on” through speaking
English but the majority of pupils were not destined
for politics or the professions, and their guid Scots
tongues, surreptitiously, survived.

CONVINCED OF THEIR OWN UNFITNESS
The psychological results were dire. Robbed of
authority and respect, Scots lost its title and self-
knowledge. It acquired other descriptors: slang;
patter; not speaking properly; language of the
gutter; inferior; corrupt. Paulo Friere, the
Brazilian philosopher, states that “Self-
deprecation is another characteristic of
the oppressed, which derives from their
internalisation of the opinion the oppres-
sors hold of them. So often do they hear
that they are good for nothing, know noth-
ing and are incapable of learning anything
– that they are sick, lazy and unproductive
– that in the end they become convinced of their own
unfitness.” The speakers of Scots learned to depreciate
their own language, their voices and what they might
say. They learned to be worthless.

The educators, of course, had tripped themselves
up. Despite the BBC invention of Forth, Clyde and
Moray estuaries, it’s not possible to teach the geogra-
phy of Scotland without lochs, glens, braes, bens,
burns and firths. Place names are Scots and Gaelic.
Janitors, not caretakers, look after our buildings.
Advocates defend us in law. Pinkies, not little fingers,
crook when taking tea. We stay where we live, take
the huff, go down the road, use terms like outwith
and never say nothing that isn’t Scots in some
way or another.

We’re possessive where the English are not,
saying “your dinner’s ready” as if there was any
possibility the meal was for someone other – a
neighbour or passing stranger perhaps. On retiring for
the night, we announce “I’m off to my bed” or “Get
awa tae yer bed”. But only in Scots is it necessary to
proclaim whose bed you’ll be going to. We tell for-
eigners we speak English. They notice we don’t.
Lacking education in it, our teachers have forgotten
what is Scots and what is not so they no longer teach
English in our schools. They say they do. They think
they do. But an English editor would copiously red-
pencil every lesson.

LINGUISTIC WEALTH
There are riches here to be plumbed. The smallest
child is rapidly bilingual. Without any assistance to do
so, children become adept at translating between
home, peer group and school. Those considered poor
at language are usually fluent in the mither tongue, a
source of reward and encouragement which is cruelly
ignored. Pupils who might shine are undermined. The

opportunity is missed to improve English by extract-
ing Scots vocabulary, grammar and syntax to teach
alongside as an equally important and valid language.
Instead of capitalising on the ability Boswell noted, we
throw linguistic wealth oot the windae, and then com-
plain of difficulty with languages.

A good grasp of Scots, in conjunction with English,
opens up access to European languages. Shared words
include efter, lang, grund, sang, kirke (Danish), douce,
gigot (French), dowp, howff, redd, ingang, uitgang
(Dutch). More occur in Norwegian – bra(w), Swedish
– polis, Frisian – twa, and German. Danish TV star of
Borgen, Sidse Babett Knudsen, said hearing the Scots

language made her feel at home. “The weird thing
is I kept on hearing what I thought were

Danish people. I had to listen again before
I realised it was just Scottish people chat-
ting away.” Recognising familiar sounds
in Europe’s languages cuts both ways. As

he lay dying, Goethe asked for “Mehr
licht!”

SCOTS INTO THE STREET
Mair licht is now being shed. In my lifetime, Scots has
come out of the house into the street, even on
Sundays. It can now be heard in shops, from those
who serve customers and clients. There are Indian
restaurants where curries are described as no very
nippy, a wee bit nippy, and awfy nippy. The leid has
cheerfully adapted to email, texts, facebook. On a
questionnaire asking about home language, children,
for the first time, are writing “Scots” or “Scottish”.
Now that pupils are no longer belted for its use, the
tongue of the majority has returned to schools.

Many teachers, though by no means all,
are discovering the value of this sup-

pressed first language. At the
behest of the director of educa-
tion, and with the assistance of
publisher Itchy Coo’s Matthew

Fitt, Falkirk district introduced an
extensive programme of teaching
the teachers and, in turn, the

bairns. The curriculum for excellence provides for
development of this language children bring to school.
Nurseries and primaries teach the vocabulary through
games, body parts, poems and stories. In secondaries,
well behind the curve of reclamation, there is now a
compulsory Higher question on Scottish Literature.
It’s long-overdue. What country doesn’t teach its own
literature, and what do we think of ourselves if we
don’t? The suggested texts are penned in Scottish
English and Scots.

Future sociologists will see this re-emergence more
clearly than we can. But I have played a small part in
it, visiting schools around the country as a writer
where I used work in Scots and found it made a
greater connection than work in English. Through
Scottish Book Trust’s Live Literature fund, other writ-
ers were doing the same. Teachers who had not used

LANGUAGE, POLITICS AND POWER
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Scots noticed the reaction; delight from their pupils,
the engagement of those normally silent during lan-
guage lessons.

A few years back, in Glenrothes, while doing a
workshop for students about to move into further or
higher education, I set up the task of writing a dramat-
ic monologue through discussion of how people actu-
ally speak in Fife. One particularly effective result
was, the young writer said, written in Cardenden
Scots. Her home language was Punjabi. She spoke and
read Urdu and Arabic, had Highers in English and
German. This, she told me, was the first time she’d
been asked to write in Scots, though she’d spoken it
among her friends all of her life.

There have been many activists, from the Burns
Society to the Scots Language Society. The Scots
Language Centre is now government-funded, its
resources available online at www.scotslanguage.com.
Arguably, the rise in interest and awareness has been
fuelled by academics: Scottish Language Dictionaries
based at the University of Edinburgh, available at
www.scotsdictionaries.org.uk; the Scots Corpus of
Texts and Speech run by the University of Glasgow,
online at www.scottishcorpus.ac.uk; also at
Glasgow, our one chair of Scottish
Literature, currently filled by Professor
Alan Riach. We should note that – one
chair of Scottish Literature, none for
Scots Language, for nineteen universi-
ties.

There are many other resources,
some community-created like Shetland
ForWirds, others by educational needs, like Adult
Literacies Online. Without doubt, the return of a par-
liament to the people of Scotland has caused an
increase in confidence, greater self-awareness, the
knowledge that we can, as individuals, make a differ-
ence to our political situation and how we might want
to live. Having attained the means, the voices of
Scotland begin to clamour for recognition.

ACTIVE PARLIAMENTARY GROUP
There is an active Cross-Party Parliamentary Group
for the Scots language convened by Rob Gibson MSP.
Several politicians contribute to debates in their ain
tongue. Carrick MSP Adam Ingram seeks to promote
it through cultural events and boost tourism, saying
“In this part of the world, Burns country, the Scots
language is still alive and well.” A thoroughly modern
politician, Dr Alasdair Allan, Minister for Learning,
Science and Scotland’s Languages, speaks Scots,
Gaelic and English. As Minister for Culture, Mike
Russell set up the Ministerial working group for the
Scots language. Reporting to his successor in 2010, its
extensive recommendations are still being put into
effect.

These asserted the need for a Scots language policy
in every public body, and the hope for natural growth
into business, law, health and emergency services,
where the language of communication can be vital,

particularly for people under duress when native
tongues are most likely to surface. In education, a ded-
icated permanent Scots Language/Scottish Literature
Bureau was suggested to meet the growing needs of
teachers. The Studying Scotland resource, launched in
March 2012, has input from the Scots Language
Centre and Scottish Language Dictionaries.

Recommendations were made for a nationwide net-
work of co-ordinators who could deliver Scots lan-
guage training and advice on resources in all schools –
the model for which already operates in Falkirk – and
chairs in our literature and language in every universi-
ty. Teacher training in the leid was requested, and a
Continuous Professional development programme.
Recently, the General Teaching Council for Scotland
held an award ceremony for Professional Recognition
for Scots Language Teaching at the Scottish parlia-
ment, a first for the language.

TRI-LINGUAL NATION
Other recommendations dealt with broadcasting, and
its poor representation of Scots, with Visit-Scotland,
Creative Scotland, and the National Theatre of

Scotland all reminded that this is a tri-lingual
nation. The working group strove to impress

how Scots can be used, reflected fairly and
celebrated, and the benefits of doing so.

In 2000, the UK government enshrined
Scots in the European Charter for Regional

and Minority languages as the second largest
language of Britain, but only under Part II provi-

sions. Part III – measures to promote the use of region-
al or minority languages – applies only to Welsh,
Gaelic and Irish. Scots requires that commitment too.
A language has to be written and read to achieve and
maintain a literature, and literacy, in it.

Education, writing and publishing all feed reading.
The dearth of education in it means there are few
living writers of Scots. Those who use it are self-
taught: Sheena Blackhall, Anne Donovan, Bill
Herbert, James Kelman, Tom Leonard, Liz Lochhead,
Christine de Luca, Mary McCabe, Liz Niven, James
Robertson, Irvine Welsh, Rab Wilson, among others.
To write in it is normally an exercise in embracing
financial poverty. Publishers are wary, reluctant to risk
investment in a language few folk read. Speakers com-
fortable with the leid in their mouths find it unfamil-
iar and foreign to their eyes.

THE BROONS AND OOR WULLIE
Since 1936, the only regular written form of Scots
seen by readers was the Sunday Post comic strips of
“The Broons” and “Oor Wullie”. When I wrote my
first Scots poem, the spelling of it prompted a phone
call to my mother. She had taught me to speak this
language. Surely she would know how to spell it.
She’d had a good Scottish education and certainly
knew how to spell any English word that might be
wanted. “Whit?” she queried when I asked.
“Breenge,” I repeated. “How do you spell it?”

This was the
first time
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asked to write
in Scots,
though she’d
spoken it
among her
friends all of
her life.
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“Och,” she retorted. “Ye dinnae spell it,
ye say it!”

Since then I have acquired The
Concise Scots Dictionary (Aberdeen
University Press), the Scots Thesaurus
(Polygon), The Scots Dialect Dictionary
(Waverley Books), many similar and small-
er publications, old and new, and most recently, the
Modern Scots Grammar by Christine Robinson (Luath
Press).

But, for its literature, our mither tongue depends on
support from Creative Scotland to see the light of day.
Book grants help, but they don’t create sales or royal-
ties. Only readers do that. If Robert Burns was writing
now, he would struggle to publish. Rather than
becoming an overnight sell-out sensation, he would
barely be read. The solution to such illiteracy must
start in schools, with teachers and textbooks. There
are Welsh medium, Gaelic medium, and even Manx
medium schools which demonstrate the benefits of
immersion education for any doubters. The same can
be achieved in Scots.

Three centuries of abasement have left our language
badly wounded, but recovering. Its speakers are barely
aware that they speak it. Listeners, because they
understand it, believe they hear English when they
don’t. To take its deserved place in a modern world,
Scots requires the status of knowledge and compre-

hensive support. In Wales, they say
“Cenedl heb iaith yw cenedl heb galon”
– a nation without a language is a

nation without a heart.
Only Scotland has care and custody of

the Scots language. Gerry Hassan (Scotsman, 2
February 2013) wrote “It is time that we Scots had the
confidence to believe in ourselves and realise that this
is a moment for change beyond politics and politicians
which is about our long-term maturing and changing
our collective psychology, challenging ourselves to do
better, be bolder and braver.” Confidence comes from
being free to speak out, knowing we’ll be heard, from
valuing our many voices.

We owe this to ourselves, our children, and the
future, to finally and fully bring to an end this
appalling cultural oppression. Far from being cele-
brated on 21 February, oor mither leid is crying out
for help, like the boy buried under the Royal Mile ten-
ement collapse of 1861 who, on hearing rescuers
above, cried “Heave awa, lads. Ah’m no deid yit!”

� Janet Paisley is a poet, playwright and novelist, writ-
ing in English and Scots. Her next collection is due
later this year from Luath Press. She was a member of
the Ministerial working group on the Scots Language
whose report can be found at http://www.scotland.
gov.uk/Resource/Doc/332491/0108193.pdf
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WHO
CARRIES
THE
CARRIERS?
The appointment of
non-Scots to senior positions
in Scottish arts organisations
should not be an issue
suggests Alan Bissett – but
their appreciation of Scottish
culture certainly
should be.
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“There is no place more rev-
olutionary and no time
more exciting than right

here and right now in Scotland,”
writes Andrew Redmond Barr of
the National Collective, a congre-
gation of artists in favour of
Scottish independence. The finest
minds of our generation, to borrow
from Allen Ginsberg’s Howl, are
poised to reimagine Scotland from
top to bottom: politically, econom-
ically, socially and culturally. The
summer of 2014 – dare we call it
the Summer of Independence? –
could be to Scotland what 1967
was to London and San Francisco,
its artists and radicals conjuring
songs, essays, poems, speeches and
plays which offer fresh vistas and
challenge a hideously conservative
status quo. This process was
spurred at the end of 2012 with the
book Unstated: Scottish Writers on
Independence, edited by Scott
Hames, which featured essays by
27 writers, almost all of whom are
in favour of Home Rule.

CAUSED A FURORE
But no revolution comes without
conflict. An essay from one of the
writers, Alasdair Gray, caused a
furore in the Scottish arts not
seen since Hugh MacDiarmid
denounced Alexander Trocchi as
“cosmopolitan scum”. Gray
described English people who
come to Scotland to take a top arts
job, as a springboard to a bigger
one elsewhere, as “colonists”,
naming the outgoing Creative
Director of the National Theatre of
Scotland, Vicky Featherstone, as
one of them. Gray was denounced
in the media as a racist and anti-
English bigot. Featherstone, in an
interview with the Scotsman that
week, admitted to having felt “bul-
lied” in post because she was
English. This came a mere fort-
night after Andrew Dixon, CEO of
Creative Scotland, resigned follow-
ing an onslaught of protest from
artists about the perceived failure
of the organisation. Dixon, an
Englishman, had admitted on
taking the post that he knew very
little about Scottish culture but was
“willing to learn”. This was not felt

to be intrinsic to his failure, but was
possibly what a lawyer might call
circumstantial evidence.

This perfect storm of events has
created an ongoing period of self-
examination in the Scottish arts –
who runs them and for what pur-
pose – which has spilled into a
broader discussion about Scottish
identity, its inclusivity or otherwise,
and the referendum itself. One of
Gray’s staunchest defenders, the
novelist James Kelman, recently
interpreted the attack on Gray in
the light of the political and cultur-
al subjugation of Scotland. He
begins his essay “Keeping Scotland
British, and Britain English”, in the
online journal From Glasgow To
Saturn, by observing:

“The British establishment is
opposed to Scottish independence.
Its campaign, developed over many
years, identifies an area of conflict
as ‘anti-Englishness’ and portrays
as ‘anti-English’ numbers of people
from Scotland, Ireland and Wales
… My experience of this area of
‘conflict’ begins from the reaction
to my early short stories published
as a collection forty years ago.”

MASSIVE NEWS STORY
Kelman’s point is borne out by the
fact that Unstated, in which promi-
nent Scottish writers discuss the
biggest constitutional crisis the
United Kingdom has ever known,
received absolutely no review cov-
erage anywhere in the UK. “Anti-
English” remarks from one essay in
the collection, on the other hand,
were inflated into a massive news
story on both sides of the border.
Kelman concludes:

“The contempt for art revealed
by the attack on Alasdair Gray is
typical. If nothing else, controver-
sies such as this allow us to settle
the matter of the distinctiveness of
the Scottish tradition in literature,
and our existence as a veritable
community of communities, in
other words, a country.”

Some would beg to differ.
Former director of the Edinburgh
International Film Festival, Hannah
McGill, is vexed by the fetishising
of “Scottishness” in the arts, espe-
cially in determining who should or

should not be appointed to chief
posts. She is quoted in a Scotsman
article, entitled “Creative Scotland
Chief Nationality ‘Not An Issue’”,
as saying,

“You have to trust the interview-
ing panels to appoint for the jobs
that they are interviewing for. I am
not sure if I am regarded as being
from Scotland or not, you would
have to check my birth certificate.
If you did you’d find that I was
born in Lerwick. If you researched
further you’d see that my Mum’s
from Orkney and my Dad’s from
Glasgow. Even if we decided we
wanted our panels to be run solely
by people with qualifications in
Scottishness, how would we
enforce that? Are we talking about
an exam in Scottishness or actively
barring people from taking jobs?
There is no word for that which
doesn’t involve racist, to me.”

DEFENSIBLE AND QUESTIONABLE
Each of their positions are, in dif-
ferent ways, defensible and ques-
tionable. The title of Kelman’s
essay would be, to many, an accu-
rate description of the Unionist
agenda, and it’s possible to argue
that the attack on Gray was co-
ordinated by a media who seemed
partisan, doing whatever it could
to smear the Yes campaign.
However, many of Gray’s critics
were not part of “the British estab-
lishment”, such as the playwright
John Byrne, known for making
theatre about the Scottish working
class. The actor Tam Dean Burn,
who has featured in adverts for the
Scottish Socialist Party, tweeted
that Gray’s comments were “idiot-
ic”. Film critic Mark Cousins
tweeted that, “As an Irish person
who has lived in Scotland for 30
years I have always felt so wel-
come. Until, that is, Alasdair Gray’s
recent remarks.” What makes
things difficult for Kelman is the
fact that not only were journalists
who have nailed their Union Jack
to the mast (predictably) appalled
by Gray’s essay but so were many
supporters of independence, such
as playwright David Greig, who
tweeted that, “Alasdair Gray’s got
it so wrong … what people con-
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2013.
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tribute to Scottish culture has noth-
ing to do with birthplace or length
of residency”. Even the Scottish
government, long-prone to quot-
ing from Gray, said they “dis-
agreed” with him on this occasion.
It perhaps speaks well of them, and
the Scottish arts, and Scotland in
general, that the first concern of
many was for English migrants
who may have felt slighted or
unwelcome.

DEEP UNDERSTANDING
In this spirit McGill advocates
“trust”. By warning about
“entrance exams” she guards
against essentialist notions of what
constitutes “Scottish” and such
appeals are, of course, necessary to
a vibrant, inclusive and healthy
nation. It is not unreasonable to
assert that appointments to the
higher levels of the Scottish arts
need not be Scottish, but is it really
racist to suggest that they should
demonstrate a deep understanding
of the nation whose culture they
will oversee? This is rather like
claiming that it’s sexist to ask a
male applicant, who hopes to run
the Glasgow Women’s Library,
which female writers he enjoys.

Each side believes the other to be
reactionary. One makes the accusa-
tion of imperialism, the other of
parochialism. Yet somehow every
Scottish artist, critic or commenta-
tor, especially those who call them-
selves progressive – which is almost
everyone involved – must find a
place within this debate. Is there a
“distinctive Scottish tradition”, as
Kelman claims, or is indigenous art
so vague a concept that anyone can
create and curate it, regardless of
their background? Is Scottish art
marginalised, and if so, by whom?
Is Scotland a colonised country?
The factionalism generated by
these questions may be harmful to
the independence movement and
the country at large. But equally
problematic are the severe limita-
tions placed on the discourse, in
which the accusation of racism is
levelled at anyone who asks why
Scots are invisible at the top level
of their own culture. The ferocity
of this censure may do more to

prove that the Scottish arts have
been colonised than disprove it.

MOSAIC WITH PATTERNS
I am a Scottish artist. Auto -
biography is not evidence, but nor
is it avoidable when discussing
identity. It is identity. The stories
we tell ourselves about ourselves
become the stories we tell ourselves
about our nation. Both Kelman and
McGill apply auto biography to
bolster their points: Kelman men-
tions the reaction to his early work,
McGill divulges the birthplace of
herself and her parents. In place of
my autobiography, or theirs, insert
your own, which may disprove
mine, or theirs, but in this way we
arrive at a composite national iden-
tity: a mosaic, sure, but with dis-
cernible patterns.

At the age of four I asked my
father if he could take me to
Scotland. He explained to me that
we lived in Scotland. “No,” I said,
“I want to go to the real one.” After
some inquiry he managed to get
out of me that by the “real”
Scotland I meant the one in car-
toons and comics, where everyone
played the bagpipes and where the
Loch Ness Monster lived. Around
the same time, I came home from
school and asked him why my
teacher had told me to speak
“proper English”, even though I
wasn’t from England.

(Those who deny that Scotland
is a colonised country ignore this
most basic of points: we once
spoke and wrote in Scots and
Gaelic. We now speak and write
primarily in English. English is also
spoken in Ireland, America,
Canada and Australia, and no-one
bothers to suggest that these are
not former colonies.)

Out of the mouths of babes. In
my small way, I was questioning my
own social construction, seeing a
disconnect between what the cul-
ture was telling me about Scotland
and the reality around me. Scots
digest an ersatz identity, based on
sporran and heather clichés, the
“real” Scotland to my four-year old
self. Later I would learn that these
are variations on the Romantic tar-
tanry which Walter Scott assem-

bled for King George IV’s visit in
1822, and which, having been
given Royal assent, has come to
represent actual Scottish identity.
In the same way, Scottish football
supporters wear ginger wigs and
tartan tammies: they have
absorbed the English comedian
Russ Abbot’s demeaning stereotype
“C.U. Jimmy”, a barely-intelligible
comedy drunk in a kilt, and repro-
duced it as identity. Yes, we repeat,
we are comedy drunks! Aren’t
Scots daft! Hic.

DEEPER TRADITION
Many of Scotland’s writers,
though, have long sought to pre-
serve a deeper tradition. It is what
the novelist James Robertson refers
to when he observed in a recent
issue of Perspectives that Scottish
literature “represents what might
be called a history of articulation, a
continuity of narrative – something
akin to – indeed, connected to –
the ‘carrying stream’ of the folk
tradition described by Hamish
Henderson. This is as true today as
it was true of the great writers of
the 20th century Scottish
Renaissance – MacDiarmid, Gunn,
Gibbon, Muir, Mitchison,
MacLean and others. Politically
and culturally these figures both
revived, continued and broke an
inherited tradition. To break tradi-
tion, understanding what it is you
break, is the means of preserving
it.”

As Robertson suggests, inheriting
tradition and innovating can be one
and the same thing. For each
Scottish writer the question is: are
you inheriting a tradition that
comes from above or below? Those
named by Robertson, for example,
form a “carrying stream”, an ongo-
ing folk consciousness, the pre-
served history and language of the
working or peasant class for whom
the “higher” voice of the establish-
ment does not speak. Robert Burns,
perhaps aware of his celebrity,
made a project of unearthing the
songs of his forebears, which is why
we are still aware of them to this
day. So it goes with the defiant
imagination of the second Scottish
Renaissance of the 1980s and
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1990s, reacting to Thatcherism:
William McIlvanney, Tom Leonard,
Janice Galloway, Liz Lochhead,
Irvine Welsh, Agnes Owens, Jeff
Torrington, Alan Warner, Des
Dillon, Duncan McLean, Jackie
Kay, Kathleen Jamie, Alan Spence,
Andrew Greig, Don Paterson, John
Burnside and, of course, Gray and
Kelman. They preserve the “carry-
ing stream” and innovate within it,
each of them uncompromising with
the forces of literary authority or
the market, unearthing with their
language a full Scottish humanity
and consciousness. This tradition is
being continued by the current gen-
eration, influenced by the previous
one, including such writers as Jenni
Fagan, Allan Wilson, Kerry
Hudson, William Letford, Eleanor
Thom, Mark McNay, Suhayl Saadi,
Anne Donovan, Nick Brooks and
Alison Miller.

ONLY BURNS
Scots are drawn away from this con-
sciousness by the invisible pull of
power from the British state, a by-
product of which is the reduction of
it to something “parochial” or
“inward-looking”. This is why –
until an SNP government recently
altered the situation – a Scottish
child could go through their whole
schooling and be guaranteed to
encounter only one writer from
their own country (Robert Burns).
This is why Scottish universities
contain only one Department and
one Professor of Scottish Literature,
Glasgow University’s Alan Riach.

Another tactic is to pretend that
Scottish literature barely exists, or
that, where it does, it is ill-
equipped to stand alongside the
other literatures of the world.
Riach himself was once asked on
the BBC’s Newsnight programme,
by a straight-faced interviewer, “Is
there such a thing as Scottish litera-
ture?” That Riach was sitting next
to the Scottish novelist A.L.
Kennedy at the time makes this
even more incongruous. Either the
interviewer sought to deny the fact
of “such a thing”, or was simply
unaware of it. The question is
revealing either way. In August
2011, two of Scotland’s most inter-

nationally-visible literary critics,
Andrew O’Hagan and Stuart Kelly,
were asked in a podcast for the
Guardian about new Scottish writ-
ers. They were not able or willing
to name a single one. Kelly instead
chose to dismiss the entire contem-
porary Scottish writing scene as
“The Forsyte Saga on Buckfast”.
Here we see a highbrow variant on
the C.U. Jimmy caricature. Yet
such voices speak for Scottish liter-
ature on the world stage.

SELF-AWARE
For the British state the fear is that
if Scots are exposed to too much of
their own language, folk art and
history, then they will become self-
aware, and thus abandon their
“duty” in favour of autonomy.
British imperialism must thus work
sleights-of-hand involving claims
about Scottish culture. Gray and
Kelman have been making these
arguments for decades, but it is
only now – poised on the brink of a
referendum – that reaction to them
has become punitive. Their asser-
tions must be written off as “anti-
English” and “bigoted” rather than
post-colonial, socialist or con-
sciousness-raising.

There is a further, complex
problem with their stance, howev-
er, which is simply that too many
people in Scotland – both English
and Scots – are deeply uncomfort-
able with it. It is easy to dismiss
everyone as the brainwashed foot-
soldiers of British imperialism
(even if some of them are). Many
are acting from a point of generosi-
ty and openness – McGill included
– and a desire to keep Scotland
welcoming and pluralistic. We
cannot ignore this sentiment. Tam
Dean Burn is not the enemy of
James Kelman. Hannah McGill is
not the enemy of Alasdair Gray.
All, in their own ways, want a
better country. While it would be
equally dangerous to the spirit of
“openness” to demand that post-
colonial discourse be struck from
the record, or that writers who ask
such questions be pilloried as
“racists”, it is not undue to ask that
the many English people working
in the Scottish arts be given wel-

come and respect. The problem
with the accusation of colonialism
is that individuals – and their fami-
lies, and their friends, and their col-
leagues – feel individually accused.
Naming names was perhaps Gray’s
biggest mistake. We must ask, then,
if it was worth it and if it is fair. A
Scotland which is pulling together
against the worst British govern-
ment in living memory, in the
direction of independence, is
preferable to one where we are
pointing at each other and asking:
so what are you doing here? A
failed referendum vote on such
terms, and a bitterly divided arts
world, would be no kind of victory.

BABY AND BATHWATER
So if the new CEO of Creative
Scotland is English, like the last
one, so be it. If the next director of
the National Theatre of Scotland is
English, like the last two, so be it. If
no Scot is ever appointed to a chief
position in the Scottish arts again,
so be it. This might still be prefer-
able to divisive talk of ethnicity,
and enmity erupting where there
was none. Where I disagree with
McGill is that non-Scots appoint-
ments surely must be able to
demonstrate an appreciation for
Scottish culture – especially, vitally,
its “carrying stream” – or we really
are throwing the Scottish baby out
with the inclusive bathwater. We
risk erasing deep traditions, and
ourselves, in the process.

As McGill counsels, let’s trust
the interview panels to know who
they’re looking for. Let’s welcome
visitors – however long they decide
to stay – and help them develop an
understanding of the history and
richness of our culture. They
could, after all, find themselves
being part of a peaceful, democrat-
ic revolution. Or they could be
opposed to it. We shall see.

� Alan Bissett is a  playwright and
author of several books, including
Boyracers and Death of a Ladies’
Man. He is a “Cultural Am -
bassador” for National Collective,
an “open and non-party [...] group
of artists and creatives” that sup-
ports independence for Scotland.

WHO CARRIES THE CARRIERS?
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THE TEMPEST
FOROUR TIMES?

In revisiting The Tempest,
Shakespeare’s swan-song as a
solo dramatist, this essay claims

that alongside The Tempest famil-
iar to millions there co-exists a
previously unremarked grand sub-
text (to mix my tropes), which I
have elected to call the parallel
Tempest. Having said that, I have
to concede that a revisionist essay
by a lay author on a play under
critical scrutiny for four hundred
years is more likely to be greeted
with scepticism rather than a
round of applause, far less a stand-
ing ovation. Under the circum-
stances it would seem advisable
that I confide in readers the basic
assumption that underlies this
essay and to justify my ostensibly
selective approach to the text.1

Perhaps I should add that any aca-
demic readers will be disappointed
if they anticipate the customary
scaffolding of detailed references
and foot-notes.

My working assumption relates
to the play’s geo-political loca-
tions, ostensibly Milan and an
enchanted isle somewhere in the
Mediterranean. I have taken issue
with this in arguing that the geo-
politics of the play is both every-
where (thus the play’s enduring
universality) and somewhere and
that the somewhere is
Shakespeare’s beloved England.
This ought not to stir controversy
since it is commonplace to assume
that whether Shakespeare sites his
plays in ancient Rome, Denmark

or Scotland, he does so to achieve
intellectual and emotional distance
from the often incendiary passions
of the hour. This is all the more
necessary when we are dealing
with, as I hope to show, an early
modern England in which the
socio-economic tectonic plates are
shifting. As for my approach to the
text, my argument is largely

founded on the conviction that in
the play’s unusual double, opening
expositional scenes of act one can
be found the dominant themes
elaborated in the remainder of the
play. Among those themes (which I
do not discuss in equal detail) I
would stress the play’s over-arch-
ing theme which is human con-
sciousness and the notion of
intelligence, rooted in society, as
the capacity to learn and to tackle
the often painful business of
changing one’s mind. But at the
centre of the play, I insist, we find a
dispute over the meaning and
rightful ownership of the English
commonwealth and the impact of
property dispossession on individ-
ual sovereignty. I conclude by sug-
gesting that Caliban’s reaction to
the experience of defeat is in need
of radical reappraisal. This latter
apart, my hope is less to supplant
existing readings than to supple-
ment them.

1. THE BOSUN’S TALE
The play’s first expositional scene
opens with a storm at sea conjured
by the creative spirit, Ariel, at the
behest of his overbearing master,
Prospero, a deposed and exiled
renaissance philosopher prince.
The distressed ship’s cargo is the
ruling elites of two renaissance
courts who Prospero holds respon-
sible for his misfortunes. They are
under the care of an unnamed
bo’sun and his similarly anony-
mous fellow-mariners. Conven -

The Tempest –
a depiction
from Nicholas
Rowe’s 1709
edition of
Shakespeare’s
plays

Below the surface of Shakespeare’s Tempest lies a sub-text
which, argues Davie Laing, demonstrates the playwright to be
more partisan and transparent in his loyalties than
conventionally acknowledged. 
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tionally, the storm has been sum-
moned to bring the courtiers
within range of Prospero’s
vengeance and version of justice.
In this opening scene we make our
first acquaintance with the parallel
Tempest. In a short scene of seven-
ty lines no fewer than thirteen
refer to the scarce, and often scien-
tific, skills of seamanship required
to tackle the natural world in the
shape of the storm. The mariners’
task is an unequal one but not
alone because of the superior force
of nature. It is unequal because the
society of the ship is so deeply
divided as to make a common,
united effort impossible. It is divid-
ed between those who are willing
and able to work and those who,
like the courtier, Antonio, are out-
raged at the bosun’s demand that
they lend a hand and would prefer
death to the indignity of labour
(lines 45–6). There is a great deal
more at stake here than the sur-
vival of a storm-tossed ship. The
Tempest is as much a social as a
natural phenomenon; two social
orders and conflicting value sys-
tems are at odds with each other in
the form of the levelling, insubor-
dinate bosun, and the leisured
Antonio and his contempt for
labour and those who perform it.
And it is in this context that we
should read the repeated cries
towards the end of the scene, “We
split. We split.” (line 61) and again,
“We split. We split. We split.” (line
63). The impending catastrophe at
sea is as much about the potential
for a future social catastrophe in
which “the fire runs up the parch-
ment” and the land engulfed in the
bloody inferno of the English
Revolution. That event lies a mere
generation in the future and in our
first encounter with the parallel
Tempest we find Shakespeare at
his most prophetic.

2. PROSPERO’S AND CALIBAN’S
WAR
The opening scene is brought to a
close by good and wise Gonzalo,
court counsellor and intellectual,
whose words deftly switch the
action to scene two from an envi-
ronment of social conflict at sea to

one on land. There, on Caliban’s
enchanted isle, we find a poten-
tially violent conflict over proper-
ty ownership in full swing.
(Readers sceptical of my basic
assumption as to the location of
the island might care to note that
the land in dispute is not a field or
an estate but the entire island.)
Arrayed on the opposing sides are
Prospero, usurped prince and pri-
vatising usurper of the island com-
monwealth who gains his freedom
from the “curse of Adam” and his
leisure for secret study by putting
to labour on his account the likes
of Ariel, Ferdinand, his future son-
in-law, and Caliban, a landless
labourer, dispossessed by
Prospero. The latter’s instinct is
acquisitive and he seeks to possess
the commonwealth while
Caliban’s is collectivist and he
seeks to share it (lines 37–9) and
the fruits of his knowledge of the
natural world of which Prospero
knows nothing. But before pro-
ceeding further it seems appropri-
ate to give some attention to the
aims and conduct of their war for
two reasons. Firstly, the subject
has attracted little if any attention
and, secondly, an understanding
of their war is essential to a paral-
lel reading of Caliban’s reaction to
defeat.

The main feature of their war
that we need to note is its symmet-
rical nature. Each mirrors the
other’s choice of ends, tactics,
strategy and discourse. Firstly, it is
a war of competing legitimacies in
which neither side is willing to
confer upon the other any moral
or legal standing. But, in contrast
to Caliban, Prospero’s war is more
radical for, in addressing Caliban
as “tortoise”, “Thou earth” etc., he
refuses to confer on Caliban his
claim to full legitimacy as a human
being. In doing so he reveals the
limits of his humanism. Also, in
contrast to Caliban, is Prospero’s
capacity to learn as, by the end of
the play he has reduced Caliban
further to the level of an object,
“This thing of darkness …” (act
five, line 273).

It is in the nature of wars of
competing legitimacies to allow

little space for conflict resolution
and negotiated compromise.
Violent resolution is more likely.
This tendency is reinforced by
their conduct of the war as each
adopts the other’s posture of
confrontation and hate-filled
abuse. The outcome of such an
engagement can only favour the
side wielding overwhelming
resources, in this case Prospero.
One might add that, just as at sea
Antonio’s loathing for the insub-
ordinate bosun inspires homici-
dal inclinations from above (act
one, scene one, lines 29–35) so
on land Caliban’s loathing for
Prospero inspires the same from
below, a combination that por-
tends violent collision. This will
climax later in the play in
Caliban’s failed regicidal insur-
rection against Prospero’s mon-
strous regime of social injustice.
And just as the conflict at sea may
be construed as representing
deeper social tensions, so too
may the conflict on land, as per-
sonified by Prospero and Caliban
in their contention over the defi-
nition and rightful ownership of
the English commonwealth.

3. PROSPERO AS EARLY MODERN
PRINCE
On turning our attention to the
second expositional scene of act
one, we make our first encounter
with Prospero as soi-disant school-
master and usurped renaissance
prince. Having in turn usurped
Caliban, Prospero is much exer-
cised by the need to both cast him-
self as victim and to legitimise his
new regime in the eyes of his
pupil/subjects, Miranda, his
daughter, and Caliban. Though he
is not above the application of
force and fear in pursuit of domin-
ion, in the form of “cramps” and
“stripes” (i.e. the lash) and, in
Ariel’s case the threat of returning
him to a lengthy period of solitary
confinement by “pegging” him in a
pine, he is primarily concerned in
this scene to rest his hegemony on
moral and ideological foundations.
In these particulars and with the
parallel Tempest in mind, I will
confine myself to observing the
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design of Prospero’s educational
curriculum and the quality of his
statecraft.

First on his curriculum: in an
age much concerned with the edu-
cation of the (mainly male) young
for a future of public service
Prospero’s curriculum seems curi-
ously deficient. While it includes
instruction in contemporary histo-
ry, albeit a highly selective, self-
serving, official history, in the
hierarchical culture of an elite
court,2 and the spoken word in
which Caliban complains that his
only profit is that he has learned
how to curse, the gaps in this cur-
riculum are equally worthy of
note. Prospero makes no provi-
sion for instruction in either
numeracy or literacy. The neglect
of the former matters less to
Miranda than Caliban since, the
text informs us, she is already
numerate being able to count the
number of ladies who waited
upon her at court. However,
though Prospero has, for some
reason, taught her how to play
chess, the text provides no evi-
dence of her ability to either read
or write which curiously bonds
her with Caliban in their common
illiteracy. But Caliban we must
presume to be both innumerate
and illiterate. That this illiteracy
has significance for Shakespeare
(and may suggest a sub-textual
plea for the universal literacy that
was Scotland’s post reformation
aim) is further reinforced by the
text’s sly and double-edged refer-
ences to “print”. I will return to
Caliban’s innumeracy later in the
essay but, in the meantime would
suggest that numeracy would
appear to have a broader
metaphorical meaning for
Shakespeare that goes beyond the
mere ability to count. But the
main point I wish to draw to the
attention of readers is that
Miranda and Caliban’s illiteracy
forbids them access to Prospero’s
books. Their contents will remain
secret and Prospero’s closely
guarded monopoly.

On Prospero’s statecraft: the
parallel Tempest finds the cen-
turies wanting in their failure to

grasp the enormity of Prospero’s
failings. Though they have noted
in his version of events leading up
to his usurpation by his brother,
Antonio, his occasional genuflec-
tion in the general direction of a
mea culpa, they have not com-
plained of the missing mea
maxima culpa appropriate to the
magnitude of his sins. While we
may concede that Prospero’s love
of learning is admirable and has its
part to play in his withdrawal from
public life we must also note the
acquisitive possessiveness involved
and his unwillingness to share the
riches of his learning. We also have
to note the resultant contamina-
tion of the state by his possessive
individualism which persuades
Prospero to abdicate from his
duties in favour of Antonio.
However, this abdication is a
pseudo abdication as Prospero
remains in situ and able to return
to office at any time which pleases
him. In doing so he commits the
perhaps cardinal sin of statecraft
by installing a regime of dual
power with himself as de jure head
of state and Antonio as de facto
head of state, an unstable and
unsustainable regime which leaves
the unfortunate Antonio persuad-
ed that he has little choice but to
resolve the situation by inviting
foreign intervention. The conse-
quences of Prospero’s bid to priva-
tise knowledge are thus
far-reaching and his spin-doctor-
ing narrative unsuccessful in con-
cealing that, far from being a
hapless victim, he has, in effect,
usurped himself and he, not
Antonio, is the author of his mis-
fortunes.

4. CALIBAN LEARNS HOW TO
CALCULATE
From act one, scene two of The
Tempest the text is pestered with
numbers and the act of counting
though what we are intended to
make of this remains enigmatic.
Prospero quantifies almost obses-
sively, mostly on the passage of
time lending support to the view
that he doubles as Shakespeare, a
Shakespeare aware of the ageing
process and “its only end” to

borrow from Larkin. In the enu-
meration nothing is more enig-
matic than the prominence of the
number three and its multiples; at
one point Prospero even refers to
himself in the third person, the
only occasion he does so in the
entire play. Perhaps he seeks to
lend his self-serving narrative a
spurious objectivity. Strangely,
only Miranda departs from the
pattern in refering to the four or
five ladies who waited upon her
when she was but three(!) years
old. One writer has cited the
prominence of the number three
as symbolic of the Holy Trinity in
claiming Shakespeare for
Catholicism. Whatever, the
number three persists throughout
the play until Caliban’s, “What a
thrice-double ass was I …” and
Prospero’s “… every third thought
will be my grave’’, both to be
found in the final scene. Numbers
and counting in the play appear to
bear the weight of a meaning
beyond their conventional func-
tion of numerical measurement,
one I cannot claim to have fath-
omed though I would hazard that
it is intended to stand for meas-
ured or reasoned judgement.
Whatever, Caliban’s words
deserve better than the four hun-
dred years of neglect they have
suffered and for two reasons.
Firstly in repairing one of
Prospero’s curricular omissions
Caliban has demonstrated his
capacity to learn and disproved
Prospero’s iron judgement that his
nature is proof against nurture,
will not take “print” and places
him beyond full humanity. At this
point it seems appropriate to
remind ourselves of the declension
in Prospero’s evaluation of
Caliban’s status from a creature
unseparated from nature to an
object, “This thing of dark-
ness …”, evidence of the limits of
Prospero’s bourgeois humanism as
is the grudging and partial limits
of the quality of forgiveness he has
learned from Ariel. When it comes
to the capacity to learn and change
one’s mind Prospero would seem
to be the illiterate Caliban’s inferi-
or.

The parallel
Tempest finds
the centuries
wanting in
their failure to
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enormity of
Prospero’s
failings.
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Secondly, Caliban’s learning to
calculate would seem to mark a
qualitative advance in his thought
processes. This has consequences
for our reading of his reaction to
the experience of defeat and sug-
gests a parallel alternative to a four
hundred years old orthodoxy
which has never questioned the
authenticity of Caliban’s cringeing
admission of defeat and implied
surrender to the dictates of social
subordination to Prospero. If
Caliban has learned how to calcu-
late then we are entitled to consid-
er that his cowed, ingratiating
posture is calculated and intended
to deceive and disarm Prospero.
We may further posit that, far from
waving the white flag of surrender
on Prospero’s terms, Caliban has
merely learned the folly of his
failed symmetrical war of con-
frontation and open challenge to
Prospero’s legitimacy. To put it
another way, Caliban has learned
that quintessentially Shakes -
pearean art (given the dramatist’s

second profession) of perform-
ance, of dissembling, of pretence
and systematic deceit, the learned
posture of the underdog down the
ages when in the presence of over-
whelming superior force. Such a
reading is entirely consistent with
the text. But it boasts a second
virtue to recommend it. The ortho-
dox reading always had about it a
closed, as it were, Fukuyaman, end
of history air to it. Such a reading is
as profoundly unshakespearean in
spirit as is the reading that
Shakespeare, the consistent and
uncompromising humanist, would
be compliant in reducing his
incomparably eloquent illiterate to
the level of ingratiating arse-licker.
The parallel Tempest suggests oth-
erwise. The parallel Tempest
would finally suggest that the
theory that the provenance and
meaning of Caliban’s name is an
anagram derived from
Montaigne’s essay “Of Cannibals”
is less satisfactory than the propos-
al that it signifies one who has

learned how to calculate or, even
better, a man of calibre thus stress-
ing his full and wholly legitimate
standing as a human being.

It is tempting to close the paral-
lel Tempest by charting a future for
a Caliban redux, one who, say,
repairs the second of Prospero’s
curricular omissions by learning
how to read, turns to the bible and
therein learns of Christ’s infinite
solidarity with his kind, the
wretched of the earth, a Caliban
who, having learned the folly of
symmetrical war, invents an early
modern version of the asymmetri-
cal “war of the flea” or a Caliban
who, in his maturity, rallies under
the green colours of the Good Old
Cause and, consistent with his col-
lectivist philosophy, joins
Winstanley on St George’s Hill.
Instead we must settle for the
uncertainty of Caliban’s future and
on that closing note confirm a less
closed, less Fukuyaman and more
Shakespearean end to the parallel
Tempest.
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His cowed,
ingratiating
posture is
calculated
and intended
to deceive
and disarm
Prospero.

THE TEMPEST FOR OUR TIMES?
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5. CONCLUSION
This essay on the parallel Tempest
has suggested that the geo-political
location of Caliban’s enchanted
isle may reasonably be supposed to
be an early modern England, one
deeply divided by rancorous and
potentially homicidal dispute.
Such a supposition seems every bit
as valid as, say, that of the “new
historicists” who propose that we
situate the island in the New
World and cast Caliban as an abo-
riginal victim of Old World colo-
nialism. Aside from my conviction
that Caliban is indeed a victim of
colonialism but one internal to
England, I have no bones to pick
with this view as I see Caliban as
both a dispossessed, landless
English labourer and the iconic
representative of the wretched of
the earth. So an English earthing
seems valid and fertile soil for ana-
lytical tillage. The essay has further
assumed that the play’s unusual
double expositional opening
scenes provide the main themes of
the play and upon these founda-
tions I have rested my case.
Together these foundations offer
an angle of vision the view from
which significantly reshapes the
landscape of the play. I have
chosen not to explore every con-
tour of this landscape as they seem
to beg additional essays, but they
are worthy of mention. Among
them is the likelihood that
Caliban’s speech which, to the ears
of Prospero and Miranda is gibber-
ish, is in reality a local vernacular
(a Warwickshire version of which
Shakespeare probably spoke3) but
it is gibberish to Prospero and his
daughter because of their estrange-
ment from the commons. Speakers
of Scots and other native dialects
will recognise a similar reaction
from speakers of estuary English
and received pronunciation. A
second matter that assumes rather
different colouring is the nature of
Caliban’s cramps, seemingly
induced by Prospero’s kingly
“white magic” (touching the royal
hem was widely believed to cure
scrofula). Viewed from the
belvedere of the parallel Tempest
they sound suspiciously like the

more mundane but no less painful
agonies of osteo-arthritis, indeed
induced by Prospero but less by
kingly magic than by labour from
an early age in all weathers
enforced by dispossession of inde-
pendent means of subsistence. If,
in addition, Caliban’s affliction has
left him “hooped” or otherwise
deformed then the fog that
enshrouds the nature of his “mon-
strous” appearance evaporates.
Most importantly, I would pro-
pose that the over-arching theme
of The Tempest is human con-
sciousness and intelligence, a
theme which Shakespeare executes
with extraordinary invention at a
dizzying level of abstraction. In
doing so he composes a pioneering
chapter in the book of grand narra-
tive which eerily foreshadows
Marx’s base/superstructure model.
This late Shakespeare suggests
something like a paradigm shift in
Shakespeare’s sensibilities. This
alone begs separate treatment but
these other dimensions of the par-
allel Tempest must await the
future. Instead I have focused, in
the main, on those themes that
revealed an England beset by pro-
found crisis, an England which, to
borrow from Hamlet, is “out of
joint”, an England peopled by a
growing army of landless proletar-
ians.4 These themes thread their
way throughout the play. To over-
simplify, who, Shakespeare seems
to be asking, deserves to be
“crowned” the rightful and best
qualified custodians of the com-
monwealth: the court of useless
eaters, ignorant of nature, or the
productive country familiar with
the natural world?

Great moral issues are at stake
here and find echoes in our own
time and in this sense the parallel
Tempest fulfils the promise in its
title. If we regard the state less as
Marx’s executive committee of the
business class and more as the cus-
todian of the commonwealth the
privatising, neo-liberal project of
absolutist business supremacism
takes on the guise of an exercise in
dispossession which Caliban
would readily recognise and dis-
pute.

The parallel Tempest also has
implications for our understanding
of Shakespeare’s notoriously
super-subtle, opaque loyalties and
political preferences. While it
would be anachronistic to imagine
him waving the red flag of social-
ism, the stark, monochromatic
contrast he draws between a para-
sitic, kleptocratic Prospero
dependent for his leisure on the
sweat of the collectivist Caliban,
strongly suggests a Shakespeare
whose loyalties, in the end, are less
opaque and more partisan.

POST-SCRIPT
A Trevor Nunn, Royal Shakespeare
Company production of The
Tempest has Ariel, upon manumis-
sion by Prospero, turn and spit in
his face. While I am unaware of
any equivalent treatment of
Prospero and Caliban’s parting
words, I would suggest I have cast
sufficient doubt on the existing
orthodoxy to justify a revisionist
producer in having Caliban, upon
the words “… and I’ll be wise here-
after. And seek for grace” (act five,
scene one, lines 295–6) turn, give
the groundlings a huge conspirato-
rial wink, and Prospero’s retreating
back an extravagant, two-fisted
“Up yours!”

� Davie Laing is depute editor of
Perspectives.

NOTES
1. All quotes are taken from the
Signet edition of The Tempest,
New American Library, 1964.

2. I owe this point to Jonathan
Bate’s The Genius Of
Shakespeare, Picador, 1997,
p247.

3. I owe this point to Melvyn
Bragg’s The Adventure Of
English, Hodder and
Stoughton, 2003, pp148–9.

4. For an account of this process
see Christopher Hill From
Reformation to Industrial
Revolution, Weidenfield And
Nicolson, 1967, pp42–3. For a
recent novelist’s account of the
human tragedy of depopulating
enclosure see Jim Crace’s haunt-
ing Harvest, Picador, 2013.

Great moral
issues are at
stake here
and find
echoes in our
own time.
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GEORGE SQUARE: GIVING
FORM TO FUTUREVIRTUES

Iam not a Glaswegian or even a
Scot. My opinion about George
Square needs to be taken with

that in mind. I am a foreigner, an
American married to a Japanese
living in the UK for the past six
years and in Scotland since 2010.

Glasgow is one of the finest
cities I have ever lived in, a city of
art, culture, commerce and yes, its
fair share of social inequity and
industrial ruin. It is a city that I
equate to San Francisco, in many
ways progressive and multi-cultur-
al, with great universities and a lib-
eral tradition. It also has obvious
links to the social, economic and
industrial challenges of another
one of my favourite cities,
Pittsburgh PA. Change is always
afoot in large cities, so the process
at hand in George Square interests
me greatly.

Over the past week I have
walked the city and the square,
spent time at the Lighthouse
thinking about the plans and
reflecting. On the way home I
thought about recent experiences
walking bits of Loch Lomond and
the Black Forest of Rannoch. I’ve
also spent time reading various
newspaper articles and websites to
understand how this “civic dis-
course” is being supported, the

intellectuals that are standing up
to evolve or devolve the propos-
als, as well as those that simply
want to stop it. With each critical
position I look to see what has the
potential to result in something
liberating, creative and new.

GRAND PUBLIC WORKS
The process surrounding George
Square raises questions about
sculpture and memorials, as well as
topical questions about public and
private interests in relationship to
civic design. However I would sug-
gest that the most important ques-
tions must address the role of
imagination, metaphor and mean-
ing in grand public works. How
can the art and design of such
spaces give form to future virtues

that will define a place and its cul-
ture?

When I heard about the plans
for George Square my first reac-
tion was that the short list had
some great firms on it. Likewise
with the review panel, an impor-
tant and respected politician, two
important architects (one a noted
educator), a senior artist who has
had a huge impact on the tradi-
tions of social and environmental
sculpture and a music promoter.
But right behind that assessment a
question lurked: are the design
teams interdisciplinary? Are artists,
writers and historians involved
along with the usual cast of “civic
design” suspects? Does each exter-
nal firm have a local partner or key
team member?

In the past I have benefited from
time spent with the art historian
Kirk Savage. He has taken a rigor-
ous analytical view of America’s
monuments and most recently a
detailed look at the process and
outcome of commissioning work
for the National Mall in
Washington DC. Kirk clarifies
what is there and how it got there,
who advocated for it and who
decided it “represented” some-
thing we might all agree on. In
some cases a careful look at his-

The sculpture
collection – is it
a defining
feature or a
material history
that needs
rethinking?
(Image by
R.G. Collins)

Glasgow’s
George Square,
circa 1900

Plans to revitalise Glasgow’s George Square descended into
chaos as the scheme was abandoned by the council leader after
a winner was announced and the police started investigating
allegations surrounding the process. Tim Collins recorded his
thoughts as events unfolded and believes that time to think
further might be best in the long run.
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toric work leaves the modern
viewer shocked at the racism and
bias of the commissioners of the
past.1

I first came across Kirk’s work in
a review of the Washington
Monument, an article I was in all
honesty not inclined to read. Once
into it, the rogue’s gallery of polit-
ical interests that lobbied, jousted
and fought to tell their own stories
was thoroughly fascinating, as was
the story of the engineer who
drove the minimalist final design.

“NITWIT DESIGNERS“
With my friend Kirk Savage in
mind I spent a little time thinking
about what is in George Square,
and also why the [Glasgow]
Herald would engage Sandy
Stoddart, the “Sculptor to the
Queen”, as an authority, a critical
voice to help readers think about
the artwork at George Square.
“Nitwit designers” and “block-
heads” are the terms the artist uses
to describe those that would
change George Square and its “tra-
ditional” works of art. Ray
McKenzie, author of The Public
Sculpture of Glasgow might have
been engaged to add balance to
that position.

The sculptures that some rush
to defend include two military
men, one recognised for his
“safety first” approach to military
strategy, the other a veteran of the
British battles against the
American and French Wars of
Independence as well as the Irish
Rebellion of 1798! (So much for
freedom and liberty.) There are
two of Scotland’s most famous
poets and writers, but the third is
known for sentimental poetry and
war songs. There are also scien-
tists and engineers, one making a
significant internationally recog-
nised contribution, the other a
minor figure in the chemistry that
led to dialysis.

CITIES ACCUMULATE CLUTTER
The point here is a simple one, this
is a fair to middling collection of
sculpture: a ragtag mix of major
and minor figures who were no
doubt memorialised through poli-

tics and patronage by an equally
mixed bag of sculptors. Some of it
is in all honesty somewhat offen-
sive to me as an American of Irish
(and a touch of Scottish) ancestry
with no small admiration for the
current consideration of the
potential for Scottish independ-
ence. What the past says to us
today is important. Cities, like old
houses, accumulate clutter. Some

public space design palette? What
is there that is unique to Glasgow?
None of the designs offers a bold
vision; they seek nodding agree-
ment in the hopes of upsetting no-
one. Not much to chew on to be
honest. Of the designs a number of
them have rounded up and organ-
ised the “sculpture collection”
even if it doesn’t please all the
interests. But none, not one of

A stream of
moss and a
proper Scottish
water feature!
(Image by
R.G. Collins)

of it is worth cleaning and reposi-
tioning. Some of it needs relocat-
ing. Some of it is simply
embarrassing to have around.

It is important to note that
George III was banished from his
namesake square before he was
immortalised in bronze, his stature
tarnished by the loss of the
American war of independence
and the onset of a mental illness.
Sir Walter Scott was chosen as a
central figure instead. But the con-
text of the square has changed as
well. Where George Square was
once surrounded by public build-
ings the area is now increasingly
commercial. It has lost the
Glasgow Post Office and the Bank
of Scotland (and in the past the
bank would have been considered
a “public building”). These on-
going changes are one sign that
there is a need for George Square
to find a new way forward. But
what is the form and function of
the future? The public realm is not
simply a spatial condition; it is a
conglomeration of convivial and
critical social inter-relationships.
Could the designers somehow for-
malise and legitimate the square as
a site where all voices have the
potential to be heard? The ques-
tion is what is there amongst the
current designs that transcend arti-
fice and the increasingly generic

them, vacated the property to have
a clean think. Some “edited” the
collection, but there is little avail-
able to tell us why. Many of the
design features have clearly
emerged from long days and
nights, looking down on a piece of
paper, resulting in some fanciful
paving designs and layout
schemes. Some reference collabo-
rating artists of import, others sug-
gesting a paving of Caithness
stone, without channelling the aes-
thetics of that far north-eastern tip
of Scotland in the process.

GLASWEGIAN WEATHER
There has been a lot said about
water features, most of it negative.
Much of the local criticism claims
a lack of awareness of the pains
and torture of Glaswegian weath-
er. Yes it is wet, but no it is not ter-
ribly cold nor does it freeze or
snow with the frequency and con-
sistency of other places I have
been. As I bike about the city, I can
sense the streams that once cascad-
ed down its hillsides. So in my
mind a water feature is not out of
the question, But as I review the
design options, I realise it’s the
“programmable” water feature
that seems most interesting. A soft-
ware-driven infrastructure of pipes
and pumps that implies potential
without risking a final design: is

None of the
designs offers
a bold vision;
they seek
nodding
agreement in
the hopes of
upsetting
no-one.
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that “really” good enough? Is
there nothing embedded in the
opportunity to harvest or reveal
actual rainfall or in the historic
record of Saint Enoch burn (one
and a half blocks west, lost in a
sewer) that might inform a well
grounded modern stormwater
design or an imaginative historic
stream or spring revery? Glasgow
like other cities faces steep chal-
lenges necessitated by the combi-
nation of run-off and sewage,
which overflow and foul rivers and
beaches in what seem to be
increasingly frequent storm events.
Where better to reveal a creative
and better way of doing things,
than the civic square? A stream of
moss and a proper Scottish water
feature!

FUTURE VIRTUES
I have walked and biked Glasgow
incessantly. I’ve strolled up and
down Sauchiehall street imagining
the hidden flows, the willow and
alder that are lost in time. I’ve read
of Patrick Geddes and read and
re-read books about Glasgow-born
Ian McHarg (James Corner’s pre d-
ecessor at the University of
Pennsylvania). I look at the seven
designs and wonder what is there
that tells me of Scotland?
(Certainly not tartan plaid paving
design!) What is there that has the
formal clarity of Isamu Noguchi’s
“California Scenario” or the inno-
vation of Halprin and
Danadjieva’s “Freeway Park” in
Seattle Washington?3

What embodies the idea of a
“Dear Green Place”, a name attrib-
uted to the Daniel Defoe? Or the
“Coillduin” to the east describing
the “wood on the hill” that is now
Calton? What tells me where
Glasgow has been and where its
civic life and culture might be
going? Only one project hints at
the aesthetics that interest me: it
has a section of pin oaks (why not
the common oak or the sessile
oak?) and a small island of Scottish

pine, with an understory of
heather and blaeberry.

The Scottish pine is a keystone
species of the iconic Caledonian
forest, a forest that is stronger in
memory than it is in the native
soil.4 There is talk of the Scots
pine as the “National Tree of
Scotland”. Why not consider a
monument to living things that are
both indigenous and in critical
relationship to culture, health and
well being? Why not reclaim the
image of the Celtic rainforest in
this wet cold city? Why not con-
sider monuments to living things
that conduct an exquisite dis-
course with the sun and air,
exchanging our breath for theirs?
What would happen if the iconic
landscape and forests of Scotland
became the central images in the
civic landscape? What happens
when the impetus to memorial
recognises the relationship
between people, culture and land?
What happens when the future
national tree of Scotland has its
most complete eco-aesthetic rep-
resentation in Glasgow?

Having visited the Mitchell
Library this week to see the
George Wylie exhibition, I was
awestruck by the straw locomo-
tive and paper boat … iconic end-
of-industry artefacts that are a
typical of that artist’s whimsical
mix of concept and craft. I would
suggest that he offered a world-
class form of critical futurism, a
man contributing to world culture
through the unique lens of life in
Glasgow.

I am not convinced that indi-
geneity is a condition that is rele-
vant to any culture moving
forward. However I am convinced
that authenticity is. George square
needs a new name to start with,
maybe Not-George square? Its
sculptures need a radical rethink
and the proposals at hand need to
be thankfully received and the
process rethought. The commis-
sioners need to consider how the

art and design of civic spaces gives
form to future virtues; how ideas
and ideals in material form define
a place and its culture.

POST SCRIPT
Over the past week a winner was
chosen, the plan to redevelop the
square was abandoned and con-
troversy erupted as whispers
about the review panel began. I
visited the square again, and went
to the Lighthouse again. People
were still gathering and talking
about the designs after the deci-
sion. The people I met were all
thoughtful and concerned for
“their” city. Wondering where it
went wrong I found the original
commissioning brief and was
really pleasantly surprised by the
thought that went into it. The
City Planning-led team carefully
considered the process, the histo-
ry of the statues, and surprising
detail on the environment with
thoughtful ideas about stormwa-
ter, planting and lighting. As with
any change people get nervous,
some get upset. Sometimes it
simply takes time to find the right
answer. I firmly believe that stop-
ping to think … and rethink at
this point in time is very good for
Glasgow.

� Tim Collins is an environmental
artist (http://collinsandgoto.com)

NOTES
1. http://www.monumentwars.
pitt.edu/

2. http://www.heraldscotland.
c om / n ew s / h om e - n ew s /
p l a n n e r s - l i k e n e d - t o -
taliban.19542203

3. http://tclf.org/content/freeway-
park-past-present-and-future

4. Remnant patches spread over
less than 1% of Scotland’s land
mass.

A living sculpture collection – that
challenges the past and imagines a
future … (Image by R.G. Collins)

What would
happen if the
iconic
landscape
and forests
of Scotland
became the
central
images in
the civic
landscape?
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This is an extremely erudite,
well-written and accessible
history of the world, focused

particularly on the period since the
nineteenth century, and resting on
a distinctive and clearly specified
analytic framework. That history
is explicitly intended to offer help-
ful understanding of our present,
post-2008, plight and suggest ideas
on how we might extricate our-
selves.

The analytic framework is
organised around seeking the
sources of power in society.
According to Priestland, we can
best approach this with a concept
of “caste”, defined as occupational
groups, united by both interests
and values. Four castes are identi-
fied: sages/priests, rulers/warriors,
merchants and workers/peasants,
though variants within these cate-
gories are allowed for. The history
that flows from this framework is
one of identifying which of these
castes (or combination of castes)
was dominant at any one historical
time, and arguing that how society
worked in each period was a result
of that particular pattern of domi-
nation.

The use of caste as a central
term may seem archaic, given its
associations with “traditional”,
especially Indian society. But as is
pointed out in some detail in an
appendix to the book, the idea is
grounded in a great deal of socio-
logical writing, ranging from that
of Weber to Michael Mann and
Bourdieu. While the terminology
of caste and its systematic deploy-
ment to understand historical
change is innovative, the underly-
ing idea of seeking to understand
society as the product of the domi-
nation of certain values, them-
selves tied to broad occupational
groups, has a long pedigree.

Marx is also referenced as a
source for the approach, but as is
conventional, in Weberian sociolo-
gy, chided for his “reductive” focus
on economic interests, at the
expense of giving adequate atten-
tion to “ideas”. Yet, curiously, one
of the key problems of the analytic
framework of the book is that it
effectively reproduces a version of
a Marxist-style “dominant ideolo-
gy” thesis. (Priestland mentions
Gramscian notions of “hegemo-
ny”, a scarcely distinguishable
notion.) Thus, its analysis of
Britain and the USA since the
1970s asserts the dominance of
merchant values, at the expense of
all the others. This dominance,
ultimately, was the cause of the
2008 crash, and some “re-balanc-
ing” of the values which are domi-
nant is at the heart of the proposals
for the future.

MERCHANT VALUES DOMINANT?
What is wrong with asserting that
our problems today largely derive
from the dominance of merchant
values? This view is widely held,
albeit with the use of different lan-
guage; after all, it is a common-
place on the left that the last thirty
or so years have been characterised
by the dominance of “neo-liberal-
ism” in Britain and the USA. One
must recognise some truth in such
a claim, but if such values were so
dominant there are features of
British developments since the
1980s which seem difficult to
account for. During that period
direct public employment in the
UK rose to higher levels than had
ever previously existed; in
Scotland a quarter of the work-
force now work in the public
sector. In the same period public
spending on welfare rose to
unprecedented new heights – such

spending has never risen as fast as
it did in the early 2000s. Alongside
these developments was the insti-
tution, for the first time since the
abolition of the Speenhamland
system at the end of the eighteenth
century, of widespread wage subsi-
dies, in the form of tax credits. So
the degree of state intervention,
especially its relation to securing
employment, is manifestly greater
than ever. Finally, as Priestland
perhaps somewhat reluctantly
acknowledges, when it came to the
crunch in 2008/2009 all the talk of
how Keynesianism was dead and
neo-liberalism the only truth was
set aside in the pursuit of a massive
fiscal boost, allowing the automat-
ic stabilisers to operate, and espe-
cially in the USA, injecting an
enormous dose of counter-cyclical
spending. The effectiveness of
these policies in preventing a ’thir-
ties-style unemployment crisis has
understandably been ignored by
the current Coalition government,
but it is curious that the left has
been so reluctant to say “we were
right: Keynesianism works”.

MISTAKEN PROJECT
So, I would suggest, the “domi-
nance of merchant values” is only
so helpful in helping us understand
the run-up to the financial crisis. It
may, perhaps, help us understand
Labour’s unwillingness to ade-
quately regulate finance, but we
might equally see that predilection
as part of a Croslandite attempt to
secure maximum growth in the
economy in order to generate the
means to defeat child poverty, sub-
sidise wages and pursue other
social democratic goals. We may
regard this as a mistaken project
(at least in retrospect), but it is not
clear that it reflects the “domi-
nance of merchant values”. In sim-

Merchant,
Soldier, Sage.
A New History
of Power
David Priestland
(Allen Lane, 2012)

CASTEAND THE COMPLEX SOCIETY
Jim Tomlinson greatly enjoys a book that argues that the past
is the only guide we have to the future but suffers from an
overly unified view of society.

BOOK REVIEW
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ilar fashion, if we unpack other
genealogies of the current crisis we
can see certain types of social dem-
ocratic values at work at least as
much as “merchant values”.

Take home ownership. It is
widely recognised how important
the political commitment to home
ownership was in the genesis of the
crisis, with the commitment to low
interest rates to protect mort-
gagees a powerful force over sever-
al decades, and under all colours of
government. We can of course link
that to conservative values and
strategies, noting the long history
of Conservative attempts to create
a “property-owning democracy”,
which can be traced back to
Salisbury’s years as Prime Minister
in the late nineteenth century. But
there is another trajectory, of social
democratic/liberal thinkers like
John Rawls and James Meade,
seeing the dispersion of property
ownership, including housing, as a
key foundation for a more demo-
cratic society, and a counterweight
to the concentration of wealth and
power under modern corporate
capitalism. Again, the point is not
whether one agrees with the
Rawls/Meade view, but to indicate
the serious limits in seeing the
recent history of Britain, and the
run up to the crisis, as the product
of a “dominant” set of values or
ideology.

VALUES AND INSTITUTIONS
The focus on “dominant values” in
discussing power, it can be argued,
leads to neglect of the institutions
of power or structural changes
which might affect these institu-
tional arrangements. Thus, for
example, if we want to understand
the capacity of the City of London
in shaping recent policy, we surely
need to recognise how the major
political parties (Labour and
Conservative, not the SNP) have
been “hollowed out” with tiny
memberships and the collapse of
constraints on their leaderships
from any internal mechanisms.
This has meant little counter-
weight to the influence of City
funders on the parties. This inner-
party shift has been mirrored in

the wider polity, with the weaken-
ing of other non-City interest
groups; for example, a modern-
day Stalin might well enquire
“how many divisions has the
CBI?” Like other employer bodies
it has been marginalised by de-
industrialisation and corporate
financialisation. In this latter
respect, Britain looks different
from the USA; there “big oil”, for
example, is powerful, whereas in
Britain there is seemingly no inter-
est group able to act as a major
counterweight to the City.

REINING IN THE MERCHANT
The book is explicitly intended to
provide lessons for a better future,
and these are set out in an
Epilogue. The argument in this
section flows in part from the cen-
tral theme of the whole text: that
merchant values have brought
about the current crisis, and need
to be combined with other values
if improvement is to come.
(Priestland is clear that he is not
calling for the complete destruc-
tion of these values; as a distin-
guished historian of the Soviet
experiment, he draws the conclu-
sion from that experiment that
some element of such values is a
necessary condition of economic
efficiency.) So what is called for is
much more than tinkering, rather
what is needed is “a more funda-
mental change in both values and
power relations” (p251). This
leads to advocacy reining in the
power of the merchant, while
enhancing that of the sage and
worker. Slightly more specifically,
what is needed is much more
“state involvement and sagely co-
ordination”, following the exam-
ple of the most successful period in
capitalism’s history, the 1950s and
1960s.

In this new mix, the power of
finance would be reduced, above
all because of its “short-termism”
and an inability to commit capital
for the long-haul. To a historian of
modern Britain, this particular
criticism of “finance capital” is
reminiscent of the same such argu-
ments popular in the “declinist”
literature of the 1970s and 1980s.

Indeed, it has to be said that the
Epilogue does not produce much
in the way of new understanding
about “What is to be Done?”. The
suggested reforms are ones which
most people on the reformist-left
would happily sign up to.
Financial institutions to be reined
in, globalisation to be more man-
aged, increases in workers’
rewards and power in poor coun-
tries, a much greater concern for
the environment in making eco-
nomic decisions. In addition, on
non-economic matters, Priestland
advocates a general extension of
worker influence in society. Who
would disagree with any of these?
These proposals are combined
with considerable pessimism about
the likelihood of them being enact-
ed, the main hope, apparently,
being generational change.

GUIDE TO THE FUTURE
It would be unfair in some respects
to criticise this book for not having
the answer to all our problems – a
wholly unreasonable expectation.
But it is not unfair to note that the
history the book sets out is explic-
itly offered as a guide to the
future: “History is the only kind of
guide we have to the future, and so
before we can go forward, we have
to go back” (p2). Does it work in
this respect? Reluctantly, having
greatly enjoyed reading the book, I
would conclude: not to any great
extent. The nicely summarised fea-
tures of a more desirable future do
not, to my mind, rely very much
on the previous caste-based analy-
sis of history. This rather negative
conclusion flows, I would suggest,
from the limitations of the “domi-
nant ideology” approach which is
always likely to offer an overly-
unified account of society, whilst
paying too little regard to the insti-
tutions and mechanisms of power
which a much less unified account
would regard as central to under-
standing. A less unified view might
also offer a less pessimistic view of
the future.

� Jim Tomlinson is Bonar Professor
of Modern History at the
University of Dundee.
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New legislation is intended to compel the police
to operate a more inclusive recruitment policy.
For those of you who may have missed it, here

is a transcript of how BBC Radio 4’s Today
programme handled the story.

John Rottweiler: I’m joined by Superintendent
Crusher Maguire of the Metropolitan police:
Crusher – you have long argued for a
disreputable element in the nation’s police
forces.

Maguire: I have, John.
Rottweiler: So what are we saying, more criminals in

the force?
Maguire: The police need to reflect the community

they serve, John, and that community is made up
of thieves, vandals, sex-offenders, fraudsters and
the polymorphous degenerate. Frankly, they’re
appalling. If the force is made up of only law-
abiding, peaceful, good-natured, honest citizens,
you’re missing out on many minorities. You got
no understanding of the criminal culture and the
needs of wrong-doers.

Rottweiler: You, yourself, are a …
Maguire: A burglar, yeh. Little bit of GBH thrown in.
Rottweiler: And you’re presently the national

convener – sorry – guv’ner of the Criminal
Recruitment And Police Officers Liaison
Association – have I got that right, Crusher?

Maguire: That’s right, John – CRAPOLA.
Rottweiler: I understand that crooks and violent

thugs are particularly under-represented in the
specialist services, such as the firearms squad …

Maguire: You never see a serial killer in the firearms
squad. I mean, that’s a scandal. Who knows
more about blowing people away? And there are
very few blackmailers in CID.

Rottweiler: But isn’t there a danger that such people
will abuse their position of power?

Maguire: Oh yer. Yeh, of course they will. Why else
would anybody join the police?

Rottweiler: Also with us is Ronnie Biggs, Chief
Constable of Pitlochry – I didn’t realise that
Pitlochry had its own police authority, Chief
Constable.

Biggs: World centre of violence, vice and thievery,
John. As a matter of fact Pitlochry has the most
diverse police force in the country. As well as the
usual sprinkling of vicious killers, benefit cheats
and armed robbers, we now have our first intake
of mental patients. We’ve got three drooling
nutters on the beat right now, as a matter of fact.

Rottweiler: But that’s PC gone mad!
Biggs: Of course, Crusher has got it spot on. Do you

know, less than three per cent of the nation’s
policemen are rapists. Even fewer of the
policewomen. Although positive discrimination
isn’t enough. What we really need is compulsory
service in the force. Thieves, arsonists,
murderers.

Rottweiler: Compulsory?
Biggs: If you’re going into a crack den with a couple

of dozen armed officers, you want somebody on
your team who understands the drug-crazed
homicidal subtleties of the community. They
don’t always come quietly.

Rottweiler: Chief Constable, thank you very much.
And now – Thought For The Day with Jimmy
Savile.

� Tim Haigh is a critic, reviewer and broadcaster. His
podcasts are posted at www.timhaighreadsbooks.com
where recent additions include archive interviews
with Gore Vidal and Martin Amis.
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PC PCsFOR THE POLICE?
Tim Haigh has kindly supplied us with the transcript of a
radio interview you might have missed …



existence. He asks “what does a
Diasporist painting look like? I
think it looks like my pictures. At
first Cubism only looked like the
paintings of two painters: then
four or five: then a few hundred.”
He also adds “You don’t have to
be a Jew to be a Diasporist.”

Viewing Kitaj’s early painting
The Murder of Rosa Luxemburg
(1960) in Berlin is somehow or
other different from viewing it in
London or Edinburgh. It’s
essentially a history painting with
its fragmented references to
various Prussian monuments
though we can also read it as a
reflection on the violence of the
twentieth century. Kitaj later came

DIARY
Sandy Moffat dons
The Hat and pays a
flying visit to Berlin.
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Berlin in January is always
cold and gloomy. Landing at
Schoenefeld around mid-day

– no sign as yet of the new Willy
Brandt international airport –
revealed a city covered in snow
and sparkling in bright sunshine,
the perfect winter landscape. The
best I could hope for, however,
would be a top temperature
of –10ºC, but not to worry as I’ll
spend most of the weekend
indoors. I’ve come to Berlin to see
the R.B. Kitaj exhibition
“Obsessions” in the Jewish
Museum, the first large scale
retrospective of his work since his
death in Los Angeles in 2007.

I got to know Kitaj – who lived
in London from 1959 to 1997 –
when I organised an Edinburgh
Festival exhibition of his paintings
for the New 57 Gallery in 1975.
His desire to forge a great
figurative art was an ideal many of
us in Scotland aspired to. In the
late 1970s this would become a
rather different aspiration: to
create a “great art” that was
specifically Jewish. The notion
came originally from reading
Walter Benjamin who had
questioned what was Jewish about
Jewish art, but his thinking about
identity was also influenced by his
friendship with Josep Vicente, a
Catalan nationalist who became
the first socialist mayor of Sant
Feliu after Franco’s death. Hence
Kitaj’s interest in, and
understanding of the Scottish
political and cultural situation.
His obsessive concerns with his
own “Jewishness” and his
fascination with role models,
including Kafka and Freud as well
as Benjamin, led him to develop
the framework for a “Jewish art”.
In his two published Diasporist
Manifestos he postulated that the
core of such an art would derive
from the experience of diasporic

to interpret the murder of
Luxemburg as anticipating the
mass murder of the Jews, from
which his own grandmothers had
fled to the United States. Even at
this early stage of his career the
combination of the human figure
with his arrangement of
quotations provides a particular
tension within the painting,
something akin to questions and
answers. Kitaj’s attempt to make a
Jewish art might be compared
with, let’s say, MacDiarmid’s
attempt to create a new and
uniquely Scottish poetry in the
1920s. Ultimately such
endeavours remain wholly
personal artistic ventures, but
with implications for future action
by those who follow on.

In Berlin, history is almost
tangible. The sense of the past – of
Europe, of Germany, and in
particular of the twentieth century
with all of its idealism and horror,
seems omnipresent. No other city
has played such a role in the tides
of European affairs over the last
century. It certainly provided an
appropriate context for further
thoughts on Kitaj’s legacy as I
walked up Friedrichstrasse, one of
the great streets of old Berlin and
once again boasting gleaming new
department stores, flashy
corporate headquarters and grand
hotels. This wasn’t the
Friedrichstrasse I remembered
from my very first visit to what
was then East Berlin in 1967. At
that time it was a ruin, almost
untouched since 1945, though we
shouldn’t forget the efforts made
by the communist regime to
reconstruct many of the most
important cultural buildings – to
the great benefit of the reunited
city.

My chosen route would pass
through Berlin’s finest square, the
Gendarmenmarkt with Schinkel’s
neo-classical masterpiece, the
Schauspielhaus (1818–1821) at its
centre. The Schauspielhaus
(National Theatre), reconstructed
between 1979–1984, was the
jewel in the crown of the East
German restoration policy. As
East Berlin already had two opera

The Murder of
Rosa
Luxemburg
by R.B. Kitaj

Plaque marking
an incident
from the 1848
revolution
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houses it was decided that the
building should be made into a
concert hall. Famously, or perhaps
ironically, this was where Leonard
Bernstein conducted a
performance of Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony on 25 December
1989, celebrating the demise of
the Berlin Wall. On that historic
occasion, Lenny was to substitute
“Freedom” for “Joy” in the grand
final chorus.

The district had seen some of
the bloodiest fighting during the
revolutionary year of 1848 and I
was searching for another piece of
historical reconstruction on
Friedrichstrasse, a small one,
difficult to locate. Thanks to a tip-
off from Neal Ascherson, I was
attempting to find a small bronze
plaque, commemorating an
incident which took place during
the 1848 revolution. It was
snowing again, but my luck was
in. Thanks to Neal’s translation,
the inscription reads:

“Here on the 18th March, 1848,
barricade fighters defended
themselves against troops of the
2nd King’s Regiment. These
troops a few hours later refused
orders to launch further attacks.”

For a’ that, and a’ that,
It’s coming yet for a’ that,
That man to man the world o’er,
Shall brothers be for a’ that
Ferdinand Freiligrath 1849 from
Robert Burns 1795

There’s a smaller section below
with the words “We must be
Democrats and Republicans, or
we will be nothing any more”
(Gustave Heinemann 1928). Neal
added a further comment:
“Scotland, for a brave day was
with them and gave them
courage”. Would that we find
some of this Burns-inspired
courage when our moment of
truth arrives in the autumn of
2014.

My day ended in the Komische
Oper, another of East Germany’s
cultural success stories. It was
here in the 1950s and 1960s that
Walter Felsenstein re-defined

operatic production, banishing
any concentration on vocal
virtuosity that might act as a
detriment to teamwork and the
emotional truth of the score. His
influence looms over most of
today’s more radical opera
productions. I wondered what
Felsenstein’s successors would
make of Puccini’s La Boheme, a
19th century favourite, surely
impervious to re-interpretation.
Looking to comment on
contemporary social values,
Andreas Homoki, the current
director, decided that the
poverty-stricken artists of 1840s
Paris had to go … his
“bohemians” had all made the
grade, celebrity artists no less,

boosted by the boom in the art
market and living dangerously in
the manner of an Andy Warhol or
Amy Winehouse.

In a telling ending, Mimi dies
not in a cold garret, but under a
table at a glittering post-
exhibition party. The male
“bohemians” flee the scene,
leaving the “good-time girl”
Musetta alone with the body of
her friend. Homoki’s intention
was to make the opera relevant to
the times we live in while
retaining the pathos of the
original. He succeeded.

� Sandy Moffat is an artist and
former head of painting at
Glasgow School of Art.

BERLIN 1919–1933

Aufmarsch der SA, 22nd January 1933. (Nazis march past the KPD
[German Communist Party] headquarters.) © bpk / Staatliche Museen zu
Berlin – Kunstbibliothek / Willy Römer

Willy Römer: Life in the City of Berlin. Photographs 1919–1933.
Römer was a Berlin-based photojournalist whose work
documented not only the tumultuous political events of his era –
the November Revolution, the abdication of the Emperor, the
Spartacist Uprising, mass demonstrations and workers’ strikes,
the rise of Nazi militias – but also everyday life in the streets and
backyards of Berlin. His photo agency Phototek Römer & Bernstein
was one of the leading photo agencies of the Weimar Republic
and was closed down by the Nazis in 1935.
A remarkable and substantial exhibition of Römer’s work runs

at Glasgow’s Street Level Photoworks, Trongate 103, G1 5HD,
until 26 May. Opening times: Tues–Sat 10–5pm, Sunday 12–5pm
(closed Mon). An exhibition of the Goethe-Institut in co-operation
with the Art Library of the Berlin State Museums and bpk,  Berlin.
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