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Centralising Scotland  
Brian Wilson 

Remarkably little attention has 
been paid to a statement made 
by John Swinney in the Scottish 
Parliament on 23 November 
when, in effect, he announced 
the formation of a vast Scottish 
super quango under political 
control. 

Maybe I am wrong. There might 
no longer be anything 
remarkable about the fact that 

the most dramatic centralising 
initiative in modern Scottish history has barely caused a ripple of public 
interest, not least because most of the public are entirely unaware of it. 

And maybe it is wrong to call it an 'announcement' since actually Mr 
Swinney just slipped it in as an answer to a question. 'Once established,' he 
intoned, 'the overarching board will replace individual agency boards 
while retaining the separate legal status of each of the bodies'. 

If this goes ahead, the 'overarching board' will incorporate Scottish 
Enterprise, Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Scottish Development 
International, Skills Development Scotland and the Scottish Further and 
Higher Education Funding Council. For all I know, a few others might be 
thrown in to complete the job lot. 

Presumably the bit about 'separate legal status' is to avoid the need for 
legislation to enforce the great centralisation plan. It is unlikely that it 
would find a majority within Holyrood. Indeed, all but the most zealous 
Nationalist MSPs might find discomfort in supporting it. That would 
certainly be true in the Highlands and Islands where they are already 
feeling the pressure. So my guess is that they will not be allowed, far less 
obliged, to vote on it. 

Insofar as there has been reaction to Mr Swinney’s announcement, it has 
been on a sectional basis. There is certainly opposition in the Highlands 
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and Islands to the effective death of a distinctive economic development 
agency for the region. Some academics have put their heads above the 
parapet to warn of the threat to the autonomy of their academic institutions 
from the loss of a Funding Council at arm's-length from government. 

However, there has been very little discussion of the wider implication and 
objective – which is to place an incredible degree of power and influence 
over crucial areas of Scottish life within the remit of a single organisation 
which inevitably would come under tight political control. Indeed it is 
mooted that it would be chaired by a minister. 

On this latter point, Mr Swinney went out of his way to avoid denying the 
possibility. The Tory education spokeswoman, Liz Smith, said that 'the real 
concern is that the new board will potentially be chaired by a minister'. Mr 
Swinney ignored that question and replied instead that he was 'happy to 
rule out government control of the universities' – an assurance which may 
be taken with the appropriate measure of salt. 

There is, however, more than one 'real concern'. My own is that every 
point of challenge to the centralised power of the Scottish Government is 
being closed down, on a very systematic basis, with an imperious 
disrespect for regional variation or the need for independent centres of 
decision-making, beyond the arm of central government. Scotland’s public 
sector is to be run from Edinburgh, as close as possible to political control. 
Full stop. 

The trend is not new. Since 2008, a guiding objective of ministers has been 
to create as many organisations as possible to which the word 'Scotland' 
could be attached. Some of them, like Police Scotland and Transport 
Scotland, have given rise to few efficiencies and a string of notable 
fiascos. All of them have removed decision-making powers from the 
regions of Scotland and people who know their own areas and subjects. At 
the same time, local government has been steadily eroded and starved of 
funding. 

Reviews and reforms are the standard fare of government. All of the 
affected organisations have been subject to them over the years. The Tories 
in the 1980s changed both the names and remits of the HIDB and SDA. 
The Fundings Councils were merged in 2005 . Skills Development 
Scotland has drawn powers from other agencies, and so on. There may 
well be a case for further refinements but what is now proposed is of an 
entirely different order. 
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Take the case of Highlands and Islands Enterprise, which is the one I know 
best. Since 2008, the organisation’s powers and budget have been steadily 
whittled away. Its leadership was apparently hired on condition of docile 
anonymity. Previous decades had seen outstanding figures – Grieve, 
Gilchrist, Alexander, Cowan, Hunter – at the head of the organisation. 
Each had become a very public (and effective) fighter for the region; major 
figures in Scottish public life. All of that is already gone. 

Public figures who challenge the authority and judgment of the Scottish 
Government are no longer wanted because the politicians are no longer big 
enough to tolerate thorns in their flesh. The watchwords are control, 
control, control; Scotland, Scotland, Scotland. My own view is that HIE 
should be far more focused on the needs of its peripheral areas where 
fragile communities are still losing population. Mr Swinney’s plans point 
in exactly the opposite direction. What place for the micro-economics of 
peripheral communities will there be in the councils of his 'single over-
arching board'? 

There are synergies between economic development, education and skills, 
but there are many other synergies to be taken account of also. The ones 
which affect the fate of peripheral communities are far more about 
economic development, housing, transport and land use. Are these 
synergies to be brought within the remit of Mr Swinney’s super quango – 
or just left on the sidelines as minor matters beneath the dignity of his 
'overarching board'? 

In 2010, the nationalists closed down the Highlands and Islands 
Partnership Programme which involved local authorities and distributed 
EU Structural Funds on the basis of acute local knowledge of needs and 
priorities. The whole thing was taken in-house to become part of an overall 
pot of money which could be branded as Scottish Government largesse. I 
defy anyone to identify the way in which these funds have been spent in 
the intervening years. That is what Scotland-wide 'overarching boards' do 
for local accountability. 

What grounds are there for believing that academic freedom would be 
respected by our newly politicised super quango? Most of Scotland’s 
university principals are already wary of opening their mouths for fear of 
incurring the displeasure of the powers they have to deal with. Mr 
Swinney’s old collaborator, Alex Salmond, was notoriously not above the 
early morning phone call to bring academic dissidents into line. With the 
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safety valve of the Funding Council removed, implied threats will carry a 
lot more menace. 

The whole principle of centralisation within Scotland needs to become the 
belated subject of wider debate – as opposed to piecemeal reaction to its 
symptoms. Mr Swinney’s super quango should be resisted as a step much 
too far. 

It confirms what some of us have known for a long time – that nationalism 
is not an extension of devolution but its antithesis. As one SNP minister 
put it: 'Scotland is our localism'. It is time for those who do not share that 
view to stand up for diversity. Around Scotland, they might find a lot of 
support and some lifting of scales from eyes. 
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Declining standards in education  
Walter Humes 

The first minister’s aspiration 
to create a ‘world leading’ 
educational system suffered a 
severe setback this week 
when the latest results from 
the Programme for 
International Student 
Assessment (PISA) were 
published. Scotland has 
slipped down the rankings 
compared with its position in 
the previous PISA study in 
2012.

In the earlier survey, the country was rated above average in reading and 
science, and average in maths. The latest figures put Scotland as average in 
all three subjects. Within the UK, England and Northern Ireland both 
achieved better results than Scotland. Sir Michael Wilshaw, outgoing head 
of Ofsted in England, said: 'Scotland used to be a beacon of excellence – 
it’s not any more’. The top-performing countries overall were Singapore, 
Japan, Canada, Finland and Estonia.

All such surveys should be treated with some caution. Much depends on 
the details of the methodology, the way in which data are collected and 
interpreted. Moreover, an educational system should not be judged solely 
on results in formal assessments. But the PISA study involved 540,000 15-
year-old students across 72 countries so its findings cannot be dismissed. 
And although Scotland still performs comparatively well in global terms, it 
is the direction of travel that is worrying: the pattern of relative decline has 
been apparent since 2000. Of particular concern is the fact that Scotland 
has low numbers of very high-attaining pupils. In science, for example, 
fewer that 8% of Scottish pupils perform at the highest levels: in Singapore 
it is 24%.
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Critics have been quick to offer a number of explanations. For the 
teachers’ unions, the main cause has been the financial squeeze on 
resources, with councils having to reduce the number of teachers and 
support staff. Others have blamed the flagship policy of Curriculum for 
Excellence, first planned in 2004 and introduced in 2010. The management 
of the programme has been fraught with difficulties. Teachers have 
complained that they have deluged with unhelpful 'guidance’ and required 
to complete an excessive amount of paperwork. Only recently has there 
been an attempt to free them from some of these burdens.

There are grounds for thinking that the causes are rather more deep-rooted. 
The SNP government has arrogantly dismissed concerns that have been 
coming from a number of sources for several years. Professor Lindsay 
Paterson of Edinburgh University has been a persistent critic of 
Curriculum for Excellence, arguing that its emphasis on vague ‘life-skills’ 
at the expense of knowledge has led to a dumbing-down of intellectual 
demands. The education committee of the Royal Society of Edinburgh has 
made reasoned responses to many of the changes: these appear to have had 
little impact on official thinking. Reform Scotland, an independent think-
tank, has put forward various suggestions for improving provision. These, 
too, have been largely ignored.

Instead of listening to the critics, the government pressed ahead with its 
plans. It adopted a very directive role in relation to Education Scotland and 
the Scottish Qualifications Authority, the national agencies charged with 
introducing the new curriculum and associated assessment system. These 
bodies have come in for a fair amount of criticism, some of it certainly 
justified, but the evidence suggests that they have been subject to strong 
central direction from Scottish Government ministers and officials. Senior 
civil servants, with limited knowledge of education, have had a key role in 
the managerial drive which has swept aside concerns and pushed ahead 
with the political agenda.

In all of this, there has been limited input by the academic community in 
Scotland. It might be thought that a government that frequently boasts of 
wishing to develop 'evidence informed’ policy might make better use of 
the research findings produced by staff in university faculties of education. 
That has not been the case. Researchers have been viewed with suspicion, 
especially those who show an inclination to question orthodoxies and resist 
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pressures to put a positive spin on their results. There is, in fact, a strong 
vein of anti-intellectualism within some parts of the Scottish educational 
establishment.

This is reflected in the courses of initial training offered to teachers which, 
in the opinion of many, offer inadequate preparation for the professional 
demands they will face in the classroom, particularly in terms of 
encouraging them to think of important principles, not just current 
practices. It is perhaps not surprising that Scotland finds it difficult to 
attract highly qualified people to teaching, especially in subjects such as 
science and maths. By contrast, Singapore recruits its teachers from the top 
five per cent of graduates.

The government’s preferred response to apparent weaknesses has not been 
to listen to the voices of classroom teachers but to launch a series of high-
profile 'initiatives’, such as the Scottish Attainment Challenge, which 
promise much but, in the opinion of some of those who have to administer 
them, have not been properly thought through. The latest proposal has 
been to reform the 'governance’ of schools. This is seen as an attempt at 
further centralisation, masquerading as a plan to devolve more power to 
head teachers.

At a recent meeting in Edinburgh attended by primary and secondary 
heads, officials from local authorities, parent representatives and college 
and university staff, there was scepticism about whether the proposals 
would work. What was interesting, however, was that there was general 
agreement that underlying the current problems was a deep cultural issue: 
the tendency of too many people in Scottish education, especially at senior 
levels, to respond in a conformist and compliant way to ill-judged policies 
emanating from the centre. In other words, there was a lack of intellectual 
leadership. To improve our educational system will require not only an 
honest acknowledgement of where mistakes have been made, but also a 
willingness to engage with hard questions about the fundamental aims and 
values of schooling.

Is it likely that this will now happen, in the light of the PISA findings? 
Already the cabinet secretary for education, John Swinney, while 
describing the results as 'unacceptable’, has signalled his intention to press 
ahead with his existing programme. Initial responses from teachers (as 
judged by letters in the national press) have been hostile. They doubt 
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whether carrying on regardless will be in the best interests of their pupils. 
A government that is convinced it knows best, that only listens to those 
who tell it what it wants to hear, that thinks that shallow rhetoric about 
'excellence’ and 'equity’ constitutes a coherent strategy, and that seems to 
regard independent thinking as a crime against the state, is unlikely to be 
able to address the scale of the challenge that we now face.
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The monstrous new superschool 
Kenneth Roy

It was a scene repeated, no doubt, in 
many parts of Scotland last weekend: 
a carol concert in a supermarket, 
given by pupils of a local school. I 
saw from the collecting cans that its 
name was Lawthorn, an ordinary wee 
primary school in Irvine, and there 
was nothing remarkable about the 
performance – except that the young 
teacher was leading it with the use of 
sign language. Most expressive it was 
too; even rather beautiful.  

 
I decided from her relationship to her pupils, the obvious commitment and 
love, that she was an exceptionally gifted teacher. But I could be wrong. 
Maybe there are thousands of young teachers just like her. If there are, I'd 
have to conclude that there is not a great deal wrong with Scottish 
education, whatever the latest stats tell us.  
 
There was another feature of the performance in Sainsbury’s on Sunday 
morning that impressed me. It was the smallness of the group: a teacher 
and a dozen or so children, education on a human scale.  
 
Isn’t that how it should be: human? Above all other considerations: 
human? 
 
After the carol concert, for reasons that need not detain us, I was raking 
through some old cuttings (the electronic version) when I came across an 
educational row from 50 years ago this week. It concerned a plan to 
incorporate Braehead Junior Secondary School, in the Fife pit town of 
Buckhaven, into a large new comprehensive of 1,500 pupils. The parents 
didn’t like it; the teachers didn’t like it; the local community didn’t like it. 
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Only the politicians liked it. Guess who won?  
 
The article in the newspaper was illustrated by photographs of various 
school activities. In one, pupils were making skis in the technical 
department; in another, a boy was using a world map to point out places of 
interest for the daily news bulletin at assembly; in a third, a pupil was 
painting a mural. The article informed us that Braehead was the only 
school in Scotland that had been invited to send contributions to an 
international exhibition of child painting in Vancouver. ‘We are using art to 
develop the child,’ explained the teacher.  
 
In the midst of this remarkable creativity, there was disdain for the 
formalities of education. At Braehead (reported Marjorie Orr in the 
Glasgow Herald), ‘exams are regarded as one of the most invidious aspects 
of an educational structure which rewards the student with a memory for 
facts and a mind which can manipulate them'.  
 
It came as no surprise to read that the head teacher – headmaster, as we 
still called them in 1966 – of this unusual establishment was Bob (R F) 
Mackenzie, maverick, reformer, writer and dreamer. He spoke for the 
teaching staff: ‘We are in favour of the comprehensive intention, where 
every child is of equal importance. But in a large school – the size of the 
ones being planned – the pupils are going to feel submerged’. Braehead 
had 470 pupils, and according to Mackenzie the teachers had their hands 
full; the new establishment would have three times that number.  
 
How quickly – with what ruthless and heedless efficiency – we destroyed 
the small school. A couple of decades later, after a column in Scotland on 
Sunday lamenting their loss, I was corrected by Robert Crampsey, a BBC 
sports commentator whose day job was head teacher of one of the big 
comps. Mr Crampsey assured me in magisterial  
terms that I could not be more mistaken: that there was no merit in schools 
of under 1,000 pupils. (Interesting that the same assumption is now made 
to justify the increasingly large teaching hospitals.) Bob Mackenzie had 
recently died, and his philosophy of education may have died with him; we 
were now in the Scotland of the Crampseys, where size mattered.  
 
I wonder: did anyone ask the children?  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We are witnesssing the apotheosis of the factory school – in Kilmarnock of 
all places, where, at a cost of £45 million, the local council is merging two 
secondary schools (Kilmarnock Academy and James Hamilton Academy) 
and bringing them together with two primaries (New Farm and 
Silverwood) in – draw breath while you can – the William McIlvanney 
Campus. Yes, the same William McIlvanney who made his name writing 
hard man crime novels and whose essential props for any newspaper 
photograph were a fag and a large whisky. The ‘consultation exercise’ was 
so brilliantly successful that all the suggested names for the new ‘super 
school’ were rejected and the SNP cooncil decided they knew better, 
foisting the William McIlvanney Campus on an unsuspecting public.  
 
I have read the various reports produced by East Ayrshire Council in 
support of this monstrous scheme. The logic, in so far as there is any, 
seems to be based on falling school rolls: Kilmarnock Academy is down to 
600 pupils, James Hamilton to just under 700 (both of them considerably 
larger than Braehead in 1966). Rather than take advantage of these 
blessings by improving pupil-teacher ratios, it is deemed necessary to 
‘impose building efficiency and reduce un-necessary [sic] expenditure’ – a 
task in which it is being assisted by the ‘Scottish Future’s [sic] Trust’.  
 
There are few references to the new build as a school; it’s much too fancy 
for that. Instead it is ‘a state-of-the-art learning environment’ which will 
‘facilitate a modern curriculum and learning experience’ (you can pretty 
well make up the rest of the semi-literate guff for yourself).

The wisdom of mixing two-year-olds (there's to be a nursery too) with the 
rougher secondary boys appears to be taken for granted; heaven knows 
how almost 2,000 children are to be bussed from various parts of the town 
to learning environment central, how traffic congestion is to be avoided 
and traditional local rivalries (KIllie v James Hamilton) overcome.

But these are minor matters compared with the overlooked philosophical 
questions: how are children to be properly educated, how are they to be 
guided and inspired, how are they to avoid being 'submerged’, how are 
they to feel safe and nurtured in so vastly impersonal a complex? In the 
fatuous groupthink of East Ayrshire Council, there is no attempt to address 
these questions, far less to probe their meaning or possible implications.  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Is this really the school of the future? Is this really the Scottish 
government’s vision for the education of our children? It sounds more like 
a recipe for social dysfunction and mental breakdown.
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Scotland the Bold or Scotland the 
Timid? 
Gerry Hassan

Is Scotland really special? Are we a land 
that has bucked the retreat of the centre-
left and social democracy, and proven 
itself immune to the right-wing populism 
sweeping the west from Brexit to Trump?

Significant parts of Scottish opinion are 
always looking for any reason to jump on 
a wha’s like us exceptionalism: one which 
invokes our morality, values and 
commitment to social justice, alongside 
our collective opposition to all things evil 
from Thatcherism and Blairism to neo-
liberalism.

The truth is rather different. Scotland is 
both different and not that different, in 

comparison to the rest of the UK. Our social democracy isn’t immune from 
the dynamics that have weakened it elsewhere, and should not be confused 
with the electoral strength of the SNP – just as before it shouldn't be 
equated with the once-dominance of the Scottish Labour party.

Last week BBC Scotland ran a series called ‘Unequal Scotland’. In places 
it was good and more substantive and serious than most of BBC Scotland’s 
recent output. It itemised the scandalous state of much of the country in 
terms of education, health, income, wealth and land. It pictured a country 
where little real progress has been made on reducing inequalities or 
widening opportunities since the advent of the Scottish Parliament – 
coming up for nearly two decades ago.

Many of these dynamics – the 24-year health gap between rich and poor, 
the educational apartheid, the fact that the 10% wealthiest households have 
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44% of the nation’s wealth while the poorest 10% of households have a 
mere 9%, the grotesque patterns of private land ownership – have built up 
over decades (and in the latter over centuries) and take time to change. But 
they cannot all be blamed on Westminster, while the Scottish Government 
is allowed to take no responsibility.

At the end of last week Angela Constance, Scottish communities minister, 
was interviewed on Good Morning Scotland and Reporting Scotland in 
response to the series. She spoke the language of good intentions, eager to 
show how she wanted to do things. But overall what came over was the 
caution and timidity, and sadly, the hollowness of much of what she said. 
SNP proposals were thus presented as ‘bold and radical’ - such as the 
‘Fairer Scotland Action Plan’ and minor changes to the council tax.

This jarred with reality so much on Reporting Scotland that even the 
usually mild-mannered Sally Magnusson challenged her, observing that 
continuing to blame Westminster was 'the old game’, before making the 
point that 'What is required of the Scottish Government now, according to 
our experts, is bold, imaginative moves of the sort that the cautious, 
incremental steps that the Scottish Government takes is not meeting in any 
way at all.’

Two days later on the BBC programme Sunday Politics Scotland Scottish 
transport minister Humza Yousaf had to explain the shambles of the 
ScotRail franchise award to Abellio. Yousaf, once seen as an SNP high-
flyer and potential future leader, struggled to find a coherent line under 
scrutiny or suggest any substantive plan. Indeed, he even refused to 
indicate his support for nationalising the railways; something Corbyn’s 
Labour are now committed to.

Two examples. What they indicate is that the SNP is beginning to struggle 
to find a language to explain the Scotland it governs and is responsible for. 
It has taken nine and a half years for this situation to slowly emerge, and I 
predict that we will see more of this, and that this is the future face of 
Scottish politics.

Over the course of this near-decade, the SNP has been given a blank 
cheque by a large part of society. This is with the qualification that part of 
the country’s press – the Daily Mail, Daily Telegraph and Daily Express – 
have waged constant war on the Nats. This however has been part of the 
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overall dynamic, because it has allowed SNP loyalists to say that we 
cannot engage in any proper debate or criticism, because our enemies are 
at the gates.

One area where the SNP has been most trusted is social justice. The appeal 
of Yes and the left have been seen as synonymous by the likes of Tommy 
Sheppard and Jeane Freeman. Yet, this is a mixture of aspiration and 
default: the latter assuming that the Yes argument trumps the No in the 
indyref and since then, given the conspicuous problems of the UK and 
absence of social justice.

Writing and researching my new book 'Scotland the Bold’ I asked more 
than 80 people from all walks of life for policy suggestions for a more 
equal, fairer country. From a variety of informed and passionate 
suggestions I developed a top list of 64 to include in the book. What was 
very striking was the tone of the contributions, for running through many 
of them was a mild but discernible disappointment with the SNP in office.

This shouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone: a sense of disappointment 
after nine and a half years in office. This period has been marked by three 
distinct periods. First, the SNP won its first national election and minority 
government, followed by majority government and the high drama of the 
indyref, and finally, the wide appeal and reach (beyond just SNP 
supporters) of Nicola Sturgeon. All of these periods have kept the 
momentum going, combined with major ineptness from opposition parties. 
But the laws of political gravity are never anywhere suspended forever.

The SNP has changed the face of Scotland and Scottish politics. But 
somehow the party, which by its efforts and opposition incompetence, has 
got itself into a period of dominance and superiority, has to learn a 
different kind of politics -– one less imperial and condescending and much 
more interested in detail and results.

The limits of the SNP in office are now becoming more clear. Apart from 
Nicola Sturgeon and John Swinney the talent in government isn't that deep 
or impressive. A generation of ministers such as Angela Constance, Humza 
Yousaf and Derek Mackay have only known the SNP on the rise as elected 
politicians, and are likely to struggle to adapt to a world of more scrutiny 
and turbulence.
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There is even a wider, longer story about the shortcomings of the Scottish 
Parliament and experience of devolution. By next year Holyrood will have 
been in existence for 18 years: eight years of Labour (with the Lib Dems) 
and 10 years of the SNP in office. That's a respectable enough period to be 
able to make an assessment.

Over that period, no real substantive change has taken place on social 
justice which has addressed poverty and inequality and improved the lives 
of those most disadvantaged in our country. Neither Labour or the SNP in 
substantial periods in office has done anything much to redistribute income 
or wealth. Instead, both have been informed by the conceit that they 
embody 'social justice’: an attitude which built up problems for Labour, 
and will again for the SNP.

Whatever their differences on the constitution, Scottish Labour and SNP 
have always been more similar than they like to pretend. They have both 
represented and given voice to an insider, managerial, technocratic vision 
of Scotland, while wrapping it with a social democratic sentiment. Neither 
has shown any desire to shake up this state of affairs and to give voice to 
outsiders or those who don't fit into professional, institutional Scotland.

The assumptions of insider Scotland are that their good intentions, 
eagerness to launch initiatives, alongside their opposition to Westminster 
imposed neo-liberalism and austerity, is enough. And that somehow all this 
adds up, almost as an article of faith, to making progress towards a fairer, 
more equal, and better Scotland, even if its final destination is a little hazy 
and light on detail.

Nearly all Scotland’s political parties, professions and interest groups buy 
into this. For many in mainstream Scotland – such as the political 
commentator Iain Macwhirter writing in this weekend’s Sunday Herald – 
the fact, as he observed, that 'the political parties in Scotland are all pretty 
much on the same political page' is cause for celebration.

He goes on to say that ‘Labour, SNP, Lib Dems, Greens and even many 
Tories are broadly internationalist, support EU membership and...are 
committed to an active, interventionist state, social housing, economic 
equality, comprehensive education, a state-provided national health 
service, as well as a host of things which are rarely discussed because there 
is no dispute...’
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Much of the above is to be applauded. Scotland has chosen not to go down 
the route of the Brexit vandals and market determinists who have caused 
such mayhem turning large parts of English society upside down. But 
while we can rejoice at this, does this state really mean we close our eyes 
to our own inadequacies and pretend that everything is fine?

Are we really content to portray our timid, defensive social democracy as 
being up to the challenges of our age? Do we really want to tell ourselves 
selective and comforting stories that are clearly at variance with the truth? 
When, for example, was the last time any serious Scottish politician 
showed the slightest interest or support for economic equality? Maybe 
around about 1975 and Gordon Brown’s 'The Red Paper' would be an 
answer.

There are many things to be proud of in Scotland in recent decades, but it 
doesn’t help us to invoke a dreamland and land of care, compassion and 
equality, which clearly does not exist. Who, we have to ask, gains from 
this? The true believers of the SNP and independence for one, but also the 
numerous elites and vested interest groups, from the corporates, to land 
owners, and the public sector, who see only rhetoric and micro-initiatives, 
but little proposed substantive change.

This status quo Scotland has been the way that things have been done for 
years in this land. But change is coming, aided by public spending 
pressures, demographics, and the decline of deference. Yes, we should 
pride ourselves on the smaller appeal of Brexit Euroscepticism, 
xenophobia or Trump-like populism, but the mild-mannered, 
unadventurous spirit of first Labour, and now the SNP, doesn’t capture the 
spirit of our times. Overlaid on top of this is what Andrew Tickell has 
rightly called in the Times a sort of ‘zombie politics’ of the kind present in 
the indyref and still in existence – particularly in SNP-Tory competition – 
which is all about positioning and partisanship and little else.

The SNP is caught continually trying to prove its respectability and not 
frighten the horses in order, it says, to create the conditions to win a 
second indyref. But in actual fact, this timorous social democracy is its 
true character, as it was of Labour. It is time to stop talking about a politics 
of 'the left’ or any genuine, radical social democracy. Instead, this is a 
centrist politics of at best, the near-left, more in common with Hillary 
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Clinton and Francois Hollande than we would like to imagine, minus the 
scandals and scale.

Politicians such as Clinton and Hollande have bent and compromised to 
the winds of globalisation and today’s world, and ended up standing for 
very little than the dominant order. We are kidding ourselves if we think 
our politicians are really that different and removed from such concerns. 
We are it seems different, but not that different, and we need to ask 
ourselves if this is who we are happy to be. Being honest about this state of 
affairs would be a start. Do we really want to be Scotland the Bold or are 
we content to kid ourselves and continue to be Scotland the Timid?
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Can we ever understand each other?  
Eileen Reid

Nicola Sturgeon’s 
closing speech of the 
SNP conference was 
widely acclaimed for its 
compassion, emotional 
literacy, strategic 
positioning and new 
policy initiatives. 
Listening to her, it struck 
me again what an 
outstanding politician, 
party leader and first 
minister she has become. 

That thousands voted for her, including No voters, is a testament to 
something simple, banal even: she is a safe pair of hands.

Politicians and activists ignore at their peril that many if not most voters 
want stability, reliability, strength, compassion and a healthy dose of trust 
in their leaders. Nicola Sturgeon, in the most complex, entangled and 
critical period in UK politics, has shown she is the wisest leader in the UK 
at the moment. Theresa May when first anointed as PM showed similar 
promise in her speech outside Downing Street. Despite May being a Tory, 
at the time I detected a collective sigh of relief that someone who at first 
seemed reliable was now in charge. The visceral dread of Boris, Gove or 
Leadsom becoming PM dissipated. For now.

To press the point further, imagine waking up to the news that Donald 
Trump is president of the US, Boris Johnson is PM, and say Pete Wishart 
is FM. A terrifying, destabilising thought as that is, it is not logically 
impossible. 

Towards the end of her speech, Nicola Sturgeon said those who supported 
independence must understand and respect those who took a different 
view. Then she said something that made me sit bolt upright. It was the 
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most remarkable, subtle and insightful minute or two of the whole speech. 
She told delegates that she didn’t mind admitting that she felt on the day 
after the Brexit vote that part of her identity had been withdrawn. She 
urged delegates to understand how those Scots who identified as British 
might have felt had the 2014 referendum gone the other way. It is not clear 
that the delegates enjoyed this part of the speech.

But for Scots looking on who were No voters in 2014 – many of whom 
must be persuaded in a second referendum campaign, at last acknowledged 
by the Yes movement not as 'Unionists’ or even more ghastly, the epithet 
'yoons’ but as ordinary Scots – it was a significant moment. Ordinary Scots 
troubled by identity but not intelligently or compassionately represented 
by the Yes movement or the Better Together (Project Fear) campaign are 
not given a voice. Understanding the complex issue of identity is critical if 
the next referendum campaign is to end with a different result.

All of this reminded me of a lecture decades ago on a seminal paper by 
Thomas Nagel with the delightful title 'What is it like to be a bat?’ Nagel is 
dealing with consciousness, identity and the mind/body problem, and his 
key point is that there is some way it feels to be a bat, even though we 
humans can never know this feeling. But I remember thinking: 'What is it 
like to be a bat? I don’t even have the foggiest idea of what it is like to be 
the student sitting next to me!'. Adapt Nagel’s question to fit the tribal 
politics of today and it becomes even more of a challenge. What is it like 
to be a Yesser?

I’m sure there is some way it feels to be a Yesser. Behavioural clues 
abound on mainstream media and on social media particularly. Passionate, 
fervent, idealistic, joyful, angry, their political and often personal identities 
are inextricably linked. To disagree with or question the drive to Scottish 
independence is often felt as deeply personal – which is probably why the 
reports of splits in families, relationships and friendships apparently 
occurred during the campaign, and its aftermath. But in fact the reverse 
question is more important given current events. The burden of the Yessers 
is not to be understood, but to understand the 'other’, the No voters. 
Without it, they risk losing again. But can Yessers imagine what it is like to 
be a No voter? 

What is it like to be a No voter appears to be incomprehensible to most 
Yessers. Although all experience is subjective to a large extent, for people 
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who share sufficiently similar viewpoints, basic understanding is assumed. 
But the more different from oneself the other is, the less successful we are 
at imagining their feelings, at empathy, sympathy and understanding. How 
on earth does one take up the point of view, or imagine what it is like, to 
be someone you adamantly oppose? Currently, in Scottish politics, it is 
probably easier (to misuse Nagel) to imagine having webbed arms, flying 
around at dawn and dusk catching and swallowing insects, perceiving the 
world by sonar, and spending most of the day hanging upside down in the 
attic. 

It is a tribute to Nicola Sturgeon’s character and sensitivity that she 
attempts to describe the state of mind of those she opposes. It is vital that 
Yessers follow her lead. How? What possible psychological and practical 
mechanisms could be put in place to generate greater understanding of and 
between the two sides? Is there a kind of Rawlsian thought experiment 
from behind a veil of ignorance that could facilitate understanding and 
insight into the state of mind of the other?

Tribalists on both sides, 'cybernats’ and 'yoons’, with their associated and 
unpleasant bloggers, will never ditch their wilful ignorance. Let’s leave 
them alone to fight it out on what has become the malicious political 
gossip site, Twitter. But then, what about the rest of us? Rallies? Obviously 
not. So-called public 'debates’? No. Canvassing? Probably not.

Perhaps some brave politicians/activists from each side, or at least one, 
could set aside their passions and set up a series of cross-party discussions 
along the lines of the well-known and established philosophical inquiry 
sessions. Facilitated by a skilled neutral, these sessions could explore the 
deep-rooted issues around Scottish and British identity to establish, at the 
very least, mutual and reciprocal comprehension of the various 
conceptions of what it means for them to be Scottish. Granted, this could 
prove more difficult than imagining what it is like to be a bat, but we need 
to start somewhere, somehow. Until and unless there is a greater mutual 
understanding of the different conceptions of Scottish identity, what it is 
like to be a Scot for those with whom you disagree, no one, not even 
Nicola Sturgeon, can speak for 'all Scotland’.
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American Journey (Part 1)  
David Torrance

Anchorage, Alaska 
Shortly after arriving in 
Anchorage, Alaska, I 
started hearing and 
reading references to 'the 
lower 48'. It took me a 
while to figure out that 
this meant the 48 
mainland states, Alaska 
and Hawaii (which only 
joined the union in 1959) 
being physically separate 
to the north and west 
respectively. Indeed, it is a source of some mirth locally that, used to 
seeing how the two states are depicted on maps of the US, some 
Americans apparently believe Alaska – like Hawaii – to be an island. 

Yet Alaskans certainly consider themselves to inhabit a place apart, which 
is understandable considering the former US 'territory' formed part of the 
Russian empire until 1867. Although to an outsider Anchorage (a compact 
city ringed by charcoal-black mountains) feels resolutely American, at the 
same time it does not, a bit like visiting Northern Ireland, which is 
simultaneously British and un-British. The night after I arrived – via a 
scenic flight taking in Iceland, Greenland and Canada’s northwestern 
passages – I ended up getting drunk with an eclectic group, some local and 
others 'seasonal' workers to the north of Anchorage. 'I’m not American,' a 
young female artist told me. 'When I go there it feels weird.'

Later, we ended up snogging (as the kids say) in Anchorage’s only gay bar, 
Mad Myrna’s, something I only properly recalled on finding two strips of 
passport-photo booth pictures in my hotel room the following morning. 
My unlikely companion – we had parted affectionately before I went home 
– had also told me it irritated her to hear Donald Trump state his ambition 
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to 'make America great again'. 'It’s already great,' she said, 'and he 
diminishes it by saying that'.

It’s safe to say the voters I’ve encountered thus far do not regard this 
presidential election as a positive experience for American democracy. In 
Anchorage and elsewhere pleasantries fell into two parts. 'What brings you 
to the United States?' someone would ask cheerily. 'I’m a journalist…' I 
would begin in response, prompting a positive reaction (unlike in 
Scotland). 'I’m here for the election,' I’d then continue, at which point 
faces would fall and subjects swiftly changed.

Seattle, Washington  
I got much the same reaction in Seattle, a Pacific northwestern city in the 
state of Washington that first imprinted itself on my teenage consciousness 
via the comedy series 'Frasier', which concerned a radio psychiatrist played 
by Kelsey Grammar. Its opening credits included an animated skyline of 
the city, in which most prominent was the 'Space Needle', an observation 
tower constructed for the 1962 World’s Fair. I visited at sunset on Saturday 
evening and it didn’t disappoint.

Waiting in the queue I got chatting with two native Washingtonians, one of 
whom made a point of self-classifying as 'white trash'. I asked them about 
the election and they both admitted to being in a quandary: they were 
evangelical Christians and therefore inclined towards the Republican 
candidate, but also acutely conscious that he wasn’t exactly a God-fearing 
church-going sort. But then he wasn’t Hillary Clinton, and that seemed to 
be enough. One told me Mrs Clinton was a 'socialist…a communist', and 
she didn’t mean that in a good way.

I asked if they’d be watching Monday night’s debate to which they replied 
with alacrity, 'yes!' And did it stand, I added, any prospect of changing 
their minds? 'No,' each replied, with comparable certainty. Finally, I asked 
if they thought Trump had any chance of victory on 8 November. They 
pondered this at length before one, armed with a quote from scripture, 
quietly informed me that 'God will decide'.

On the 'link' light rail service from Seattle’s airport to the waterfront 
downtown an African-American passenger intoned, mantra-like, 'Donald 
Trump says', while indicating his intention to back the Republican 
nominee. This caused obvious bemusement among the younger, hipper, 
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passengers, but spoke to an unexpected aspect of Seattle life, that of 
homelessness and obvious poverty. There were what Americans would call 
'bums' everywhere, some claiming (on hand-written bits of cardboard) to 
be aging 'hippies', while others simply revelled in bucking the system and 
championing individuality. I spoke to one gay guy who volunteered the 
unlikely fact that he’d be voting for Trump. 'His military plans, tax code, 
and passion to protect the US,' he replied when I asked him to explain why. 
'I have two kids [and] I want them to know freedom their entire life.'

Portland, Oregon  
In the US, it seems that violence of some sort is constantly in the 
background. On arriving in Anchorage a state of emergency had been 
declared in Charlotte, North Carolina, following another police shooting, 
and I reached Seattle just days after a lone gunman had taken pot-shots at 
shoppers about 50 miles north of the city. Finally, on arriving in Portland, 
Oregon, on Monday afternoon, news was breaking of another shooting 
near a shopping mall in Houston, Texas. 

All of this, naturally, was pushed down the running order by the first 
presidential debate at Hofstra University in the State of New York that 
evening. I’d arranged to attend a 'watch party' hosted by the Oregon 
Democrats in the eastern half of Portland, a city with an even more 
pronounced housing problem than Seattle. Outside my hostel in the Pearl 
District there appeared to be more people living on the sidewalk than in 
the hostel itself, and not just a few individuals, but whole groups, topless 
(it was hot) and listless, nesting among plastic bags stuffed full of what 
passed for belongings. Depressingly, few passing by batted an eyelid. 

The Democratic and Republican nominees attempted to address such 
issues in their 90-minute debate, but neither did so very adequately. 
Otherwise it went much according to how screeds of pre-debate analysis 
predicted it would: Secretary Clinton came across as steady and 'the 
Donald' rambling and verging on unhinged. By any rational measurement 
Hillary walked it, but of course that doesn’t count for much in the modern 
political age. Outside the 'watch party' venue was a lone protestor looking 
slightly embarrassed. 'The Democratic Party,' his placard proclaimed, 
'Supports Israeli Genocide'.

Most of those watching inside, meanwhile, would simply have come away 
with their pre-existing prejudices reinforced, and certainly they regarded 
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Trump as a pantomime villain and their preferred candidate the all-
conquering heroine, whooping when Clinton uttered a smart one-liner and 
groaning when the Republican nominee uttered something, in his own 
words, 'semi-exact'. 

I sat next to an ebullient French-born US citizen who told me she’d seen 
the recently-deceased golfer Arnold Palmer play at Turnberry back in 
1963. Did she know who now owned that course and hotel, I asked 
innocently. 'Yes! That asshole!' replied Christine, gesticulating at the 
screen in front of us. 'And the worse thing is,' she added, 'that idiot’s 
mother was from Scotland'. She then added darkly and quietly, 'and his 
father was a German’.
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Trump may have changed western 
politics for good  
Ronnie Smith

The chief business of the 
American people is business 
(President Calvin Coolidge)  

As I write this, the 2016 US 
presidential election is one week 
away and many commentators 
seem to assume that Hillary 
Clinton will win. We shall 
shortly test the accuracy of their 
forecasting and perhaps the 
extent to which they indulged in 

simple projection, her opponent being profoundly unpopular among the 
mainstream media establishment.

Mrs Clinton’s campaign has been generally orthodox in conception and 
execution. To obtain her party’s nomination she had to win the 
increasingly divisive primary campaign and then take steps to reunite all 
Democrats and build a national electoral coalition with which to defeat the 
Republican enemy at the general election. This she has done to a greater or 
lesser extent, just as all presidential nominees have done throughout my 
lifetime.

Mrs Clinton’s major problem is that she has become increasingly 
unpopular as her career in her husband's administration, in the Senate and 
in President Obama’s cabinet has become increasingly mired in political 
and financial scandal. Just as Mr Trump is far from the best candidate the 
Republicans could have chosen, Mrs Clinton is not the best of the 
Democratic Party and her greatest fear must be a low turnout of her own 
natural constituency.
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The process of selecting a president is lengthy and noisy but has been 
generally stable since the end of the second world war. However, during 
this electoral cycle things have changed and it remains to be seen whether 
this is a temporary glitch in the system or a more profound adjustment.

Until now America’s elected officials, whether at county, state or federal 
level, have generally measured their effectiveness and success against their 
relationships with business. Although many Americans work for local, 
state or federal government, the national political and economic culture 
remains overwhelmingly private. Hence the continuing large-scale 
opposition to what has become known as 'Obama Care'. It costs a lot of 
money to stand for public office in the USA and much of the necessary 
funding comes from business leaders who expect a return on their 
investment in candidates.

Just as there are no free lunches, so there is no obligation-free funding 
from competitive business interests. That is why public policy conversion 
into legislation has changed surprisingly little in principle and execution 
over the past 50 years and the system has not been effectively challenged. 
American business funds candidates, makes its priorities clear, and expects 
its representatives to look after its interests when they are in power.

Donald Trump, though, is not a politician. He is a businessman and his 
campaign for the presidency has been run as a corporate marketing 
operation.

For the primaries, Mr Trump identified his market and devoted all of his 
resources to maximising the impact of his brand on the segment/
demographic known as 'angry white folks'. These people feel that their 
vision of America has been destroyed by the liberal elites who tend to 
inhabit the east and west coasts. They live in the vast interior of the 
country in the 'flyover states' and have seen their industrial and agricultural 
economy decimated by overseas trade deals and financial pressure from 
larger and larger federal banks. Mr Trump did the math, sold his brand 
entirely to his chosen market, became a mirror to their frustrations and 
anger and won the Republican nomination relatively easily.

Along the way his aggressive personality and daily bluster won him more 
free airtime on US national TV than any other candidate in US history.
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The question for political commentators, not only in the US, was how 
could Mr Trump now build the customary broad electoral coalition to win 
the presidency having just insulted everyone outwith his targeted primary 
segment of voters? How could he diversify his business once he had 
saturated his initial target market?

The answer is that he didn’t even try.

The standard narrative runs that, again, Mr Trump did the math and 
obviously calculated that he could secure enough angry white votes to gain 
victory through the Electoral College. Karl Rove, George W Bush’s 
personal miracle worker, explained the strategy in an article a few months 
ago. Mr Trump never had any chance of winning the popular vote. But it 
was possible that he could accumulate votes in the flyover states and defeat 
the liberals in the larger coastal states through gaining just enough seats in 
the Electoral College. Mr Rove even set out a list of states that Mr Trump 
could win.

The Electoral College is the mechanism through which states' rights are 
protected during the election of a president. Let’s not forget that we are 
talking about the United States of America, a federation not a unitary 
monolith. No president can be elected without a majority in the college 
even if he or she has a popular majority in the country. However, new 
information has come to light which may change Mr Trump’s presidential 
narrative.

In the United States a media institution has grown over the past 25 years 
known as 'talk radio’. Various individual commentators set up their own 
private radio stations and assail the airwaves with their mostly 
conservative and religious opinions. The most famous of these 
commentators is Rush Limbaugh who has a huge following that he 
enlivens with his continuous attacks on liberal America, the coastal elites, 
the corruption in Washington, the Clintons, the Obama presidency and the 
general decline of the USA.

Mr Limbaugh is a staunch supporter of Donald Trump and speaks to 
exactly the same market segment identified by Mr Trump for his 
campaign. Mr Limbaugh’s audience has made him a wealthy and very 
influential man, facts that have not gone unnoticed by Mr Trump. It seems 
that the Trump organisation are seriously exploring the creation of a 
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nation-wide 'Trump TV’ station, taking talk radio to the next level. This 
raises one important question and two possibly disturbing possibilities.

The question: has Donald Trump’s campaign for the White House been 
nothing more than a corporate business operation to build a market of 
subscribers for his proposed TV channel?

If that is the case it raises the following scenarios. If Mr Trump becomes 
president it seems likely that he will have to work with a Congress that is 
hostile to him. With the power and influence generated by his TV channel, 
he would be in a position to continually appeal directly to his many angry 
white supporters across the nation and continue to inflame the divisions 
that his campaign has exacerbated. There would be no post-election 
healing. This would be seen by many as a subversion of the constitutional 
process of government.

If he loses the election, Mr Trump could continue to thrash away at the 
Clinton administration and all of the other enemies identified by his 
supporters. He could continue to challenge the legality of the election 
itself. In short, Mr Trump will simply not go away after the election. He 
and his followers will become a permanent and very active feature of 
America’s political landscape.

As I said, Mr Trump is a businessman not a politician. He chose not to 
fund a candidate for president. Instead he became the candidate himself 
and has vigorously pursued his own business objectives with the election 
reduced to the level of a viable marketplace, not a purely political event. In 
effect Mr Trump has removed the middleman from American politics on 
this occasion.

Now we must see if he has also changed Western politics for good.
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A warning from a future that doesn’t 
work any more  

Gerry Hassan

America has shaken itself 
and the world. Something 
seismic has happened 
which has confounded 
experts, the political 
classes, and observers all 
round the world. But in 
this year of revolt and 
surprises – from Leicester 
City and the Cubs to more 
seriously Brexit and 
Trump – the question is 
why should we be surprised any more?

I spent the last three weeks in the States, attending rallies, speaking and 
listening to people, and trying to understand what was going on. It was 
clear this was a change election, one where people were losing patience 
with business as usual politics and Washington, and one where at least two 
Americas talked and shouted past each other – one conservative and angry, 
one liberal and conceited, both believing in their own moral superiority. 
All of this has produced one of the most electrifying electoral shocks in 
American history: a victory with no real comparison in recent times and 
remaking the political mood.

Trump ran an unprecedented campaign by any modern standards. It was 
terrible and offensive, giving voice to a ragged, confused anger and fury at 
the state of contemporary America and the world. That much was said all 
the time, but it represented much more in ways which should have been 
more obvious and discussed.

The Trump campaign with all that noise actually had a whole strand of 
understandable, popular themes and slogans. It stood for something 
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obvious and tangible which voters could recognise and either embrace or 
reject, that they could feel they were part of or feel threatened. That is 
because it stood for something whether you like it or not.

All of this cannot be said for Clinton and her campaign. For all their 
millions, organisation, 'big data’ and ground war, they ran a campaign 
bereft of real ideas, which failed to connect to people or anything 
meaningful. Compare its pitiful key slogan 'Stronger Together’ with 
Trump’s 'Make America Great Again’ – one is abstract and vague; the 
other touches not only the American dream, but the palpable feeling of 
decline and a country going in the wrong direction.

The Clinton rally I attended was the one where Elizabeth Warren gave her 
electrifying 'nasty women’ address which ignited the crowd in their anti-
Trumpism. But it was a rare moment, for the ageing, white, middle-class 
audience seemed to be going through the motions, strangely detached for 
the whole rally, and unmoved by a Clinton address that had not one single 
rousing moment or message.

Clinton was the consummate professional politician and advocate for the 
globalised elite, Wall Street and the insider class. Her platform was one 
which was inadequate for the times that the US and world faced. It was 
filled with micro-policy, technocratic details, mixed up with an attempt to 
sell the notion that America was in decent shape and progressing in the 
right direction.

Spending the last few weeks criss-crossing small town north-east America, 
on the eve of poll I listened to President Obama tell an adoring crowd in 
New Hampshire that the economy showed US employment at a record low 
of 4.9% for eight years with 15 million private sector jobs created after 73 
consecutive months of growth. All a bit New Labouresque, and far 
removed from 'feeling your pain’ which Bill Clinton stressed in 1992.

At a Donald Trump rally last week in the same state, the mood was more 
subdued and serious than the stereotypes suggested. For a start, in the last 
few weeks Trump embraced a more disciplined set of messages. Even the 
Trump supporters I spoke to were much less incendiary and furious than 
often presented. There were even astute observations from some, one 
person commenting on the last days of the campaign: 'Trump is not giving 
any hostages to fortune now. We are ending with Clinton sounding mad, 
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talking about Trump all the time'. There was truth in that comment last 
Friday; it looks even more penetrating nearly a week later.

There were of course points of rage and hatred in the Trump world I 
encountered. There were continual cries of 'Lock Her Up’, even 'Kill 
Hillary’ and at the worst moment, a solitary cry of 'Execute Hillary’ from 
the body of the kirk which could be heard by everyone and made ripples in 
the national news. All the other over-the-top comments were ignored, but 
this was so out there that the then speaker John H Sununu, ex-governor of 
New Hampshire, had no choice but to confront it saying: 'You can’t say 
that. There are limits’.

But elsewhere people showed unease at lots of the raging hatred. Thus, 
when one speaker invoked Anthony Weiner’s sexting, several members of 
the audience said loudly: 'Do you mind. There are children here’. More 
importantly, Trump as a campaigner began morphing his message from his 
earlier, even more irresponsible days to believing that he was going to win. 
The older refrains of the Great Wall of Trump were passed over in 
tokenistic form, like an ageing popstar reprising by popular demand one of 
his biggest hits for the crowd.

He talked all the time of what a 'Trump administration’ would and 
wouldn’t do: repealing Obamacare, the call of 'Drain the Swamp’ (his 
slogan for cleaning up and clearing out the Washington political 
establishment) and reversing the human and political cost of what was 
continually presented as Obama and Hillary’s wars – but was really the 
legacy of the neo-cons under George W Bush. He had by then convinced 
himself he was going to win.

Many different emotions and voices fed the winning Trump coalition. It 
was a rage against the machine. A populist insurrection. Many of the open 
wounds of American society were exposed in public and became some of 
the key factors in a Trump victory – class, how the economy does and 
doesn’t work for millions, and how working-class people struggle and 
have been so taken for granted by the Democrats (as well as Republicans) 
for at least a generation. In this long presidential campaign, Hillary Clinton 
did not visit the rustbelt state of Wisconsin once. The result was viewed as 
in the bag and Trump’s threat to sweep through the rustbelt judged empty 
rhetoric. How wrong and damaging that proved.
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The contours of the Trump victory are remarkable. Class seems to have in 
places trumped gender. White non-college educated women voted 62% 
Trump versus 34% for Clinton; while non-college educated men voted 
72% Trump and 23% Clinton. The America that is increasingly diverse and 
multicultural wasn’t enough for Clinton who won 88% of the black vote 
versus 8% for Trump, but she only won 65% of the Latino vote, compared 
to 29% for Trump; and in key battleground states he polled even better, 
winning 34% of the Latino Florida vote.

Many use the words 'cultural wars’ to describe this divided America, but 
these are barely adequate. The fissures and lack of understandings run deep 
in so many directions. America’s mixture of denial, fear and rage on race 
and racism scars much – from mass black incarceration to voter 
suppression of black and non-white voters, and anxieties over police 
shootings. Van Jones, a former Obama official, spoke for many in liberal 
America when he said on election night on CNN: 'How do I explain this to 
my children?', and spoke of an election which he described as more like a 
'whitelash’.

Republicans are now unambiguously the political establishment. They are 
more dominant than at any time since 1928 and pre-FDR, controlling the 
presidency, House, Senate, and a majority of state governors. They will 
shape a Supreme Court which could become conservative for a generation, 
threatening Roe v Wade and other landmark liberal judgements.

Any political party and movement is, at the time of its greatest peril, at its 
biggest moment of strength. The tensions within the Republicans are not 
difficult to identify given that Trump isn’t a casebook Republican, but a 
maverick populist. Large parts of the party establishment and organisation 
removed themselves from the election, and now have to deal with the 
Trump train and its resultant wreckage.

For the moment the harder questions will be for the Democrats. The party 
let Hillary Clinton stand as if campaigning for the presidency was her 
entitlement; she scared off other contestants with the amount of corporate 
monies raised, reducing the race to her versus Bernie Sanders. Maybe 
Vice-President Joe Biden or Elizabeth Warren could have defeated Trump, 
but they stood aside and let Clinton win the nomination.
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Liberalism and what passes for 'progressivism’ is in trouble. The 
Democrats in the Bill Clinton and Obama presidencies, for all the rhetoric 
and charisma, have represented a liberalism of the rich and the elites. In so 
doing, they have patronised the older labour and class traditions of the 
party, telling workers that they have to embrace change, and assuming they 
have got nowhere else to go. Sounds familiar in its conceit, doesn’t it, 
because some of this has already happened here.

The left-liberal view of the world is increasingly part of the problem. A 
New York commentator dismissed Trump’s decent polling pre-election 
with the words, ‘40% of Americans are racists’. Many in the US and UK 
hurled insults at Trump such as ‘fascist’ or ‘far right’, when he is clearly 
neither: echoes of all the insults thrown at UKIP and the Brexit vote.

Democrats and liberal-left-wingers need a wake-up call about how they do 
politics. The demographic determinism which assumed that the 'rainbow 
nation’ of the US would produce a natural Democratic majority now and 
into the future, has been shown to be built on shaky foundations. Identity 
politics founded on race, ethnicity and gender has been outmaneouvred by 
class, status and whether people feel outsiders or insiders.

Then there is the more recent Democrat language – used by Obama and 
many others – of fusing the power of the civil rights movement with 
biblical imagery to continually remind black voters where they came from. 
Obama was at it, in an eve of poll rally, talking of the power of 'We’ and 
declaring that: 'We the people, we shall overcome, yes we can'. Such 
words become empty versus the patchy records of Democrats in office, and 
there is even evidence that it turns off and reduces turnout with younger 
black voters. The Clinton and Obama generations can't keep replaying the 
same worn-out records.

The real Hillary believers I met were few and far between, present in the 
insider class, and amongst old-style feminists, who had reduced a previous 
generation’s radicalism to the clarion call that now was the time for a US 
female president. Such opinion chose to blindside itself to the ever-
lengthening charge sheet against Clinton, which wasn’t invented by 
Trump. Many dismissed all the negative poll ratings against Clinton with 
sweeping comments such as 'all this is because she is a woman’, ignoring 
the criticisms made by Bernie Sanders earlier this year in the primaries.
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Trump is clearly a phenomenon, widely portrayed in the US as a 'empty 
vessel’ who ran at times a one-man show and campaign – with the only 
real back-up and ballast his extended family. This is not, as some 
Republicans have tried to claim in retrospect, a Ronald Reagan moment. 
When Reagan won the presidency in 1980 he had been a senior 
Republican since winning the California governorship in 1966, one of the 
leaders of the conservative movement, and had a kitchen cabinet of 
advisers.

However, where there are similarities is in their cross-cutting appeal. 
Reagan once famously was a public Democrat before converting to the 
Republicans, and Trump was once a liberal Democrat – something he 
spoke about in the campaign saying at last week’s rally: 'I was on the other 
side, but we had to do this for the sake of the nation'. That is a populist 
language, giving a pretence of putting country before party, and it has 
resulted in a remaking of the Republican coalition in ways which could 
prefigure a wider realignment, of the scale of 1980, 1968 or 1932.

The Democrats have managed to blow the numerous advantages they had 
over the Republicans again. They may have just won the presidential vote 
(in the narrowest margin of a popular result since JFK beat Nixon in 
1960), but they lost the presidency. Since 1992 they have lost only one out 
of seven presidential contests in the popular vote, but they have three times 
lost the battle to win the White House. That begins to look more than a 
little careless.

They assumed that because they had favourable demographics into the 
future, the politics would follow, but numbers never automatically go in 
one direction, and a complacency set in at the heart of the Democrats. 
Combine that with cosmopolitan elitism and Clinton entitlement and you 
have an unattractive brew. Voters have finally and belatedly called time on 
the Bill and Hillary Clinton era of the party, but it has cast a long shadow 
and trashed any real commitment to economic and social justice, leaving it 
unsure what it stands for.

There is the question of how Trump can convert his campaign rhetoric into 
government, and how effectively he can lead an administration, when all 
he has run is the Trump empire, and a whole series of questionable 
business deals (including the embarrassment of his Menie golf estate in 
Aberdeenshire – the subject of Anthony Baxter’s recent film 'You’ve Been 
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Trumped Too’). His victory will carry shockwaves across the world, and 
bring joy to the likes of Vladimir Putin, Julian Assange and Wikileaks.

But perhaps one of its consequences will be to give further permission to 
the pampered, bloated plutocrat class, who already see their own vested 
interests as the same as their respective countries. In Italy there has already 
been Berlusconi, while Arron Banks has bankrolled UKIP and the Brexit 
vote and has grand designs for future influence.

In a world where large parts of society and culture swan over the vulgarian 
super rich, it is possible that Donald Trump, as well as seeming a very old-
fashioned ‘Citizen Kane’ story, is also a warning from a future which 
increasingly doesn’t work for millions. It has been a long rocky road to the 
Trump presidency, but we really should have seen this coming, and if we 
continue in denial it will only be one in a future of many more unpleasant 
shocks as politics and the world get coarser and less civilised. This may be 
a crisis for centre-left politics, but it is also one of the myth of the republic 
and the American dream. If we are unlucky, it could become one for the 
planet as well.
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The weird new world of Donald Trump  
Alan McIntyre

It’s been a weird three weeks in America. 
My life goes on as normal, until a radio 
or TV voice intrudes with the words 
'President-elect Trump', and I suddenly 
feel queasy, as if the floor just tilted a 
little beneath me. But then it passes, and I 
get back to worrying about whether the 
NY Giants can actually make the playoffs 
this year.

In the aftermath of 8 November, my 
mantra has become 'judge him by his 
actions, not his rhetoric' and I’ve adopted 
the worldview of journalist Salena Zito, 
whose analysis of Trump is that 'the press 
took him literally, but not seriously, while 
his supporters took him seriously, but not 

literally'. The hope she succinctly captures 
is that Trump wasn’t in fact elected by a bunch of rabid gay-hating, 
misogynistic, neo-Nazi nutters, but instead by an overwhelmingly nihilist 
and disillusioned electorate that cared less about the specifics and more 
about the broader need for change; leaving Trump plenty of room to 
moderate his actual policy agenda. Rather than the 'hope and change’ of 
the 2008 Obama transition, we now have change – and then we hope for 
the best.

To date, the Trump transition has mirrored his campaign; disorganised and 
improvised with a broad direction of travel just barely discernible within a 
chaotic and often contradictory set of public statements. Rather than 
private meetings, we’ve had a parade of potential 'finalists’ for cabinet 
positions disappearing behind the golden lift doors of Trump Tower. 
Instead of the State Department briefing the president-elect before talking 
to foreign leaders, we’ve had the Australian prime minister getting 
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Trump’s personal cell phone number from golfer Greg Norman and just 
calling him up for a chat. What’s clear is that, while we may get regular 
appearances by the Trump who 'will be so presidential that it will make 
your head spin', presidential Trump will continue to be joined on his reality 
show by his unpredictable and embarrassing doppelganger who works the 
night shift and suffers from Twitter Tourette’s.

Beyond tone, the last three weeks have also given us real appointments 
and some policy statements to chew on. In the positive column, there’s 
been a dialling back of some of the campaign rhetoric. In his first policy 
video, the campaign chant of 'build a wall' mutated into 'increased scrutiny 
of work visa compliance'. On climate change, we saw a pivot from 'a 
Chinese hoax' to 'I’m open minded'. Trump also backed off his promise to 
further investigate Clinton, although it shows how little he understands the 
US justice system that it wasn’t his call to begin with.

Finally, despite her lack of foreign policy experience, the appointment of 
Governor Nikki Haley of South Carolina as UN ambassador is good news. 
It will put the daughter of Indian immigrants in a key bridge role with the 
broader international community, although you suspect that the majority of 
her time will be spent explaining that her boss didn’t really mean it.

Squarely in the bad news column is Steve Bannon’s appointment as White 
House senior strategist. Bannon built Breitbart News by peering into 
minds of angry white males and then feeding conspiracy-rich nutrients to 
the base instincts that live in their dark crevices. A man whose selection 
was applauded by the KKK and who embodies the worst rhetoric of the 
Trump campaign will now have unfettered access to the president and will 
help shape his agenda. The best case scenario is that Bannon proves to be 
just an economic nationalist, functioning as a populist conscience to ensure 
that billionaire Trump remains a tribune of the white working class.

Apart from Bannon, most of the other early appointments like attorney 
general Jeff Sessions, national security adviser Michael Flynn, and CIA 
director Mike Pompeo fall into the 'hard right but generally competent’ 
category, although all of them have at least some history of racism or 
Islamophobia.

Also in the bad news column is the realisation that the next four years are 
likely to see a conveyor belt of corruption scandals. Accusations of self-
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dealing already hang like a toxic miasma over Trump Tower, amplified by 
Trump’s brazen proclamation that 'presidents can’t have conflicts of 
interest'. It’s all very well to say the kids will run the business, but when 
Ivanka shows up to a meeting with the Japanese prime minister which 
Ivanka is it? Is it Ivanka the first daughter, or Ivanka head of international 
sales and marketing for Trump Hotels? Whichever Ivanka it was, her 
jewellery line wasted no time in sending out a promotional email 
marketing the bangle she was wearing at the meeting.

Without even getting into the craziness of Farage and the wind farms, we 
also had Trump’s first conversation with the Argentinian president 
covering not only world affairs but also some permitting issues for a new 
development in Buenos Aries. This brass-necked conflation of business 
and politics isn’t new in America, but it’s been a long time since we’ve had 
such well-founded fears that the US presidency will become a kleptocracy 
focused on self-aggrandisement and personal profit.

With a celebrity president the adjective 'unprecedented’ will quickly lose 
its potency over the next four years, so I’m trying to take a deep breath, 
ignore the noise, and separate the merely unfortunate from the truly 
dangerous. In the unfortunate category are things like a set of economic 
policies that owe more to the nationalism of Juan Peron in 1950s Argentina 
than they do to Ronald Reagan. The markets like the idea of deregulation 
and lower taxes, but the result is likely to be short-term gain leading to 
mid- to long-term pain. The same is true for his trade policy, where the 
ditching of the Trans-Pacific Partnership and the renegotiation of NAFTA 
will be red meat to economic populists, but you’ll struggle to find an 
economist who believes import tariffs and a trade war with China will 
benefit the economy in the long run.

In the truly dangerous category are attempts to curtail civil rights and 
reverse the trend towards a more tolerant and inclusive society. Bad things 
have already happened as a result of Trump being elected, but they are on 
a local and personal level; ripples from the rock of the Trump presidency 
being thrown into the national cultural pond. Hate crimes are up, with the 
perpetrators buoyed by what they see as an affirming voice in the White 
House. Swastikas have appeared on Jewish temples. Hijab-wearing 
Muslim women have been harassed in the streets, and immigrant kids are 
getting bullied in school. But while sad and reprehensible, none of these 
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actions are (as yet) the result of any formal policy or legislative agenda. 
However, it is worrying that Trump’s ‘sore winner’ accusations of 
widespread voter fraud may presage federal action to raise the bar for voter 
registration, which in turn will suppress minority turnout in future 
elections. I doubt, however, that Trump will go as far as Bannon, who in a 
fit of nostalgia for the 18th century, has mulled over restricting voting 
rights to just property owners.

Also in the dangerous category are actions that could undermine NATO 
and embolden both China and Russia to test America’s resolve in the 
Baltics or the South China Sea. That is why the still unfilled roles of 
secretary of defence and secretary of state will be the most important 
decisions Trump takes between now and January. If we have experienced 
and moderate people like Mitt Romney and General David Petraeus in 
those roles, I’ll feel a lot better about the next four years. If we have war 
hawks and loose cannons like Rudy Giuliani, then we could have a lot 
more to worry about during a Trump presidency than government 
corruption and aggressive deportation policies. (After this piece was 
written late Thursday, General James Mattis – popularly known as 'Mad 
Dog' – was appointed defence secretary).

While I struggle to see how the next four years can be a positive for my 
adopted homeland, I do have faith in both the moderating effect of its 
public institutions and ultimately in the core values of the American 
people. The presidency is by design a weak executive branch that requires 
the consent of Congress to both pass legislation and approve treaties. 
While Congress remains Republican-controlled, the fact is that on many 
issues Trump is not a traditional Republican, and once his honeymoon is 
over, that inherent tension will undoubtedly create friction on policy 
specifics.

Without 60 votes in the Senate, the majority will also struggle to push 
through any truly divisive legislation like a Muslim registry. If the 
Democrats are smart, they won’t just hunker down and attempt to block 
legislation, but instead will work to peel off the many moderate 
Republican senators who have already signalled their intent to be a 
bulwark against any extreme measures proposed by the new 
administration. We also have the bizarre sight of solidly Democratic states 
like California and New York talking up states' rights as a defence against 
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federal overreach – a classic Republican script now appropriated by 
anxious liberals.

The Democrats must also accept that, although many Trump supporters 
voted against their own economic interests, the Democrats need to resist 
the temptation to petulantly punish them for it. For example, infrastructure 
spending has been on the Democrats’ wish list for years, so they should 
embrace Trump’s enthusiasm for it, but then fight to ensure that it doesn’t 
become a feeding frenzy of graft and corruption. Rather than try and block 
the repeal of Obamacare, Democrats should accept that it needs reform and 
try and shape the future solution.

Trump’s pick for health and social services secretary is an ardent opponent 
of Obamacare, so the Democrats could be seduced by the idea of just 
standing back and letting healthcare reform unravel piecemeal. In places 
like Clay County Kentucky, 87% voted for Trump, but the uninsured 
population dropped from 27% to 10% in 3 years under Obamacare, so 
repeal will hurt, but Democrats need to help solve the problem not just 
gloat at the chaos. Come 20 January the grieving needs to stop, and the 
Democrats need to move beyond identity politics and be humble enough to 
listen and react to the economic concerns of flyover country, their 
ignorance of which clearly cost them the election.

Finally, despite the events of the last few weeks, I still have faith in the 
American electorate. These are the same people who twice elected an 
African-American president, and national opinion polls still suggest we are 
trending towards a more tolerant and inclusive society. Ultimately the 
swing states of the rustbelt elected Trump based on his economic message, 
and a lot of his anti-immigrant and anti-trade rhetoric was framed as 
contributing factors in the narrative of those states’ economic decline. If he 
focuses on economic concerns, avoids serious international blunders, and 
moderates his rhetoric on social issues, the Trump presidency could go 
down in history as an interesting experiment in economic nationalism, but 
not an unmitigated disaster.

If instead he seeks to govern as he campaigned, then I am confident he will 
eventually trigger the anti-bodies of American democracy, and some 
combination of the Congress, the Supreme Court, state governments, and 
ultimately public opinion will rein him in. As you can tell, I’m trying to 
view my glass as half-full, but maybe I’ll top it up with a little more 
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bourbon before I sit down to write a check to the American Civil Liberties 
Union. 
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Abroad in Trumpland  
Katie Grant 

Arriving at Boston’s Logan 
Airport from Heathrow’s 
terminal five feels like 
arriving in an old country. 
Boston’s terminal building is 
tired despite the high-tech 
immigration booths flashing 
like serried ranks of daleks. 
The officials still needed to 
supplement the daleks 
slumped behind glass and the 
cleaners slumped on benches. 
The airport shuffles along in 
eazifit clothes, neither welcoming nor unwelcoming, just not very 
interested. At least not interested in us. 

White, middle-class, BBC English, suited and brogued, even if the photos 
the daleks took 'for the authorities’ made us look like ancient relics, we 
were as likely to cause trouble as Alan Bennett to write 'Filth'. We were 
nervous, all the same. 'New passports this way,' said a sign. We found this 
mysterious and asked a vaguely uniformed lady for clarification. She 
swept us on. We were willing to be swept. Eventually we were swept 
towards our luggage, then into the arms of our waiting children and out 
into the Boston night. 

If you dislike foreign travel, beware of encouraging independence in your 
children. I regret not extending our highly successful rugby aversion 
therapy to travel overseas since we now have two children in the States. 
Not only that, with one in Massachusetts and the other in Texas, they live 
almost as far from each other as they do from us. The distance isn’t just 
geographic. From an MIT lecture on climate change to a rodeo in the old 
stockyards of Fort Worth, we viewed Trumpland in various guises from 
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north(ish) to south(ish). Strangely, in all my visits to the US, I’ve never yet 
seen a mountain. To me, the USA is a large pancake.

What was it like, people asked on our return. Does Trumpland feel 
different from Obamaland? How can I tell? America is the unfamiliar 
familiar. Electricity, for example, is ramshackle, all loose plugs and 
hairdryers in bathrooms. Those great highways with swinging traffic lights 
are pitted and potholed. Clapboard houses look temporary and not nearly 
up to the weather. Shops of any old kind spring up any old where. Public 
transport – what’s that? There’s the Boston T, but you’d die waiting for a 
bus. Many cars are Japanese – 'we wouldn’t buy an American car, it would 
fall to bits’ – so from the air, even in Dallas the car flow looks quite 
European. I can’t see any of that changing. 

And reactions were as expected. At liberal, socially progressive MIT, 
notices declared 'no to fascist America'. The only surprise was the absence 
of anti-Trump posters. Way beyond gallows humour, the current jokes are 
in coffins, lids about to close. Real, unbridled unhappiness. Black gloom. 
Genuine grief. Guts have been punched so hard people often sound a bit 
breathless. 

In Texas, they’re breathing more easily, though forget the redneck 
stereotype. Trump may have won all 38 electoral college votes and his 
cleaning up of 94.6% of the votes in Roberts County may have been the 
highest margin in the whole USA but Hillary Cinton won Fort Bend, the 
first Democrat to do so since 1964, and she reduced the margin of 
Republican victory in Texas by roughly 7%. America isn’t mad, it’s simply 
fed up of being a first world/third world country and the trigger-happy 
rednecks, the America First evangelists, the gun-toters; and the glassy-
eyed bible-bashers are simply a mirror image of the tyrannical liberals who 
promote progressive values through frowning disapproval and wagging 
finger.

If you want a real shock, go to the sixth floor of the Texas School Book 
Depository in Dallas. You’ll need to go twice. The first time you’ll be 
overwhelmed by JFK’s assassination. The clothes, the cars, the footage 
may be dated but the tension is absolutely contemporary. You know the 
shots are coming, yet you can’t quite believe it. When they do come, you 
feel them with that 1963 hammer-blow. As the motorcade turns into Elm 
Street, your heart races. I closed my eyes and suddenly found I’d become 

�48



our old nanny. Twenty times she saw 'The Sound of Music' and each time 
hid her eyes in case the Von Trapps didn’t make it. Anyhow, once you’ve 
got over that awful exploding head and the whole 'now alive, now dead’ 
frisson, go back and compare JFK’s clear, powerful call to the whole of 
America to Trump’s angry meanderings. JFK to Trump in under 60 years. 
That’s the disconcerting story of America.

It’s not the whole story, though. We ate our Thanksgiving dinner with no 
sense of irony. Trump may be unexpected and, to many, unwelcome, but 
he will pass. Had he survived, JFK would have been neither as good as his 
supporters hoped nor as bad as his detractors expected. Trump will be the 
same. Flying out of Dallas in November 2016, my overwhelming 
impression is that America isn’t as confident as it once was, and that the 
next four years will be an uncomfortable bout of hiccups. 

Afterwards – and there will be an afterwards – whatever else changes, I 
hope the US retains the quirkiness that finds the world’s largest collection 
of Robert Browning memorabilia in Waco. Browning amidst the whacky 
cults! Browning amongst the remains of Waco’s 24 Columbian 
mammoths! Remember the song Browning gives to Pippa in his verse 
drama 'Pippa Passes'? 

The year’s at the spring,

And day’s at the morn;

Morning’s at seven;

The hill-side’s dew-pearled;

The lark’s on the wing;

The snail’s on the thorn;

God’s in His heaven –

All’s right with the world!

Well, clearly not quite, not now, not ever. But just after take-off, when 
human America faded to dots and we had a God’s eye view of the great 
expanse, I thought of springs and dew-pearled hillsides and larks and 
snails. The only larks in the US are 'horned larks’ who prefer bare ground 
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to sky. Birds, eh. They seem so familiar, then it turns out you really know 
nothing about them at all.
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Pounding hearts: Europe’s refugee 
children  
Nannie Sköld 

30 October 
Today I wasn’t in La Linière. Two friends and I borrowed another 
volunteer’s car and drove to a sterile high-security building outside Lille’s 

airport. We knew of four people 
from the camp who were 
detained in the centre, and today 
learned of many more.

In detention, many people have 
given a different name to the 
police than what they call 
themselves in camp, in order to 
protect their identity. Because of 
this, it is tricky to ask to see 
someone without being certain 

of what name they were arrested under. Of the four friends we were 
planning to visit, we only managed to get the name of one in the end.

The visiting rooms are small, beige, and have four chairs nailed into the 
floor. I found a small chocolate in my bag to give the friend we were 
visiting. We hadn’t got anything else – it is Sunday and it is France, and 
not even the massive supermarket beside the camp is open. We asked how 
he was. We joked about him and his friends forming a boy band in the 
camp. After an hour, at 5pm, visiting hours were over, and we were 
ushered outside by the police.

The experience of spending time in a detention centre, and what is at stake, 
varies greatly from person to person. For some, detention, with the 
possibility of deportation, is the likelihood of being sent back to Bulgaria 
or Hungary, where systematic abuse against refugees is talked about as a 
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rule rather than as an exception. For others, deportation would mean being 
sent back to Germany or Belgium, from where it would take a couple of 
hours to get back to La Linière by bus. Detention can be a frustratingly 
long wait for bureaucratic procedures to be completed, or it can be the end 
to any hope of ever getting to the UK.

Walking back to the car, we heard someone yelling our names. In one of 
the windows, we saw the faces of the three friends we hadn’t managed to 
visit. 'Chony bashi?', we all yelled to each other, 'How are you?', before 
getting into the car, and leaving to go back to the refugee camp where 
these men are trying to leave from, but at this moment wished they could 
return to.

3 November 
In La Linière, there are approximately 900 bodies. Some bodies are in a 
relatively healthy condition given the situation they’re in, others are 
bruised by truck parts or Belgian police, and yet other bodies are 
extremely new and tiny. Refugee camps are not a normal environment for 
any of these bodies, and they are all – directly or indirectly – attempting to 
exist elsewhere.

For individuals trying to cross the border to the UK on lorries, the body 
can come to be seen as an obstacle. The 37 degrees of a human body can 
be picked up by infrared cameras. The smell of a body can be smelled by 
police dogs. If the body is discovered, the body may then have to walk 
back for several hours to return to the camp.

More or less a quarter of the women in the camp are pregnant. For these 
bodies carrying other, smaller, bodies, so much more is at stake. Do they 
still risk everything on a lorry? Or does the husband make separate 
attempts to get to the UK, with the hope of one day reuniting in the UK?

There are bodies that are constantly questioned. Individuals under the age 
of 18 are legally considered children, and have the right to more protection 
than adults. However, many minors do not have documents proving their 
date of birth, and are therefore subjected to scrutiny by authorities trying to 
disprove their claims of being under 18. Often this is based on little more 
than behaviour and appearance. In other words, bodies that look younger 
are likely to be given more protection than other bodies. Minors in bodies 
that appear older may be denied.
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Two days ago, a six-year-old boy came up to me and shaped his fingers 
into a heart. I pointed at his heart and he took my hand to show me how his 
heart was pounding. I put two of my fingers together and held it against his 
neck to show him how to feel your own heartbeat.

The camp is full of bodies.

9 November 
Maybe it’s winter now, maybe it’s just rainy, but, either way, it is a time of 
change and upheaval. Most obviously, Calais: the camp has during the last 
couple of weeks been completely demolished. The 10,000 people who 
were living in the camp have since been bussed to centres all over France, 
with only a ridiculously miniscule number of unaccompanied minors being 
taken to the UK, and many individuals and families having disappeared off 
the radar of humanitarian organisations.

A few days ago, a friend said that he was going to Calais to see if there 
was any information there about the possibility for unaccompanied minors 
to go to the UK through the schemes promised by the Home Office. 
Together with three other friends, we drove to Calais the next day. We 
were met by destruction, hundreds of birds, hostile but easily convinced 
police officers, a group of unhelpful officials, and another group of more 
helpful humanitarian workers.

Returning to our car after the unsuccessful attempt, we passed by the 
(former) bus that used to be the (unofficial) women’s and children’s centre 
in Calais. And a man who was looking for treasures in what was left of it.

Meanwhile, in La Linière, the situation has become more volatile after the 
demolition of Calais. Rumours about the camp closing, which have always 
circulated, are being taken more seriously. The efforts of Afeji, the state-
sponsored organisation responsible for running the camp, to close the 
camp are becoming more difficult to ignore. Individuals and families are 
coming back after having been in a lorry, or in detention, to find their 
shelters (together with all their possessions) having been taken away.

In August, Afeji decided to restrict entry to the camp to allow people who 
they consider to be 'vulnerable' – families, minors, and individuals with 
severe medical conditions. In October, the organisation decided to not 
allow any new individuals or families access to the camp (although many 
have found alternative ways to get in). Last week, in an effort to further 
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regulate the camp, Afeji introduced wristbands. Although there had been 
rumours about the wristbands being individualised and users being 
forbidden to remove them, the wristbands now in place are flimsy rubber 
bracelets, which many choose to keep in their pockets.

Yet a friend of mine tugged at his wristband in disgust and told me: 'It is 
like we are sheep.' Another friend told me that she takes off the wristband 
and puts it in her pocket when she goes to the supermarket, fearing that she 
would be judged.

In Calais, the camp was completely demolished within the space of a few 
days. In La Linière, rules are tightening and everyone fears what winter 
will bring.

�55



The Irish women forced into exile  
Ruth Morrissy 
 

On Saturday 20 August two women rose early and, with packed bags, 
headed to Dublin airport. On a 
chilly morning they queued to 
enter the plane knowing that 
they had a long journey ahead. 
One woman was travelling to 
have an abortion. The other, her 
friend, had come to support her. 
The women spent the next 48 
hours sharing an incredibly 
personal and private experience 
with an ever increasing number 
of followers on twitter.

They detailed their whole trip 
from the nervous wait in the clinic to the blood-stained sheets on the bed 
after the procedure. By the end of the day 26,000 people had followed 
their journey and they had made headlines across the world. These women 
effectively showed the world that Irish abortion is a reality and that women 
should not be forced to foreign countries to acquire one.  
 
I believe that Ireland is a good country but I believe Ireland can be a great 
country. In order to become great we need to change our abortion laws. 
The current law does not afford citizens of Ireland the dignity and respect 
they deserve. Every day 12 women are temporarily exiled from Ireland for 
the basic medical procedure that is abortion. Think about that for a second. 
Twelve women are forced to leave Ireland every single day. That means 
that by the end of this week, this number will be close to 80. It means that 
by the end of the year, this number will have jumped to almost 4,500 
thousand women. I, for one, both as a woman and a human, find that 
statistic both appalling. Whether you are anti-abortion or pro-choice there 
is one thing that cannot be denied. Irish abortion is a reality. 
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The legislation that forbids abortion is enshrined in our constitution. The 
law gives an equal right to life of an unborn child and a mother. This 
literally means that as soon as cells start forming in a woman’s womb, in 
week one of pregnancy, that these cells have an equal right to life as that of 
the mother. It means that a foetus, which cannot live without feeding off a 
woman’s body, has the same right to life that she does. And it is wrong.

This legislation goes against the basic human right of bodily autonomy. We 
have seen how this legislation fails women time and time again. In the last 
few years we have seen a young Indian woman, Savita Halappanavar, die 
in agony from septicaemia because of a hospital’s reluctance to provide 
her with an abortion for a baby. A baby that had a zero percent chance of 
living. We have seen Ms Y, an asylum seeker, who, having been raped in 
her native country and unable to travel because of her immigration status, 
was forced to give birth to her rapist’s child. We have seen the macabre 
experiment of a brain dead woman being kept alive as an incubator for her 
unborn child against her family’s wishes.

These examples show us that not only is the law unethical, but also that in 
practice this law does not work. It shows that, despite the constitution, a 
woman and the unborn do not have the same right to life. It shows that the 
foetus has a greater right to life than the woman. This is anti-life. This is 
anti-women. And it neglects women their basic human rights.

The laws surrounding abortion in Ireland are archaic. And they no longer 
reflect the values of our society. A number of different independent polls 
have shown that the majority of people are in favour of widening access to 
abortion in Ireland. As it stands currently, no woman of childbearing age in 
Ireland has been given a chance to vote on the matter. Their fate has been 
decided for them. If we cannot trust women to make the right choices 
about their own body how can we trust them with raising a child? The 
logic does not add up. 

Anti-abortion advocates suggest that decriminalised abortion numbers in 
Ireland would increase significantly. But this is highly unlikely. The 
abortion rates in Ireland fall largely in line with our European counterparts. 
In countries where abortion has been legalised, such as the US and 
Australia, studies have shown that the number of abortions did not 
increase. What do we have to gain by keeping it illegal? 
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The fact is that Irish abortions exist. They are a reality. And they are not 
going to go away. This is an undeniable truth. We have seen these 
women’s faces. We have listened to their stories. We have felt their 
heartbreak. It is time that we stood up as a nation and said this is not good 
enough. It is time that we trusted women to decide what is best for their 
lives and their bodies. It is time that we showed women the compassion 
and empathy that they deserve. I eagerly await the day that women will 
have control of their own bodies and won’t have to fight for human rights 
in 140 characters or less.
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My pilgrimage to the danger tree  
Magnus Linklater  

Just about this time a hundred years ago, my 
father, Private Eric Linklater, posed for a 
photograph in the uniform of the Fife and 
Forfar Yeomanry. He was 16, and was about 
to leave for the front. Like so many others 
he had faked his age to be accepted. He had 
also altered the medical report on his 
eyesight which, without glasses, was not 
great. Four months later he would be in a 
salient trench at Ypres, a sniper.  
 
Last week I was in France to commemorate 
an action which he missed – just – but 
which he would have known all about: 
Beaumont Hamel, the last great battle of the 

Somme, when the 51st Highland Division took a seemingly impregnable 
German position in the village on 13 November, 1916. We have, over the 
past three years, seen many of these events, and learned much about a war 
one hundred years ago that never ceases to shock and move us in equal 
measure. But each one tells us just a little more about its history.  
 
A crowd of around 200 turned out, with a small detachment of the Royal 
Regiment of Scotland, with pipes and drums, and a wee French boy 
dressed in khaki, also playing the pipes. We had speeches, there were 
welcomes from the mayor and the local MP, the Last Post and Flowers of 
the Forest were played around a Scottish flagpole in the centre of the 
village, and we all sang the national anthems of Britain and France.  
 
Afterwards we tucked into champagne, provided by the French, malt 
whisky and shortbread, donated by the Scots. There was great enthusiasm 
from the locals, who still recognise the sacrifice that was made on their 
behalf. The village – a scattering of houses, and a church – was entirely 
destroyed in the course of the Somme campaign, and has been rebuilt.  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Afterwards, we walked over the site of the trenches on both sides. You 
could see immediately the difference between the relatively shallow 
British lines, and the deep, dug-in German trenches. The action at 
Beaumont Hamel meant storming a notorious German-held trench in what 
is known as Y Ravine, a deep cleft in the ground, in which they had 
created underground bunkers, with stairways, concrete shelters and 
complete living quarters.  
 
What one learned, of course, was that the British trenches were temporary 
because they were attacking. The German trenches were deep and well-
made because they were defensive. On 1 July 1916, the first day of the 
Battle of the Somme, there had been a combined allied attack, preceded by 
the most massive explosion, when the Royal Engineers, who had tunnelled 
to within yards of the German lines, laid 40,000 lbs of explosive, and blew 
it up just before the allied advance. It didn’t work – merely announced the 
impending attack. It created a huge crater, killed 800 Germans, but allowed 
the German soldiers to occupy it as a defensive position.  
 
The attack was driven back with appalling losses. The Newfoundland 
regiment was virtually wiped out – they lost 86% of their men. We went 
and visited the memorial park, which has been created by the Canadians, 
with a huge statue of a Caribou deer dominating it. It was heartbreaking. 
You could see the ground that the Newfoundlanders had to cross, and it 
was entirely exposed. We were told that the barbed wire had only been cut 
in three or four places, and the German machine gunners had the gaps 
covered from every angle, so that almost every soldier charging through 
was killed.  
 
There is a tree still standing in a place known as Danger Tree (the original 
one is pictured above), marking the place where most of them died. So 
terrible were the losses that it effectively ended Newfoundland’s ambition 
to be independent of Canada. We were taken round by a guide who said 
that this – and next year’s commemoration of Vimy Ridge at Arras, which 
was a Canadian battle – were formative events in the creation of Canada.  
 
There is also a huge monument to the 51st Division, topped by a massive 
statue of a Highland soldier, and we followed a detachment of the Royal 
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Regiment of Scotland who played the pipes in front of it. They took the 
whole thing very seriously, and we were moved by their devotion to the 
task.  
 
The attack by the 51st Division on 13 November was also preceded by a 
massive explosion. But by this stage they had far better intelligence about 
the ground and the German defences. They went in on two fronts, and in 
two stages, through mud that was occasionally waist-deep (one runner got 
so embedded that he could not move for five hours). They were helped 
however by the early darkness, and a low mist, and the Seaforth 
Highlanders got up the edge of the village before they came under fire.  
Y Ravine took all day to capture. Two caves, held by the Germans, were 
captured by an astonishingly small company of jocks. Here is the official 
account:  
 
In the northern sector of the division's front were two large caves, and 'A' 
Company was detailed to provide parties to capture them. Closely 
following the barrage the party led by Second Lieutenant McVicar 
captured the northern cave, and that led by Second Lieutenant George 
Edwards captured the southern one. Edwards arrived at the entrance 
having passed through part of the British artillery barrage and with the 
support of just a few men, some of them already wounded. Calling on the 
occupants to surrender the Germans agreed, not realising how few 
Highlanders there were outside, and the gallant little band took charge of 
a large group of prisoners; some reports say as many as 400. Some 
minutes later a German bombing party appeared at the cave mouth, put 
most of the Seaforth party out of action, and forced George Edwards to 
surrender to his former prisoners. He was taken to a nearby dug-out which 
was in fact a battalion headquarters, where he was questioned by a 
German battalion commander and his staff. After a short time the sounds 
of rifle fire and bomb indicated that the situation outside had changed 
again. Edwards then suggested to the German that as they were probably 
now surrounded it would be prudent for them to surrender which, after a 
brief discussion they did. Second Lieutenant Edwards therefore took 
charge of his high-ranking prisoners and marched them back to the 6th 
Seaforth HQ where he handed them over to Lieutenant-Colonel Graham. 
For his bravery, and indeed audacity, Second Lieutenant Edwards was 
awarded the DSO.  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Here is another citation from the same day:  
 
In the raid of the seventh Gordon Highlanders, Lance Sgt Morrison killed 
four Germans and disarmed 50, who were taken prisoner. At this point 
Morrison had expended all ammunition and bombs and was faced by two 
more Germans with fixed bayonets. Appreciating the situation, Private 
Louis Thompson rushed past sergeant Morrison and killed the first 
German with his entrenching tool. He then picked up the fallen German’s 
rifle and with it killed the second. For this exploit both Simon Morrison 
and Private Thompson were awarded the military medal.  
 
The capture of Beaumont Hamel, against all the odds, is described by the 
division’s historian, as 'the foundation stone on which the reputation of the 
51st Highland Division is built.'  
 
Next day we went to the massive memorial at Thiepval, designed by 
Lutyens. As with all Lutyens' buildings, it had a certain imperialist 
splendour, but seemed to us entirely soulless. It was opened by the Prince 
of Wales in 1932. The names of all the allied soldiers who died in the 
course of the Battle of the Somme are inscribed there, including that of H 
H Munro – ‘Saki’ – of the Royal Fusiliers, who was killed on 13 
November 1916. We attended the small daily service that takes place every 
morning on the steps of the monument. They read out the names of any 
relatives of those attending, so we had my father’s name read out – 
wounded in action at Ypres, and the names of my wife Veronica’s uncles, 
who died in the second world war at Arnhem and Normandy. There were 
only about half a dozen people attending, and I think we found that more 
moving than almost anything else.  
 
Finally, we went to Amiens, and its superb cathedral. Protected during the 
war from the shellfire, which was only few miles from the city limits, by 
great palisades erected round its base, it survived more or less, with 
windows and masonry broken, but the structure surviving. Inside there was 
the sculpture of a weeping angel, which troops used to send back as a 
postcard, and a small memorial to Raymond Asquith, the prime minister’s 
son, who insisted on serving at the front with the Grenadiers, and was 
killed in action in September 1916. There are two famous stories about his 
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death. One, that his last words were 'Put that bloody fag out' and two that, 
after being shot in the chest, he asked for a cigarette, to disguise the 
seriousness of his injury so that the attack would not be held up. He died as 
a result of not being taken back for treatment sooner. The memorial, on 
one of the pillars of the cathedral, quotes the line from Henry V: 'Small 
time, but in that small most greatly lived this star of England.'  
 
Snippets of history. All worth remembering.
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Tuesday 11 October 
'Escape to the country’ is the title of a popular television programme which 
plays to the romantic idea that rural living is much more attractive than the 
urban rat race. Quiet surroundings, open spaces, pleasant views and a 
slower pace of life are all seen as part of the appeal. The downside – poor 
transport, few shops and limited access to medical facilities – tends to be 
forgotten. And the notion that people who live in the country are much 
nicer than their urban counterparts might be questioned. Agatha Christie’s 
fictional village, St Mary Mead, in which her amateur detective Miss 
Marple exercised her formidable skills, turned out to be a hotbed of 
malicious gossip, strong passions and vengeful actions. Behind the pretty 
exteriors of the chocolate-box cottages, lurked all sorts of destructive 
rivalries and jealousies. 

Christie’s portrayal has recently been endorsed by another writer, Anthony 
Horowitz. He has said that villages are often full of anger and hatred and 
serve as 'incubators for the worst human traits’. Mistrust and suspicion can 
fester and build up to provoke extreme behaviour. Whereas in a city, 
negative feelings are dissipated because of the many demands of urban 
life, in a rural setting they can easily get out of proportion and lead to 
malicious actions. The darker side of human nature does not cease to show 
itself just because people live in an attractive landscape.

Horowitz cited a line from a Sherlock Holmes story in which it is said that 
'nowhere is more evil than an English village’ and added 'I live in Norfolk 
so I should know’. He would be well advised to check social networking 
sites to see if this remark has provoked any hostile responses from the 
locals. Some readers may be tempted to claim that Scottish villages do not 
exhibit the same tendencies and that rural Scots are uniformly friendly and 
charming. That view should be added to our growing list of national 
fantasies. 

Wednesday 2 November 
On a suburban train, I overhear two further education (FE) lecturers, a man 
and a woman, complaining about the situation in their college. I take out 
my notebook to capture the flavour of their conversation. The man says 
that senior managers have succeeded in alienating every section of the 
workforce. Their aim is to impose total control. Staff are threatened with 
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formal disciplinary procedures for minor infringements and are given no 
recognition for work they do above and beyond their contractual duties.  
 
The woman states that managers don’t care about people (staff or 
students): they are only interested in rules and numbers. She gives an 
example of a long-serving member of support staff, well-regarded by 
colleagues, who had to apply for his own job and was not even given the 
courtesy of an interview. An atmosphere of suspicion and lack of trust 
prevails. Employees keep their heads down in case they become the next 
target.  
 
As our train reaches its destination, the man, in an interesting phrase, says 
that managers have ‘an entrepreneurial conception of professionalism’, 
suggesting that corporate rather than educational values have come to 
dominate. An ironic coda occurs when the woman acknowledges that, bad 
though the climate is in their college, it is not as toxic as that in another 
similar establishment.  
 
I am in no position to judge how valid these particular comments are. The 
managers would no doubt tell a very different story. But they are expressed 
against a background of serious concern about recent developments in the 
FE sector. There have been funding problems, major restructuring, a 
reduction in staff and student numbers, closure of a number of courses, 
complaints about leaving packages for some college principals, and threats 
of industrial unrest. Despite all this, exaggerated claims about the virtues 
of ‘strong leadership’ and ‘performance management’ continue to be 
peddled. Isn’t it time there was a concerted backlash against the 
institutional orthodoxies of the last 30 years?

Friday 18 November 
Readers will doubtless be agog to know that I shall not be joining the 
growing trend for men to sport beards and other types of facial hair 
(handlebar moustaches, muttonchop whiskers, etc.). I have no wish to spoil 
my fresh-faced, boyish looks (the delusions of older men take many 
forms). In a radio interview, the broadcaster John Humphrys described 
beards as ‘ridiculous and disgusting’. That seems a little severe. I have two 
friends of long standing whom I have never seen without their beards. If 
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they were to shave them off, I would have difficulty in adjusting to their 
changed appearance.  
 
In one case, the man presents an interesting two-toned image. His hair 
started to turn grey when he was quite young and he embarked on a path of 
regular ‘colour enhancement’. The result is that he is now black on top 
with a snowy beard below. My suggestion that he could get a Christmas 
job as Santa (the fur-trimmed red hood would cover his hair) was not well 
received. Perhaps fortunately, he is not a reader of SR.

 
Wednesday 23 November 
I travel to Dundee to attend the annual conference of the Scottish 
Educational Research Association (SERA). A few years ago, the executive 
of SERA was kind enough to grant me honorary membership: this gives 
me an opportunity to learn about the activities of younger researchers, as 
well as present some of my own work.  
 
I scan the list of delegates. As expected, all the Scottish universities 
involved in teacher education are represented. There are also a few 
academics from further afield. Each year there are staff from the 
University of Iceland who clearly enjoy their visits to Scotland. It is also 
encouraging to see a number of teacher researchers on the list, reporting on 
projects carried out in their own schools.  
 
Although national bodies such as the General Teaching Council for 
Scotland and the Scottish College for Educational Leadership have sent 
delegates, there is one notable omission. There is nobody from the Scottish 
Government. This is disappointing but not surprising, as the government 
has progressively disengaged from the research community in recent years.  
 
Despite claiming to be committed to ‘evidence informed’ policy, 
government ministers and officials have shown themselves to be unwilling 
to listen to findings that might challenge their thinking. They could have 
learned a great deal from some of the presentations at the conference, 
particularly in relation to their professed aim of closing the attainment gap 
between socially advantaged and disadvantaged pupils.  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But, as is so often the case with politicians, they prefer to go for simple 
‘solutions’ to complex problems. Instead of commissioning genuinely 
independent studies, they rely on unsophisticated market research surveys 
and the launching of a series of ‘initiatives’ designed for media 
consumption. The result is that policy is made too often on the basis of 
hunch and political expediency, rather than a careful evaluation of all the 
evidence.

Sunday 11 December 
I seem to have a particular gift for attracting disturbed people. It must be 
my sympathetic face. In my local shopping centre, a woman parked her car 
badly next to mine. She apologised and then launched into an extended 
account of all the reasons why she was under great strain at the moment. 
These included her husband’s illness, past and present pressures at work, 
issues with neighbours, looking after her grandchildren and the stress of 
the festive season. God got a mention, as did the mysterious workings of 
fate. Her narrative was extremely confused and I quickly concluded that 
there was little point in questioning her. I smiled vaguely and interjected 
the occasional remark (not easy in the midst of her verbal torrent). At one 
point, I managed to make her laugh and this provided me with an 
opportunity to take my leave as I had an appointment. We parted on good 
terms. I was reminded of Thoreau’s remark that most people lead lives of 
quiet desperation. This woman may well have been desperate, but she was 
certainly not quiet.

 
Friday 16 December  
It is pleasing to see that a Scottish project has won the Royal Institute of 
British Architects House of the Year competition for 2016. The winning 
entry was designed by the Edinburgh architect Richard Murphy. The 
house, which he lives in himself, occupies a small plot in the heart of the 
New Town. It is highly innovative and uses shutters, pulleys and mirrors to 
reconfigure the interior and create the illusion of space. Murphy’s 
architectural practice has been responsible for many striking buildings, 
including the DCA in Dundee, the Maggie’s Centre in Edinburgh and the 
Eastgate theatre in Peebles.  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With this distinguished track record, one might expect Murphy to have a 
positive view of the current state of architecture in Scotland. Not so. He 
has been reported as saying that Scotland is one of the 'worst countries in 
Europe’ for young architects with original ideas and advises them to leave 
if they want to get on. His main complaint is about restrictive procurement 
rules which, he argues, favour big commercial companies and squeeze out 
smaller operations. He says there is little scope for creativity and flair. And 
he doesn’t stop there in his criticisms: 'there is an enormous hypocrisy in 
Scotland – you have an architecture policy, an architecture unit [within 
government], and at the same time a policy which is putting design 
practices out of business’.  
 
In the past, Scotland has produced acclaimed architects such as Alexander 
'Greek’ Thomson and Charles Rennie Macintosh. But it has also been 
responsible for some appalling planning decisions, leading to the creation 
of many deeply depressing estates and town centres across the country. For 
a nation blessed with so much natural beauty, we have been criminally 
careless in relation to the built environment.  
 
I am not thinking only of shoddily constructed and aesthetically ugly 
council estates. In my own local authority, East Renfrewshire, the council 
regularly gives approval for large developments of expensive, high density, 
private housing, with little regard to the impact on traffic or pressure on 
local amenities. The houses are easily sold because parents want to ensure 
that their children can attend high-performing schools. Both the local 
authority (which gains additional council tax) and the national 
housebuilders (who can sell their products at premium prices) are quite 
relaxed about this arrangement and apparently unconcerned about the 
negative effects on the landscape.
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Notebook  
Ian Jack

'I imagine this must have 
been what Munich was like in 
1938,' Alan Bennett wrote in 
his diary on 24 June, 'half the 
nation rejoicing at a supposed 
deliverance, the other half 
stunned by the country’s self-
serving cowardice'. Four 
months later, on 15 October, 
Matthew Parris made another 
historical comparison. 'We 
British are on our way to making the biggest screw-up since Suez and, 
somewhere deep down, the new governing class know it,' he wrote in The 
Times. 'We are heading for national humiliation, nobody’s in charge, and 
nobody knows what to do.' 

Munich, Suez: these are big British cock-ups, no doubt – though you could 
argue that appeasing Hitler at least gave Britain more time to re-arm – but 
I wonder if, in terms of a needlessly self-inflicted catastrophe (absolutely 
nobody’s fault but our own), either of them approaches the scale of Brexit. 
The problem is our love of the 'the worst/ largest/ wettest/ hottest’ formula, 
which really only works with the phrase '… since records began’. We have 
to get used to the idea, both in climate and in politics, that disasters don’t 
necessarily have a comparable precedent. 

 
I wasn’t around for Munich but I do remember the Suez invasion, which 
occurred when I was in my first year at Dunfermline High School. One 
morning we gathered for the morning hymn and prayer to find a large radio 
– I imagine names such as Hilversum and Holme Moss were marked on its 
dial – placed centre-stage on the assembly hall platform. The rumour 
spread that we were about to hear the prime minister say something grave, 
but that didn’t happen. Nothing much happened at all, in fact; by the next 
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morning the radio had gone. Suez may have demonstrated that Britain was 
no longer the world power it thought it was, but the big change to local life 
was that the petrol shortage reduced the frequency of our village’s bus 
service from three to two an hour, which was how it remained ever after. 
Like the empire, there was no bringing the extra bus back. 

****

A historian friend has invited me to lunch at the House of Lords. I have 
never been to lunch there before. 'M’lord, your table is ready,’ the waiter 
announces. More m’lording follows. 'The menu, m’lord, the beef, m’lord, 
thank you, m’lord.’ This shouldn’t come as a surprise to me – it’s called 
the House of Lords after all – and yet it does. I find it excruciating. Are the 
waiters mocking my host, who lives humbly in Walthamstow? Are they 
like the staff in gentlemen’s outfitters who, despite their mean wages, seem 
always to be looking down their noses at you while all the time calling you 
'Sir’? The House of Lords, like the shirt emporia of Jermyn Street, is no 
place for the socially insecure. 

****

Shirley Williams, aka Baroness Williams of Crosby, once said that, in 
politics, men always felt happier if they could put their women colleagues 
into one of four categories: the dragon, the sexpot, the carer, or the chum. 
'And you were the chum, deliberately the chum?’ Peter Hennessy asked 
her in one of his Radio 4 extended interviews (recently published under the 
title 'Reflections: conversations with politicians'), to which Williams 
replied she was most certainly was. She didn’t fancy the maternal role in 
Labour cabinets, while the trouble with being a sexpot was that you’d be 
'an unsuccessful and unsatisfactory sexpot once you pass the age of 45 or 
50, which is exactly when you’re likely to get positions of responsibility in 
politics…’ 

The categories don’t seem very progressive; really, we should be 
considering the opposite – the four kinds of men that would flourish under 
a matriarchy. But the fact that a woman came up with the idea allows us to 
pursue the following question: where would the new, more powerful 
generation of women fit? Nicola Sturgeon as the sexpot, Ruth Davidson as 
the chum, Theresa May as the dragon, Kezia Dugdale as the mother? That 
doesn’t seem to work, but nor does any other variation, not completely. 
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The one persuasive constant is Davidson as the chum – 'Hello boys, what 
are ye having? The next round’s on me'. Long ago, I think I may have met 
her as the cheery girl in charge of the picnic hamper in Enid Blyton’s 
adventures of the Famous Five. 

**** 
 
On a recent Saturday we took the train to Herne Bay, a resort (or more 
accurately an ex-resort) that lies on the Thames estuary between 
Whitstable and Margate. 'One of the prettiest and best of the smaller 
watering places on this coast,’ says my 'Guide to Seaside Watering Places' 
for the 1903 season. 'The aspect is delightful, there is a fine open sea [and] 
the esplanade extends along the front for about a mile.’ 

The station is quite a way inland. We walked through streets of sometimes 
unkempt 1930s bungalows until we found what remains of the pier, the far 
end of which has stood isolated and rotting in the sea after a storm 
demolished the connecting walkway nearly 40 years ago. Waves the colour 
of dishwater broke on the pebbles. A few people muffled up against the 
damp walked up and down the promenade, stopping to look at a new statue 
of the aviator Amy Johnson, who died (her body was never recovered) 
when her plane crashed offshore in 1941. This is Johnson’s only 
connection with Herne Bay, if, that is, death somewhere at sea amounts to 
a connection at all. The town has obviously been advised – I imagine by 
'consultants’ – to make the most of it, Herne Bay-connected celebrities 
being in short supply. 

At the café near the bandstand I had quite the worst sandwich I can ever 
remember eating – and my memory stretches back to the days of golden 
syrup and potted hough (not together). Two pieces of ready-sliced white 
had been spread with margarine. In between lay a thick slice of cheese so 
flavourless, so chewy, so lumpen that I imagine it arrived in a giant block 
labelled 'English-style cheese’ from a plastics factory in Moldova. All 
around us, customers were forking their way through baked potatoes 
heaped high with vivid fillings. Nobody looked rich. 

The rain that had held off now began.

'Say what you like about the Clyde,’ I said, remembering the wetness, 'but 
it has nowhere as depressing as this'. 
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'You haven’t been to Saltcoats recently,’ said my son, who lodged for two 
successive winters in Largs. 

'At least from Saltcoats you can see Arran…’ 

We argued amiably on our walk along the front. Here and there a flag of St 
George flew from a house or a garden. The flatlands on either side of the 
Thames estuary, here in Kent and in Essex across the water, have recently 
seen some momentous events. It was on this muddy and neglected 
coastline that two Tory MPs defected to UKIP; that Nigel Farage nearly 
won South Thanet; that Emily Thornberry came close to ending her career 
as a Labour MP by tweeting a picture from a housing estate in Strood. 
When the history of Brexit comes to be written – a tragic history, in my 
view – at least a chapter should be devoted to the sociology of the Thames 
estuary: geographically the closest part of England to Europe and 
emotionally the furthest away. Forget Saltcoats. There is no stranger part 
of these islands.
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The man who caught fire  
Donald S Murray 

It all began with the failure of the fire in our 
sitting room to catch alight.  
 
Uncle Norman took out a couple of 
broadsheet pages from the Daily Express, the 
only newspaper we could buy at the local 
shop, and stretched its breadth across the 
fireplace. It was his way of encouraging the 
embers we had sought to preserve since the 
previous night to spark and glow, bringing 
them to life once more. For a long time, the 
clumps of peat I had brought in the previous 
night defeated his efforts. Each one was too 
large, too damp, taken – in my laziness – from 
the opening of the stack where wind and rain 

whipped and soaked them thoroughly.  
 
Slowly, however, fire took hold. Little flames flickered and sparked, their 
tiny tongues stretching out and expanding in the darkness below the 
newsprint. Eventually, he pulled the newspaper away, the fire now bright 
and blazing, smoke billowing into the room.  
 
'Tha e ceart gu leor a-nis,’ my uncle pronounced, admiring his own 
achievement.  
 
I grinned, looking at the newspaper he had used. There was a scorch-mark 
on the page, a few words toasted and turned brown by its proximity to 
flame. Ironically, they told the story of a man who had burned himself to 
death in front of the Pentagon, the headquarters of the US Department of 
Defense.

****
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The American was called Norman Morrison.  
 
The sheer ordinariness of that name in the landscape of my home district 
of Ness helped me both notice and recall it. I had a second cousin who 
bore the exact same Christian name and surname. There were a clutch of 
brothers a few miles up the road in the nearby villages of Borve and 
Shader who shared it; their parents clearly lacking the imagination to 
provide their four sons with any other forename. (One of them drove the 
bus to school most afternoons and mornings. Another was distinguished 
from the rest by the fact that he wore glasses.) Down in the Decca Station 
in Lionel, there was yet another soundalike.  
 
Tormod na Casaig – or Norman Morrison – was employed in some 
capacity that I imagined – at that time – to be both secret and mysterious, 
charting the presence of Russian spy planes and submarines in the North 
Atlantic, rounding, perhaps, the Butt of Lewis on which our red sandstone 
lighthouse stood. In hindsight, in a time before the arrival of satellites, he 
was probably on hand to assist ships find their bearings when they veered 
close to North Rona, skirting the northern edge of the Minch.  
 
And then there was Tormod Ailean, Norman Morrison from our village. I 
saw him often as either he or I walked down the road through South Dell. 
Sometimes he would be wearing his suit for either a kirk service or a wake 
that followed someone’s death in the community. He would often be called 
upon to pray, his loud, sonorous voice trembling with the responsibility of 
expressing both grief and sympathy for the family that had lost someone 
they loved. At other times, I would see him going out to work on the croft 
or feed his flock of sheep. Mostly he would be wearing the uniform worn 
by most men in the district at that time – dungarees, a cloth cap perched on 
his head, an old Harris Tweed jacket stretched across his back.

****

Norman Morrison in America also wore a Harris Tweed jacket. He put it 
on the morning of 2 November 1965, the day he walked with his daughter 
Emily to the Pentagon, beside the Potomac River in Washington DC.  
 
This was, perhaps, in tribute to his Scottish background a generation or so 
before; its influence strong in the Presbyterian faith of his parents. It was 
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this that led him to his course of study, both in the College of Wooster in 
Pennsylvania and what is now known as the Pittsburgh Presbyterian 
Seminary. It also may have generated the desire to travel that led him to 
study at Edinburgh University for a term, part of his year-long journey 
around Europe and the Middle East.  
 
By 1965, however, he had settled in Baltimore, working with the Quaker 
community there. At the age of 31, he was married to his wife Anne and 
the father of three children, Ben (6), Christina (5) and Emily, who was 
only 11 months old when she was taken on that fateful walk to the 
Pentagon. His final destination was to stand some 40 feet away from the 
office of another man with a surname easy to translate into Gaelic, Robert 
McNamara (the son of the sea), who was the secretary of state for defense 
in the government of Lyndon B Johnson.  
 
It was there he performed his final act of protest.  
 
It is not utterly clear what happened. In some accounts, he handed over his 
daughter Emily to a passer-by before he poured kerosene from a jug full of 
wine upon himself. In another view of the event, he placed the infant on 
the ground before he set himself ablaze. All the stories mention, however, 
how people rushed up to him and attempted to douse the flames. They used 
their hands, briefcases, a newspaper or two.  
 
All to no avail.

****

It is easier to find out what motivated him.  
 
In his letter to his wife, he mentioned how he wanted to bring an end to the 
bombing in the Vietnam war by his example, how he could not tolerate the 
loss of life in the forest and jungle there. This was especially the case with 
how children were being killed, their homes being burnt and destroyed 
around them. He mentions, too, the story of Abraham, how the Old 
Testament patriarch offered his son Isaac as a sacrifice to God, suggesting 
that – until the last moment – he had intended his daughter Emily for the 
same purpose, as a way of showing the American people what was being 
done in their name in the countryside of Vietnam.  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Whether his final act was one of madness or not, the subject was one he 
wrestled frequently with in his prayers. In his own, extreme way, he 
imitated some of the old men I knew in my youth – whether they were 
called 'Norman’ or not – in the firmness and fervour of his faith, the way in 
which it caught fire and burned through them...
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Waitressing tips for life  
Eloise Vajk 
 
I was a waitress for 10 years 
until I got the job I have now, 
and not a single minute of it was 
easy. But service jobs are simple 
to pick up, and taking home a 
wallet full of cash tips is a lot 
more appealing than an unpaid 
internship, which is why I 
probably stayed in that line of 
work for far longer than was 
advisable for my own mental 
wellbeing. That said, I learned a 
huge amount of transferable skills 
in my decade of food service.

There’s nothing like serving and cleaning up after other people to teach 
you about human nature. If you really want to test yourself, stand between 
humanity and its next hot meal. As a waiter or waitress, you’re exposed to 
people from all walks of life, and you’re expected to make every single 
one of them happy. I find the lessons I learned helping me every day in my 
work now.

My first lesson: Communicate  
I learned this lesson hard, and I learned it fast. Whether it’s the whole 
kitchen shouting at you, or a customer vowing never to return because they 
didn’t want ketchup and you should have known that via your psychic 
powers, communication is key in any fast paced, stressful situation. I can’t 
tell you how many times a little communication would have gone a long 
way. I’m not a mind reader, and neither is anyone else. Don’t expect 
people to know what you need from them – ask them for it. And ask 
questions. If you don’t know, don’t pretend you do. It’s going to take a lot 
less time to have it explained to you than for someone else to clear up your 
mess after the fact.
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Lesson two: Pull your weight 
Being on time and ready to work is paramount in the restaurant trade. 
Working with people who aren’t there because they’re too hungover, their 
alarm didn’t go off, or they left a uni deadline too late – waitressing is the 
kind of job that people often don’t care about, so they don’t care about 
calling in sick. But this impacts hugely on the team they’ve left behind. 
Likewise, when someone turns up but isn’t taking responsibility for their 
workload, there is no room for sulking and refusing to take on the extra 
work. Hungry people aren’t patient people. If a job needs done, take it on. 
Working in a restaurant throws you into a very intense community of 
people, and you need to know how to be part of that community.

Lesson three: Be organised  
To work as a server, you’re the point of contact between so many people – 
the manager, the customer, the bar staff, the maître d’, the kitchen. There’s 
nothing like keeping an ever changing rotation of demands in your head 
for 12 hours straight to strengthen your skills in mental organisation. You 
learn how to adapt any natural multi-tasking skills you have to a higher 
level of efficiency, because in a restaurant, everything needs to be done 
right now. Food gone cold, drinks after starters, missing menus – nothing 
can afford to wait. Instead, you learn to never walk anywhere with empty 
hands, always anticipating the next 10 minutes. Throwing yourself into the 
fray without an action plan is only going to leave you flustered and 
panicky. Working under pressure hones your multitasking skills – 
something that never goes amiss in an office. These days I have the luxury 
of a written 'to do' list that I can delegate to 'tomorrow’, 'next week’, 
'sometime in November’ – not a chance when your deadline is the three 
hour lunch rush.

Lesson four: Attitude matters  
My grandpa told me that life is 10% what happens to you, and 90% how 
you react to it. Waitressing was never my dream job, but I made a point of 
going in with as much enthusiasm as those who had chosen this as their 
career. Arriving at work every day expecting it to be bad will only help 
ensure that happens. When the wattage of your smile determines the total 
of your pay check, you literally can’t afford to be in a bad mood. I couldn’t 
change that the pay was bad, that the hours were long, or that my schedule 
was the opposite of my friends – none of that would be made any different 

�80



by sulking. But how I approached my job determined whether my day was 
long or it flew by.

Lesson five: Diplomacy 
This is the last one, and probably the most important. I learned diplomacy 
by dealing with the public all day, every day. I learned it by managing 
hungry parents who were even more badly behaved than their toddlers, 
relaying horrendous off-menu orders to the kitchen and getting three 
separate sittings done on a Saturday night and still making people feel like 
they had four hours at the table when they only had 90 minutes. I also 
learned when I should stand up to my manager for rounding down my tips 
to make up his own paycheck, when it wasn’t okay to be shouted at in 
front of a packed restaurant, and when I should stick to my guns because 
the customer actually isn’t always right. Not everybody is going to treat 
you with respect, but you should always treat yourself with respect.

Waitressing taught me a lot of skills I used going into my first 'proper’ job. 
Hard work often goes unnoticed, and that generally means you’re doing it 
well. You never know how someone else’s day is going, and it costs you 
nothing to be nice; so often these things come back to you. I learned to 
read people and adjust my behaviour accordingly, to anticipate needs, and 
to toughen up. 

Mostly I learned that if I can handle a room full of tired, grumpy, tipsy 
people on a bank holiday Monday in a heatwave, two chefs down and a 
new start behind the bar, I can handle anything.
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At the Turkish barbers  
Kenneth Roy 

  
Sunday 11am, and the crowds are 
flocking into the West Kirk for 
morning service in the parish of 
Wetherspoons. From the look of it, 
the rest of the town centre could be 
suffering the effects of a controlled 
nuclear explosion, or just years of 
the council tax freeze.

Amidst the desolation of Scotland 
on Sunday (honestly, what a name 

for a newspaper) there is a light – or rather a rotating blood-red pole. The 
Turkish barbers are open and cutting.

Progress is slow. The occupant of the first chair, having recently been 
doused by a water dispenser, has his face covered in a blue towel. The 
occupant of the second, who has had prongs inserted in each of his 
nostrils, seems to be undergoing a minor surgical procedure. 

I think of fleeing. I do flee briefly – across the street to the aromatic 
pleasure zone known as the Marks and Spencer food hall. But something 
draws me back to the Turkish barbers; a kind of horrid fascination perhaps. 
That, and the urgent need for a haircut.  
 
The shop exudes a brooding male atmosphere. It would take Donald J 
Trump, proprietor of the posh hotel down the coast from here, to lighten 
the Sabbath mood with his jolly locker-room talk of waterboarding and 
women, not necessarily in that order.

Instead it falls to Gordon Brewer to break the silence. I remember being 
interviewed by Mr Brewer once or twice when he did the graveyard shift 
on Newsnight Scotland. His laidback style at that late hour was engaging, 
even infectious. But today, in the space above my head, he sounds 
relatively animated.
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I have been summoned to chair 1, vacated during my absence by the man 
in the blue towel. 

'Cut it fairly short’, I advise with as much assurance as it is possible to 
muster in an environment where nasal incisions go with the territory.

The barber nods. We exchange scarcely a word for the next 20 minutes, 
but no worries: I have Gordon Brewer for company. He is fronting a 
programme about Scottish politics. The SNP conference has just ended and 
the talk is all about 'hard Brexit’ and 'indyref2’, terms which make me run 
to the hills. I’m doing a lot of running to the hills these days.  
 
The scene cuts from the studio to a river bank on Tayside. The new deputy 
leader of Scotland’s ruling party, Angus Robertson, is standing there, quite 
close to water’s edge, looking a little cold, his scarf tied in a fetching 
Hoxton knot. I hadn’t come across Mr Robertson before. He affects an air 
of sweet reasonableness, slightly reminiscent of early Eck before the 
messianic certainty became all-consuming. 

He is telling Gordon Brewer that he 'genuinely’ hopes – yes, I’m sure I 
heard the word ‘genuinely’ – that his party’s demands on ‘Brexit’ will be 
met, in this way avoiding the need for ‘indyref2’. His undertaking – given 
in the serene knowledge that the more extreme demands will never be met, 
thus clearing the way for ‘indyref2’ – is received at the Turkish barbers 
without comment, indeed with every indication of mute apathy.

I wonder how many of the punters – the patient with the prongs up his 
nostrils, the narcissist who’s just been released into the community with a 
blue towel over his head, the economic migrants running the joint, to say 
nothing of the sad anoraks who are addicted to BBC Scotland's weekly 
exhibition of human vanity – find Angus Robertson as agreeably 
anaesthetic as I do myself.

But then a diversion occurs: a relief from the monotony of Mr Robertson’s 
self-confessed genuineness. The line cracks up. It cracks up so badly that 
we might as well rename it the UK Independence Party. Mr Brewer can 
hear every word that Mr Robertson utters, but Mr Robertson, alone on his 
river bank, is picking up only the occasional word or phrase in his 
earpiece. 
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For a politician, this is as close to perfection as it gets. The deputy leader is 
free to ramble at will, answering what he imagines to have been Mr 
Brewer’s questions, which invariably turn out to be his own preferred 
questions. This is anyway what you do if you’re a politician, but to be 
given carte-blanche by a technical hitch may be a sign from the heavens 
that God is a closet Yes voter.

He is followed by Ian Murray, who is introduced as Scotland’s only 
Labour MP, a stunning statement if you pause to think about it. Mr Brewer 
wants to know why he (Ian Murray) isn’t in the shadow cabinet. 
(Apparently the non-job of shadow secretary of state for Scotland has been 
allotted to someone called Dave from down south.) It is a reasonable 
enough question, but I have forgotten Mr Murray’s reply. Scotland’s only 
Labour MP says nothing memorable or even mildly remarkable, and says 
it at length.

When he is asked repeatedly if Jeremy Corbyn will win the next general 
election, he is at his most prolix. 

'Is that a roundabout way of saying No?’, interjects Mr Brewer, in his 
sharpest jab of the encounter. At that moment, the hairdryer at the 
adjoining chair begins to blow and Mr Murray’s response is lost to history. 
History may not have missed much. 

It appears to be true – though I may be in danger of imparting too much 
information – that waxing the nostrils with the use of prongs facilitates the 
removal of much nasty, unwanted hair. As I sit here, a helpless captive of 
Mr Brewer’s guests, it occurs to me that there might be a case for sticking 
prongs in the brains of politicians in the hope of extracting all that nasty, 
unwanted platitude. It could be worth a medical experiment, especially if it 
carried a high degree of risk. 

It is over. The Turkish barbers are done with me. There is just time to catch 
the next of Mr Brewer’s subjects, a young woman brightly anticipating 
‘indyref2’ and a venerable gent by the name of Campbell Gunn, who looks 
unexpectedly human considering that he spent so much of his career in the 
service of D C Thomson. He too is preoccupied by ‘indyref2’. He is 
convinced it is going to happen. He just doesn’t know when. Nor does 
‘Nicola’, as he describes her with easy familiarity. How cosy and knowing 
it all is.
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I look at myself in the mirror. In addition to all the familiar problems, I 
have acquired a quiff which confers an unnerving resemblance to a distant, 
long-dead relative, Dodie Sprunt, whose surname was of an obscure Dutch 
origin. Suddenly I am back in the Bonnybridge of the 1950s, when life felt 
settled, authority figures were respected, the barbers were Scottish (a Mr 
Hall in our village, stick-thin, a severe figure in a white coat) and people 
went to church on a Sunday morning, long before most of the churches 
were turned into pubs. 

Am I feeling nostalgic? Just a bit, maybe.  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