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Notional Independence?

There shall be a Scottish Parliament.
Donald Dewar, The Scotland Act, 1998

T

HESE words – the first six of the most important work of
Scottish existential non-fiction in 300 years – were given a
certain incantatory power when, as Frankenstein to the
monster, Donald Dewar spoke the dead Scottish Parliament back to
life. Against the advice of a small but vocal anti-devolutionist core
within his party he steered the document through Westminster and
inscribed the words on the Scottish Parliamentary mace. The same
words were carved on the plinth beneath his statue. At the opening of
the new parliament in 1999 the words were declaimed by Winnie
Ewing.
But the ramifications of there being a Scottish Parliament would
cast the Labour Party into a narrative it could barely control. As with
all who create monsters (and every Leviathan is) Dewar’s cohorts
would be surprised and appalled at what would happen to their
creation. Their election defeat to the Scottish Nationalists in 2007
was the most obvious ‘Pandora’ moment, but even in the previous
election of 2003 a palpable sense seeped into the collective consciousness of Scottish Labour that, far from consolidating their iron grip on
Scottish public life, their actions presented new opportunities to old
enemies.
As Labour First Ministers came and went with alarming rapidity

10

11

Tartan Pimps
the Scottish Conservatives regained their sense of purpose and even
independence from the London centre. Aspects of Labour Militant
re-emerged in the form of the Scottish Socialist Party; the Liberal
(Democrat)s, previous overlords of Caledoniashire who had gouged
their share of power out of the devolved coalition government, began
to make it clear Labour should take nothing for granted; and the SNP
demonstrated they were – at least numerically – the official opposition
in Scotland.
Labour’s response to this last threat was to take great pains to
pretend the Nats did not exist, speaking at every opportunity of the
threat of the Tories (the opposition in Westminster) and thus reminding
the electorate that while Scottish politicians could count the ‘sweeties’,
real politics, politics that mattered, that changed things, was still limited
to the British level. Insofar as it diminished the Nats, this was
something the other unionist parties and the mainstream Scottish
broadcast media seemed largely happy to comply with. But in the
past, even to attempt such a manoeuvre would have been unthinkable
– staunchly Unionist Scottish Labour mandarins such as former labour
Scottish Secretary Willie Ross could hardly have conceived the need.
Though they tried not to twitch, it was obvious to even the casual
observer that this parliament was not quite what the Labour
establishment in Scotland had expected, and that in the face of less
than predictable democratic forces chipping at their powerbase, the
party seemed less sure of its footing. According to that oddity-bydefinition, Tory Home Ruler Michael Fry, writing of the 1988
Constitutional Convention, in which Scottish Labour effectively
committed itself to Home Rule, they had envisaged the new Parliament
as ‘the portal of a participatory socialist paradise’ dominated for here
and hereafter by the intricate and massive Scottish Labour apparatus
that had dominated Scottish politics at grassroots, council and
constituency level for most of the twentieth century.
If Fry is correct then we can see the Labour apparatchiks’ dream
as having been initially perfectly plausible; that nothing changed in
Scottish Politics – or rather, that there was no real, contested Scottish
Politics – was a given and is arguably reflected in the ‘consensual’
design of both the Calton Hill and Holyrood debating chambers. To
the aforementioned casual – or perhaps more provocatively, the non12
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aligned observer – the post 2003 Parliament brought a new sense of
excitement and unpredictability to Scottish politics as the electorate
gradually realised it was no longer required to act as a negative pole to
London’s positivism. This necessitated a change in the way the Scottish
political classes thought and acted, as articulated by Jason Allardyce,
politics editor of Scotland on Sunday, writing in 2003:
. . . [T]he fragmentation of Scottish politics derives from the fact
many want to break Labour’s stranglehold on Scotland and are
interested in the potential for experimentation, new thinking – at
last, perhaps a genuinely new politics.

In 2007, the electorate’s wishes extended not just to bringing new
issues into debate (in particular, by the Greens and the SSP) but new
structures in the power relationship between Holyrood and Westminster. But ‘new’ in relation to what?
Let us recall what John Galt would refer to as ‘The Member’, the
MP dispatched to Westminster largely to join the lobby fodder for
their party drawn from the various constituencies of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and (Northern) Ireland. Imagine them
stepping off the coach and sniffing the smoggy air of the Imperial
capital, their papers and petitions clutched in hand, they would,
through a series of adventures, find that the impolite issue of distinctive
Scottish needs, or its lacklustre public life would never even be an
issue. We sent oor lads (and lads they so often were) southwards armed
with the conviction our democratic rights would be redeemed. When
they got there, they quickly realised how little interest the English
capital had in the northern deputies. Their main duty to Crown and
Mother parliament was to learn the rules of the club and then, and
above all, be quiet over anything to do with Scotland.
What they must do instead, was to pay attention, realise that
patronage aplenty was flowing from the leather armchairs to be grasped
by the keen and energetic – but only after a necessary disabusement of
the place of Scottish Affairs in this system. Their local connections
won them a seat in this system and an opportunity to access its
treasures; but that was all. The validity of this ticket was entirely
dependent on this system being preserved and guaranteed, a point
rarely lost on the bulk of mainly Labour MPs who headed south. In
13
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the case of Labour, the party was in the unique position of providing
so many such tickets that the UK electoral mandate became dependent
on it. Scottish Labour MPs were thus in a kingmaker position, yet
could only be so if they disavowed any inkling of their home ‘region’
as a separate political entity in its own right. Their acquiescence to
Westminster culture while in London served as reassurance to the
political centre that they shared a vested interest in the union, and
that they would keep Scotland quiet.
And when they came home to their constituencies these Scottish
MPs regaled their electorates with tales of derring do at (or near) the
dispatch box, reassuring their constituents they were an essential facet
of a great empire and that its system of governance not only worked,
but it was entirely appropriate and enriched them all. Especially the
Rt. Hon. Member for Godknowswhere.
Of course this set-up was often unconscious, which made keeping
these dirty ‘secrets’ much easier. It was in effect, a Scottish political
(dis)establishment of considerable longevity and durability, whose reign
was further eased by the generally benign relationship between a
Scottish identity, lingering despite nearly 300 years of union, and the
‘British’, buttressed by interdependent economic and industrial
infrastructures, what was left of the Empire, Consensus Politics, the
internationalism of the socialist left and the shared experience of World
War II.
The ideologies of left and right of the late fifties, the eve of the
period covered in this book, carefully denuded the nationalist questions
of the Celtic peripheries, and class treachery, be it Tory or Labour, was
rarely more arch than when a Scot suggested their respective ideological
goals might be better achieved under self-rule. The one-nation Tory
could barely conceive of the idea while their Scottish Labour
counterpart, as typified by the late former Foreign Secretary and Leader
of the House, Robin Cook, was disgusted that any left-leaning Scot
could ‘abandon’ their needy brethren in England and thus fail, to
paraphrase John Burnett in The Red Paper for Scotland, to square
conduct with intellect. Even were you not of either camp, the lingering
spectre of fascism, and the super-sized corporatism of the Soviet Bloc
made home ruler aspirations seem even more eccentric, or indeed
scurrilous: witness Labour MPs’ attack on the Scottish Nationalists
14
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during the 1978 Devolution debate, as ‘Allies of Doctor Goebbels’.
Back at home, where the implications of Westminster legislation
had to be enacted in line with local conditions, affairs were conducted
in committees that while not secret, were obscured, and through deals
and arrangements brokered in places the average voter would struggle
to identify. The exceptions were the council chambers, to which
distinctively Scottish political activity was restricted, and which by
consequence were somewhat parochial and technocratic.
Scottish politicians became adept at manipulating what Fry called
an atmosphere of ‘jovial conviviality’ that had reigned in Scotland,
under left or right, for centuries. This amounted to a number of
obscure-sounding committees and working groups as described
approvingly by Midwinter and Keating, participating in a distinctive
administrative system, where the fruits of either London or local
politics were interpreted in a fashion that while not secret, was certainly
secretive, and while not closed, was certainly inaccessible to the average
citizen. The most adept Scottish politicians, waiting for their train
ticket to London thus learned to work the table rather than the
chamber, which could explain just why Gordon Brown had so much
trouble as front man when communicating to wider audiences.
There were of course, institutions, separate from politics and
classified as ‘civic’ which sustained a sense of Scottish exceptionalism;
the waning Kirk, the Scottish press, its legal system and at the centre
of all, its school and education system. To this we could also add more
nebulous elements, in particular, its literary culture, expression of a
general faith in documents, words and covenants. Through action
and reaction these sustained a separate Scottish culture, an alternative
Scotland that existed independently within the British state that could
articulate a demand, at times weak and at others very strong, for a
Scottish response to social and political problems. These could – as in
the body of the Kirk – be conservative in nature, but they almost
unwittingly provided a rallying point when a notional ‘Scottish
tradition’ felt itself to be threatened.
This notional Scotland did find ways to express itself. One of these
was at the ballot box which, (with the exception of 1951) returned
primarily Liberal, then Labour representatives to the House of
15
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Commons. Scottish and English voting patterns were demonstrably
different; whereas in England voters frequently varied their vote at
council and Parliamentary constituency level (voting Labour for one,
Liberal another, for example) Scottish voters returned the same votes
in both types of ballots. The result, in Scotland, was an extraordinarily
long-lived and seemingly unassailable Labour hegemony at local
council and parliamentary level.
Nevertheless, the reign of Mrs Thatcher demonstrated that Scots
could overwhelmingly vote in one direction and be dictated to from
another. More importantly, perhaps, Labour seeped into every aspect
of Scottish politics and public life. For forty years or so the country
was effectively represented by a single party system at Westminster,
and arguably ruled by one at local government level. This had its
consequences, good and bad, for both Labour and the country it
presumed to ‘own’. It meant that while the party was resistant to
nationalism, the notion of Home Rule, and a redemption of the firm
support given to it by the Scottish electorate became increasingly
attractive to an influential faction within it. David Hume, who had
never heard of the Labour Party, describes it well in his ‘First Principles
of Government’:
But where the original constitution allows any share of power,
though small, to an order of men who possess a large share of the
property, it is easy for them to stretch their authority, and bring the
balance of power to coincide with that of property.

It may be cynical to suggest, as does Fry, that if the Labour party
had not regarded Scotland as their exclusive property – a valuable
commodity that underpinned their periodic control of the Commons
Chamber – they would never have approved the devolution of power
from London to Edinburgh. But for various complex reasons, many
of which resemble Fry’s analysis, this element of the Labour power
base made the case for constitutional change that would ‘coincide with
that of [their] property’ increasingly compelling. It also (as such men
of property would learn, whether in 1688 or 1999) led to new and
unforeseen, distinctly ‘Frankensteinish’ problems for the Scottish
(dis)establishment.
Tartan Pimps examines the writers, thinkers and analysts that have
fed, nurtured or scorched the institutions, ideologies and ‘civil society’
16

that have sustained a distinct, if subsumed, Scottish political identity.
It originated in the Suns of Scotland series that started with an analysis
of Gordon Brown’s literary career in issue 21 of The Drouth. This first
instalment set both the tone and the format of the series and much of
this book; it appreciated the efforts of the future Prime Minister in
ring-mastering the ferocious exchanges of The Red Paper on Scotland
in the seventies (described by many who participated in its making as
a continuation of the worldwide ‘war’ of ’68 by other means) and
investigated the technical and ideological frameworks Brown set for
New Labour in a series of social and political treatises published during
the eighties. Finally, it analysed the transatlantic prudences of his
Chancellorship, before the weight of the world was plonked on his
slightly hunched shoulders.
At the time, gossip and innuendo over what transpired at the
meeting between Brown and Tony Blair at a restaurant in the mid
1990s, where they divided the dead John Smith’s kingdom between
them, was at its height; The Drouth’s response was to eschew soap
opera (aka the Blair-Brown deal in Granita in Islington) and consider
the actual substance of the then would-be Prime Minister through the
books he had published. It may be a prejudice of whatever passes for
literati at The Drouth, but is it not arguable that without these books
by Brown et al., Scotland as it exists today would be, if not unthinkable,
certainly less likely?
To say that is of course to embrace an example of what Tom Nairn
calls ‘symbol operation’, a potent conceit of ourselves as a country
founded on the word – a written republic of declarations, trumpet
blasts, Covenants, Letters, Disputations, Parish Records, Red Papers,
Claims of Right and Scotland Acts that may be just as mythical as the
notion that all Scots are basically ‘Calvinist’. Conceit or not, we will
entertain it. In the beginning was the Word, and in the midst of it all
were the wordy.
Whether through the contestable notion of the Republic of Letters,
the codification of Scots law, or the estimated 600,000 signatures
marked onto the National Covenant, the document has been fundamental to Scottish public life and political consciousness, expressing
a notion of what the aforementioned document describes as ‘the
corporate right of the people to resist a lawful king who threatened to
17
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become tyrannical’. As a path of resistance it might seem overly delicate
and meandering compared to the most recognisable, and iconic
moments of Scottish political thought – think Jimmy Reid and his
nae bevvyin speech on the banks of the Clyde. Then again Fry (not of
Reid’s tradition mind you) notes in his Patronage and Principle that
literary groups, as in the venal corporations of early nineteenth century
Dundee and Edinburgh, were often the chief source of resistance and
critique against corrupt and insensitive political establishments. This
is suggestive as to why the works of the Italian political philosopher
Antonio Gramsci, who conceived the intellectual as organic, an
organiser with the responsibility for dispersing intellectualism among
the broadest and most pluralistic social base possible, should have
proved an animus to Scottish writers post ’68 (whether they knew it
or not).
As a founding myth of a modern Scotland, the power of the word
and the covenants it articulates, with Kirk or Crown or Capital or
Labour or Volk, has been enduring. It was noticed even by the English,
such as the seventeenth century poet Abraham Cowley, who in 1638
celebrated the success of the covenanters with these lines
Others by war their conquests gain,
You, like a god your ends obtain,
Who, when rude chaos for His help did call
Spoke but the word and sweetly ordered all.

Dewar’s inheritors in Scottish Labour may look at the Scotland
Act and wonder where all the ‘sweet order’ got to, but Cowley’s poem
articulates a powerful Scottish conceit about the power of the word
(backed with the moral authority of God and the community). But it
fudges the very precariousness of this particular tradition (not least
that the Covenanters soon after took to arms and pressed their agenda
through a string of military successes). The legendary texts of Scotland
were all shaped by successive crises of the Scottish state, Scottish society,
Scottish religion, and Scottish political culture; typically, they have
responded to deficits of democracy that shift political and economic
power elsewhere, in favour of crown, Parliament or global capital.
This book examines how in response to this, the Scottish political
system was written into being and how, since the devolution settlement
18

of 1999 a recognisably new Scottish polity has been formed. It
contends that the political infrastructure of this new system and its
relation to the people was a long time in gestation, and that said
gestation – ostensibly with no express forum or political space for its
progress – took place in the work of the nation’s political and cultural
thinkers. In that sense, where there was a rapid velvet revolution
bringing democracy to Czechoslovakia, in Scotland we might see the
present political system as brought about by a long, slow literary and
academic revolution. In effect, writers and thinkers took stock of the
nation’s political temperature, and the symptoms of its social malaise,
and made of their prescriptions a public debate. This being so, we
apply the methods of literary survey and criticism in understanding
the political development of Scotland over the last ten years to ask
how this theorising fed into the specific structures of the new political
system, and in what way have they affected its particular legislative
successes and failures?
We’d also argue – hence the title of this book – that for at least
200 years, Scottish politics had operated through a process of ‘pimping
the tartan’, where a political elite has regarded Scotland primarily as
political capital, failing to concede its own democratic rights or
traditions. If we had to define a Tartan Pimp it might be one of those
aforementioned Scottish MPs – what Tom Nairn might call a ‘peripheric elite’ – arriving at Westminster only to realise how diminished
they are once they leave their nursery pool. Subsumed yet undeterred,
they compressed their Scottishness into a costume, a comic licence to
invoke and revoke an idea of Scotland or Scottishness in the theatre of
Westminster as they saw fit. And thus, they kept right on, to the end
of the road.
While the Pimp as a type suffers of myriad and variegated manifestation, nonetheless the most in-your-face exemplar of the phenomenon
is indeed our first star here, Gordon Brown. Brown may have been a
protégé of ‘why-don’t-they-[the-English]-just-realise-we’re-betterthan-them’ John Smith, but he didn’t waste time uploading an entirely
different set of baggage when the opportunity presented itself. Not
long installed as Prime Minister and Brown was extolling the virtues
of ‘Britishness’, declaring, in a mode reminiscent at once of 70s Labour
and National Front, ‘British Jobs’ were for ‘British Workers’, and
19
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identifying – with a dagger to his sporting compatriots’ collective heart
– his favourite footballing moment as when Paul Gascoigne’s goal for
England put Scotland out the European Championship.
Brown admittedly had profile ultimately which kept his every move
magnified under the political jockoscope, but there are many more
ornery manifestations of the trope. Take London Labour MP George
Cunningham, a Scot who insisted on the 40% rule which scuppered
the devolution referendum in 1979, and George Robertson, who
declared that ‘Devolution will kill the Nationalists stone dead’. In the
light of the 2007 election results, the only really surprising thing from
this latter man of the People’s Party bearing titles such as Baron of
Port Ellen, Knight of the Order of the Thistle, and Knight of the
Grand Cross of the Order of St Michael and St George, was that he
didn’t have the nous to decorate his own petty remark with the wean’s
world retro-sarcastic suffix ‘Not!’.
But the Pimp is far from a merely manyheaded Labour Party
monster, and for an extreme Tory example we need only look at the
tricks turned (including the hated ‘poll tax’) by Michael Forsyth (now
Baron of Drumloan) for Thatcher in Scotland. And as for exWestminster manifestations, Winnie Ewing’s self-designation as
‘Madame Ecosse’ (for our ears only – the French had never heard of
her!) in Brussels is surely only a revamp of the Scots penchant for
gaily mythologising the tartan where there’s no global reality check to
haud ye back. Of course with all this vamping around in ermine, garters,
skirts for men, and the French language, we might imagine that once
our representatives get beyond our grey shores that they’re
understandably just dying to get in some sort of identity drag and
sauce it all up.
Yet only a century ago it seemed all so different and all so serious
(Harry MacLellan Lauder notwithstanding). In the early 1900s the
Independent Scottish Labour Party had yet to make any significant
impact and Scotland was the province of the Liberal Party. Yet in the
course of a hundred years Scottish Labour would establish a lasting
hegemony, a parallel government devolved to the town halls and district
offices that would take over the once-Whiggish Scottish
(dis)establishment and continue perpetuating a very Scottish
exceptionalism. This (dis)establishment seemed solid until, as the
20
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century turned, it began to waver, as a combination of global trends,
Anglicisation and a correlative desire for greater autonomy forced it
into reforming itself. Now, for the first time in decades, it finds itself
in opposition. All of these changes, including those that led to
devolution of power, took place in a political arena subsumed into
Westminster and relegated to ‘Scottish Business’ – so where was the
debate joined? The answer lay in words, of books that essayed the
matter of identity, authority and sovereignty in Scotland, and
contributed to a growing consciousness that a political expression of
‘Scottishness’ or ‘Scotland’ or ‘Scottish Affairs’ was both valid and
desirable.
This consciousness has, we would argue, been developed through
an ongoing ‘conversation’ pursued in Scottish literature, academia and
political documents. In 1909 Tom Johnston published Our Scots Noble
Families, one of the first books to frame class, social and national issues
in terms that were distinctly and uniquely Scottish, rather than the
concern of a northern portion of Britain that was assumed to follow
the patterns, logic and tendencies of the whole island. Since then,
‘Scottish Labour’ held the joint potential to move the country towards
greater separatism or to entrench its unionism, a schizophrenia that
dominated Scotland’s disaggregated national ideology ever since.
What happened next has been fairly well documented and is in
effect, the back story to this book. The 1960s saw the decolonisation
of the ex-Empire, a fundamental realignment of both left and right
towards respectively, the new left symbolised in the uprisings of 1968
and the new right founded upon the American monetarism of the
Strauss-Friedman school. British governments issued loans to bail out
heavy industry such as shipbuilding on the Clyde, and regional accents
began to appear on the telly. The devolved state of Northern Ireland,
a constitutional anomaly born of expediency and blackmail, descended
into chaos. At home, the democratic deficit between Scotland and
Westminster gradually became more and more apparent as an entire
generation of thinkers and writers gradually drew their attention to
the nature of an increasingly bedraggled British state. In exasperation,
many among Scottish Labour came to the opinion that if the English
working class were blind to the evils of Thatcherism, then it might be
time for a more enlightened Scottish working class to go it alone – as
21
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proclaimed by A Claim of Right for Scotland; ‘The Scots are told that
their votes are lying; that they secretly love what they constantly vote
against.’
It was the rise of Margaret Thatcher that drove home the point
about democratic deficit, but even before that, the rumblings of the
late 1960s led to the ‘long ’68’ that lasted a decade until the failed
devolution referendum of March 1979. As suggested in its subtitle,
the main characters of this book are two political magnates. Gordon
Brown, a man who has described himself as Heathcliff in Wuthering
Heights is, au contraire, clearly a nightmare of Pip from Great
Expectations. It was he (pre-eminent among many others) who
instigated the great ‘rethink’ in the Scottish then British Labour
movement of the early 1970s, even before its traditional modes
demonstrably fell apart in 1979. In the wilderness of the 80s he
conceived the intellectual bases for unified political resistance to
Thatcherism, dealing, in ideological terms, with the various militant
and nationalist heterodoxies within the Labour ranks.
At exactly the same time Thatcher was heading a cabalistic and
initially highly successful reordering of British conservatism, and what
is so interesting about it, given its impact on Scotland and Thatcher’s
ultimate destiny as Scotland’s bÍte noir, is how little attention they
paid to Scotland’s constitutional position. Their ignorance on this
matter persisted right up to 1997 and it was only the realignment of
the Scottish Conservatives as a credible force in Holyrood that freed
them from the legacy of the panglossing, otherwordly Tory centralism
as typified by Scottish Secretary, George (Lord) Younger, a Pimp
extraordinaire who reassured his Margaret that he could always deliver
Scotland for her.
But entwined as their destinies were, Brown and Thatcher were
not the real antagonists here; Brown thought Thatcher was it, but his
real nemesis was the theorist Tom Nairn, whose conversion from
standard new left internationalism to Scottish nationalism opened up
a new intellectual and political space in Scotland. Whereas for
MacDiarmid, communist nationalism presided in loftily eccentric
mode, Nairn offered up a logical and credible reason to support
constitutional change that could be reconciled with social democratic
values. He was thus, wittingly or not, followed by a series of Caledonian
22
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merry muses; the writers, thinkers, poets, politicians and academics
who engaged directly with the question of democracy in Scotland.
The character of this group is telling. They are a diverse and eclectic
bunch (though not quite as diverse or eclectic as they perhaps might
be). Most are white and Scottish, a few are English, Irish, or from the
ex-colonies and the majority are men (relate this to MacDiarmid’s
infamous remarks on women in Scottish history as you will). Most
came from within the established structures and institutions; academics
such as T.C. Smout and James Kellas, not to mention Arthur Midwinter
or the journalist Fry who were also pre-eminent in the major political
parties. With the exception of Chris Harvie and Neil MacCormick,
influential writing from out-and-out nationalists was surprisingly rare.
Direct action and activist political groups, including the militant left
were also wary or disinclined to play much of a role, though many
more ‘established’ figures such of course, as Tom Nairn, had radical
pasts. There was in short a civic character that fed into the mythology
of the word that sweetly ordered; the revolution would be kept off
the streets. . . except of course, that it wasn’t; there were poll tax
demonstrations, CND Peace Camps at Rosyth and Faslane, strikes
and work-ins woven through the history of these times that fed the
popular imagination and doubtless informed the thinking of those
writing at the time.
For this book we reviewed a range of texts from the past fifty
years that we believe have played an instrumental role in the
development of Scottish political thought, and complicated the routine
operations of the ‘Tartan Pimps’. It is, by necessity, a selective list, and
many readers will likely be perplexed and perhaps annoyed at what
has been excluded. The books, essays, letters, speeches and pamphlets
we did select were chosen because the authors felt they had a particular
importance and influence, or were at least representative of an
important aspect of Scottish political thought. They are intended as a
prompt and a hint for further reading and exploration, as suggested
in the bibliography included at the end of the book.
The restrictions on writers and works included are necessary for
reasons of space, but also because it was felt there was a recognisable
period during which this development of political consciousness took
place, and when it had direct and observable effects on the political
23
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system(s). This means for example, that some readers might take
exception to the exclusion of writers Reginald Coupland and H.J.
Hanham whose seminal works on Scottish Nationalism are nowhere
mentioned, yet whose influence, we concede, is strongly present. It
also means the prominent historian Tom Devine is missing because
he is such a great synthesiser and compiler of Scottish history, rather
than a picker of fights with other protagonists in the field. Another
hugely important writer of this generation, James Kelman, although
politically and civically committed and a true ‘purifier of the language
of the tribe’, is missed perhaps because writing as he does in the Scottish
high-minded and critical tradition of popular fiction – inherited from
a long tradition including James Hogg – he has specifically avoided
public engagement with generalities about ‘the nation’ and with the
party-minded. That this avoidance of debate over union, devolution
or new institutions represents an equally authentic, alternative strand
in Scottish political thought is of course, acknowledged.

GORDON BROWN

Each section deals either with a specific individual (Brown,
Thatcher or Nairn) or group of writers of similar type. The first chapter
in each section by Miller and Rodger sets the context and describes
the general environment, followed by a second chapter from Owen
Dudley Edwards, himself a key figure in the movement to secure home
rule for Scotland, mainly through his editorship (with Hugh
MacDiarmid) of Celtic Nationalism, and later, A Claim of Right for
Scotland. His take is often highly personal, fuelled by a densely rich
series of associations and experiences that balance the ‘cold readings’
of the other two authors.
As a whole, this book could be said to be a ‘primer’ in Scottish
politics, digesting texts that few might now choose to read, to establish
a ‘narrative’ of Scotland’s political existence as it was argued into being.
Or perhaps this motley assembly, united by its thin, oft-fragile thread
is proof of E.H. Gombrich’s maxim, to paraphrase – there is no politics,
only politicians – or perhaps, more accurately; there is no prostitution,
only a succession of pimps constantly reworking the rules of ‘the
game’.
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