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“I stopped to admire the Pearly Gates on my
way in. I really do think they are Pugin’s

finest work” – Tim Haigh on  page 30

Scotland, Britain, Yes, No
As we enter the final weeks

before September’s
referendum, it is interesting

to reflect on how the campaigns
have been faring.

So far, none of the opinion polls
taken over the period since
campaigning began has shown a
majority for Yes – although the
gap has been narrowing (a recent
report in the Herald showed, after
the undecideds etc. were stripped
out, 47% Yes and 53% No).

On the other hand another poll
of the Scottish public’s
perception of the two sides
revealed that Yes were streets
ahead of No in terms of the
quality of their campaign.

Of course it is difficult for a No
campaign to be positive but, given
the tone of most of their
interventions, Better Together
might have been more aptly
named Worse Apart. Every time
some heavyweight Unionist
politician has explained how dire
things would be if Scotland voted
Yes (e.g. no sharing of the pound
as a common currency), the polls
have swung a bit further towards
the independence camp. Can we
hope for more positive arguments
for the Union in the run-up to the
vote?

One thing looks sure, though:
given the huge level of public
interest and debate on the

independence question, there
should be a big turnout.

As you might expect,
independence (or not) features in
this issue of Perspectives: Sandy
Moffat and Ken Currie cover the
subject in their conversation
about art on page 15, looking
forward to the possibility of a
more vibrant cultural scene in
Scotland, while Allan Massie
discusses experience and identity
in relation to Scotland and Britain,
and why he believes we are better
together.

Twenty five years on from the
Lockerbie bombing, Jim Swire
writes about the quest for the
truth about what happened to Pan
Am flight 103 and author James
Robertson explains how he came
to the same conclusion as Dr
Swire via his recent novel, e
Professor of Truth.

David MacLennan, in a piece
written shortly before his death in
June, pays tribute the role of
Glasgow venue Òran Mór and its
crucial role in the success of his
innovative, now ten-year-old, A
Play, A Pie and A Pint lunchtime
theatrical productions.

anks also to Ken Macleod
(who asks whatever happened to
the future), plus reviewers and our
regular contributors.
Sean Feeny
Editor

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

Front cover picture:
Mould (detail),
by Ken Currie



Eurig Scandrett

Sketches from a small world

May is the month for corporate AGMs
and therefore an opportunity to demand
some accountability from corporations.
On 14 May, around 40 people gathered
in Aberdeen for a lively demonstration

outside the AGM of the Wood Group, whilst three
activists with shares went inside and asked questions.
e Wood Group is a Scottish-based multinational
company with interests in oil and gas, which is close
to completing the construction of a $875 million gas-
fired power station in Askelon in Israel. is clearly
goes against the Palestinians’ call for boycott of and
disinvestment from Israel. Moreover, the power
station is built on land stolen from the village of Al
Madjal when it was ethnically cleansed in 1948. e
electricity generated will supply the Israeli water
company Mekorot which expropriates Palestinians’
water; Keter Plastics, whose factory in a West Bank
settlement takes and pollutes Palestinians’ land; and
the Israeli Ministry of Defence, which is conducting a
permanent war against the Palestinian people. At this
late stage, don’t expect an ethical change of heart by
the Wood Group, but do expect more
demonstrations until shareholders realise that
investing in Israeli apartheid is bad for business.

On the same day, 14 May, shareholder activists
raised difficult questions at the AGM of the Anglo-
Dutch company Unilever, about its responsibility for
the pollution and poisoning of workers in
Kodaikanal, Tamil Nadu, India. A thermometer
factory, operated by Unilever’s subsidiary Hindustan
Unilever Limited, was shut down after it was found to
have dumped mercury-contaminated waste in a
nearby scrapyard in the ecologically sensitive Pambar
Shola forest. is alerted the workers who, unknown
to them, had been exposed to mercury, and many of
whom suffered from the effects of mercury toxicity.
Unilever is now blocking independent studies of
pollution and workers’ health, and refuses to clean up
the factory site to international standards which the
same company uses elsewhere. Unilever likes to
present itself as a paragon of corporate responsibility
and is a major source of funding for academic
research through its Leverhulme Foundation.
However, many Leverhulme scholars will certainly be
furious that their work is being used to greenwash
Unilever’s crimes in India.

e following day, 15 May, at its AGM in the USA,
Dow Chemical Company narrowly succeeded in
blocking a motion from shareholders supported by
Amnesty International to demand honesty on the

financial risk associated with its ongoing liability for
Bhopal. Dow has used every trick in the book to avoid
taking responsibility for the 25,000 deaths and
continuing toxic contamination, but has finally been
ordered to appear before Bhopal’s Criminal Court on
4 July to explain why its wholly-owned subsidiary,
Union Carbide Corporation (UCC), has repeatedly
ignored calls to answer charges of “culpable homicide
not amounting to murder.” In this year, the 30th
anniversary of Bhopal disaster, we can expect many
more protests targeting Dow.

15 May is also the day that Palestinians
commemorate as Nakba Day – the catastrophe of
750,000 Palestinians evicted from their homes in 675
towns and villages to establish the state of Israel in
1948, and which turned two-thirds of the Palestinian
population into permanent refugees, denied the right
of return that should be guaranteed in international
law. Nakba day this year was a particular day of shame
in Britain. On this day, Israeli minister of justice Tzipi
Livni was the invited speaker at a meeting of the
Jewish National Fund in London. e Jewish National
Fund is the organisation that produced the “Village
Files”, that provided detailed information to enable
Zionist militia to attack, occupy or destroy
Palestinian villages, appropriate resources, expel the
occupants and in some cases perpetrate massacres.
e Jewish National Fund was also granted the land
from these villages by the newly created Israeli state,
on which it planted trees and established Jewish-only
settlements in order to prevent the refugees from
returning. e Jewish National Fund is therefore fully
complicit in the Nakba, and chose to celebrate that
day in London with Tzipi Livni. Ms Livni is herself
accused of war crimes against Palestinians because of
her role in the killing of civilians in Gaza during the
Israeli bombardment in 2008–09 known as Operation
Cast Lead.

So the JNF invited an alleged murderer of
Palestinians to celebrate its own role in the ethnic
cleansing of Palestinians, on the day that Palestinians
commemorate this catastrophe. In any other
circumstances, such gloating over the bloody eviction
of a people would be condemned as tasteless, and
possibly lead to prosecution for incitement to racial
hatred. Indeed, campaigners attempted to stop the
visit by appealing to home secretary eresa May to
deny Livni entry to the UK. Despite a post-bag bulging
with letters, May chose not only to admit Livni but to
grant her temporary diplomatic immunity to prevent
her from being arrested for war crimes.

Nakba Day
marks the
catastrophe of
750,000
Palestinians
evicted from
their homes in
675 towns and
villages to
establish the
state of Israel
in 1948

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

PERSPECTIVES 39 | SUMMER 2014 | 3



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                        

P39

There’smore
to
than
politics

parties
�



PERSPECTIVES 39 | SUMMER 2014 | 5

The State and falsehood

On a huge Hill cragged and steep TRUTH stands, and he that
would reach her about must, and about must go.
John Donne, 1572–1631

The shock of last November’s helicopter crash in
Glasgow must have reminded many of the horror that
descended upon the little town of Lockerbie way back
in late December 1988, and there is a strong link
between them. In Glasgow passers-by and those

involved but surviving gave us a vivid pic-
ture of the willingness of ordinary people
in Scotland to help each other. Likewise
the people of Lockerbie, in spite of the
shock and loss in their own community
showed us relatives the tenderness and
love of those drawn together by a
common tragedy.

Yet in the case of Lockerbie it was our
Scottish investigating police, later com-
pounded by our Scottish Crown Office, who kept concealed in
their files till 20111, after the court verdict had been reached,
that before the loading of the plane that fell upon Lockerbie that
night, Heathrow had been broken into close by to where the
bags were to be loaded for the flight 16 hours later, and that
despite warnings of increased risk to American aircraft, no
effort had been made to discover the intruder or his motive.

But greater powers than Scotland’s were also involved. We did
not listen carefully enough to what some were warning us about
in the wider world.

Nelson Mandela had cautioned us that in a trial “No one
country should be complainant, prosecutor and judge”, yet
Scotland was handed all three roles.

e trial started in May 2000, but long before that we had
received disquieting information that there might be improper
political pressures to undermine our search for truth. Early in
1990 our group had been called to the US embassy in London to

hear the findings of a US Presidential inquiry into Lockerbie. In
a gap in the proceedings in a quiet aside to one of us a US official
said “Your Government and ours know exactly what happened
but they’re never going to tell”.

Another blow was added in 1993, two years after the issue of
indictments against the two Libyans, through the memoirs of
the late Lady atcher who had supported the USAF bombing of
Libya in 1986. She wrote of it: “It turned out to be a more deci-
sive blow against Libyan sponsored terrorism than I could ever

have imagined … the much vaunted
Libyan counter attack did not and could
not take place”. Which nation then was
responsible for Lockerbie?

Any nation wielding great power, such
as our American cousins do, will some-
times attract revenge as it carves its way
among other nations. Lockerbie, like so
many other outrages, was a revenge
attack, upon an American aircraft.

Two possible origins for revenge are particularly relevant:
1) e bombing of Tripoli by the USAF in 1986 with the active

support of our Prime Minister, the late Lady atcher.
2) e destruction of Iran Air flight 655 in the Gulf five

months before Lockerbie, by a rocket fired from the USS
Vincennes. is tragedy was coupled to spectacular mis-
management by America of Iran’s ensuing lust for revenge.

So close has been the “special relationship” between America
and our country that hatreds elicited by one may be seen as the
responsibility of both.

Yet it is always the prime responsibility of a sovereign State to
protect its own citizens from harm.

Evidence assembled for and only partly used in the court case
has leaked out into the public domain, and been seized upon by
amateur but truth-hungry relatives. It looks to us now as though
the prosecution of the Libyan Megrahi should never have been
undertaken.

Lockerbie: the
quest for truth

Jim Swire lost his daughter Flora in the bombing of
Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie some 25 years ago.
Despite the conviction of the Libyan Abdelbaset
al-Megrahi in a Scottish court trial held in the Netherlands,
the campaign for the truth of what really happened goes on

In a gap in the proceedings in a
quiet aside to one of us a US
official said “Your Government
and ours know exactly what
happened but they’re never
going to tell”
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exploding the charge. ese bombs were therefore unalterably
locked following take-off to seven plus about 30 minutes before
they would explode, but by the same token such a bomb could
only have been put aboard at the airport of origin of the flight
(Heathrow), since if put aboard an incoming flight when fully
armed, they would have exploded before reaching Heathrow.

e Lockerbie flight had lasted 38 minutes after leaving
Heathrow.

e case revolved round which type of bomb had been used,
and the significance of the Maltese clothing.

The court did hear that the baggage handler at Heathrow
(John Bedford), when he returned from a tea break to the
container he had been loading for the Pan Am Lockerbie

flight, saw a suitcase which he had not loaded and which was
now on the floor of the container close to the very corner of that
container which would fit against the fuselage skin of the air-
craft. e court was kept unaware of the break-in, nor did it
learn where the extra suitcase might have come from. Had the
information about the break-in been shared with the defence
before the trial, this surely would have aroused “reasonable
doubt” about the device having arrived from Frankfurt, partic-
ularly since Bedford saw that mysterious case well before the
Frankfurt flight had even landed. He did not remove nor reposi-
tion it and the container was then filled up with the bags from
Frankfurt on top of the bags which Bedford had seen.

Both sides accepted that the bomb they favoured had con-
tained approximately 400–450 grams of Semtex, just capable of

being crammed into a tape recorder, but
very puny for the task of destroying a
robust 747. To be certain of total destruc-
tion a terrorist would have needed to
ensure that his device was close to the
vulnerable fuselage skin of the aircraft.
at could only be achieved at Heathrow.
Analysis of baggage surrounding the
actual point of explosion showed how
abruptly the force of such an explosion
was damped down by neighbouring bags
and their mostly soft contents. e posi-
tion of the bomb relative to the fuselage
skin was crucial.

e man from whom the clothing had been bought in Malta
was called Tony Gauchi. He and his brother Paul were in line to
receive substantial payments from the US Justice Department
through their “Rewards for Justice” programme provided their
evidence led to the conviction of Megrahi/Fahima. e Zeist
court had failed to review the contents of a Scottish policeman’s
diary showing the extent to which the Gauchi brothers were
aware of this potential reward before giving evidence in the court:
this also denied the court full knowledge of whether the identi-
fication by Mr Gauchi of Mr Megrahi as the buyer of the cloth-
ing conformed to the standards of Scottish Criminal law.
Serious distortion of evidence of the dates of the clothes being
bought was necessary to avoid concluding that it had in fact
been bought on a day when Megrahi was known not to have
been in Malta.

Worse, far worse, the revenge attack that ended 270 innocent
lives in the skies above Lockerbie and on the ground below had
been predicted and was preventable.

I think of my daughter Flora pressing eagerly down those long
Heathrow corridors that evening on her way to see her
American boyfriend for Christmas, and submitting readily to
the routine security checks, when as we now know, despite
advance warnings of increased terrorist risks to American
flights, the airport had decided to take no action to investigate
the break-in. I conjure up a lurking terrorist resting and unmo-
lested on airside and listening to the eager footsteps and chatter
of his unsuspecting victims. is remains a source of fury and
fuels our campaign 25 years later. Surely under these circum-
stances the suspension of outgoing flights until the break-in had
been fully investigated was as elementary as it was mandatory?
Heathrow’s nightwatchman who had found the break-in, had
worked at the airport for 17 years and called it the worst security
breach he had seen. Yet no public inquiry was called nor sanc-
tions placed upon the airport for its lethargy. Flora too sought
truth; she hated hypocrisy.

A brief summary of the trial indicates the importance of the
break-in.

ThE TRIAL
Lockerbie was clearly a revenge attack; the court had to decide
who was getting revenge for what.

e prosecution case was that Megrahi of Libya had sent the
bomb unaccompanied on a circuitous route via Frankfurt to
Heathrow. ere was no proof as to how
the bomb might have been smuggled
aboard in Malta, but obviously such a
route required the use of a long-running
timer in the bomb if it was to survive the
lengthy journey and explode after leaving
Heathrow. According to the prosecution
a small fragment of timer circuit board
labelled “PT35b” was found in the
bombed wreckage and “in all respects”
matched one corner of timer circuit
boards in possession of the Libyan
regime. ese timers would have enabled
the bomb to be set, even from Malta, to
explode over mid Atlantic. e origin of the bomb from Malta
was also supported by the remains of Maltese-originated cloth-
ing allegedly bought in Malta by Megrahi, and found in the same
police evidence bag as “PT35b”.

e defence wanted to show that a Syrian group – the PFLP-
GC – acting as mercenaries for Iran, had made and supplied a
very different type of bomb. is type of bomb had been used
“successfully” by the group several times before Lockerbie, to
destroy or damage aircraft in flight. ey contained an air pres-
sure sensitive switch which kept them inactive at ground level,
but if put aboard an aircraft, they would sense the ear-popping
drop in pressure after the plane had been climbing for about
seven minutes, and then start a simple non-adjustable timer
running of a type unique to the PFLP-GC in Damascus but inca-
pable of running for more than roughly half an hour before

Analysis of baggage
surrounding the actual point of
explosion showed how abruptly
the force of such an explosion
was damped down by
neighbouring bags and their
mostly soft contents. The
position of the bomb relative to
the fuselage skin was crucial

The State and falsehood
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Sometimes I think that we relatives have been incredibly slow
to realise that there might be real world reasons for reaching a
verdict which was convenient to the political needs of a country
rather than to the needs of truth and justice. Within four days of
the issue of the Libyan indictments Iranian-backed groups start-
ed to release American hostages: President Bush had cam-
paigned for office on getting those hostages back.

But there have also been rich rewards for us since the trial in
encountering those who have realised the deception too.

The first person I met afterwards was Professor Robert Black
QC, emeritus professor of Scots law at Edinburgh. Not only
was he one of Scotland’s leading

legal brains, but he had also taken a cen-
tral role in the devising and setting up of
the special neutral country trial at Zeist,
It was clear at once that he did not believe
that the proceedings had justified the ver-
dict. His own concept had been subvert-
ed to become a monumental miscarriage
of justice: a disgrace to the very system to
which his life had been devoted. It seemed we were not after all
the only people to find the verdict incomprehensible. He cannot
know the relief that the knowledge that far more erudite people
than us, the lay and obsessed relatives, felt excluded from the
truth by that verdict.

Soon to follow were the findings of the UN special observer to
the trial, Professor Hans Koechler of Vienna, who also found the
proceedings fatally flawed. So many others, have studied the
evidence since and their ranks continually expand, bless them
all. Two of the most significant have been women. Solicitor
Gareth Peirce at once drew our attention to the disastrous series
of miscarriages of justice following events in Northern Ireland,
and the similarities with the forensic provision for Zeist. She
also injected us with the unshakeable knowledge that we do
indeed have an absolute right to the truth over these dreadful
murders. Her early article about Lockerbie was eye opening2.

en came an academic from Bradford, Davina Miller. She
had been researching America’s “choice of enemies” in the
Middle East, but came across the Lockerbie material. e title to
her article3 “Who knows about this?” reflects her astonishment
that the trial had blamed Megrahi and his country. By 2011 she
was also able to reference an amazing series of mainly US intelli-
gence documents which showed an inexplicable sudden switch
from probing Iran’s known role, to acceptance that it was to be
laid at Colonel Gaddafi’s door

No one yet knows how the above-mentioned circuit board
fragment (“PT35b”) came to be found in that Scottish police evi-
dence bag. Astonishingly it has now emerged that the metallic
plating on the fragment simply does not match that on the
Libyan-owned timers. It was plated by a process which the
makers of the Swiss timers Libya owned had not even installed
in their factory before 1988. e forensic expert advising the
prosecution had written in a note to his examination of that
fragment that he had realised the discrepancy in the plating, yet
he told the court in evidence that the fragment and the Libyan
boards were “similar in all respects”

e trials relating to the Guildford four and the Birmingham
six were similarly bedevilled by distortion or suppression of
forensic evidence and convicted the innocent. Similarly at
Hillsborough, distortion and suppression of truth by the police
blamed the innocent bystanders.

Early on the morning of the day in 2012 when the book
Megrahi: you are my jury was published, revealing as it did
that the fragment “PT35b” simply could never have been

part of one of the Libyan owned timers because of the plating
anomaly, Downing Street released a claim that the book was
“an insult to the relatives”. e author of the book tells me that

there was no legitimate way that
Downing Street could have had access to
the file of the book in advance – indeed I
had only been allowed to read it myself
through the night before launch, in a
personally handed-over copy. What is
the secret that still drives our State to
seek to protect the now clearly false story
told in the court?

What if our State were to acquiesce in the perversion of our
justice systems to suit the needs of the aspiring president of
another State? What was the real origin of the fragment
“PT35b”?, how did it enter that Scottish police evidence bag?

From Lady Thatcher’s day, when Lord Parkinson went to
ask her cabinet on our behalf for an inquiry, and returned
with a metaphorical black eye from a blow from a handbag,
we have been repeatedly refused any inquiry in either England
or Scotland, always under the rubric of the wonderful crimi-
nal investigation and trial. What is it that our States know but
still hide from us, the relatives? No recent catastrophe of such
proportions has ever been denied an inquiry for twenty five
years.

e opacity of governments and the adherence to falsehood
are deeply worrying. What sort of society have we become that
we host gigantic intelligence systems spying even on our own
innocent citizens, and yet when prevention fails, and some of
those innocent citizens are murdered, deny transparency and
objective re-examination of the facts to those of their citizens
most devastated by that failure?

n Dr Jim Swire has campaigned tirelessly for the truth to be
revealed about the crash of Pan Am flight 103 onto Lockerbie.
is article was written before the decision of relatives of some of
the Lockerbie victims to launch a request for a further appeal
against the Megrahi verdict to the Scottish Criminal Case Review
Commission.

NOTES
1. Ex Chief Constable Patrick Shearer: letter to Dr Jim Swire, 2

April 2012.
2. Gareth Peirce, London Review of Books, “The framing of Al

Megrahi”.
3. Davina Miller, Taylor & Francis Online Defense & Security Analysis,

Volume 27, Issue 4, 2011.

What if our State were to
acquiesce in the perversion of
our justice systems to suit the
needs of the aspiring president
of another State?



The Professor of Truth
James Robertson on his most recent novel and the Lockerbie bombing
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One of the functions of a novel is to ask what it is to be
human, exploring this question more subtly than is
sometimes possible through, for example, the hard

facts or loaded opinions of journalism. This is what I have
attempted in The�Professor�of�Truth, a work of fiction populat-
ed by imagined, invented characters.

It would be absurd, however, to pretend that the book is
not also influenced and inspired by a real event, namely the
Lockerbie bombing of 21st December 1988 and the long trail
of events that followed that horrific night. Even as the trial of
Abdelbaset al-Megrahi and his co-accused Lamin Khalifa
Fhimah was in progress, and at a growing volume after the
acquittal of Fhimah and conviction of Megrahi in January
2001, concerns were being raised that Megrahi, who always
maintained his innocence, might be the victim of a gross
injustice: in short, that he was a scapegoat and had been
wrongly convicted in the biggest criminal case in Scottish
legal history. People with far greater expertise and knowl-
edge than I had found the prosecution’s evidence and the
reasoning of the published judgment far from persuasive.
Since then, more and more information has come into the
public domain which leaves the case against Megrahi in
shreds: some evidence was withheld from the defence or
suppressed by the prosecution or by the police; new evi-
dence has emerged which further undermines the Crown’s
case; and key witnesses, without whose testimony he could
not have been found guilty, have been largely discredited.

I had become increasingly fascinated, disturbed and
angered by this long drawn-out saga, not least because, if
Megrahi was innocent, then the real murderers of 270 people
remained unidentified and unpunished. Furthermore, if the
trial had indeed reached the wrong conclusion, then a massive
stain was disfiguring the Scottish justice system. This has
important political implications. A fair, open and properly func-
tioning justice system is a prerequisite for a fair, open and prop-
erly functioning modern democracy. Whatever the outcome of
the coming referendum on independence, this proposition is
still valid: the prospect of opening a new chapter in our history
– whether as an independent country or as a continuing part of
the UK – with questions over the Lockerbie case unresolved is
not a good one.

These were some of the motivations behind writing The
Professor�of�Truth. Why, though, use fiction to explore this
complex territory? First, because it is my craft. Second, an
enormous amount of non-fiction material already exists on
Lockerbie – in the form of books, journalism, legal and other
expert opinion, documentary film and official records both
on paper and on-line – to which I could add little of any value.
Third, when real events resist full explanation it is sometimes
possible for fiction to cast a fresh and useful light on those
events. Fiction, as Julian Barnes has written, is a way of telling
the truth through telling lies. However, you won’t find the
names Lockerbie, Libya, Malta or Megrahi anywhere in The
Professor�of�Truth. Obviously I have researched the real history
very deeply, but the fiction I’ve created is not an attempt to

explain what really happened in 1988 and
thereafter. If I knew that I wouldn’t have
written a novel.

What I have tried to do is explore some of the issues at the
heart of the case: what is truth, what is justice, and how can
we recognise them? How are narratives constructed and
shaped to serve the interests of those in power, and how do
other narratives emerge to challenge them? One of the char-
acteristics of fiction is that it can ask questions without nec-
essarily supplying all the answers. And a novel is a two-way
process: it is the reader as well as the writer who must grap-
ple with such questions.

I also wanted to imagine what happens to a man who has to
contend not only with terrible loss through an act of terrorism
but also with a growing belief that the truth of what happened
has been denied to him. This is the situation of my main charac-
ter, the story’s narrator, a lecturer in English literature called Alan
Tealing. Alan has been on an emotional, psychological and
philosophical journey – one littered with obstacles – for 21 years
when the book opens. He is visited, in the depths of winter, by a
retired American intelligence officer, who brings him a piece of
information about a witness in the trial. This information will
send Alan on a physical journey from a landscape of ice to one of
fire: from snowbound Scotland to Australia in the middle of a
heatwave. He goes hoping to find those elusive things, truth
and justice, but – as a lawyer colleague warns him – they may
not look the way he expects them to if he does.

I was conscious as I wrote the book that I was treading on
sensitive ground, because to many of the families of the victims
of the Lockerbie bombing the idea that Megrahi might not
have been guilty is deeply upsetting. I also saw that the
assumption would inevitably be made that Alan Tealing is a
thinly disguised version of Dr Jim Swire. This is not the case,
even though Tealing undergoes some of the experiences that
Dr Swire has undergone in his long quest for truth. I deliberately
made no contact with Jim Swire during the writing of the book.
I wanted free rein to look at the issues discussed above, and was
writing a novel, not a thinly disguised biography. After I had
completed the book, I contacted him to ask if he would like to
read it before publication – not to seek his approval or endorse-
ment, but as a courtesy. He responded to the novel with the
intelligence, integrity and humanity that anyone who has seen
him making his case over the years will have recognised.

Quite independently, and for totally different reasons, we
have come to the same conclusion: that the Lockerbie trial
resulted in a miscarriage of justice which only compounds
the injustice done to Jim’s daughter Flora and the other 269
victims, and also to the people of Libya, who for many years
suffered appallingly as a result of the UN sanctions imposed
upon their country at the behest of the American and British
governments.

n James�Robertson�is�author�of�And the Land Lay Still and�The
Testament of Gideon Mack.�The Professor of Truth is�now
available�as�a�Penguin�paperback.
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Everyone knows that General de
Gaulle had “a certain idea of
France”. Yet the opening line of
his War Memoirs is often misre-
membered and misquoted.

What he actually wrote was that he had
made for himself this certain idea: “Toute
ma vie je me suis fait une certaine idee de
la France.” He recognised that his idea of
France wasn’t everybody’s; that it was a
construction made by his imagination and
will. e line, and the distinction, are rele-
vant to our current debate here in
Scotland. We all, it is safe to say, have our
certain idea of Scotland, and also of what it
means to be Scots, but the form these
ideas take differs from person to person.
Nobody’s Scotland is likely to be precisely
the same as anybody else’s.

It follows too that we have all made for
ourselves a certain idea of Britain or the
United Kingdom. Whether we like it or
not, we have been reared within that
political entity. We may resent this. We
may wish to be rid of it. Nevertheless it
has helped to form us. Alex Salmond is as
much a product of the United Kingdom
as are Alistair Darling, Johann Lamont,
Ruth Davidson and Willie Rennie; every
bit as British indeed as David Cameron,
Nick Clegg and Ed Miliband. ere‘s no
getting away from it. Mr Salmond cannot
escape being British, and culturally, as his
talk of the Social Union indicates, it
seems that he doesn’t wish to do so. e
Empire, the Industrial Revolution, the
two World Wars, the creation of the
Welfare State, the declining influence of
the Christian Churches, the expansion of
Higher Education, the transition from a
predominantly manufacturing economy
to a predominantly service one: these are
all parts of our British experience, shared
by us as Scots with our English, Welsh

and Northern Irish brothers, sisters,
cousins, friends. You may choose to
disown it, as you might choose to disown
your parents. Nevertheless, in both cases,
what you are choosing to disown has
contributed to making you the person
you are.

We all arrive at a political view in
part as a result of our own experi-
ence. James Joyce was once asked

by an English friend if he approved of
Irish Independence as embodied in the

of course be said of the English, for Scots
have done much to shape the history,
character and ethos of the United
Kingdom, and therefore of the English
also. It would be an exaggeration to say
that the United Kingdom and the idea of
Britishness are Scottish constructions,
but no more so than to say they are
English ones. Scots such as James
omson (Rule, Britannia) and omas
Campbell have written patriotic songs
and poems expressing an ideal of
Britishness. Sir Walter Scott may be cred-
ited with having given the English their
myth of “Merrie England” in Ivanhoe.
Macaulay, a first generation Anglo-Scot
and Cambridge-educated Highlander,
provided the 19th century with its under-
standing of the constitutional develop-
ment of England-into-Britain. omas
Carlyle, from Ecclefechan, was the great-
est moral force in early Victorian Britain;
George Eliot thought there was hardly an
important book written in the mid-cen-
tury which didn’t reek of his influence. In
like manner some English people who
had the good sense to come north have
contributed to our understanding of our
own Scottish history, and therefore of
ourselves; none more so than Professor
T. C. Smout with his social histories of
the Scottish people.

e truth is of course that we are a
mixed-up lot. After all there are Scots
and English today whose own ancestors
never knew pre-Union Scotland or
England. All of us, whether we choose to
call ourselves Scots, English, Welsh or
(northern) Irish, are mongrels. One defi-
nition of what it is to be British might be
just that. To be British is to be a mongrel.
Given the vicious nonsense that theories
of Race have inflicted on the world, this is
a good thing.

The independence debate

Scotland and Britain:
experience and identity

Allan Massie argues that nationalism is an idea whose
time has not so much come but, rather, already gone

Free State. He replied that he was, in his
art and person, the very embodiment of
the connection between England and
Ireland. “Ireland is what she is and there-
fore I am what I am because of the rela-
tions that have existed between England
and Ireland. Tell me why you think I
ought to wish to change the conditions
that gave Ireland and me a shape and a
destiny.” Others thought differently, W. B.
Yeats, for instance. Never theless Yeats
would not have denied that he too was
what he was as a consequence of the con-
nection between England and Ireland.

is is a starting-point. e Scots are
what they are, in part because of our pre-
Union history, but in part, and indeed a
greater part, because of our experience of
three centuries of Union. e same may

Alex Salmond is as much a
product of the United Kingdom
as are Alistair Darling, Johann
Lamont, Ruth Davidson and
Willie Rennie; every bit as British
indeed as David Cameron, Nick
Clegg and Ed Miliband
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is mongrelism is a habit of mind too.
It may have little to do with heredity. I
don’t know how far back I would have to
go in my own ancestry to find someone
who wasn’t a born and bred Scot. Such a
person must certainly be there, for that is
the case with all of us, but in my case
somewhat distant. My eight great-grand-
parents were all born in the north-east, in
Aberdeenshire or Banffshire, most of
them farming folk, and, as far as I have
been able to ascertain, this was true of the
previous generation also. All were mem-
bers of the Church of Scotland or, after
the Disruption of 1843, of the Free
Church of Scotland.

As a young man, a boy really, aged
only nineteen, my father went out to
Malaya in 1926 to manage a rubber

plantation. He would have preferred to
farm in Scotland, but, having no capital,
could not afford to do so. His case was
common. e rubber estates of Malaya,
like the tea estates of Assam and Ceylon,
were disproportionately owned or man-
aged by Scots, many from the north-east.
Were they Scots or British? Answer: they
felt themselves, knew themselves, to be
both. ey were serving, or rather devel-
oping, the British Empire. Since many
Scots now deplore, or are embarrassed
by, our imperial past, it’s perhaps worth
remarking that, back in Scotland in his
old age, my father showed me the Annual
Report of his old company, Sime Darby,
now one of the largest trading companies
in the east, and said, proudly, that there
was not now a single European among its
directors or managers.

Born in Singapore, in 1938, I have
always regarded myself as a child of the
Empire, as well as of Scotland and
Britain. We spent the war years in
Aberdeenshire. My father, returning East
from a period of home leave in 1939,
served in the Johore Volunteers, was
taken prisoner at Singapore, and spent
the rest of the war in a Japanese POW
camp in what we then called Siam. He
returned to Malaya in 1946, and, because
he was abroad, I went, like my brother
and sister, to boarding-school, first a
preparatory school in Kincardineshire,
then to Trinity College, Glenalmond.

ough we wore kilts on Sundays,
Glenalmond was a British institution. It

had been founded by Scots, chief among
them the future Prime Minister, W. E.
Gladstone and Sir John Hope-Scott of
Abbotsford, who was married to Sir
Walter’s granddaughter. Gladstone him-
self was an Anglo-Scot, his father having
removed from Fife to Liverpool. Yet,
though educated at Eton and Oxford, his
moral fervour was arguably more Scots
than English. e college was
Episcopalian, the bishops of the
Episcopal Church of Scotland being ex-
officio members of its governing Council,
and we attended chapel twice a day. e
Episcopal Church was commonly
referred to as “the English Church” and
indeed belongs to the Anglican
Communion. But I never thought of it as
English because I knew that Scots
Episcopalians, found mostly in the north-
east, had been Jacobites, and so in the
18th century it was the Jacobite Church,

a smart London boy, educated at St
Paul’s, was Colin Bell, later a journalist on
the Scotsman and BBC Scotland, an SNP
candidate and Rector of Aberdeen
University. Could anything be more
British? Another was Simon Gray, who
would become a successful playwright.
Anglo-Canadian, I thought then, which
indeed he was. But his Canadian grand-
parents hailed from Greenock. Late in
life he told me that his father, who had
never lived in Scotland, had developed a
Scottish accent in his last years, and he
expected he would do so also – even
though he had often mocked what he
called “Scottiness”. Mongrelism again.

Since I graduated from Cambridge in
1960, I have spent all my life in Scotland,
apart from a few brief spells in London,
never more than a few months at a time,
and three years in Rome, 1972–75. My
wife is Scottish and so are my children, all
three born in Perth. So I am rooted here,
and do not feel less Scottish because I
also regard myself as British and
European. My “certain idea of Scotland”
is of a country with its distinct identity
which nevertheless co-exists with a
British and European identity. A Scotland
which divorced itself from the United
Kingdom would be a different Scotland,
but not, to my mind, a better one; in cer-
tain respects a lesser one.

This, it may be objected, is mere senti-
ment. Inasmuch as it is that, I would
reply that the desire for

Independence is rooted in sentiment too,
and represents a denial of one part of
their inherited identity. e irritation
nationalists express when their oppo-
nents describe them as separatists is
unreasonable. Indepen dence would
indeed separate us from much of our his-
tory, from much that we now take for
granted, much that is the common expe-
rience of the citizens of the United
Kingdom.

When you read the Scottish
Government’s White Paper, you find a
mixture of assertion and prophecy. e
assertions may be described as opinion
founded in sentiment at least as much as
reason; for they depend on the assump-
tion that everything would be better if
Scotland was independent, nothing
worse. is is, to put it mildly, improba-

The independence debate

Indepen dence would indeed
separate us from much of our
history

loyal to the exiled Stuarts. Since I was a
Jacobite at heart in my youth, the
Episcopal Church was fine by me.

Probably 90% of the boys (no girls
then) were Scots, and indeed of the other
10% there were more Irish than English.
However we did A Levels (Oxford &
Cambridge Board) rather than Scottish
Highers. A majority of the masters were
English, almost all graduates of Oxford or
Cambridge, and it was assumed that if
you were clever enough, your University
would be either Oxford or Cambridge.
Even boys who intended to practise at the
Scottish bar would usually take a first
degree at one of them,

So I went to university in England to
study History, but though Cambridge is a
very English town, and the countryside
around it was unlike anything I had
known, the university itself wasn’t
English, but British. e dons who taught
me most were a Liverpool Irishman and
an Austrian refugee from Hitler who was
now a British citizen. Very few of my
friends, I discovered, had two English
parents. ey were Englishmen with
Scots names, like Dewar, or Welsh ones,
like Davies. One, whom I then took to be
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ble. As for prophecy, we are told repeat-
edly what an independent Scottish gov-
ernment could do, with no mention of
the constraints that might make it diffi-
cult, even impossible, to translate wishes
into deeds. Statements as to what an
independent Scotland “will be”, occur
1,500 times in that document – even
though nobody can actually know what
“will be” or “won’t be”. It is as if the
authors of the Paper have been consult-
ing a spaewife.

That some Scots are uncomfortable
within the United Kingdom is unde-
niable, just as some in the UK –

Scots, English, Welsh, Northern Irish –
are uncomfortable within the European
Union. Yet if, in either case, the uncom-
fortable ones are asked to list their griev-
ances, the tally is short. Certainly we do
not always get the UK government that
collectively we might desire, but this is
the case in almost all parliamentary
democracies. It is even the case in our
devolved Scotland. Only some 50% of us
voted in the last Scottish parliamentary
election, and of those who voted, less
than half voted for the SNP which never-
theless has a majority in the parliament
which has enabled it to bring on this ref-
erendum. I don’t complain about this, for
it is the way of parliamentary democracy,
but I don‘t find it very impressive either.
In any case, whatever the level of Scottish
support for any British government, the
fact remains that, throughout the history
of the Union, Scotland has been adminis-
tered by Scots. In an interview before the
1997 Devolution referendum Donald
Dewar admitted that there was almost
nothing he could do as First Minister of
Scotland which wasn’t already within his
powers as Secretary of State.

Is the Union what it was? Evidently
not. Yet there is nothing new about this.
It has been evolving ever since the Treaty
was signed. For most of the 18th century
the hand of government from
Westminster was light. Scotland was
neglected, especially after the fading of
the Jacobite threat; and, perhaps because
it was neglected, win its way, as Scott
observed – to wealth and prosperity. Its
government in these pre-democratic
days was entrusted to managers: Islay in
the first half of the century, Dundas later.

Cockburn, as a modernising Whig, eager
to bring Scotland into conformity with
England by means of parliamentary
reform, thought this a bad system: gov-
ernment by “a nasty jobbing Scot”.

Even in the nineteenth Scotland
remained largely self-governing, inas-
much as it was governed at all. Lord
Rosebery complained to Gladstone that
Scottish affairs were neglected at
Westminster, but in truth there was very
little to neglect, for government was in
the hands of city and burgh councils, and
in the countryside, of the parish, while
other government business was adminis-
tered by largely autonomous boards – or
Quangos as we would say today.

As the activity of the State was
extended in the 20th century,
Scotland was granted administra-

tive devolution, the responsibility of the
Secretary of State and the Scottish Office,
responsibility often jealously protected.
Willie Ross, Secretary of State in Harold
Wilson’s government, was reluctant to
have Scottish affairs discussed in
Cabinet. Conversely, a succession of
Secretaries of State played “the Scottish
card” to exert influence and obtain
favourable terms for Scotland. As long as
Scottish politics wore the same colours,
more or less, as politics in England and
Wales, there was no serious discontent;
the system worked well enough. In time
the changed complexion of our politics –
the decline of the formerly national
Unionist party, and the further encroach-
ment of the State into private and munic-
ipal life – provoked a demand for
political devolution to reflect the balance
of party support, and to match the exist-
ing administrative devolution in order to
exercise a degree of democratic control
over it. is was achieved, and here we
are today.

Alex Salmond’s great achievement, as
Leader of the SNP and First Minister of
Scotland, has been to make
Independence thinkable; to present it as a
practical proposition and not a dream.
He has made for himself his own “certain
idea of Scotland”, and persuaded many to
share it. Yet that certain idea has little
appeal to many of us who retain our
attachment to the Union and continue to
feel British as well as Scots.

Unquestionably the sense of British iden-
tity is weaker than it used to be. In 1978–
79 opponents of Labour’s plan for a
Scottish Assembly campaigned with the
slogan “Scotland Is British”. Salmond’s
opponents today – the “Better Together”
camp – would be foolish to make such a
blank assertion. Scotland is already, in
political and constitutional terms, semi-
detached. If the Nationalists lose the ref-
erendum, further constitutional reform is
likely, has indeed been promised. It may
well be that the United Kingdom will
emerge as a quasi-federal, or, better per-
haps, confederal state, with Scotland a
more contented partner in a looser
union.

One can’t tell. e issue remains to be
decided. Yet it may be that, even as Mr
Salmond has made independence think-
able, its moment may have passed, for we
live in a global and inter-dependent
world in which national frontiers seem
less relevant, and in which nationality is
becoming ever more confused, and, for
many, a matter of choice rather than fact.

My own “certain idea of Scotland”,
formed at a time when the British Empire
was still a reality and one could still think
of Britain as a Great Power, is evidently
outdated. Yet it seems quite likely that for
many of the young – the generation that
has grown up using the internet, con-
nected to the world-wide web, the SNP’s
own “certain idea of Scotland” as a dis-
tinct and separate nation that should
have its own nation-state, may itself
appear old-fashioned. Nationalism, it
may be, is less an idea whose time has
come, than one which belongs to an age
that is slipping away into History.

n Allan Massie is an author and free-
lance journalist who has lived for more
than thirty years in the Scottish Borders.
He has written for most national newspa-
pers and now contributes regularly to the
Scotsman and the Daily Telegraph. His
non-fiction books include 101 Great Scots
(Chambers, but long out of print) and The
istle and the Rose (John Murray),
essays on Anglo-Scottish relations. His
most rcent novel is Cold Winter in
Bordeaux (Quartet). Believing that
Scotland, England, Wales and Northern
Ireland are indeed Better Together, he will
be voting No in the referendum.

“If the Nationalists lose the referendum … it may well be that the United
Kingdom will emerge as a quasi-federal, or, better perhaps, confederal

state, with Scotland a more contented partner in a looser union
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On 4 September 1862 the Glasgow
publisher John Blackie laid the
foundation stone of the Kelvinside

Parish Church on the corner of Great
Western Road and Byres Road. One hun-
dred and forty two years later on 6
September 2004, on the same spot, the
first production of A Play A Pie and A
Pint opened in the renovated auditorium
of Òran Mór. e audience in that mag-
nificent space that day, the new congre-
gation, were looked down upon by two
very contrasting site-specific art works.
Gazing down from atop the pillars that
surrounded the spectators were the
eleven heads, carved by William
Mossman for the original church, of
Wycliffe, Luther, Melanchthon, Tyndale,
Erasmus, Calvin, Knox, Zwingli,
Chalmers, Melville and Henderson.
Above these grim-faced patriarchs of the
Reformation cavorted the figures of the
signs of the zodiac, painted by Alasdair
Gray for the new incarnation of the
building. In preserving the former and
commissioning the latter Colin Beattie,
the genius behind this new adventure,
laid down a marker of his intentions for
his new enterprise. He would honour the
past, embrace the present and encourage
the future. Òran Mór – the Big Song or,
in a more generous translation, the Great
Melody of Life – was open for business.
But before the building even opened
Colin decided one way he would honour
the past would be to ring the church bell
on Remembrance Day. is provoked a
very appreciative letter from an elderly

neighbour which has prompted Colin to
hold a short annual Remembrance Day
service in Òran Mór every year since.

TOTAL DISREPAIR
I bumped into Colin in 2003, the year
before Òran Mór opened to the public.
e building had lain derelict for four
years and was now covered in scaffold-
ing. Walking down Great Western Road I
was accosted by my friend, crammed into

and his assistants. Slogans and questions
were appearing on walls and beams.
“Where are we from?” “What are we?”
“Where are we going?” “Work as if you
live in the early days of a better nation”.
Why were these questions being asked
and these statements being made?

In his novel Lanark Gray observed
“Glasgow is still full of churches built in
the last century. Half of them have been
turned into warehouses.” As I stood
beside Colin I was pretty sure it wasn’t a
warehouse he had in mind. If it was then
it was going to be the most decorative
one in Scotland. “What is it you’re trying
to do here?” I asked my host. “I want it to
be like Mayfest the whole year round”, he
replied. His answer didn’t completely sur-
prise me. Colin had been an enthusiastic
supporter of Mayfest, a popular festival
of the arts, running the Renfrew Ferry
with Bill Burdett Coutts as a music venue,
collaborating with his old friend Billy
Kelly in promoting concerts and hosting
various Mayfest performances in his
pubs around Glasgow. What is particu-
larly admirable in Colin’s enthusiasm for
the arts is his desire not only to make
them happen but to share them with the
widest possible audience. In his own
words “ere’s room for everybody at the
party.” A small visual example of this
egalitarianism can be seen at the foot of
the mirrors down the west wall of the
auditorium. Alasdair was commissioned
to add caricatures of those involved in
making Òran Mór happen and here there
are writers, cleaners, management, main-

Òran Mór

A play, a pie, a pint
…and a venue

David MacLennan, in a piece written not long before his
recent death, celebrates Glasgow’s west end venue
Òran Mór and its contribution to the success of his
ten-year-old ground-breaking lunchtime theatrical venture

a hard hat and given a guided tour of the
renovations under way. His love of the
building and his infectious enthusiasm
for its potential were immediately obvi-
ous. What was also very apparent was
that no funds were being spared to bring
a building, which had been allowed to
lapse into total disrepair, not only back to
life but back to an all singing and all danc-
ing life. Atop an internal scaffolding lay
Alasdair Gray, like some latter-day
Michelangelo, turning the roof of the old
kirk into “a celestial ceiling”. A beautiful
wooden floor had been inserted where
once the gallery had been, a new bar
installed and behind it a spiral stair lead-
ing to a viewing loft, where Alasdair was
working more wonders with his brushes

Atop an internal scaffolding lay
Alasdair Gray, like some
latter-day Michelangelo,
turning the roof of the old kirk
into “a celestial ceiling”
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tenance crew, cellarman and musician all
mixed up together without hierarchy, in a
positive portrayal of the democratic
intellect.

When Colin told me that he wanted
Òran Mór to be like Mayfest the
whole year round I had just been

working in Dublin with Dave Anderson
and we had visited and enjoyed an east-
ern European play at Bewley’s Café
Lunchtime eatre. Without thinking I
asked “How would you like a lunchtime
theatre as part of the mix?” Without
pause Colin replied that he would.
Perhaps one reason for his success as an
entrepreneur is his ability to make big
decisions quickly and then to trust and
support those who have to deliver the
results wholeheartedly. For a year before
the building opened we met for coffees in
the Grosvenor Hotel across the road and
made our plans for the first autumn
season of 12 plays. At one such meeting I
suggested to Colin the name “A Pie A Pint
and A Play.” Our first disagreement. “No,
David. A Play A Pie and A Pint. e play
comes first.” At our final meeting before
we opened I told Colin rather nervously
that while I felt confident that we could
guarantee the quality of the work the one
thing we couldn’t guarantee would be
delivering an audience. Colin smiled
“Maybe not in the first season. But after
the fifth season you will.” is is a man
who when he commits to a project gives
it his full support. For nine years he con-
tinued to subsidise it both in cash and in
kind before there was any question of
public funding from Creative Scotland.

GLASGOw’S buSIEST ARTS CENTRE
e face Òran Mór presents to the out-
side world is that of a pub and restaurant
venue and the fact that you are entering
Glasgow’s busiest arts centre when you
go in is not immediately obvious. Perhaps
this is the key to both its accessibility and
its popularity. But as you approach the
building there are signs that this is no
ordinary pub. Half way up the steeple is
Colin’s signature piece – a jaunty, tilted,
ultra violet glowing halo. Interpret it how
you will. Is it sinking or rising? Colin has
named his installation “Striving for
Grace”. Go in the gate and you are met by
a mosaic of dancers, designed by John

Clark, birling each other round energeti-
cally in a Dashing White Sergeant. At the
top of the entrance steps you are greeted
with welcomes and farewells carved into
the marble floor of the entrance in 32 lan-
guages. It doesn’t matter where you hail
from you can’t feel left out of the party.
On the walls of the foyer are the first of
Alasdair Gray’s painted contributions,
rampant lions playing the bagpipes, and
on the shelves and in display frames piles
of leaflets and posters advertising the
huge variety of forthcoming attractions.

The main bar is a cornucopia of
Colin’s enthusiasm for the visual
arts. On the panels of the ceiling are

wonderfully colourful and delicate rendi-
tions of the wild flowers of Scotland by
Lizzi Lockhart. On the walls, rescued
when evicted from the Curler’s Tavern,
painted panels of local worthies and
celebrities from the 1950s vie with photos
of the new congregation by Douglas
Timmins and banners by Leslie Black of

production stills from A Play A Pie and A
Pint. Behind the bar are huge whisky bar-
rels decorated by Ranald McColl with
thickets of snaking thistles while other
works by same artist adorn the gantry,
the pillars that support the gallery above
and every nook and cranny where the
space has not been bagged by another
painting. Indeed room has been found on
the walls of the belltower staircase for a
large work, e Homecoming, by Adrian
Wisniewski and a striking portrait of
Alasdair Gray by Sandy Moffat. e
whole building is a work in progress. Ten
years on Alasdair is still creating new
images in the auditorium, which by now
must be one of the largest public works of
art in the city, and Ranald is still adding
touches and detail to wood and plaster in
the bar. Hugh McDiarmid surveys the
scene from one of the panels from the
Curler’s and I can’t help but wonder what
the man, who said Glasgow “never had /
A single poet of the slightest conse-
quence”, might be thinking when he sees
so many poets, playwrights, novelists,
musicians and painters today enjoying
themselves in what has become a free
membership club for the artistic commu-
nity.

To the side of the bar patrons of Òran
Mór dine in the John Muir room where
four stained glass windows inspired by

David MacLennan (pictured above at Òran Mór) co-founded in 1971, with John
McGrath, the 7:84 touring theatre company – so called because 7% of the UK
population owned 84% of the country’s wealth – and perhaps best known for their
show about the highland clearances, The�Cheviot,�the�Stag,�and�the�Black,�Black�Oil.
He went on to found Wildcat, with actor and musician Dave Anderson, taking their
blend of radical theatre and rock music to venues all over Scotland until the
Scottish Arts Council withdrew their grant in 1997. David’s death from motor
neurone disease in the middle of June came shortly after an event to mark 10 years
of A Play, a Pie and a Pint and his role in getting it off the ground and making it the
success it has become.

At the top of the entrance steps
you are greeted with welcomes
and farewells carved into the
marble floor of the entrance in
32 languages
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Yosemite National Park were commis-
sioned from John Clark, the same hand as
the one behind the dancing mosaic at the
entrance. Oils by Bill Blackwood of the
father of environmentalism in various
compositions watch over the diners.
ere was a large plate glass inscribed
quotation of John Muir’s writing installed
in the window space but a diner, who had
enjoyed the environment a little too
much, collided with it and, alas, Mr
Muir’s forebodings on man’s not always
benign impact on the world around him
proved all too prescient. In the brasserie
restaurant Colin wanted a contrast to the
very male atmosphere of the main bar. “I
wanted to create a more feminine room.”
He turned to artist Sheila Tandy who,
inspired by the works of Margaret
McDonald, created eight gesso panels in
the arts and crafts style inspired by
Burns’s “Ae Fond Kiss” and other poems.
A recent addition to these works is a por-
trait of Burns fan Bob Dylan surrounded
by roses by Glasgow artist Jim Lambie.

40,000 PEOPLE
In the basement of Òran Mór lies the old
crypt, now the Venue, and the boiler room
of the performing arts programme. At
lunchtime it’s the home of A Play A Pie
and A Pint. For 42 weeks of the year 32
new plays, four Classic Cuts and Summer
and Christmas Pantos play to in excess of
40,000 people. is is perhaps Colin
Beattie’s greatest gift to Glasgow. But it
doesn’t stop in Byres Road. Plays from
Òran Mór have gone on to tour all over
Scotland, the UK and the abroad. Works
from A Play A Pie and A Pint have been
seen in Australia, Korea, Turkey, Lebanon,
Italy, Russia, Holland, France, the
Bahamas and the USA. is has only been
possible because, in another example of
the proprietor’s credo “ere’s room for
everybody at the party”, Òran Mór,
although the commissioner of the plays,
gives the rights back to the playwright to
seek other lives for their work elsewhere.

When A Play A Pie and A Pint ends in
the Venue at 2 o’clock the day has only
just begun. At night it is transformed into
a hugely popular music gig. Over the last
five years it has hosted over 1,000 shows
which have entertained over a quarter of
a million fans. Some of the names of
those who have appeared suggest that the

musicians love the space as much as the
audience and they include Amy
Winehouse, Maceo Parker, Teenage
Fanclub, Edwyn Collins, e Charlatans,
Deacon Blue, Patti Smith, Doves, Ash,
Bombay Bicycle Club, Eddi Reader, Lana
Del Rey, Emeli Sande, Martha Reeves and
Frightened Rabbit. But Colin is not just
interested in the big guns. In memory of
his good friend, the impresario Billy
Kelly, he has set up the Billy Kelly Award.
Young singer-songwriters and bands take
to the stage in a competition where the
winner receives £5,000 of recording time
in a professional studio.

play, a concert, a dinner or a drink on the
way home you are in a building where the
arts are a part of everyday life and where
they can be enjoyed without any obstacles
to anyone. When downing that drink on
the way home in the public bar you might
in the past have been entertained by an
episode of West Enders, a live soap opera
performed by Dave Anderson, Karen
Dunbar, Elaine C. Smith, Paul Young,
Juliet Cadzow, Libby McArthur, Colin
McCreadie and a host of other stars or
today you might enjoy the music of the
Michael Deans Jazz Quartet.

At the other end of Byres Road from
Òran Mór, in the forecourt of
Partick Underground, stands a

statue of Bud Neil’s character the GI
Bride. It was commissioned by Colin and
executed by Ranald McColl. e plinth
on which it stands was designed by Colin
“to be child friendly”: non-skid and low
enough for them to sit on. Not long after
it was installed the sculptor David
Annand, Alan Riach and our Makar, Liz
Lochhead, approached Colin to find a
home for a bronze statue to commemo-
rate the poet Edwin Morgan. Colin
offered the beer garden of Òran Mór,
looking down Great Western Road to
where Eddy once lived. Encouraged by
this happy relationship Colin commis-
sioned David to make two more bronzes
of slightly larger than life figures of Billy
Connolly and Chick Murray. ey too
will adorn the beer garden of Òran Mór
on a plinth designed by Colin. An asym-
metric see-saw with Billy seated at the
short end while Chic stands at the far
end, bar of toffee in hand. Òran Mór – a
work in progress.

I leave the last words on Òran Mór to
our national bard. In a small room on the
third floor where thirty people can sit
down for an intimate dinner party there
is a work by that witty, mischievous and
hugely talented artist, the late George
Wylie. A long scroll, yellowed with age,
framed with lead on which mice scamper
around (including a computer mouse),
written in long hand are these words:
“Whatever mitigates the woes or increas-
es the happiness of others, this is my cri-
terion of goodness; and whatever injures
society at large, or individuals in it, this is
my measure of iniquity.” Robert Burns.

Òran Mór

Music of all kinds has been showcased
at Òran Mór. Scottish Opera ran its pro-
gramme 5:15 for four years in the audito-
rium. ese newly commissioned short
works brought together librettists and
composers in a celebration of an art form
rarely seen outside the more formal set-
ting of the opera house. Needless to say
they all sold out. e auditorium also
hosted a series of fifty chamber orchestra
concerts given by the Scottish
Philharmonic Orchestra under the col-
lective title of A Concert A Cocktail and
A Canape. Guest performers at some of
these shows included the RSNO Junior
Chorus, the National Youth Choir of
Scotland, the National Youth Orchestra
of Scotland and the renowned cellist
Karina Georgian.

When Colin Beattie says “there is room
for everyone at the party” it is not just a
nice phrase. e whole philosophy
behind Òran Mór is to create a public
space where all feel welcomed and valued.
Whether it’s a wedding, a Burns Supper, a

The whole philosophy behind
Òran Mór is to create a public
space where all feel welcomed
and valued. Whether it’s a
wedding, a Burns Supper, a play,
a concert, a dinner or a drink on
the way home you are in a
building where the arts are a
part of everyday life and where
they can be enjoyed without any
obstacles to anyone
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Sandy Moffat: Let’s begin with your acclaimed exhibition at the
Scottish National Portrait Gallery, simply called New Work.
is follows on in more ways than one from your previous exhi-
bition entitled Immortality which we discussed in our earlier
Perspectives dialogue “e Challenges of Art”. You said then that
the paintings in the Immortality series attempted to ask ques-
tions about the relationship between painting, specifically the
idea of portraiture, and power. It seems to me that the paintings
grouped together in New Work do this as well, but in a very dif-
ferent way. emes relating to portraiture and power were read-
ily identifiable, but for most viewers the first impression would
be of the quasi-theatrical setting you had devised to display the
paintings. It would be good to hear from you about this particu-
lar aspect of the exhibition.

Ken Currie: When the recent refurbishment of the Portrait Gallery
was complete a new space was allocated for contemporary exhibi-
tions but it had no suitable walls for hanging paintings. e chief
curator, Julie Lawson, and I realised we would have to put up walls
within the space to hang works and this led to the building of a
fully enclosed box-like structure that could be used and modified
for a number of concurrent exhibitions at the Portrait Gallery. I

saw this as an opportunity to experiment with a new kind of pres-
entation of my work. Most galleries are bare rooms with big white
walls. My feeling has always been that paintings that are darker
both aesthetically and in terms of subject matter tend to lose any
kind of subtlety they might have in that kind of environment. So
this project gave me the opportunity to present paintings in a
small, controlled space with attention paid to the colour of the
walls and lighting. People would have to view the paintings in a
kind of forced intimacy. e paintings were very much deter-
mined by the precise nature of the space in which they were to be
shown. e exhibition as a whole threw up many accidental sensa-
tions and associations. Frankly, I was surprised myself by how the-
atrical the whole thing looked but I thought it worked.

SM: Yes, the space created was certainly effective, placing the
viewer in an intimate relationship with the paintings – perhaps
too intimate for some on finding themselves face to face in a
darkened room full of uncompromising images of mortality. In
fact this must have been one of your most uncompromising
exhibitions to date and there have been many. How much of this
was intended or was it partly a result of the “accidental sensa-
tions and associations” you have referred to?

Ken Currie’s critically acclaimed exhibition “New Work” at
the Scottish National Portrait Gallery last year was his first
in Scotland since 2002. In the second of their dialogues for
Perspectives Sandy Moffat and Ken Currie discuss the
exhibition and the various ideas explored in the new
paintings within the wider context of the history of modern
art. Notions of the demise of painting, the growing
disillusionment with art schools, the absence of criticism
and the future for art and culture in an independent
Scotland are all debated in this wide-ranging conversation

Art and Scotland

Life, death, art and independence
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KC: As I said, the paintings were conceived exactly with that par-
ticular space in mind. I marked out the approximate dimensions
of the box in my studio and continuously tried to imagine myself
in the space as I was producing the paintings. Before the show
was hung we even built a scale model of the whole contemporary
exhibition area to work out the placement of each painting. e
peculiar narrow, oblong configuration of the space we had in
mind suggested particular environments – a mausoleum or
sepulchre, a chapel, a sanctuary, a cell, those kinds of things. e
paintings evolved and materialised with these various allusive
environments in mind. I was also conscious of the fact that the
home city of the Portrait Gallery, Edinburgh, has a legacy as the
city of Hogg and Stevenson, the city of doppelgangers and resur-
rectionists, of Schools of Anatomy and Surgery, the whole darker
side of the Enlightenment. Also, in our previous Perspectives dia-
logue we talked about Jacques-Louis David’s painting Death of
Marat. at painting was all over this body of work.

So, the exhibition’s uncompromising nature, as you put it, was
only intended inasmuch as all these associations fed into the
imagery. I knew from the beginning that I wanted people to
walk into that little space and come out feeling very different;
that was my central intention.

SM: You’ve given a rare insight into the preparation you carried
out beforehand … most people are completely unaware of how
a painter goes about his or her work … they think it’s all a stroll
in the park …

e darker side of the Enlightenment … yes, we have to con-
cede that its reasoned analysis didn’t really deal with the irra-
tional, the wild imaginations that burst forth in the Romantic
revolution that followed. ere’s quite a difference between
David and Gericault. e ten portraits he made of the inmates
of the asylum of La Salpetriere in Paris from 1819–22 … there
was one originally titled e Mad Murderer, then later, e
Kleptomaniac, and now e Monomaniac of Stealing. Nobody
any longer knows the man’s name.

I don’t think we’ve discussed these portraits before …

KC: No we haven’t. I’ve only ever seen five of them in reproduc-
tion. I’m not a huge fan of Gericault but these are among his best
things I think. I wonder what attracted him to these subjects?
We also know that prior to that, in preparing for his big master-
piece e Raft of the Medusa, Gericault would make frequent
trips to the Paris morgues, in particular the one in the Hospital
Beaujon. ere he would collect severed limbs and heads and
take them back to his studio. At the time there was nothing
unusual in this as most of the local morgues lent out human bits
and pieces to art students for anatomical study, like a kind of
lending library of body parts. Gericault made a number of paint-
ings of these assemblages of severed limbs and heads – frag-
ments anatomiques – often over many months in his studio.
Despite the gruesome subjects I find these paintings strangely
moving in the same way as the Salpetriere portraits.

SM: John Berger talks about the compassion of these Gericault
portraits and goes on to suggest that Gericault has much in
common with Pasolini. Interesting.

I was fortunate enough to see a very big and comprehensive
Gericault exhibition in Paris in 1991. He died a young man aged
33 in 1824 and the final room contained his death mask … he
must have suffered as I felt I was looking at the face of an old
man. And that brings us to what appears to lie at the core of your
new work – the death mask. At least three of the grandest paint-
ings … Night Work, Plaster Setting and Study (Plaster Setting)
feature the making of a death mask. In her catalogue essay, Julie
Lawson poses the question “e mask-makers look as though
they may have dispatched the man themselves. Are they artisans
or assassins?” You’d better explain …

KC: I think it’s important to point out that with this body of work
there are no literal explanations on offer, there are no narratives
as such. Life and death masks are fascinating and haunting
human objects that I’ve been interested in for quite a while. e
first death mask I remember seeing was the one taken of
Heinrich Himmler in the Imperial War Museum in London.
e pure white plaster was starkly illuminated against a deep
black velvet backdrop. It struck me that how could something so
vile be simultaneously so seductive.

e first plaster death masks began to be made in Renaissance
times – of the great and the good, the famous and the sometimes
infamous. ese objects were the only truly accurate likenesses
of particular individuals and in a way could be described as pre-
photographic. ere is a large collection of plaster death masks
in Edinburgh University. e refurbished Portrait Gallery devot-
ed some wall space to the display of death and life masks in its
own collection – including some taken of mental patients, which
touches on the Gericault portraits discussed earlier.

Also, when preparing to paint the protagonists in the ree
Oncologists painting hanging in the Portrait Gallery I had their
life masks taken as a reference and I gave these to the gallery,
where they are now on display. You can probably see how all this
stuff in my mind has woven together to make the paintings.

SM: You’ve obviously enjoyed a long fascination with life and
death masks … and that’s an illuminating observation you make
about the pre-photographic likeness these masks afforded in
earlier times. You stress there’s no narrative involved, but I’m
sure that a lot of viewers, given the ritualistic nature of the sub-
ject matter would have supplied one of their own. I imagine that
Effigy, a painting of what appears to be a dead pope, would join
the three paintings already mentioned in this scenario … ere
were two paintings Imago and Presentiments placed on the out-

Art and Scotland Nightwork (right) and
Imago (bottom,

facing page),
by Ken Currie
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side walls and I’m guessing they are a further development of
those military figures in the Immortality series, though they
seemed quite different in the context of the new work. What’s
really special about this series of paintings is that although
you’ve tackled those specific subjects and themes for quite some
time now, you’ve found new things to say about them.

KC: Well, the subject matter is engrossing, a rich seam you
might say, full of visual possibilities. I think the context of the
Portrait Gallery probably brought out new connections and
allusions which seemed to deepen the engagement with the
subject-matter.

SM: Let’s talk about e Double where you question the very
nature of portraiture … I believe your aim was to paint the same
portrait twice, intending that they should be identical. is, of
course proved impossible.

It seems to me that e Double makes a major statement about
both painting and all of the ideas associated with portraiture.

To quote Julie Lawson again, “A portrait will always be a
shadow, a glimpse, a simulation of what someone looked like, at
a particular moment, to another person – it is an illusion, a fic-
tion, a chimera”. I suppose there is no way of avoiding these fun-
damental questions about the real and the ideal which lie at the
heart of the painted portrait.

KC: I should point out that e Double wasn’t painted from life
with a particular sitter. It is an invented, composite head – an
amalgamation of a self-portrait and General Franco, don’t ask
why … As you say, I painted both “portraits” on the same canvas

simultaneously with the explicit aim of making them identical.
is was an exacting task that, as you rightly observe, proved
impossible. Unavoidable painterly nuances subtly altered the
likenesses of each head. It suggests, I suppose, that the idea of a
likeness, which lies at the heart of the whole purpose of portrait
painting, is a fluid and shifting thing.

Portraiture has been at the heart of your own work for many
decades and you have always, I think, worked directly from a
sitter. How important is nailing the likeness of the sitter to you
or is the final painting more about the encounter, with larger
questions in mind? Are you going for something real or ideal?

SM: e likeness issue is crucial. at’s why, as you’ve already
pointed out, both life and death masks were highly valued
because of their uncanny ability to reproduce the person. But
painting a portrait is a subjective process linked to stylistic and
aesthetic concerns with likeness at the mercy of those conflict-
ing elements.

Gertrude Stein has described how she sat for more than
eighty times when Picasso painted her portrait. e painting of
the head, however, was completed in her absence. Initially, the
portrait drew critical responses from friends and admirers.
Picasso commented “everybody thinks she is not at all like her
portrait, but never mind, in the end she will manage to look just
like it”. He was proved right … the portrait is now regarded as a
remarkable likeness.

In painting a portrait, I’m always conscious of the need to
capture a likeness, but this has to be balanced against the need
to make a good painting, so like Picasso, I often feel I can’t really
sort out the painting until the sitter has gone. e encounter is
the starting-point, but then other ideas come into play. e real
and the ideal – both are present in varying degrees.

We could talk about our favourite portraits for hours on end,
but we’d better move on. Given that in our previous conversa-
tion I noted that you hadn’t exhibited in Scotland for a decade or
more, the reception afforded New Work must have been pleas-
ing. Duncan MacMIllan’s review in the Scotsman took up two
pages and he quoted David Wilkie’s remark that “no art that is
not intellectual can be worthy of Scotland”. at’s a challenge to
all of us. What do you think Wilkie was getting at?

KC: A complex question. e Scotland of the late 18th and 19th
centuries was a place, among many others, with a strong belief in
the importance of intellectual rigour across all disciplines and
practices. I suppose Wilkie believed that the purpose of art was to
engage in the realm of abstract ideas, that paintings weren’t mere
conversation pieces hanging dumbly in drawings rooms and
salons but human documents capable of engaging in complex
speculations on a wide variety of levels. e rigour of such think-
ing wasn’t to be sustained into the 20th century however. I
remember when I was at Glasgow School of Art in the late 1970s
and early 1980s the predominant idea was that it wasn’t what you
painted but how you painted that mattered. Art that was “intellec-
tual” was frowned on. In fact, this was a peculiarly British disease
that went through all the English art schools as well. e painter’s
task was to slap the stuff on in an interesting way – it was all about
the material. e idea that you might have something to say was

“The idea that you might have something to say was
regarded as acutely embarrassing and, in fact,

antithetical to the true mission of painting
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regarded as acutely embarrassing and, in fact, antithetical to the
true mission of painting. I remember many years ago I was on the
short list for a painting prize. After losing out to a superb young
talent, one of the judges, the writer A. S. Byatt, accosted me and
told me quite bluntly that the painting I had submitted was all
wrong because I was trying to deal with things that really were
beyond the remit of mere painters, that we should stick to what
we do best – slapping the stuff on in an interesting way. I wish
now I had Wilkie’s quote to hand at that moment.

SM: Aye, what would David Wilkie make of it all if he came back
today. He was a contemporary of Jacques-Louis David,
Gericault, Delacroix and on his travels to Spain in the 1820s
“discovered” Goya – for all of these guys art and philosophy
were interconnected. e political idealism that emerged at the
time was able to sustain painting until the decline of French art
in the 1940s and 1950s … the deaths of Leger, Matisse, Picasso
and Giacometti marked the end of a long period when great
painters were engaged in what we might call the battle for
humanity. With New York installed as the new art capital of the
world, we have the demotion of representation in favour of pres-
entation … content is denied and the art object becomes
autonomous and self-referencing, intent on celebrating its inde-
pendence and its irresponsibility. e hegemony of American
art after 1945 has all but obliterated the ideology, history and
traditions which were fundamental to European culture. OK,
I’m simplifying of course, but it seems to me we have to look at
reasons for the demise of painting because that’s what you’re
really talking about. In fact, you went “public” about this in an
interview in Scotland on Sunday …

KC: Your overview may be simplified but it’s right. Painting no
longer occupies the pre-eminent position it once did and has for
many decades now been in competition with a panoply of new
approaches and methods. is is seen most obviously in our art
schools where things have become very fractured indeed with
regard to the teaching of drawing and painting as technical dis-
ciplines. Learning how to paint is hard work. e octogenarian
New York figurative painter Alex Katz reckons it takes 20 years,
but ultimately the process is never ending. It is now very diffi-
cult for new generations of young artists to realistically make
that kind of commitment, given the pace of our times and the
diminishing concentration thresholds of the viewing audience.

However, it does seem strange that we talk of the demise of
painting when, paradoxically, there have never been more
painters in the world than there are now. Admittedly though
very, very few of them are remotely concerned with what you call
the “battle for humanity”. In fact, for the generation of artists who
emerged post-1989 the battle for humanity was won – by capital-
ism. is has had huge consequences for the art of our time. One
of these consequences is the general acceptance of the notion
that it is impossible now for an artist to be entirely sincere or
serious about anything, never mind the “battle for humanity”,
without appearing like they have not thought things through.
e artist of today has to be incredibly calculating and shrewd to
make their mark and most art now is made out of strategy rather
than conviction, unlike the great names you mention.

I’m thinking that perhaps what you refer to is the demise of a
certain kind of painting, rather than painting as a whole. When
John Bellany died last year it could be described as the end of an
era. You were one of his closest friends and have been a faithful
commentator on Bellany’s odyssey from his student days
onwards. I think it’s fair to say John was a painter of fierce convic-
tion whose passion for painting was all consuming and “existen-
tial” rather than professional or indeed calculating in any way,
particularly the earlier work. For John painting seemed to offer a
clear, unimpeded conduit from the realms of the imagination, of
feeling and of ideas into a direct physical expression. Why is it
unlikely that we will ever see a painter like John Bellany again?

SM: Ken, I think you’re touching on a number of crucial issues
here … the cynicism of the art world was something John Bellany
observed at first hand during his years at the Royal College of Art
(RCA) where his fellow students would literally change their
styles every term in order to keep up with the latest  fashion.

Wilkie’s thinking about the intellectual basis of art had a
strong Scottish dimension … and it was this dimension that
allowed John to retain his “passion for painting” throughout his
long years of struggle in London. When we were students in
Edinburgh in the early 1960s a serious painting culture existed.
e then principal of the art college, William Gillies, was one of
the great Scottish moderns, in many ways the equivalent in
painting of Hugh MacDiarmid. We were taught Scottish paint-
ing in the studios, not English painting and it was still possible
to talk of a Scottish tradition … Ramsay, Raeburn, Wilkie,
McTaggart, the Colourists and so forth … that was part of the
larger European tradition. So for John a dialogue with all of
those artists led quite naturally to a dialogue firstly with
Breughel and Rembrandt and onwards to Munch and
Beckmann. None of his peer group at the RCA saw painting in
those terms. ey looked to New York and would do whatever it
took to achieve instant success. John’s belief in himself and in his
own culture was severely tested, but he stood his ground. It was
thanks to Peter de Francia, the formidable French Marxist, that
John received any encouragement at all. No, I doubt if we’ll see
another painter like John Bellany again …

As you imply, the conditions of contemporary culture where
art is both marginalised and trivialised discourages the “sincere
or serious” artist.

And the fact that painting demands such a long apprentice-
ship is seen by most students as a huge draw-back in a world
that can no longer distinguish between what is valuable in
human terms and what is worthless. Add to all of that the almost
complete collapse of the art schools … they’ve all merged with
universities where the business model has replaced an academic
model based upon a thorough study of drawing and painting
contained within a 3/4 year period of intense studio practice.

Aye, there’s no way you’ll find a Gillies, a de Francia or a
Bellany in an art school today …

KC: at’s because the art school of today would be almost
unrecognisable to them. For example, in the early 1980s there
were no more than 30 students in any one year in the Painting
Department at Glasgow School of Art. Today there are around

Art and Scotland
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the end of a long period when great painters were engaged
in what we might call the battle for humanity
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70, and rising, but with no corresponding increase in levels of
staffing. Students are crammed in the same workspaces that
have been used for over a century. Overseas students are highly
sought after as they pay more lucrative fees whilst secondary
school art teachers in the greater Glasgow area complain bitter-
ly about how difficult it now is to get their most talented pupils
a place at the school. e level of academic attainment required
to get a place is absurd and the art school sees itself more like a
“uni” than a messy, paint splattered technical institution. Tutors
are now called things like professors, research fellows, readers
… I think they’re getting carried away with themselves.

ere was once a massive emphasis on drawing at Glasgow
but now the idea of skill is under attack because in the wider art
world it is fashionable to regard skill as a handicap to be over-
come and not remotely necessary to be an “artist”. Some of the
most ambitious and savvy art students right across the world
spend no time whatsoever acquiring skills in the sure and cer-
tain knowledge that in their future professional careers, should
they require an object or visual image made, they can get other
people to do that kind of work for them. So this has implications
for the whole nature of art schools, namely, that they are no
longer about skills but about “ideas”.

SM: e old days weren’t perfect, but what you’ve described is
the dismantling of an intellectually rigorous system of art edu-
cation in favour of crass commercialism.

ere was an article in the Guardian some time ago about the
recent boom in alternative schools of art in London, apparently
driven by the rise in fees and a growing disillusionment with uni-
versity art education. It appears that some have been set up by art
students and recent graduates who could not afford the course
fees and were dissatisfied with the structure and curricula on
offer. And there’s now general agreement that an art school edu-
cation will become a very upper – an upper middle class pursuit.

Aye, you’re right to mention the pretentiousness of the
motley group of tutors and their fancy titles. It was a relief to
find out that when Stuart Hood was made Professor of Film at
the Royal College in the 1970s he greeted everyone by announc-
ing “I’m not a real professor”. And I laughed out loud when you
say that students have now abandoned skills for ideas. Let’s be
honest, just how many students were capable of dealing with
any kind of idea(s) in your own day at GSA.

And here’s my next question … higher education and culture
are devolved areas and come within the remit of the Scottish
government.

Not much has been done since the SNP came to power. Any
chance of a different approach evolving after independence?

KC: I hope so. Scottish art has been held in high regard interna-
tionally now for nearly 30 years. Around 1987 I wrote a piece for
the Edinburgh Review which looked forward to a time when
Glasgow might become a hub for contemporary art – a notion
that was ridiculed in certain quarters at the time. However, this
has now been realised, miraculously some would say, and way
beyond expectations. Despite the many problems we outlined
earlier, Glasgow School of Art remains a magnet for ambitious
students from all over the world.

After independence it might be tempting to simply continue
with this success story but I’d like to see some changes. e art
world here is very small and only a handful of people “run the
show” so there are inevitable problems with nepotism and crony-
ism. I’d like things to become more open, pluralistic and transpar-
ent. An air of uncritical celebration prevails over the whole
enterprise and, in fact, there has been a complete collapse in
proper art criticism in Scotland over the last 25 years. What few
critics there are no longer make critiques but act instead as cheer-
leaders for the most successful artists and their galleries. I would
like to see a more critical, sceptical public discourse around con-
temporary Scottish art. It is both necessary and healthy.

SM: Aye, the Glasgow success story has never been questioned
… why, for example, are the Turner Prize winners in denial of
their Scottish origins?

e collapse of art criticism … surely this is not unique to
Scotland, but is linked to the deliberate eclipse of radical ideas,
feminism, the role of the public intellectual, the moral force
artists such as Leger and Shostakovitch and John Bellany made
tangible and actual. ere’s now serious confusion about radi-
calism and value, and there is generally a failure of the critical
sensibility to see things not in terms of quality but novelty.

What we might call the machinery of trivialisation is part and
parcel of the global triumph of neo-liberal economics and the
pursuit of material self-interest that market-led dogma has
brought about. As Tony Judt said “ We know what things cost but
have no idea what they are worth. 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? ese
used to be the political questions, even if they invited no easy
answers. We must learn once again to pose them.”

Let’s place the SNP government’s message of hope in the con-
text of a daily barrage of negative propaganda from the vested
interests of the unionist alliance with the Labour Party leading
the charge. Aye, it’s hard to believe …

Ultimately, independence offers opportunities way beyond
the current thinking of the SNP. In an independent Scotland
there would be a proper democracy, proper politics, and there
would be a much sharper focus on our own cultural achieve-
ments and the institutional foundations for this … museums,
galleries, libraries, schools, universities, would be encouraged,
in a way that is impossible in the present circumstances, to pro-
vide a sense of self-worth and dignity. Let’s remember that
change is always possible … think of Havel, think of Mandela.
at’s why we’re making art.

KC: Agreed!

n Sandy Moffat is an artist and former head of painting at
Glasgow School of Art. He co-authored the recently published
Arts of Independence (Luath Press) with Alan Riach. Ken Currie
was one of Sandy’s students and is developing into an old master. 

NOTE
The first conversation between Sandy and Ken, entitled “The
Challenges of Art”, was published in Perspectives 32, spring 2012.

“The Glasgow success story has never been questioned
… why, for example, are the Turner Prize winners in

denial of their Scottish origins?
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Towards the end of my novel e
Stone Canal there’s a brief scene that
some readers have found shocking. I

would like you to suspend disbelief for a
moment and see if you can understand
why.

e scene takes place about a century
from now. e protagonist has a complex
engineering problem, and to solve it he
needs the co-operation of many minds
smarter than his. Fortunately, he has
some computer files to hand. Decades
earlier, lots of people had arranged that
every relevant detail about their current
brain state was instantaneously recorded
by advanced brain scanners in advanced
computers. ese records became the
data for powerful programs, which were
able to provide these recorded brains
with simulated sensory input to give
them virtual bodies in a virtual environ-
ment. eir minds are, in the jargon of
this kind of science fiction, uploaded.

e uploaded minds were now living
in a virtual reality that they controlled,
and which gave them control over other
machinery to interact with the physical
world, and so on and so on, and they used
this control to improve their capabilities
far beyond anything human beings had
ever done before. ey became, in H. G.
Wells’s phrase, Men Like Gods. en, of
course, things went horribly wrong.
Fortunately for my protagonist, the files
he has are recordings of their state before
things went horribly wrong.

So, our hero has an entire cohort of
Men Like Gods in a box. He enlists their
help, they solve his vast complex engi-
neering problem, and then he clears
them off the hard drive as casually as a
lab technician might flush out a Petri
dish. Now, there’s no question in his
mind that he has wiped out thousands of
conscious beings. He doesn’t think
they’re mindless robots or zombies. In
fact he knows they’re not because he is
himself an uploaded mind, controlling a
robot body.

What’s shocking about this, to many
readers, is that this is a passing incident
in the story. And in a couple of subse-
quent novels I revisit this issue and have
sympathetic characters who commit the
same crime on a gigantic scale.

But what I think should really trouble
us about this scene is not any ethical
questions it raises. ese are interesting
as thought experiments, no doubt, but
they are not genuinely disturbing. No,
what is genuinely disturbing about this
scene is the date. e premises of my
story are in no way original – on the con-
trary, they’re not far from the main-
stream of how some prominent
researchers in artificial intelligence think.

MODELLING ThE huMAN bRAIN
Let’s revisit these premises – and, at last,
let our suspension of disbelief drop. ey
include the following: at it’s possible to
map the human brain in sufficient detail
to record the position and condition of at
least every neuron and all its connec-
tions, and to model the effect of the hor-
mones and fluids affecting that neuron.
at it’s possible to create a model based
on a snapshot of the brain at some given
instant, and to know what to do to move
it into the next state. And finally that in
doing so the model will itself be con-
scious and have some sense of continuity
with the original.

Now I’m not saying that is impossible.
In some abstract theoretical sense it
might be possible, and it’s an interesting
thought experiment. But it seems to me
well beyond anything that could be done
in the next ten years, or even in the next
hundred years. Sometime in the next
thousand years, maybe. But with any
present and reasonably foreseeable hard-
ware and software, this is just out of the
question.

To try to do so with anything like what
we have now or can foresee having
reminds me of an attempt I heard about
many years ago to use computers to plan

an economy. In 1972 or 1973 I met Alan
Freeman, a computer expert and
Marxist. He told me he was just back
from Cuba, where he’d been helping out
with computers in the planning depart-
ment. “Do you know what they use as
units of calculation for accounting pur-
poses?” he asked. “Not labour time or
anything like that. Oh no, what they use
is 1958 market prices!” If you don’t know
how well that worked, I’m sure you can
imagine. Imagine the complexity of the
economy of one small island with seven
million people on it, and then think of all
the differences between that island in
1958 and in 1972, including the little
matter of a complete social revolution in
between those dates.

Now compare this with the brain. Bear
in mind that the brain has a hundred
thousand million neurons, each of them a
molecular computer in its own right,
each of which can connect to a hundred
thousand others, and between them they
have trillions – millions of millions – of
connections, and that the changes in the
brain from second to second must be
orders of magnitude more than those in
Cuba from decade to decade. e results
of the most sophisticated MRI scan we
can imagine could only produce a model
that would be about as relevant to how
the brain would be a moment later as the
prices in 1958 were to the economy in
1972. Furthermore, that model would be
even less likely to generate conscious
awareness than the Cuban computers
were to march out into the fields and cut
sugar cane.

MOORE’S LAw
Now, the proponents of uploading do
have an answer to this: Moore’s Law,
which is roughly that computers double
in capacity every eighteen months. As
you can verify by repeatedly hitting
“times 2” on a calculator, it takes surpris-
ingly few doublings to get to numbers
that are beyond astronomical. So no

Sci fi futures in our time
Imagining humanity’s future

Ken Macleod discusses the big empty space in our minds
where the future used to be … which means there’s a big
empty space where humanity used to be
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matter how poorly current computers
perform, in twenty years computers will
be a thousand times better, and in anoth-
er twenty years a million times better, and
… you can see where this is going.

e upward curves are not, of course,
simply in computer capacity. Also rapidly
increasing is our understanding of and
ability to manipulate the molecular com-
ponents of life, and indeed individual
atoms. So it’s not entirely hype to argue
that faster and faster computers can
combine synergistically with smaller and
smaller manipulators, to make marvel-
lous things possible sooner than we
think.

One of these marvellous things is a
method of uploading that is allegedly
without any of the problems I’ve alluded
to. e roboticist Hans Moravec put for-
ward a scenario for how this could be
done.

Imagine, he said, a robot surgeon with
really impressive software and billions of
manipulators that can reach down to the
molecular level. So the robot surgeon
neatly lifts off the top of your skull and
cups its incredibly finely divided, fine-
tuned fractal “hand” on the top of your
brain. It models every neuron in the top
layer, reproducing all their inputs and
outputs, chemical and electrical, in its
own memory and replicating them out of
the ends of its billions of sub-microscopic
fingers. Notice anything? It asks. No, you
haven’t felt any difference. So it goes on,
replacing your cortex layer by layer. Every
so often it pauses and asks you if you’ve
noticed anything, lost any sensation,
whatever. No, you say. (You don’t shake
your head, obviously.) And so it goes on,
and still you feel just the same, you’re
watching it all in the mirror. Until even-
tually …

Now, we do know that something like
this can be achieved for one large neuron,
in a motor nerve in the claw of a lobster.
Its inputs and outputs can be modelled so
exactly that you can put electrodes in,
shunt around it, replace all its activity
with the software model, and the claw
works just the same. So we’ve uploaded
one neuron of a lobster.

What is hype is projecting this to pro-
duce the notion of the Singularity, where
all the curves go off the scale at once and
nothing is the same again. Specifically,

once a greater than human intelligence
comes into existence, whether by
Intelligence Amplification (IA) or
Artificial Intelligence (AI) it will be able to
design its superior successors, and this
will be repeated and repeated, and off
they will go, leaving humanity in the dust.
As conceived by Vernor Vinge and popu-
larised by Ray Kurzweil, this is provision-
ally pencilled in for about 2030. is is
not going to happen, for reasons that I
hope I don’t need to spell out but I will
anyway.

First and most obviously, Moore’s Law
is simply an observation, not a law, and
there’s no reason to assume it will hold
good for much longer, let alone for
decades. Second, likewise obviously,
other fields of science and technology are
not developing anything like as fast as
computers. ird, even if they were,
there’s no guarantee that capitalism won’t
become even more unstable than it has
been recently, or that some long stagna-
tion won’t set in. But most fundamentally
of all, there is no reason to think that the
really hard problems of understanding
the brain and of designing artificial intel-
ligence are made any more tractable just
by having more computer power to
throw at them.

SINGuLARITy AND CATASTROPhE
More significant than any of these objec-
tions, however, is questioning the whole
framework in which the issue is posed.
Let’s accept for the sake of argument that
in the next few decades we can expect
huge advances in biology, in medicine, in
genetic engineering, in manufacturing
capacity, and in computer hardware and
software. Why is this seen as moving us
into a post-human era, or one in which
artificial intelligence will inevitably
become autonomous and possibly run
amok, rather than enabling human
beings to improve their health and lifes-
pan and use much more powerful tools?
Why should we see this, a Singularity, as
a replacement of or a threat to humanity,
rather than as an increase in human
capacity?

e reason this matters is that the
Singularity in one form or another has
become since the early 1990s and
remains today the major vision of Man’s
future nature in science fiction and

beyond. Serious, high-level discussions
on human enhancement are dominated,
whether for or against the prospect, by a
vision in which humanity as we know it
has no place. is is a feature it shares
with the other default future of our time,
which is environmental catastrophe.
Each of these acts as a gigantic roadblock
across our imagination of the human
future in this century. Singularity and
catastrophe have become default futures
since the early 1990s. Perhaps the
Singularity is more prominent in science
fiction and catastrophe in popular cul-
ture.

is is not to say that before
Singularity and climate change the gener-
al outlook on the future was sunny and
optimistic. Nuclear war, overpopulation,
pollution, and other dire prospects
loomed large, not just in SF but in how
people thought about the future. Nuclear
war was understandably enough a US
preoccupation, which for the most part
British SF coped with by writing about
almost any other kind of disaster, up to
and including volcanoes in Wales. What
they had in common was the idea that
some change in the natural order,
 something outside society, might over-
whelm it.

But these works took place against a
certain baseline – the assumption is that
in the absence of external impacts or
nuclear war, which is so alienated and
gigantic that it is experienced as an exter-
nal impact, society would continue along
a certain expected track. If you asked
people what the world was going to be
like in a hundred or two or three hundred
years, assuming we didn’t have a nuclear
war or some natural or unnatural disas-
ter, they would have gestured towards
something recognisably “futuristic”. It
might not include domed cities, test-tube
towers, jet-packs and flying cars, but in
any case it would be something different
and more advanced than what we had
then or have now. ere might be worries
about overpopulation and pollution, and
there might be some reservations about
the idea of progress, but nevertheless
there was this idea of the default future as
a more advanced form of industrial soci-
ety, and it wasn’t all that different as
between the West and the Soviet bloc.
Star Trek is a very American vision of the

“Why is this seen as moving us into a post-human era,
or one in which artificial intelligence will inevitably

become autonomous and possibly run amok?
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future, and it’s communist! As has often
been said, socialism and liberalism
agreed on where we should be going, and
disagreed to the point of threatening
mutual nuclear annihilation over how to
get there. Or to put it more materialisti-
cally, the working class wanted what the
bourgeoisie promised.

LOSING ThE PLOT
ere is a great big empty space in our
minds where the future used to be, which
means there’s a big empty space where
humanity used to be. Instead we have a
future occupied by post-humanity, or by
machines, or by the animals. is is not
to say that all speculation about a post-
human future is damaging. Humanity
has evolved from earlier species and its
long-term future is presumably one of
extinction or succession, whether by a
naturally evolved or genetically engi-
neered descendant species or by some
artificially intelligent creation of its own.
SF has been influenced by evolutionary
theory and by mechanistic materialism
from the beginning. e connection of
Darwin with SF was strikingly direct: one
of Darwin’s closest friends and foremost
champions was omas Huxley, and one
of Huxley’s students was H. G. Wells.

In non-fiction essays such as “e Man
of the Year Million” (1893) and in his
early science fiction, notably e Time
Machine (1895), e Island of Dr Moreau
(1896) and e War of the Worlds (1898)
Wells applied the Darwinian lessons he’d
learned from Huxley. But although Wells
was quite prepared to project class divi-
sions hardening into species divisions –
the Eloi and the Morlocks – over a
timescale of many thousands of years,
when he considered the near future of the
next few centuries he understood what
was going on as conflict within the
human species, though sad to say with a
racial and eugenic twist. When Arthur C.
Clarke projected visions of transcen-
dence of the human condition, the only
near-future ones – in 2001 and
Childhood’s End, for instance – involved
alien intervention, which may be a prob-
lematic concept in itself but at least does-
n’t write off the actually existing human
species.

I’ve mentioned the early 1990s as the
period when the post-human perspective

took off, when the Singularity and the
catastrophe became the lenses thorough
which we see the future. But of course we
can never see the future. What we see
instead is a reflection of, and reflection
on, the present. e lenses are mirrors.
So let’s reflect back, and ask what hap-
pened in the early 1990s. Did some major
confidence-shattering event take place?
Well, we all know what it was and we all
know that post-counter-revolution
people are wimps. Or to put it more for-
mally, the notion of the Singularity is a
symptom of a decline in the sense of
human agency.

I think the decline started, or at least
became inescapable, not in 1989 but 10
years earlier, in 1979. at was the year in
which Vietnamese communist troops
toppled the communist government of
Cambodia, and exposed that govern-
ment’s depravities to the world in a way
that made them hard to ignore. It was
also the year of the Iranian Revolution, in
which the biggest and deepest peace-
time popular mobilisation hitherto seen
was carried out under the banner not of
any ideological descendant of the French
or Russian Revolutions but of the Islamic
Republic, and which contrary to much
left-wing expectation at the time resulted
in a new and enduring regime.

If there’s such a thing as a grand narra-
tive, 1979 was when the left lost the plot.
e thread that, however kinked and
stretched and frayed, had seemed to con-
nect all current upheavals in the world to
the revolution of 1917, to that first organ-
ised and conscious human intervention
into the course of history, finally broke.
Once it became clear that the
International was not in fact going to
become the human race, the human race
itself ceased to exist as an imagined com-
munity and as a potential agency of
change. Ever since then we have torment-
ed each other in the hell of identity poli-
tics, which as Zizek has said somewhere
is zoological – which seems appropriate
for a humanity that is now conscious of
itself only as an animal species.

MINDS, MATTER AND MEANING
I want to end with a couple of reflections
that at least gesture towards a way for-
ward. e first is to revisit the point
about the human brain being much more

complex than any economy. What this
implies is that long, long before we are
anywhere near understanding and mod-
elling the human brain on a computer, we
will have the capacity to model the world
economy on a computer. Well, not a com-
puter, obviously, but the global network
of computers. So the possibility of collec-
tively taking conscious control of our
material destinies and making of them
something better than the blind resultant
of billions of isolated decisions, of so-
called market forces, and of doing this in
a way that does not necessarily generate
new forms of alienation and oppression –
that possibility is real and perhaps a lot
closer to hand than we think.

The second is my answer to the ques-
tion why our imagining of humanity’s
future nature matters. Science has
shown us, and the better kinds of sci-
ence fiction have popularised, a picture
of the universe as vast and ancient and
indifferent beyond anything we can
imagine. It’s often been said that in that
vast ancient indifference human beings
are insignificant. I think seeing the uni-
verse like that makes human beings all
the more significant. The scale of the
universe is unimaginably immense, in
space as well as in time, and in all that
immensity, as far as we know, we’re the
only thing that even knows it’s there. In
this endless expanse of mindless matter
doing its meaningless thing, of gas con-
tracting and fusing and exploding over
and over, here we are, a tiny, almost
infinitesimal flaw: a tiny, tiny crack of
meaning and purpose and mind in an
endless plane of meaninglessness.

If we set our minds to widening that
crack, to splitting the whole thing wide
open, to shaping it to our purposes, there
is nothing to stop us.

n Ken Macleod has written 13 novels,
from e Star Fraction (1995) to
Intrusion (2012), and many articles and
short stories. He is Writer in Residence at
the MA Creative Writing course,
Edinburgh Napier University. He blogs at
http://kenmacleod.blogspot.com and
tweets as @amendlocke. is article is
condensed from a lecture for e
Academy, 22 July 2013, on the theme of
Man’s Future Nature: Science Fiction and
Beyond.

Imagining humanity’s future
“Science has shown us, and the better kinds of science fiction

have popularised, a picture of the universe as vast and
ancient and indifferent beyond anything we can imagine
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by Barbara MacLennan and
David Purdy

Students of economics are in revolt
against the ruling orthodoxy. On a
dozen campuses throughout Britain,

they are demanding an end to the neo-
classical monoculture that prevails in
most economics departments. ey want
other schools of thought to be taught in
parallel: post-Keynesian, Marxist, femi-
nist and green, along with the burgeoning
field of institutional economics, which
disputes the claim of economics to be the
queen of the social sciences and seeks to
re-integrate the discipline with the study
of history, culture and politics.

Having heard that students at Glasgow
University had formed a Real World
Economics Society (GURWES), your cor-
respondents – recovering economists
both – spent a convivial evening with
Max Schroder and Severin Reissl, officers
of the Society. ey explained that
GURWES, whose manifesto we reproduce
below, came into being towards the end
of the last academic year when a group of
the second-year students who had just
completed a module on heterodox eco-
nomics decided to set up a series of self-
directed study groups shadowing their
mainstream courses. Once formed, the
Society received support from sympa-
thetic members of staff.

Max and Severin accept that students
should not presume to criticise main-
stream economics without mastering its
technical difficulties. Yet economics
should not be taught as if it were a branch
of applied mathematics. Students can
only acquire intellectual depth and criti-
cal acumen if they are routinely exposed
to wide reading, major debates and rival
paradigms. From this standpoint, the
study groups formed by GURWES are an
attempt to recreate the old and almost
forgotten idea of reading for a degree,
within a framework of mutual support.
Starting next semester, the plan is to use
heterodox journals and other materials
freely available on-line.

Besides running study groups,
GURWES organises fortnightly talks on
heterodox economics, some given by its
own members, others by invited guest
speakers. Its activities have yet to make

an impact on the departmental main-
stream. One tutor, presented with criti-
cisms of neo-classical theory emanating
from the post-Keynesian school, had
apparently never heard of it, a revealing
sign of how impoverished and introvert-
ed orthodox economics has become. e
term post-Keynesian has been around
since the 1970s when economists seeking
to retrieve, extend and develop the cen-
tral insights of Keynes and his circle in
the 1930s launched e Journal of Post-
Keynesian Economics. Not that this is a
healthy state of affairs. Mainstream jour-
nals refuse to publish dissident work,
which thus remains confined to a ghetto.

It is not difficult to understand why stu-
dents are forming groups such as
GURWES. Orthodox economics has been
discredited by the financial crash and the
ensuing slump. Far from foreseeing the
crisis in advance, mainstream economists
claimed that financial innovation had

reduced stock market volatility, mitigating
boom and bust. Worse still, economics
continues to be taught as if nothing has
happened. To students keen to under-
stand the world that was falling apart
around them, mainstream economists
appear to inhabit a parallel universe.
Severin told us how he had been prepared
to go along with the simplifying assump-
tions made in first-year Economics,
expecting to find greater realism in more
advanced treatments of the subject.
Instead, the assumptions and formal
models based upon them became so unre-
alistic as to be risible. Some economists
used to say that the unrealism of assump-
tions is neither here nor there: what mat-
ters is predictive success. is was always
a questionable doctrine. But to cling to old
theories in the face of egregious predictive
failure and profound economic crisis sug-
gests that neo-classical economics is not
so much a science as a form of theology.

GLASGOw uNIvERSITy REAL wORLD ECONOMICS SOCIETy – MANIFESTO
The society recognises the shortcomings of orthodox economic theory, having
long lain bare to the informed eye but having been painfully exposed to the world
at large with the onset of the Great Recession.

We recognise also that despite this, orthodox thinkers have maintained their
dominance in the teaching of economics, in public debate and in informing eco-
nomic policy-making.

GURWES is a society formed with the aim of bringing students together in a
spirit of intellectual curiosity to critically analyse the ideas underlying the conduct
of economic, political and philosophical debate in our society today.

The society functions as a platform for the discussion and distribution of eco-
nomic theories and views that differ from the orthodox approach to economics.

The society advocates a reform of teaching. Students must be introduced to var-
ious competing schools of thought, as well as their origins in the history of eco-
nomic thought. Teaching must make students aware of the limitations of orthodox
theory which, although often well-known, are assumed away by instructors.

Until such time as educational institutions have recognised and acted upon the
need for reform, the society will be a platform for heterodox guest-lecturers and
provide opportunities for peer-to-peer learning.

The society recognises that students, having previously been exposed to main-
stream teaching, need support in beginning to look beyond orthodox theory. The
provision of such support, especially by more advanced students, is a primary
responsibility of the society.

The society works with like-minded individuals and groups around the world to
be part of a global movement for a different approach to economics. Current links
include the PEPS-Économie movement in France, the Post-Crash Society at the
University of Manchester and the Rethinking Economics group.

GURWES is open to interested people from all backgrounds and subject areas
and remains politically neutral as a society.

The society’s email contact address is: gurealworldeconomicssociety@gmail.com

Real world economics

Escaping the parallel universe
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Reviews

Feminism revitalised?

This collection of papers pub-
lished over 25 years from 1985
to 2010, with a new sixteen-

page prologue, is for the feminist
academic. e prologue, even
more laden with cumbersome lan-
guage than the rest of the collec-
tion, could well deter the general
reader.

Verso publishers have done the
author and this reviewer a disserv-
ice. e original subtitle, Women’s
Liberation to Identity Politics to
Anti-Capitalism has been changed
to State-Managed Capitalism to
Neoliberal Crisis implying that it
includes a feminist economic
analysis of the financial crisis of
2007–08. e book is a collection
of disparate papers; it is interesting
but it is not a new book and it is
not what it says on the cover.

Belatedly, in New Left Review 86,
March/April 2014, Nancy Fraser
rediscovers Marx and the defini-
tion of capital as a social relation-
ship between those who are
without means of production and
those who own means of produc-
tion. But she does not incorporate
production where different social
relations prevail – in the house-
hold, the community, and the
public sector – into the economy
as a whole. Every country has a
mixed economy and in most capi-
talism has become dominant.
Capitalist development or growth,
in large part, result from the trans-
fer of activities from these other
sectors. Shelter, food and clothing
previously produced by the com-
munity and within the household

are taken over by business. Caring
for someone else, whether old or
young, in sickness or in health, is a
reciprocal relationship, with sym-
pathy, affection, frustration, bore-
dom and fun part of the mix. How
this is carried out and how it is
valued in the national income sta-
tistics depends on whether it is
done in the home, the community,
the public sector or the business
sector.

Nancy Fraser examines from a
feminist point of view the ideas of
certain academic celebrities in phi-
losophy, social theory and cultural
studies and finds their treatment of
gender inadequate. As regards
economics, she is less particular,
referring not to the ideas of Keynes
but rather to “Keynesianism” and
the “Keynesian-Westphalian
frame” by which she means states
being sovereign within defined
borders. e question of whether
it would be possible to combat
unemployment with expansionary
fiscal policy in one country arose
in 1981 when, during the era of
Margaret atcher and Ronald
Reagan, Mitterand won the French
presidential election. A feminist
reading Keynes’s own writings1,
however, will find his poignant
expectation of the children and
grandchildren that he and his wife,
the ballerina Lydia Lopokova,
never had. eir grandchildren
might have been born in the 1960s
or 1970s. Like other visionaries, he
looked forward to that time when
hours of work would be reduced.
Shorter working hours in employ-

ment is the one essential precondi-
tion for a feminist restructuring of
the economy, to allow more time
for the community and the house-
hold.

The difficulty with the provi-
sion of food and care is that
they are needed at hours that

do not fit the defunct masculine
norm of an eight-hour working
day. It may take many women con-
forming to current masculine
norms of presenteeism and others,
including children dying of depri-
vation2, before general outrage
leads to change and new norms
being established. Banking and
catering are two of the most sex-
segregated occupations. Long
hours of work amid competitive
relationships in a testosterone-
fuelled culture drive bankers mad.
While their mental health suffers,
the physical health of women
restaurant workers is undermined
either by long hours or by zero-
hours contracts that fail to deliver
a subsistence wage. Employment
conditions deprive many women
of the right to family life. is leg-
islation, widely flouted, has not
been explored in case law.

What is to be done is more
tricky. Feminists live in the world
as they find it and try to change it.
Suppose we campaign to reduce
working hours in full-time
employment, especially men’s full-
time employment. Even if trade
unions manage to negotiate
increases in hourly rates so that
low-paid workers do not suffer loss

Fortunes of
Feminism: From
State-Managed
Capitalism to
Neoliberal Crisis
Nancy Fraser
(Verso)

barbara MacLennan finds a collection of disparate papers
interesting but thinks the book’s subtitle is misleading and that
the cumbersome language may well deter the general reader

Fortunes of feminism
Conflict, suffering and climate change

Community land ownership in North Harris



PERSPECTIVES 39 | SUMMER 2014 | 25

of income there might well be a fall
in GDP. Politicians would interpret
this as economic recession or even
depression. Against this interpre-
tation, could we proceed in negoti-
ations with common purpose and
generosity of spirit?

FEMINIST ChALLENGES TO
ORThODOX ECONOMICS
Nancy Fraser does not examine
the work of any economist far less
feminist economists. ey set up
the International Association for
Feminist Economics at the begin-
ning of the 1990s, exasperated by
exclusion from the professional
economic journals. It has flour-
ished for over twenty years, held
conferences in every inhabited
continent and has members in 64
countries. is summer the con-
ference will be in Africa: in East
Africa it is men who have the right
to own land and this constitutes a
threat to survival if they accept
cash from German or Chinese
firms for the land needed by
women to produce the family’s
subsistence. e journal, Feminist
Economics, has been published
since 1994 and analyses specific
gender relations in local cultures in
the global economy. ere are
stars in the Association but more
important is the understanding
built up from the work of hun-
dreds of feminist economists in
five continents.

After the financial crash of 1929
and the depression that followed,
states tried to protect employment
by devaluing their currencies to
increase demand for their com-
modities abroad while imposing
tariffs on imports. is tended to
spread unemployment from one
country to another. And so, the
post-war Bretton Woods agree-
ment fixed exchange rates and set
up the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade to again favour
free trade, on the assumption that
within a country employment
could be maintained by fiscal
policy as recommended by
Keynes. It was after this that num-

bers working in the UK and US
garment industry, previously
organised in strong trade unions,
began to decline as manufacture
shifted to countries with low wages
and lax health and safety stan-
dards. Further deindustrialisation
followed. In such circumstances
and with laws restricting the
powers of unions, who has the
leverage to de-segregate jobs and
negotiate new norms?

After the financial crisis of
2007–08, the reputation of
orthodox economics plum-

meted. But it is not enough to
show that the theory is inconsis-
tent or that it fails to predict eco-
nomic crises. Economics is a
narrow, controlling, penalising,
ordered discipline, obedient to a
hierarchy within the profession. It
is resilient and can recover from
refutation and the demonstration
of its failures because it suits the
owners of land and other means of
production intensely relaxed
about a theory that takes the dis-
tribution of wealth as given, with-
out any need to examine it, a
theory that defines economic
progress as giving more scope to
business at the expense of the
public sector, the community and
the household.

Instead of engaging with eco-
nomics, Fraser focuses on philoso-
phy. Most of the celebrities of the
academic world to whom Nancy
Fraser refers to are European –
Habermas, Foucault, Kristeva –
but the social policies and welfare
history she examines are
American. Given the influence of
the Anglo-Saxon model of capital-
ist development, this has some rel-
evance outside the United States,
especially in the UK. A case in
point is Chapter 3 about so-called
welfare dependency co-authored
with Linda Gordon, “A Genealogy
of ‘Dependency’: Tracing a
Keyword of the US Welfare State,”
originally published in Signs:
Journal of Women in Culture and
Society 19:2, 1994.

It is worthwhile giving an outline
of the intriguing ideas of Julia
Kristeva and Judith Butler since

their work may be unfamiliar to
the readers of Perspectives. Julia
Kristeva, born in Bulgaria in 1941,
has lived and worked mainly in
France. She believes that the polit-
ical assertion of collective sexual,
ethnic, or religious identity above
individual identity is totalitarian.
Judith Butler born 1956 is an
American feminist philosopher.
She revises Freud’s notion that les-
bians model their behaviour on the
heterosexual norm of butch and
femme and criticises Michel
Foucault. Finding theatre less
threatening than reality leads her
to the idea of gender as stylised
acts of performance. It would be
interesting to investigate the
details of the political dispute
between Fraser and Butler but this
must be left for another occasion.

bANKING AND ThE FINANCIAL
CRISIS
And so to the last paper, originally
published in the 2010 Revue de
l’OFCE (l’observatoire français des
conjunctures economique) 114,
where I expected to find a feminist
analysis of banking and the finan-
cial crisis. Instead “Between
Marketization and Social
Protection: Resolving the Feminist
Ambivalence” is about e Great
Transformation, by Karl Polanyi,
published in 1944!

Banks create money by extend-
ing loans beyond the level of their
reserves. roughout the 18th and
19th centuries there were econom-
ic crises and bank failures. Fear of
loss kept banks in check or, when it
didn’t, the state introduced regula-
tory law. By the mid-20th century
banking was strictly regulated in
the advanced capitalist countries.
It depended on relationships. In
communities where bankers knew
their customers, trust was such
that they might not even inspect a
company’s accounts or ask a
person’s income before granting a
loan. Sex discrimination, however,

Economics is a
narrow,
controlling,
penalising,
ordered
discipline,
obedient to a
hierarchy
within the
profession
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was routinely practised until out-
lawed in the mid 1970s.

In the 1980s, political change in
the Anglo-Saxon world ushered in
deregulation permitting mergers to
create banks too big to fail because
of the ramifications such large-scale
failure would have on the rest of the
economy. At the same time techno-
logical innovation introduced com-
puters to cut staffing costs by
substituting virtual relationships
for personal relationships. As cele-
brated in the opera Nixon in China,
China was brought into interna-
tional trade and has since amassed
funds from its balance of payments
surplus to be invested abroad. In
the carefree atmosphere, financiers
devised unintelligible contracts and
sold pieces of paper that they called
financial products. e collapse of
communism left Russia open to the
introduction of American modes of
conduct which also diluted the cau-
tious traditional culture and prac-
tices of East Asian banking. Crises
followed.

Since 2008 this account would
be widely accepted but the
required remedies have not

been implemented. Instead, debt
from bankrupt banks in the busi-
ness sector has been transferred
into the public sector. Feminists
want local banks to finance invest-
ment in communities. Women
before becoming mothers need to
enjoy healthy lives without intru-
sive castigation. Community
health services are needed to
remedy failures. Babies need to
play as well as to eat good food,
receive care and live in houses that
are warm, dry and healthy. We
want spaces where young people
can meet together in clubs, have
fun, play games, splash in swim-
ming pools, make music, perform
drama, create art, and use the
knowledge of their peers in the
community about alcohol and
drugs. We would have places for
old and young people to meet,
work and enjoy themselves, in
community gardens growing flow-

ers and vegetables, using the expe-
rience of the old, isolated and dis-
abled. ese facilities with
fountains to soothe the spirit
should be together at the centre of
communities not only for conven-
ience but because getting to know
other people helps dissipate puni-
tive attitudes, fear and prejudice.

Higher wages would reduce
household debt. But it would be
worthwhile finding out how far the
satisfaction people derive in their
lives through personal relations and
the exercise of their creativity in
their communities could cut con-
sumption of imported material
goods and change the fundamentals
of the economy and society. e
transformation of banking and
investment accompanied by shorter
working hours and limits on land
ownership and wealth along with a
financial transactions tax to curb
stock market speculation will take us
a long way towards changing the
structure of the economy and social
relations, crucially relations between
the sexes, within our country.

Fortunes of Feminism is a good
title and a thought-provoking read
for those in the academy. But does it
live up to the promise of Lynne
Segal’s verdict on the back cover, “a
rousing conclusion as to how we
might mobilise feminism’s best
energies against the perils of the
neoliberal present”? I don’t think so.

n Barbara MacLennan is a retired
economist and member of the
International Association for
Feminist Economics, Engender, the
Scottish Women’s Budget Group
and Democratic Left Scotland. She
taught economics at the universi-
ties of York and Manchester and
organised a series of interdiscipli-
nary seminars on gender at the
European University Institute in
Italy.

NOTES
1. “Economic Possibilities for our

Grandchildren”, 1930, reprinted
in Essays in Persuasion, 1931,
Macmillan

2. Children in the UK are more
likely to die before they reach
their fifth birthday than in any
other western European coun-
try except Malta, Institute of
Health Matrics and Evaluation in
Seattle, published online by
Lancet. Two new studies by the
Institute for Health Metrics and
Evaluation (IHME) published in
the Lancet report a decline in
overall maternal and child mor-
tality globally, but show that the
US and UK have surprisingly
negative trends with more
women dying in childbirth in
the US http://www.global-
healthhub.org/2014/05/05/mat
ernal-child-mortality-improves-
globally-but-not-in-u-s-u-k/

Debt from
bankrupt
banks in the
business
sector has
been
transferred
into the public
sector.
Feminists
want local
banks to
finance
investment in
communities
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Conflict, suffering
and climate change

This is a history book of rare
scale and ambition: it is indeed
global in scope, with chapters

devoted not only to Europe (the
British Isles, France, Spain, Italy,
Germany and Scandinavia, Russia
and Poland-Lithuania), but also to
the Ottoman Empire, India, China
and Japan, with a look at the
Americas, Africa and Australasia,
which the crisis largely missed. It is
also a work of vast erudition – the
footnotes run to 127 pages. Many
of the quotations are to eye-witness
accounts of riot, turmoil and catas-
trophe, not in one country or at one
time, but in every country over a
long run of years. At first sight,
though, there appears to be no
causal link between what was
simultaneously happening in
Europe and Asia: this book sug-
gests a link through climate
change.

But it all happened a long time
ago. Why does it deserve a review
in Perspectives? Its underlying
thesis is that what historians for a
generation have termed the
“General Crisis of the seventeenth
century” was underlain by the
global cooling episode known as
the Little Ice Age. Parker explicitly
wants us to accept that the seven-
teenth century global story does
have a lesson for the twenty-first
century: that climate change
causes and exacerbates every kind
of political crisis in ways that we
may not suspect, but which we had
better be ready for.

e first question for the
reviewer is whether the General

Crisis was actually as real and
remarkable as is made out. From
the time of it first formulation as a
theory, its reality has been doubted
by those who have pointed out that
in other centuries there have also
been prolonged times of uproar
and disaster, that, if not truly
global, were at least very wide-
spread. e sixteenth century wit-
nessed the fearful depopulation of
the Americas by the diseases of the
invaders, and within Europe, the
bloody and prolonged wars associ-
ated with the Reformation. e
eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries saw the turmoil of the
French Revolution and the
Napoleonic adventure, engulfing
much of the known world, with all
the horrors and catastrophes por-
trayed by Goya and Tolstoy. e
twentieth century saw the two
World Wars, the atomic bomb and
the holocaust. Should we really
underline the crisis or crises of the
seventeenth century as so special?

Even in that perspective, howev-
er, what cannot be denied is that
the General Crisis was up there
with the very worst of the rest. e
series of political crises spanning
much of the globe, that began in
most places around 1620, give or
take a year or two, and ended
around 1680 (though often wind-
ing down some thirty years before)
was relatively more serious, as
Parker demonstrates, than any-
thing later, if only because of the
demographic consequences. e
death rate in Europe in the irty
Years War, 1618–48, far exceeded

anything in the First or Second
World Wars: in the German coun-
tryside mortality was estimated at
40%, in the towns at about 33%. In
the European sector of the
Ottoman Empire (e.g. Bulgaria and
Greece), the number of taxable
households halved between 1650
and 1690. In China about a third of
the population died and about a
third of the land surface was aban-
doned in the struggle between the
Ming and the Qing dynasties that
lasted between 1618 and 1684.

We have also to ask if the
Little Ice Age is real, and if
so, how far it coincided

with the political General Crisis
and the severity of the mortality.
Climate historians are clear that a
serious episode of global cooling
occurred between the middle or
end of the sixteenth century and
the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, with a particular zenith of
bitter cold between about 1645
and 1715, known as the Maunder
Minimum, associated with a lack
of sunspot activity, and coinciden-
tally with outbursts of volcanic
activity which threw clouds of dust
into the sky and partially blocked
the sun. e very nadir of the
Maunder Minimum does not coin-
cide very well in most places with
the depths of the General Crisis in
the political sense or with the
heaviest demographic losses,
though Bulgaria and Greece would
be an exception. But equally there
was no shortage of famine and har-
vest failure in the decades leading

Global Crisis:
War, Climate
Change and
Catastrophe in the
Seventeenth
Century
Geoffrey Parker
(Yale University Press)

“Nothing leads more surely to oppression and suffering
than the conviction that God, or history,

or fate is on the side of the fighter

Christopher Smout is impressed by the narrative of global
history in this new book, but less convinced by the central thesis
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up to 1660. Parker’s explanation
for the fact that the worst weather
often came after the worst demo-
graphic declines is Malthusian –
that so many people had already
died in the “positive checks” at the
onset of the cold that there were
too few left to suffer to a similar
degree later on.

But the really tricky problem is
the degree to which the
General Crisis politically or

demographically, can actually be
linked to the Little Ice Age. Even
granted a loose co-incidence of
time, co-incidence is not itself
proof of causation. e first three
horsemen of the apocalypse, War,
Famine and Pestilence, certainly all
led to the pale horse of Death, but
they were different. Pestilence was
by no means always linked to war
or political crisis. e worst British
outbreak of the bubonic plague,
the Great Plague of London, which
killed some 100,000 people in
1665, is cited here as an illustration
of the demographic effects of the
General Crisis. Yet it was in no way
connected with war, politics or the
weather. e deadliness of plague
does not seem to be medically
associated with poverty or hunger,
so it is hard to see how its inci-
dence in this case can be blamed
on the Little Ice Age. On the other
hand, there were many occasions
when political disruption rubbed
out existing quarantine regula-
tions, as in Scotland in 1645: col-
lapse of local order led to the
escape of the plague from
Newcastle in the baggage train of
the returning Covenanting army,
and it killed about a third of the
population of the Scottish burghs.
In such cases there was indeed a
link between war and pestilence,
though not between those and the
weather.

Yet there were other diseases
around at the same time, like
typhus, the “famine fever” of con-
temporary accounts, which were
clearly linked to malnutrition, and
thus indeed might mark a cata-

strophic interaction between har-
vest failure and war. e extent of
epidemic deaths in Scandinavia in
the chaos of the irty Years War,
for instance, has been associated
with this rather than plague: so bad
weather and harvest failure, linked
to market disruption through war,
could be a very deadly combina-
tion. But you did not need war to
get epidemics of typhus, and what
contemporaries called “the bloody
flux”. e fearful plight of the
starving in Scotland in the 1690s
described by Robert Sibbald and
others (and quoted by Parker more
than once as another illustration of
the interaction between the
General Crisis and the weather)
occurred in a decade when
Scotland was free from domestic
war, but not immune from the
price rises of harvest failure, nor
did the sufferings of the people on
this occasion lead to civil riot or
internal war, nor were there signs
of prior Malthusian checks having
softened the mortality.

On the other hand, it is undeni-
able that climatic crises
impacting on harvests,

whether linked to volcanic activi-
ties, or absence of sunspots (or both
at once) could greatly exacerbate
political crises. e Ottoman
Empire had a disastrous seven-
teenth century, dogged by failed
wars, imperial assassinations, and
competing religious manias.
Because the vast city of Istanbul
depended on constant food sup-
plies from outside, shortage led
directly to rioting and political
instability, and crop failure
deprived the government of income
just when it was most needed. In a
similar way, the fact that at the
height of the contest between
Charles I and his subjects in
England, Scotland and Ireland, the
harvest failed, exacerbated every-
one’s suffering, even if the weather
in no sense caused the political and
religious crisis. e crisis in mid-
seventeenth century Spain was
caused by the folly of Olivares and

Philip IV, but the shortages of food
that led to the revolts of the starving
in Andalucia in 1647 and 1648
made it all much worse. But the
plagues of locusts in Aragon that
year which were part of the cause of
the failure of harvest were presum-
ably not caused by the weather.

ere is enough disparity and
complexity in details of this kind to
suggest that any straightforward or
invariable link between climate
change, mortality and political
crisis is an illusion, just as it would
be today.

There is now a general crisis in
the Middle East, but it is not
easily linked to global warm-

ing. In several important instances
at least – the invasion of Iraq and
the war in Libya, the crisis over
Iran – it is indeed linked to global
resource shortage, but that is
shortage of oil, not shortages of
food. e Arab Spring is hardly
linked to climate change any more
than the Scottish Covenant was.
On the other hand, it has been
strongly argued that some of the
disputes in Africa (in particular in
Darfur and Somalia) are rooted in
competition for food and land
exacerbated by climate change,
even though they may superficially
have an ethnic or religious cast.
is has been equally strongly
denied, however, by commentators
who stress that the ideo logical
roots of conflict, and the political
ambitions of warlords, there, as
elsewhere, override all other con-
siderations.

Certainly, religious ideologies,
in the irty Years War and in
most of the other contests of the
General Crisis, just as today, lie
pitilessly and uncompromisingly at
the heart of conflict. Many a
preacher of compulsory Sharia law
and Jihad in Syria, Egypt, Iran,
Yemen or Iraq today would echo
the words of the Covenanting
leader Archibald Johnston of
Warriston in 1638 when he
“prayed the Lord to preserve us
from that great sin of retiring one

Any straight-
forward or
invariable link
between
climate
change,
mortality and
political crisis
is an illusion



PERSPECTIVES 39 | SUMMER 2014 | 29

single inch in this cause of God out
of diffidence and worldly fears”.
Nothing leads more surely to
oppression and suffering than the
conviction that God, or history, or
fate is on the side of the fighter.

So the central thesis of this
book is unconvincing. But this
does not detract from its value

as a narrative of global history. It

has brilliant accounts in chapter
after chapter of what happened in
the seventeenth century across all
the continents, and it effectively
underlines the seriousness of the
demographic losses of that age. If
we need to set our own world
soberly in the perspective of the
past, this is a good place to start.
But, without denying that there
was at times a link between con-

This is a thoroughly careful
analysis of community land
ownership. It gives would-be

owners and land policy makers
much food for thought. e case of
North Harris is the particular
focus in this meticulous study by
A. Fiona D. Mackenzie, who is a
Professor Emeritus in the
Department of Geography and
Environmental Studies, Carleton
University, Ottawa, Canada and
honorary professor at the UHI.

Her studies include on-the-
ground interviews and residency
in Harris over a period of time and,
in her analysis in academic socio-
logical terms, she leaves little
doubt for the reader that commu-
nity land ownership challenges
long-held concepts of elite uses
and practices on privately-owned
land in the neo-liberal global
market setting.

I can highly recommend this
study to urban readers as well as
rural activists. It provides a set of
measures for recalibrating the
interactions of communities with
their natural environment, the

established, to a period before the
shooting estates, as property in
common, as she says, “recalling
people’s historically legitimated
right to this animal”, thereby man-
aging red deer under the control of
local community trust members.

Hunting rights for small sums
and legitimately well-stocked
home freezers full of venison are
key changes and partnership with
SNH to feed the golden eagles on
the deer range in the depth of
winter by leaving hind carcasses
there for food is a huge step change
in biodiversity improvement com-
pared to many elite sporting
estates elsewhere.

ere are many other hopeful
examples of ways that North
Harris is pursuing a greener, fairer,
wealthier, healthier way of life for
the area. Mackenzie’s study is a
must-read for those who see a
transformation in fortunes based
on social justice and local control.

n Rob Gibson is a member of the
Scottish parliament, representing
Caithness, Sutherland and Ross.

re-introduction of a balanced ecol-
ogy and the application of commu-
nity uses of renewable energy as a
local income stream.

e North Harris Trust owns
62,500 acres and is the third largest
community land buy-out so far
behind Storas Uibhist in South
Uist and the much older
Stornoway Trust. at makes
North Harris a huge test bed.

Mackenzie argues persuasively
about the details of the “political
possibilities created when the
norms of property and nature are
disrupted through community land
ownership.” She explores a “series
of initiatives that work together to
re-create community and place”.
ese include building houses,
reducing the community’s carbon
footprint, promoting local food
production, conducting archaeo-
logical research and restoring a
network of footpaths to produce a
new way of seeing the estate.

A prime example of the re-norm-
ing of relationships between people
and nature is to be found in the
Harris Stalking Club. Deer are re-

flict, suffering and climate change,
the notion of a general underlying
environmental cause just does not
add up.

n Christopher Smout is author of
the seminal History of the Scottish
People 1560–1830. He is Professor
Emeritus in History at St Andrews
University and writes on environ-
mental history in Scotland.

Community land ownership and  a
greener, fairer, wealthier, healthier way of life

Places of
Possibility –
property, nature
and community
land ownership
A. Fiona D. Mackenzie
(Wiley-Blackwell)

If we need to
set our own
world soberly
in the
perspective of
the past, this
is a good place
to start

A study of the North Harris community land buy-out shows the
range of benefits the process can bring, says Rob Gibson
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Tim Haigh
Tim is a critic, reviewer and broadcaster. His podcasts
are posted at www.timhaighreadsbooks.com

MARCh 14th 2014
More trouble in the Crimea. I really think that Putin
doesn’t “get” democracy at all. Clearly, what’s needed
is that a workers’ committee of the Ukrainian,
Crimean and Russian armed forces should be
deputed to go and talk to him man to man and thrash
out a robust agreement that establishes firm
principles for the territorial integrity of the region.
at is really the only way this can be settled. ank
goodness we are not involved.

Closer to home, another important event is that I
died. Obviously this is a personal tragedy, but also, I
think, a serious blow to the Labour movement.

I did wonder if the CIA were behind it. I really
wouldn’t put it past them.

Upon being translated from a living state to a dead
one, I found myself on a one-way trip to Heaven,
which was rather a nuisance to be honest, because I
hadn’t planned on going anywhere this week.
Apparently this is automatic. If you’re destined for
Heaven, you just get sent there willy-nilly, and there is
no provision to renounce your redemption. I shall
have to see about doing something about that.

e angel who lifted me up to Heaven was
apparently a seraphic shop steward, who had some
pretty trenchant views on the management of
Heaven, and once he realised who I was, he was very
interesting to talk to. Apparently his father was in the
salvation business before him, and this is a hereditary
position. I am in two minds about this kind of closed
shop, but he was really a fascinating guy, and I got his
email address so that I can keep in touch with the
celestial elevation workers.

I stopped to admire the Pearly Gates on my way in.
I really do think they are Pugin’s finest work. Bob

Crow was hanging about up there waiting for
judgement, which surprised me because he died a
week ago, but apparently the recording angels have
been out on strike, and Bob wasn’t able to be
processed yet, and was highly indignant at the
inconvenience.

I was met at the gates by Marcia Williams, who
was frankly difficult about letting me see Harold, but
I pointed out that as a serving member of the human
race I had a constitutional right to discuss my status
with him, and she reluctantly admitted me to the
divine presence, hanging about on a nearby cloud to
interfere if she possibly could. It was always a
weakness of God to depend upon these kitchen
cabinet archangels instead of hammering out policy
through the proper channels. I said to Harold that I
didn’t want to be in Heaven, I wanted to be down
there with the sinners, and Harold said that the
Eternal Mail, which is really the worst newspaper in
Paradise, had run a headline saying, “If Tony Benn
comes to Heaven, would the last person leaving
please turn off the lights.” Harold said that it was
good that I had turned up because he had a
cherubim logistics problem which nobody was up to
solving apart from me. I really think that Harold
would rather have me where he can keep an eye on
me than at large organising the ordinary angels. He
said wouldn’t I rather be in Elysium, and I said that I
didn’t want to stay because I had already spent half a
century in Parliament and I wanted to do something
useful now. “So what you’re saying”, said Harold in
that funny nasal rasp of his, “… is that you’re giving
up virtue to devote more time to being good.” It’s like
I always said: he’s the Archie Rice of the Labour
Party.

Sublime at last:
Tony Benn’s final diaries

Tony Benn was a prolific diarist: eight volumes have appeared
in print. Following Benn’s death in March, Tim haigh reveals
his final, and unpublished until now, writings about
contemporary political (and other) events
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for
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because he
died a week
ago
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The Hat
The Hat is our regular diary column
with a guest writer in each issue

Thank you all for coming along
tonight to take part in this
discussion on the future of

Scottish literature and I’m grateful
to Central Library for inviting me,
not least because I have devoted
most of my life to Scottish poetry,
in the context of Scottish
literature, in the context of
Scottish culture, in relation to the
rest of the world from the
standpoint of Scotland. e
standpoint is important because
where we are standing determines
what we are able to see. I look out
from Scotland, am centred in
Scotland. Scotland is my home.

Literature knows no boundaries
but has a home. A Scottish writer
is a writer for whom Scotland is
their home even if they have left
from time to time by choice or by
necessity. at home informs the
work of the writer and
reciprocally the writer helps to
give reality, to realise, that home
place. Iain Crichton Smith, who
wrote in Gaelic and English,
novels, poems and plays, also
wrote a 60-page essay entitled
“Real People in a Real Place”,
where he explores this
relationship of the reality of place.
Patrick Geddes emphasised the
importance of the right
relationship between folk, work
and place.

Scottish literature has been in
existence for hundreds of years, in
oral and written form and in
diverse languages and dialects. It
is important for people and for
peoples to have a literature

because it expresses their inside
story, their interior landscape,
their individuation and quiddity,
their inscape and thisness, which
gives them authenticity and
wholeness, saving them from
being hollow and one-
dimensional. Literature in
Scotland is also something we are
good at. e French in the 18th
century called us a nation of
philosophers and poets (now it’s
festivals and fireworks or drugs
and detectives) and Hugh
MacDiarmid wrote an essay in the
1950s called “Aesthetics in
Scotland”, where he suggested that
literature is to Scotland as, say,
ballet is to Russia or opera to Italy.
It’s almost taken for granted.

However literature, like any
other living creature, needs the
right environment, a nourishing
and encouraging one. For us in
Scotland, or for any country, this
means plenty of shops and
libraries and well-funded
publishers. e publishers need
also to take on translation in a big
way: translation between the
many languages used in Scottish
literature past and present – what
I call internal translation – and
translation internationally.

But alongside these, literature
needs an education system which
as a matter of course runs courses
in Scottish literature. We need
academics for the infrastructure
of study, research and critical
review which gives underpinning
and substance, vital to literature –
including biographies,

bibliographies and indexing.
Much of Scotland’s literature has
been lost by the vicissitudes of
history and much more has been
lost through ignorance and
neglect. (With electronic
publishing now things are
changing and ways of reviewing
and distributing are changing. We
are in an interim period which
isn’t satisfactory at the moment;
nor is the commercialisation and
managerialism which prevails.)
Apart from education we also
need a media which as a matter of
course takes Scottish literature
seriously, overcoming those
centuries of ignorance and
neglect. Literature should be
absorbed in the daily life of people
through the media and education
without any sense of its being
something weird, insignificant
and without future to know and
study our own literature.

Finally literature gives us two
important things: ideas and ideals.
Ideas give us mental energy and
ideals give us emotional energy.
ese two energies give us human
energy which allows us to take
responsibility for ourselves and
our lives, to make decisions and
decide on our destiny. I hope we
will have the “pith of sense and
pride o worth” to appreciate and
value our own literature in
relation to the world when we vote
on 18 September.

n Tessa Ransford is a poet and
founded the Scottish Poetry
Library 1984.

The future of Scottish literature
Tessa Ransford addressed a discussion at
Edinburgh Central Library about a subject Scotland
is particularly good at – literature – but which has
suffered a history of ignorance and neglect

Literature
gives us two
important
things: ideas
and ideals.
Ideas give us
mental energy
and ideals
give us
emotional
energy
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