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Tories are in a continued crisis but 
still the attacks continue … but 
before we get to that, there is the 

small matter of the monarchy and a re-
public to deal with and which the cover 
for this issue flags up. So, we have a 
once in a lifetime opportunity – a histor-
ical moment, if you will – to debate and 
deepen the case for a republic in these 
sceptred (sic) isles. We shan’t dwell 
on the issues in this editorial because 
they are more than well covered in the 
subsequent pages - with articles by Tom-
my Sheppard SNP MP and Bill Bonnar 
amongst others - other than to note the 
incredible obsequiousness of Starmer 
and Sturgeon to the Queen in both life 
and death. They certainly tugged their 
forelock to her - and now do so to her 
son too. So, let’s turn to the other great 
issue of the day.

feedback

comment

reviews
The tectonic plates of politics shift again

Who would have thought that Truss 
would have made such an absolute 
mess of her new premiership in such a 
short space of time? She turned out to 
be a quitter and not a fighter. It might 
have been even quicker but for the ten 
days of official mourning for the dead 
monarch that created something of an 
interregnum (sic). There was relatively 
little wider enthusiasm for Truss outside 
of her 81,326 voters in the Tory party. 
Then it turned out to be even less and 
no doubt also lower amongst those that 
elected her. Quite apart from the dem-
ocratic outrage of such a tiny number 
of people (141,665) being the elector-
ate for the post of a new PM with new 
policies but without a general election, 
we also saw screeching U-turns aplen-
ty. Even with Sunak now Tory leader 
and Prime Minister, it’s hard to see 

the Tories and Truss coming back from 
this prolonged, slow-motion car-crash. 
Initially, insiders thought that the ‘slash 
and burn’ approach was because the 
Truss Tories thought they had a small 
window of opportunity to reconfigure 
the government and economy before 
the next election (which they expected 
to lose). Then, it’s become a case of SOS 
– save ourselves and save our skins (but 
not souls) – as Truss sacked key allies, 
reversed the policies that she said were 
critical and essential, and was prepared 
to be unpopular for.

All that was followed by the election 
that never was as Sunak - who was 
beaten by Truss in early September 
- was appointed by an even smaller 
constituency. Neither Boris Johnson nor 
Penny Mordaunt making it passed the 
support of 100 Tory MPs meant we had 
a coronation in 2022 to add to the one 
we will have in 2023. Sunak has ripped 
up the Truss rule book and again with no 
popular mandate to do so. You do not 
have to be a Labour on SNP supporter to 
see the righteousness of the case for an 
immediate general election.

All this has put Labour in the driving 
seat without having to do much other 
than not commit any unforced errors or 
commit hari-kari. After having had his 
‘growth, growth, growth’ mantra stolen 
by Truss, one of Starmer’s few policy in-
novations was to wrap himself up in the 
Union Jack with the proposed creation 
of the Great British Energy company. If 
Labour wins the next general election, it 
will be with limited room to manoeuvre 
given what Truss’s Tories have done and 
a now faltering economy. The Tories 
have received a slight bounce back in 
the polls after Sunak’s arrival but this is 
unlikely to grow or even be sustained 
given the austerity in public expenditure 
and services that is about to hit most 
people. 
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The Foundation held a very successful ninth annual lecture on the evening of Thursday 6 October with around 200 
people in attendance to hear Christina McAnea, Glasgow-born and the first woman UNISON general secretary in the 
Banqueting Hall in the City Chambers on George Square. Christina outlined the case of how unions are fighting the 
cost-of-living crisis for their members and for workers in general. The Foundation wishes to place on record its thanks to 
Christina for agreeing to deliver the lecture, to Glasgow City Council for the use of the Hall and to UNISON Scotland for 
providing the resources to allow the lecture to be recorded. The video can be viewed here https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Kspy1LnuMVw&ab_channel=GregorGall 

The Foundation has also agreed to publish a pamphlet on the case for a republic in time for the coronation in May 2023 
and is working on two other major publications – a long overdue examination of power and privilege in Scotland which 
will take the form of an edited book like our current edited collection, ‘A New Scotland: Building an Equal, Fair and 
Sustainable’ (https://www.calton-books.co.uk/books/a-new-scotland-building-an-equal-fair-and-sustainable-society/) 
and a critical history of education in Scotland by Emeritus Professor of Education, Brian Boyd. The latter should be 
published in 2023 and the former in early 2024.

What the Sunak bounce does indicate is 
that support for Labour is often some-
what soft and ephemeral. Even many 
inside Labour are warning Starmer’s 
Achille’s Heel is that he has no narra-
tive of a few big, overarching ideas. 
There are, for example, no big plans to 
radically reset our public services with 
the aim of achieving progressive political 
change. Only the railways will come back 
into public ownership. And, Starmer has 
frequently told us he is not just pro-busi-
ness but want to ‘partner’ with busi-
ness. Consequently, he will not support 
striking workers and has launched a 
‘prawn cocktail offensive 2.0’ with 
business leaders. Just as worry-
ingly, he started saying there 
will be limits on what Labour in 
office because of the economic 
mess the Tories have created. 
His only narrative is to talk of 
the ’nation’ and the ‘country’, 
never once talking of workers 
and the working class. Despite 
or because of this, some 30,000 
new members have joined Labour 
in the last couple of months, taking 
its membership from some 420,000 
to 450,000 but this is still not back to 
Corbyn era level of 500,000 members. 
Meanwhile, left-wingers continue to be 
expelled and prevented from becoming 
prospective parliamentary candidates. 

What does this mean for politics in 
Scotland? Scottish Labour believes it will 
benefit from a Tory wipe-out at the next 
Westminster general election which 
can be held no later than late 2024 
unless the provisions of the Fixed Term 
Parliament Act are overturned. Labour 
probably has more to gain than the SNP 

who already dominate the Westminster 
delegation of MPs from Scotland. This 
may be as much about Starmer being 
seen as a proverbial safe pair of hands 
– due to straining every sinew not to 
rock any boats (unless they are of the 
republican and left-wing type) – as it is 
about Labour also steadfastly refusing 
to grant a Section 30 Order for another 
referendum on independence.  

For the SNP, to some extent the melt-
down of the Tories lessens the value 
of its ‘a big boy did it and ran away’ 
strategy of disingenuously blaming all 
the problems to be found in Scotland on 
Westminster. 

Of course, Sturgeon did still repeat this 
at the recent SNP winter conference in 
Aberdeen in October. The SNP will have 
to face up to the reality of a prospective 

Labour government which will be less 
easy to attack, especially as the SNP 
is no more radical than Labour. Even 
though the polls are still very promising 
for Labour, only the outliers of those 
putting Labour 33% and 36% ahead of 
the Tories – prior to Sunak - provide any 
hope that Labour could form a majority 
government without SNP support. Given 
that it’s hard to see that the SNP would 
engage in a ‘supply and confidence’ 
agreement with Labour without a 
pledge to grant a Section 30 Order. We’ll 
have to wait to see the outcome of the 

Supreme Court decision as to wheth-
er this strengthens or weakens the 

hand of the SNP or Labour in this 
matter. 

Whatever happens, there is a 
palpable sense that radical poli-
tics are side-lined because there 
are far too few significant radical 
voices around to make a differ-

ence - and certainly no credible 
and sizeable radical parties in exis-

tence. If political parties are not the 
way forward at the moment, then are 

the likes of ‘Enough is Enough!’ enough? 
Launched back in the summer primarily 
by the CWU communications union with 
support from Tribune, two left Labour 
MPs, the ACORN organisation and the 
RMT, ‘Enough is Enough!’ has five key 
demands on prices, pay and tax. This is 
a welcome development on the cost-
of-living crisis given Labour’s ineffectual 
stance under Starmer. 

‘Enough is Enough!’ claims to have 
700,000 supporters signed up and 
has staged a number of well-attend-
ed launch rallies throughout Britain. 

Report winter 2022
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However, on what was called ‘Struggle 
Saturday’ and ‘Solidarity Saturday’ 
– that is, Saturday 1 October when 
various unions struck at the same time 
on the railways and in communications 
- ‘Enough is Enough!’ did not manage 
to even mobilise 10% of these support-
ers on the streets. This may indicate the 
overwhelmingly soft support ‘Enough 
is Enough!’ has garnered. But even if 
it did put 70,000, 140,000, 210,000 or 
280,000 on the streets on that Satur-
day it would not have made a critical 
difference. Why? Because the domi-
nant tradition in Britain – unlike France, 
Italy and Spain, for example – is to not 
use mass public gatherings to exert a 
disruptive influence upon society, econ-
omy or polity. Saturday is not a good 
day for trying to disrupt our political 
system. It is not particularly good for 
disrupting our economic system either.   

In other words, demonstrations on 
their own – and unless accompanied 
by the likes of rioting or occupations - 
seldom achieve their aims because they 
do not apply pressure on key strategic 
points.  They do not create leverage. 
They are expressions of discontent 
where demonstrating often seems to 
be just about the only thing that can 
be done even though it is ineffective, 
bringing about a forlorn sense which 
Billy Bragg captured in his 1985 song, 
‘Days like these’ with the lines ‘And 
another demonstration/Passes on to 
history’. Indeed, he added ‘And wear-
ing badges is not enough/In days like 
these’.

We have seen the same outcomes with 
TUC marches as recent editorials have 
charted. The TUC lobbying of Parlia-
ment on 2 November has been yet 
another instance of this even though 
it has again been preceded by a large 
array of local mobilising meetings un-
der the banner of the likes of ‘Ipswich 
Demands Better’. The same was true of 

the People’s Assembly demonstration 
on 5 November in London.

So, what can demonstrations do that 
is positive and uplifting? Depending 
on their size, they can give heart to 
those seeking change by allowing a 
mass expression of a mood or feeling 
which is excluded from the political 
mainstream. They can help keep the 
issues alive and in the news. They can 
be building blocks to other effective 
actions like strikes. But only if they 
are part and parcel of a rising mass 
movement is based upon mass strikes 
and mass street mobilisations that end 
up being general strikes. Here we need 
to take French lessons – looking at the 
examples of rising strike waves in 1995, 
2006, 2010, 2019, 2021 along with the 
‘Gilet Jaunes’ (‘Yellow Vests’). With 
less than 10% union density, unions 
in France mobilise many, many more 
outside their ranks. 

One of the components of taking 
French lessons is that the union move-
ment must wean itself off its addiction 
to one-day strikes. Neither the rail 
nor post strikes, largely based upon 
one-day strikes, have resulted in any 
concessions from the employers and/or 
government so far. Indeed, the em-
ployers there have dug in and gone on 
the offensive instead. By contrast, the 
sustained action of refuse workers in 
Edinburgh and Glasgow (and elsewhere 
in Scotland) did. They were kept out 
on strike by a levy paid for by fellow 
members elsewhere. Consequently, for 
example, the RMT’s members in the 
train operating companies could pay 
for the RMT’s Network Rail signallers 
to stay out on strike indefinitely given 
that the signallers are a relatively small 
group of members with much more 
strategic power than conductors and 
other train operating staff. 

In Scotland, what also tipped the bal-

ance in the local government negotia-
tions between CoSLA (the Convention 
of Scottish Local Authorities) and the 
UNISON, UNITE and GMB unions was 
the intervention of the Scottish Gov-
ernment which itself was stimulated 
by the prospect of these three unions 
taking their schools staff members out 
on a similarly extended of strike action. 
The one rub is that the Scottish Govern-
ment now says it will have to make cuts 
to fund the increased pay offer. It’s now 
said the same over the increased offer 
to NHS staff in terms of making cuts in 
health and social provision. And, it says 
any further pressure put on it to fund 
other decent pay rises like for firefight-
ers and teachers will result in more cuts 
elsewhere. Political pressure needs to 
be applied in order to force the Scottish 
Government to find other ways to fund 
the pay offers – like increasing taxation 
on the better off and various business 
interests as the STUC and others have 
called for.

But unions can also learn from the envi-
ronmental movement and its various 
groups like Extinction Rebellion, Just 
Stop Oil, and Insulate Britain. With 
COP27 underway in Sharm El Sheikh in 
Egypt from 6 November to 18 Novem-
ber, we should remind ourselves of the 
coordinated global mobilisations - like 
that on the 12 November 2022 – and 
which involve a broad range of organi-
sations, have been an essential part of 
movement building, linking the activists 
and organisations in the Global South 
with those in the advanced capitalist 
countries, and deploy direct actions 
targeted at strategic operations and 
infrastructure.

Lastly, as it’s approaching the end 
of year, we have a bumper review 
of books to see you over the festive 
season.
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The his and her family firm: 
The publicly-funded pinnacle of 
inequality in wealth and power
Tommy Sheppard lays out the case against the monarchy

I’m not sure which is the more 
depressing: that the UK has just 
reaffirmed the hereditary right of 

kings or that a majority of its citizens 
demonstrably agree with that situation. 
Despite this, as we begin the new 
Caroline era, a grown-up debate about 
the future of the monarchy is, surely, 
overdue.

Where to begin? Let’s start with 
democracy. It is ironic, is it not, that in 
a so-called democracy the one office 
citizens can never aspire to hold is 
that of head of state? The idea that 
this position should be determined by 
accident of birth and, forever, be the 
preserve of just one family offends every 
notion of democracy.

There are ten hereditary monarchies 
left in Europe. All of them claim to be 
constitutional with their role defined 
by and subject to a legal framework of 
governance. In all others, the monarch 
swears to abide by and uphold the 
constitution. Not in the UK. Here 
the coronation vows, which we shall 
witness next May, require a declaration 
of respect for God and church. No 
reference is made to Parliament, the 
people, or any notion of a democratic 
framework. 

The allegiance is the other way round. 
In order to represent the people that 
elect them to Parliament, its members 
must first swear loyalty to the unelected 
monarch. To all intents and purposes, 
the British monarchy is imperial in 
nature, a relic of bygone eras, and 
exceptional in the modern world. 

The majority of people appear to 
endorse this arrangement, though 
support is declining. A YouGov poll 
in May this year put support for the 
monarchy across the UK at 60%, with 
27% favouring abolition and 17% having 
no opinion. In contrast, most young 
people do not agree with the Monarchy. 
In Scotland the institution has only 45% 
in favour, with 40% against.

Still, it is remarkable that support for an 
unelected head of state should be so 
strong. The security of those in positions 
of power and privilege often relies 
on the deference of those who have 

neither. Throughout history, humans 
have evolved into creative critical 
creatures, developing the capacity for 
common endeavour to enrich ourselves 
and harness the resources of nature. 
Deference is the enemy of that progress.

But it’s not just centuries of forelock 
tugging that keep us in our place. 
The active promotion of the idea of a 
hereditary monarchy by the media and 
state are important too. In fairness, the 
royal household has a public relations 
operation that is second to none 
and is adept at playing a mass media 
which ranges from an embarrassingly 
sycophantic national broadcaster to 
voyeuristic tabloids treating royals as 
another source of celebrity gossip.

The British monarchy is the most 
expensive in Europe by far. In terms 
of direct funding, it is seven times as 
expensive as Spain’s royal household. 
It is funded in three ways: a sovereign 
grant provided by parliament, profits 
from the duchies of Lancaster and 
Cornwall, and earnings from private 
investments.

The sovereign grant replaced the 
civil list in 2011 and is calculated as a 
percentage of the profits made by the 
Crown Estates. The Crown Estate is a 
government agency which manages 
a huge portfolio of land and property, 
valued recently at £15 billion. None of 
this belongs to the royal family; they 
are assets owned by the state on behalf 
of the public and were nationalised in 
1760. But the name creates confusion 
and allows monarchists to claim the 
institution costs a small proportion of 
what it brings in. If the monarchy was 
abolished, none of the Crown Estates 
would disappear and all of the profits 
would go to the treasury.

The grant was initially set at 15% of 
the Crown Estate profit. In 2016, that 
was upped to 25%, on the justification 
that the extra would pay for repairs to 
Buckingham Palace. As a member of the 
parliamentary committee which took 
that decision, I vehemently opposed 
the majority view. Last year, the Crown 
Estate made £312m profit. To be 
clear, that cash does not go directly 
to the monarch, but the sum is used 

to calculate the level of the sovereign 
grant paid by the Treasury. A clause in 
the 2011 Act provides that the grant 
will never be less that the year before. 
If the Crown Estates do well, royal funds 
increase. But if they have a bad year, the 
grant will not be reduced.

The Duchy of Lancaster is a private 
estate worth £640m which generated 
£24m profit last year. This, alongside 
the Duchy of Cornwall owned by the 
Prince of Wales, has an ambiguous 
status which the royals have a history of 
exploiting when it comes to managing 
their finances. On the one hand they 
claim the commercial secrecy which 
comes from being a private corporation. 
On the other, the Duchies pay no capital 
gains or corporation tax like every other 
private company, claiming exemption as 
part of the monarchy.

The monarch also has enormous private 
wealth and receives considerable funds 
from investments. The late Queen 
Elizabeth’s wealth was estimated by 
the Sunday Times earlier this year at 
£370m, which included Balmoral and 
Sandringham as well as racehorses and a 
portfolio of shares. It is not known how 
much income this generates, and we 
have no right to ask.

Royal finances are shrouded in secrecy. 
The late Queen Elizabeth’s will is hidden 
from the public. Never in our lifetimes 
will we find out whether some of this 
income, boosted by decades of state 
aid, will pass to private interests here 
or abroad. What we do know is that 
whatever passes to the King will be 
exempt from inheritance tax. 

The monarchy is not only exempt from 
tax obligations, but from freedom of 
information legislation. Unlike any other 
holder of public office, the royals have 
no obligation to report or account for 
their use of public funds. I have tried 
repeatedly to find out whether any 
money coming from the taxpayer was 
used to pay for Andrew’s out-of-court 
settlement but to no avail.

Of course, on top of the published 
figures, the monarchy has many hidden 
costs to the taxpayer. This includes tax 
not paid, use of state buildings, costs 
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met by government departments and 
local councils, and a whopping bill for 
security. All in all, the campaign group, 
Republic, estimate the monarchy cost 
£345m in 2017, a figure which has surely 
increased by now.

The royals are also remarkably 
protective of their privilege, willing 
go the extra mile to max out public 
income and top up their funds in other 
ways. I highly recommend former 
Liberal Democrat MP Norman Baker’s 
recent book And, what do you do? 
for a forensic examination of how the 
royal family use their public positions 
for private gain. From soliciting gifts to 
charging appearance fees, the unseemly 
actions he documents will astound you.

If the monarchy’s finances were more 
transparent, the public might have more 
questions about whether the institution 
should continue. In Scandinavian 
countries, monarchies have gone out 
of their way to slim down and try to act 
‘normal’ by getting around 
on bikes and sending their 
kids to state schools. Not 
here. There’s seems to be 
no limit to the extravagance 
we are expected to fund. 
In essence, the public 
are invited to finance a 
celebration of unearned 
wealth organised in a feudal 
hierarchy that glorifies 
inequality. Such a structure 
sits very uneasily amidst 
contemporary society. 

One of the arguments most 
trotted out in favour of the 
monarchy is that they are 
good for tourism (see accompanying 
article, this issue). VisitBritain once 
claimed that they bring in £500m to 
the UK economy. This was something 
of a dubious calculation based on 
the assumption that since 28% of 
all heritage visits were to properties 
associated with the royals, that must 
mean they were responsible for that 
proportion of total spend by tourists. In 
fact, people visit buildings because of 
their history and architecture, and not 
the current inhabitants. The most visited 
royal palace in Europe is Versailles – and 
there’s not been a monarch in residence 
for quite some time.

Contrary to popular belief, the 
constitutional power wielded by the 
monarch is not purely ceremonial. 
Whilst the press creates a celebrity 
circus with prurient tales of the 
excesses of minor royals, the king plays 
a significant role in the introduction 

and passage of legislation. We all 
know about Royal Assent, the process 
by which a bill passed in parliament 
officially becomes the law of the land. 
Less well known is the process of Royal 
Consent, the process whereby the 
monarch must agree to a bill ever being 
published in the first place. This was 
used 146 times between 1970 and 2013. 
It is very much alive today. Crucially, 
the king gets to decide whether any bill 
which has an impact on the public and 
private affairs of the monarch should be 
debated. Likewise, the Prince of Wales 
must agree to any proposal affecting the 
Duchy of Cornwall. 

Consent was required for the 2006 
Animal Welfare Act, for example, 
because of the powers of inspectors 
to check on royal land. The outcome 
was a special exemption in respect of 
private royal assets. So, we have strange 
situation where changing the position of 
the monarchy would require legislation, 
but even the discussion of that 

legislation would require the consent 
of the people it would most impact. 
This veto is little talked about. Every 
democrat should be deeply uneasy at 
giving this power to an unelected and 
unaccountable head of state.

Now, of course, there are limits, both 
legal and practical, to how much the 
royal family can get away with. And 
the monarch will almost always do the 
bidding of the government of the day. 
But in many ways that gives us the worst 
of both worlds. The fact that the head of 
state is unelected means they have no 
mandate, no authority and no ability to 
speak out on matters of public concern. 
Compare the situation across the Irish 
Sea where, with strict constitutional 
limits, the elected president plays a 
role which, while mainly ceremonial, 
also allows them to contribute to public 
debate and the process of government.

So, what is to be done? And how does 
all this affect the political debate in 
Scotland? At a UK level, the royal 
succession ought to provide an impetus 
for renewed discussion. Hopefully, 
many on the progressive side of politics 
will feel rather more able to raise 
their heads above the parapets. Here 
in Scotland, we are engaged in a live 
debate about our country’s future 
with opinion split almost equally as to 
whether we should become a self-
governing country or not. Independence 
is about the right to determine our 
own future. If we achieve it, nothing 
will change the day after, except for 
having the power and agency to change 
everything. 

It would be a mistake to conflate the 
arguments about the future of the 
monarchy with the arguments for 
independence. One is not a constraint 
upon or consequence of the other. 
It is entirely possible that Scotland 
could become an independent 

nation state which would 
remain a member of the 
Commonwealth and retain 
the king as head of state. 
It is also entirely possible 
that it might become a 
republic, which appears to 
be the direction of travel for 
many other Commonwealth 
countries. 

At the moment, we do not 
have the right to choose 
either outcome. I will work 
with anyone, including 
monarchists, to win that 
right. As we move to 

becoming an independent country, we 
will need to review everything about 
how we are governed and develop 
a modern constitution fit for a new 
Scotland. That constitution will embody 
the human and political rights of our 
citizens and define how we govern 
ourselves – and it ought to be put to 
a vote. That will be the opportunity 
for Scotland to decide whether the 
medieval relics of the monarchy 
should continue or be abolished. In 
the meantime, with the coronation 
on the way, we need to have an open 
discussion where those who take a 
republican view are respected and not 
demonised.

Tommy Sheppard has been the SNP MP 
for Edinburgh East since 2015
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Off with their heids as we keep ours - the 
unfinished revolution must be finished 

Bill Bonnar examines the feting of the monarchs but sees the prospect of change ahead

As socialists, we were dreading it. 
Not the passing of the queen but 
rather how it would be marked 

and we were not disappointed. Ten days 
of carefully manufactured mass hysteria; 
not only to mark the passing of the 
queen but as a triumphant endorsement 
and celebration of monarchy. Of course, 
the views of the millions of people who 
do not support the monarchy were 
brushed aside in a frenzy to portray the 
queen as a combination of everyone’s 
favourite granny and a kind of living 
saint. In fact, if the queen had been 
Catholic (sic) then the process of her 
elevation to sainthood would be well 
underway. Some of the coverage was, 
to say the least, highly distasteful. 
Describing her death as a tragedy. 
She was 96 years old. It was sad but 
hardly a tragedy when compared to 
the hundreds of thousands of people 
who lost loved ones during the Covid 
pandemic. Some simply bordered on 
the bizarre like portraying her reign as a 
great achievement. 

What achievement? She was born a 
princess, became queen at a young 
age because her father died at a young 
age and was queen for a long time 
because she lived for a long time. 
Wherein lies the achievement? Many 
will have watched the recent Andrew 
Marr BBC programme about the 
modern Elizabethan era highlighting 
the immense economic, social and 
technological changes which have 
occurred in Britain during the past 70 
years and somehow relating this back 
to the reign of Queen Elizabeth as if the 
Crown had anything to do with these 
changes.

This portrayal of the Queen as some 
kind of great and larger than life figure 

is all part of the cult of monarchy and 
has a long history particularly when 
you contrast the myth with the person 
actually occupying the throne. The 
Queen’s father, King George, never 
really wanted the job and was painfully 
unfit for public office. His predecessor, 
King Edward, had to abdicate due in 
part to his fascist sympathies and his 
connections to the Nazi regime. His 
father and grandfather, George and 
Edward, were notorious philanderers 
who if their reigns had been subjected 
to modern scrutiny would have been 
mired in scandal. Before them, Queen 
Victoria was an essentially absurd 
woman who spent most of her reign 
hiding away from public life although 
even that could not compare with 
the assortment of King Georges who 
preceded her; each more ridiculous 
than the other. The point here is that 
any non-entity could occupy the throne: 
it was the throne itself which was 
all important. In fact, prior to Queen 
Victoria, the main reason for someone 
to occupy the throne was to stop 
someone else occupying it. 

In the modern era, the Crown is 
marketed like any other product; a 
process of continuously selling and 
reselling the monarchy to the British 
public. A bit like toothpaste. For the 
Queen, that was fairly easy and we can 
see the process well underway with 
William and Kate. For the royal publicity 
department, Charles is a harder sell. 
They can hardly portray his ascension 
to the throne as a fresh start. He is 73 
years old and has been around for what 
seems like forever. Under Charles, the 
monarchy is in a kind of holding position 
and it would not be fanciful to believe 
that he will be king until he dies given 
how long these people tend to last. 
One thing for sure is that under Charles 
we will see a monarchy in retreat. The 
lavish lifestyle and endless list of royals 
drawing from the public purse will not 
be tolerated by a public suffering in 
austerity Britain. Even his coronation 
is expected to be a more modest affair. 
Perhaps, more significantly are the 
number of Commonwealth countries 
now queuing up to ditch the monarchy. 
Earlier this year, Barbados jumped the 
gun and proclaimed a republic. Others 
had been simply waiting for the queen 
to die to go down a similar road. Even 

with countries like Australia, New 
Zealand and Canada, the issue is rising 
on the political agenda with many asking 
why they have a foreign king as head of 
state.

For republicans, the opportunities will 
now open up to expose the monarchy 
for the outdated relic of medievalism 
that it is and to make the case for a 
republic. Prior to the emergence of 
capitalism, the monarch sat at the 
head of an aristocratic ruling class and 
was the embodiment of the wealth 
and power of that class. In Britain, 
with the transition from feudalism to 
capitalism that aristocratic ruling class 
morphed into a capitalist ruling class 
with the crown providing a bridge from 
one era to the other. This is in contrast 
with France where the feudal ruling 
class was largely destroyed by the 
revolution to be replaced later by an 
emerging capitalist class. This resulted 
in republicanism being the driving force 
of political development and to this day 
represents the highest of values in the 
French political system. In Britain, in 
modern times, the monarchy has come 
to represent stability, order and tradition 
all wrapped up in the idea that we need 
to maintain the status quo. In other 
words, it has developed a role in the 
defence of the capitalist system and has 
now been built into the very fabric of 
that system with those arguing against it 
portrayed as dangerous radicals. 

Yet republicanism is so much more 
than simply the absence of monarchy 
(see accompanying article, this issue). 
It is the philosophical expression of 
modern democratic government. It 
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embodies ideas such as civil rights, 
citizenship, elected and accountable 
government and progressive democratic 
advance. It has been at the heart of 
every progressive political movement in 
history from the American and French 
revolutions of the eighteenth century to 
the Russian and Chinese revolutions of 
the twentieth century. While monarchy 
has come to symbolise reaction; 
republicanism symbolises progress.

In Britain, the monarchy is an integral 
part of a power structure whose primary 
purpose is to defend the system. Getting 
rid of the monarchy must be part of a 
wider range of radical political reforms 
including the abolition of the House 
of Lords and electoral reform and 
must be part of any programme for 
the progressive transformation of the 
country.

In Scotland, the position and status of 
the monarchy is very different from that 
in England. The monarchy enjoys far 
less support. In fact, active support for 
the monarchy has declined markedly 
over the years. The most recent Social 
Attitudes Survey, albeit taken before 
the Queen died, put support for the 
monarchy at 35% with the remaining 
65% were either opposed or completely 
indifferent. For this latter group, the 
monarchy is seen as a largely English 
preoccupation. It explains why royal 
events, even the Queen’s funeral, are 
not marked to anywhere near the same 
extent as in England. That is why many 
people in Scotland will have been utterly 
bemused by the cringing tributes to the 
Queen coming from leading figures in 
the Scottish Government like Sturgeon. 
It also poses a vital question for the 
independence movement. For the 
SNP, the king would continue to be the 
head of state in a future independent 
Scotland. While accepting there is a 
tactical consideration at work here, 
most people would find it absolutely 

absurd that an English king would be 
the head of state in Scotland, no matter 
how often he wears the kilt. After 
independence, there would certainly be 
a referendum on the issue with only one 
conceivable outcome, namely, Scotland 
would become a republic.

Again, however, having a republic means 
much more than simply the absence 
of monarchy. Would an elected head 
of state be primarily ceremonial as 
in Ireland or have executive powers 
as in France? What other reforms to 
the political system would accompany 
this change? If the people of Scotland 
become citizens of a republic rather 
than subjects of the Crown, how do we 
then wish to define citizenship?

At the heart of all this are two 
competing visions of independence. For 
the SNP, independence is essentially 
a minimalist project. Independence is 
an end in itself and an independent 
Scotland will basically look very 
much like it does today. In fact, the 
SNP’s central message to the Scottish 
people is: ‘Don’t worry, it’s ok to vote 
for independence because nothing 
much will change’ which of course 
begs the killer question: if nothing 
much will change, why bother with 
independence? The alternative is to 
see independence, not as an end in 
itself, but as a means to an end, namely, 
the radical transformation of Scotland 
into something different and better. 
That transformation would see the 
establishment of a modern, democratic 
republic and, eventually, a modern 
socialist republic.

Bill Bonnar is a member of the Scottish 
Left Review editorial committee

Subject-ive Questions 
By David McKinstry

Is it now time to stand tall 
And abandon the royal bowing and 
scraping?
If nothing else think of the money 
You will be saving?

The cost of sixteen royals
Equals thirteen thousand nurses
Without putting us in the red

Hospitals we all dread
But that being said,
Who would you choose Prince Andrew 
Or a nurse to tend your daughter’s sick 
bed?

Is there too much publicity around 
Another baby royal who hatches?
God bless the Eton bound child,
But could our kids’ schools do with the 
monarchy
Paying its taxes?

Your forebearers stood firm
Against the Nazi trooper storm,
Did not Edward whisper treasonous words
In Hitler’s ear 
To keep his hope of appeasement warm?

But never mind, Nazi affiliation 
Is all in the past,
But did not Prince Harry 
Don a swastika armband
At a posh ball for a blast?

Ask a British Jew
How they would feel,
If all the above were true?

If these questions of royal racism 
Are historic and
Written by republicans to startle,
Why don’t we clear up the matter by 
Asking Meghan Markle?

The young royals are less formal
And give us plebs an occasional public hug,
But will they invite us round to the palace
For a brew in our chipped jubilee mug?

Ah but American tourists
Love our pomp and ceremony,
But can they go home to a republic,
Whilst we live in a toy town democracy

Good Queen Elizabeth served well
But now her blue blood is dead,
Is it time for a more equal future
Which is republican and red?

For other poems by David McKinstry, see 
pages 23 & 24 this issue
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Yes, a republic! But what sort of republic?
Gregor Gall surveys the options we can choose from and who might help to deliver it 

radical Sinn Fein that benefitted 
politically for the two establishment 
mainstream parties, Fianna Fáil and 
Fine Gael, completely dominated 
until very recently. Both these 
parties are social and economically 
conservative. And even Sinn Fein 
– although it still does not take it 
seats in the Westminster Parliament 
which requires taking an oath to the 
Crown – has started to accommodate 
to the monarchy by moderating 
its abstentionism in terms of now 
deceased Martin McGuiness and 
current leader in the North, Michelle 
O’Neill. 

But the most obvious case of the 
promise of republicanism turning 
sour is found in the United States. 
After freeing itself from British rule, 
the US went on to establish an 
empire that was at least as big and 
as violent as the one Britain had 
created. The oppressed became an 
oppressor with former black slaves 
denied the right to full and free 
citizenship for countless decades.

The execution of king Charles I in 
1649 led to a short-lived republic in 
England. Nobody can know how this 
might have turned out because the 
monarchy was restored just over a 
decade later. There were certainly 
groups like the Diggers, Ranters 
and Levellers who wanted to take 
changes much further but they were 
suppressed by violent means. 

A republic is premised on more than 
just the rejection of a monarchy. It 
is more than just having an elected 
head of state. It is based upon the 
notion of popular sovereignty. In 
other words, power should rest 
with the people. But just how that 
is interpreted and implemented 
in practice can lead to quite wide 
variations. Different types of 
democratic practice can lead to right-
wing or left-wing outcomes. It is not 
a question of whether parliaments 
exist or do not exist but which social 
classes control these parliaments and 
how this control is used and to whose 
benefit. In other words, which group 
of people power resides with.

Some 80% of the world’s states are 
self-proclaimed as republics. There 
are liberal democratic republics and 
Islamic republics. There used to be 
many so-called socialist republics 
before the fall of the Berlin Wall 
in 1989 presaged the collapse of 
‘actually existing socialism’. In all of 
them, there is or was a dominant 
social class which somewhat turns 
on its head the notion that a republic 
is quintessentially about popular 
sovereignty.

Parliaments choose not to control 
many aspects of life and society so 
that the rights of private property 
remain sacrosanct. This gives rich and 
powerful groups within society the 
opportunity to protect and advance 

The death of the queen and the 
accession of a new king have 
provided the best opportunity 

in many generations to develop and 
deepen the case for a republic in 
any and all parts of Britain. This far 
exceeds what the queen called her 
‘annus horribilis’ of 1992 when there 
was widescale public revulsion at 
the cost of rebuilding Windsor castle 
after a fire which started due to royal 
negligence or the sexual assaults on 
minors of her son, Andrew. But what 
is a republic and are there different, 
varying types of republics?

Some of the most famous republics 
were borne out of revolution 
and armed struggles of national 
liberation. The most obvious 
examples are those in America and 
France in the late eighteenth century 
and in Russia at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. A number of 
countries such as former colonies 
in the British empire used the 
opportunity to become republics 
too. Ireland, Tanzania and Zimbabwe 
are examples. The creation of the 
Islamic republic of Iran saw the 
overthrow of the Shah (king) in the 
Iranian revolution of 1979. Earlier 
the overthrown of the Kaiser (king) 
saw the establishment of the Weimar 
republic. That may suggest that 
republics are inherently of a left-wing 
nature. But this would be a mistaken 
conclusion. They can be but they are 
not necessarily so. 

While the first French 
Republic declared liberty, 
equality and fraternity 
for all, however, this did 
not then mean freedom, 
liberty, equality and 
fraternity for the likes 
of the people of Algeria 
or Cambodia. Armed 
struggle and popular 
uprisings were needed 
to win national liberation 
from the French 
Republic. 

The case of Ireland 
indicates that 
after gaining its 
independence, it was 
not the more thorough 
going republican and 



10 - ScottishLeftReview Issue 132 November/December 2022

their own interests to the detriment 
of others. 

So, just like independence, 
republicanism can take different 
forms and be of different types. 
Republicanism is necessary but far 
from sufficient for creating a fair, 
just and equal society. Electing a 
head of state does nothing more - in 
current circumstances - than create 
another member of the ruling class. 
Presidents in Ireland, for example, 
are overwhelming drawn from the 
existing elite. By contrast, a radical 
republic would see ‘ordinary’ workers 
elected as the heads of state on a 
rotating basis and on a workers’ 
wage. They would no longer lead 
a cossetted life, living in plush 
surroundings that would be the envy 
of most. 

Closer to home, the republican 
campaigning group, Republic was 
formed in 1983. While it has done 
some sterling work, it is not a 
particularly radical outfit. Stopping 
the abuses of power and privilege by 
monarchs is one thing but creating a 
positive alternative is quite another. 
Popular people’s parliaments through 
the means of citizens’ assemblies 
are needed for that task – but only if 
they are willing and able to challenge 
the vested and powerful interests in 
society. The monarchy is but one of 
the many of these. 

When all is said and done, a republic 
is needed. It is not a distraction from 
more pressing issues but rather 
part and parcel of resolving them. 
The monarchy in Britain is the most 
visible and public sign of the massive 
inequality in wealth and power that 
exists in our society. 
The cost of the 
monarchy 
is 

around £345m a year. The monarchy 
is not subject to income tax or 
inheritance tax. Then there is its 
massive land owning and other 
wealth, through the Crown Estates 
especially, that could be used to fund 
public services upon its abolition. 
All this gives grist to the mill of what 
eighteenth century philosopher and 
republican, Thomas Paine, famously 
stated: ‘A long habit of not thinking 
a thing wrong gives it a superficial 
appearance of being right’. And it is 
for good reason that the monarchy is 
referred to as the ‘firm’. 

Both the SNP and Labour are 
thoroughly fawning monarchist 
parties. So, too is Alba. The Corbyn-
McDonnell leadership did not change 
this for Labour. Neither did the 
inveterate republicans and long-
serving Labour MPs, Tony Benn and 
Tam Dalyell. Even the Scottish Greens 

seem somewhat split on the issue. 
They somewhat 

undermined 
their own 

2012 

statement of: ‘A hereditary monarchy 
is incompatible with Green principles 
of democracy, equality and fairness. 
We favour an elected Head of 
State’ with co-leader, Lorna Slater’s 
statement of fawning condolence. 
This was counter-balanced by Patrick 
Harvie’s refusal to be obsequious to 
the new king. Those looking back to 
socialist sons of Scotland like John 
Maclean, James Connolly and Jimmy 
Reid and their staunch socialist 
republicanism will be mightily 
disappointed and disheartened. 
Tellingly, Connolly in an article 
published in The Shan Van Vocht 
newsletter of January 1897 called 
‘Socialism and Nationalism’ wrote: 
‘If you remove the English army 
tomorrow and hoist the green flag 
over Dublin Castle, unless you set 
about the organisation of the Socialist 
Republic your efforts would be in 
vain’. 

It is only from radicals and socialists 
that the argument will be made 
that not only do kings and queens 
personally represent the public 
pinnacle of inequalities in wealth and 
power – but also that the institution 
of the monarchy is a prop to the 
system of inequality in wealth and 
power that scars our society. The 
rub is people need to be very clear 
minded about what kind of republic 
is needed. Otherwise, they could be 
buying themselves something akin to 
the proverbial ‘pig in a poke’.

Professor Gregor Gall is editor of ‘A 
New Scotland: Building an Equal, Fair 
and Sustainable Society’ (Pluto Press, 
2022)
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The monarchy is not the boon for tourism 
that it’s made out to be
Republic explains the facts behind the lies and statistics

UK tourism is a major part of the UK 
economy, worth around £127bn 
a year. UK residents traveling 

within the UK and visitors from overseas 
spend billions on hotel bookings, 
visitor attractions, restaurants, theatre 
tickets etc. Overseas visitors alone add 
£28.4bn to the British economy. There 
are countless organisations set up to 
support the industry and to promote 
Britain, its constituent countries and 
our large towns and cities as tourist 
destinations. Tourism employs almost 
10% of Britain’s workforce and attracted 
40.9m visitors to the UK last year.

None of this has anything to do with 
Britain having a monarchy. Yet still 
people claim the monarchy is good for 
tourism. According to a poll a few years 
ago, some 80% of the British public 
believed the 
monarchy was 
important for 
tourism. And 
it’s not hard 
to see why 
this view is so 
widespread. 
Journalists 
looking for easy stories churn out the 
same old statistics without stopping to 
look at them carefully. 

And then there’s VisitBritain’s claim, 
which has been debunked. In November 
2010, William and Kate announced 
their wedding, which would be held the 
following year. VisitBritain responded by 
claiming the event would be great for 
tourism. In its press statements, it said 
the monarchy generates £500m a year 
in tourism revenue. 

At the time Republic sent it a Freedom 
of Information request to VisitBritain, 
asking for any internal documents 
relating to its press release. It sent us a 
memo from their research department 
to its press office pointing out that they 
had no evidence that the economy 
would be helped by a royal wedding. 
Quite the opposite in fact. Their 
statistics showed that in 1981 and 
1986, the years of the last two big royal 
weddings, tourism revenue fell.

We then took a closer look at that 
£500m figure. It was made up of the 
revenue of every single ticketed visitor 
attraction that had even the slightest 
connection to royalty, whether past 

or present. There was no evidence 
provided to suggest any of that revenue 
was because of the monarchy, rather 
than an interest in history or the merits 
of the individual attractions. VisitBritain 
stopped using the figure, but the £500m 
still does the rounds.

While £500m might sound a lot, it’s 
actually a tiny figure when compared 
to total GDP and Britain’s tourism 
industry. It’s actually smaller than the 
margin of error for calculating GDP, 
so even if it were lost to the economy 
the country would not notice. That 
figure only represents 0.01% of the 
UK’s economy or just 0.3% of income 
from Britain’s tourism industry or 1.9% 
of the UK’s heritage tourism. So, even 
when attracting people to the UK for our 
history and heritage, the royals do not 

make any difference.

In 2018, Republic sent another Freedom 
of Information request to VisitBritain 
asking for any data or research they 
might have that showed the impact of 
the monarchy on tourism. They could 
not provide any. Yet, the tourism line 
keeps getting repeated even while it’s 
admitted there is no evidence.

Some people claim that tourist agencies 
like VisitBritain can use the monarchy 
as a draw for tourists. They can, but 
they don’t. A quick look at VisitBritain’s 
promotional campaigns shows very little 
or no use of royalty to promote Britain 
as a destination, with only a passing 
reference to palaces and castles when 
talking about heritage attractions. 

Chester Zoo is a more popular tourist 
destination than Windsor Castle or 
Buckingham Palace. According to 
figures from the Association of Leading 
Visitor Attractions (ALVA) and the 
royal household’s own figures for their 
residences, Buckingham Palace is at 
best the 69th most popular attraction 
in the UK, Windsor Castle does 
better but is still only at number 18, 
behind Chester Zoo, Somerset House, 

Edinburgh Castle and the Botanic 
Gardens in Kew.

Kensington palace, which attracts 
visitors most of the year, comes in 
at 68th on the ALVA list. The Tower 
of London is the 9th most popular 
destination in the UK and the royals 
have not lived there or had much 
connection with it for centuries.

Palaces and castles attract interest 
because of their history, not because of 
today’s royals. Get rid of the monarchy 
and Buckingham Palace and Windsor 
Castle can be fully opened up to tourists 
all year, funding their own upkeep 
through ticket sales and offering a 
unique glimpse into Britain’s past.

Buckingham Palace is thought to contain 
one of the largest and most valuable 

art collections 
in the world, 
including 
the largest 
collection 
of Van Gogh 
paintings - yet 
it’s all hidden 
away. The 

palace has the potential in a republic 
to become a world class museum and 
gallery open all year round.

These tourism claims aren’t just untrue, 
they’re also totally irrelevant to any 
discussion about the monarchy. The 
monarchy is part of our constitution. It’s 
corrupt, secretive, bad for our politics 
and totally unprincipled. Saying we 
should keep it because of some money 
coming in from tourism is an amoral 
argument: it says we’re more concerned 
about doing what’s profitable than 
what’s right. The good news is that we 
can do what’s right without losing a 
single pound in national GDP. It’s a fair 
bet that Britain becoming a republic 
would be such huge news it would 
attract more attention than any royal 
wedding ever has.

Republic (www.republic.org.uk) is a 
membership-based pressure group 
campaigning for the abolition of the 
monarchy and its replacement with a 
directly elected head of state. The text 
above is an abridged version of ‘The 
monarchy is not good for tourism’ (see 
https://www.republic.org.uk/tourism)
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remains rigged against working people, 
and denies workers an effective voice. 

The reorientation in our strategy 
is taking place deliberately and 
purposefully alongside a groundswell 
of industrial action by working people 
who are refusing to accept low wages 
and attacks to our public services. This 
also shamefully includes the Scottish 
Government threatening over £500m of 
cuts to public spending.

Workers have never needed unions 
as much as they do right now. We are 
the only ones taking the fight to the 
governments in Edinburgh and London, 
to bad employers and the right-wing 
media.

Unions are taking centre stage across 
Scotland and Britain in the fight for 
decent jobs, pay and conditions – and 
we are winning! Unite has won dozens 
of pay deals across Scotland. Pay deals 
which have uplifted the pay of hundreds 
of thousands of workers. 

Unite members at Stagecoach received 
a pay rise of up to 10% as First Bus 
Glasgow workers also secured pay rises 
up to 21.5%. HGV drivers at McPherson 
won 20.3% while Carntyne Transport 
drivers won up to 19%. These are just 
some of the great outcomes for our 
members - and there are many more. 

Unite has thousands of members 
in dispute across Scotland currently 
fighting for a fair wage rise. We are 
leading - and we are winning. As a 
result, there is a new confidence 
building and growing in Unite – and no 
doubt other unions too.

Working people are taking notice in their 
workplace, in newspapers, listening to 
the radio and watching TV - that being a 
member of a union pays. It pays because 
we are directly putting money into the 
pockets of workers. Unions are the only 
ones delivering for workers in this cost-
of-living crisis. We are actively advancing 
our collective fight and our agenda 
into every workplace and community 
– and surely this by definition is what a 
‘Workers’ Economy’ should be all about.

Pat Rafferty is the Scottish Secretary of 
Unite the union

Creating a workers’ economy starts in the 
workplace
Pat Rafferty says workers are winning and on the march again

The last two years have 
demonstrated who really matters 
in our society – and it’s not the 

rich and powerful. It’s cleaners, carers, 
paramedics, nurses, supermarket 
workers, cleansing workers, taxi and bus 
drivers, delivery workers, teachers and 
school support staff, and postal workers 
– to name but a few who kept our 
society running. 

The answer should be as obvious to 
the politicians, as it is to us in the union 
movement: that if working people 
helped us get through the pandemic 
then they are simultaneously central to 
the solutions. Yet working people across 
the length and breadth of Britain are 
being denied a voice in terms of how 
our economy works. They are being 
momentously let down by the most 
shambolic, incoherent and dysfunctional 
UK Government in living memory, which 
is why we urgently need a general 
election. Families living on the breadline 
and those tragically falling below it, 
however, don’t have the luxury of 
waiting on parliamentary processes and 
elections whether they be for Holyrood 
or Westminster.

Recent Survation research 
commissioned by Unite across seven 
Glasgow Westminster constituencies 
covering starkly showed that families 
are experiencing severe levels of food 
poverty. Almost a quarter, 24% or 
152,553 residents in the Glasgow seats 
polled are living in food poverty. The 
polling further revealed that 177,979 
(28%) of residents in these Glasgow 
constituencies have either gone into 
debt, or increased their levels of debt 
in order to meet the increased cost of 
grocery items. Some 82,633 (13%) of 
residents in the seats are also not able 
to pay their household bills this year. 

Profits in Britain’s top companies are up 
by 47%, and it’s predicted that workers’ 
real wages could experience the biggest 
fall in 100 years. Inflation has spiked at 
a 40-year high of 12.6%. Meanwhile the 
food bank charity, The Trussell Trust, is 
handing out emergency food parcels 
every 13 seconds as demand soars amid 
the cost-of-living crisis. The economy is 
not working for Glaswegian families nor 
any family for that matter across these 
isles.

The people of Scotland need solutions 

now which is why Unite has launched a 
strategy that places workers at the heart 
of positive and progressive change. The 
‘Workers’ Economy’ campaign is a direct 
response to the failure of politicians to 
act. We are looking to drive the political 
agenda instead of commenting on it. 
We are aiming to do this through being 
rooted in mobilising and organising 
communities at the grassroots — a 
strategy led by people for the people.

For too long the activities of unions 
have been focused on how to influence 
devolved (Holyrood) and reserved 
(Westminster) parliamentary powers 
and processes, as if by doing so this then 
automatically conjures up outcomes. 
This is not to deny that influencing 
politics can and must have its role 
such as how we shape the Scottish 
Government’s chaotic proposals 
surrounding the establishment of the 
National Care Service. 

Yet, let us be clear, the only reason that 
a quarter of a million Scottish council 
workers secured a vastly improved pay 
award was through industrial action. 
When COSLA did not have the backbone 
for the best part of a decade to stand 
up to the Scottish Government over 
continuous underfunding and cuts – 
unions did. Our collective strike action 
and union negotiating led to the Scottish 
Government funding a pay package 
worth £600m. No amount of lobbying 
or politicking could have achieved this 
outcome.

Therefore, it is only through building 
popular, working-class power, rooted 
in workplaces and communities that 
we can really achieve outcomes while 
we have a parliamentary system that 
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This summer of unrest, strikes 
and union ballots is par for 
the course for the University 

and College Union (UCU), given 
our members in universities have 
been fighting back against punitive 
pension cuts, stagnating pay and 
inequality for some years. In 
August, the union embarked on its 
biggest and boldest ballot campaign 
ever: ‘UCU Rising’. Deploying 
social media, live streamed events, 
videos, direct mail, in addition to 
our regular tactics, UCU ran its first 
aggregate UK-wide ballot for years 
in two disputes over pension theft, 
and pay and conditions. 

‘UCU Rising’ and these two 
aggregate ballots mark a step 

Education workers and their unions are 
arising
Mary Senior reports on the on-going battle in universities for pay and pension justice

change in the union’s strategy: 
a recognition that previous 
disaggregated branch by branch 
ballots have delivered some 
rewards, notably at a local level for 
a number of branches. However, if 
we are to win big and get employers 
collectively to meet UCU demands 
on pay and pensions, we need the 
leverage of every university branch 
in Britain. And that’s what UCU 
has delivered with a resounding 
mandate, the first education union 
to deliver on a national mandate, 
and only the third union to deliver a 
UK sector-wide ballot result.

Our general secretary, Jo Grady, 
has been clear that ‘being right’ on 
pensions and pay is not enough: we 
need the leverage of UK-wide ballot 
mandates to get employers back to 
the negotiating table, and members 
have voted on mass to support 
their union. So, the potential for 
widespread disruption in virtually 
every university in every part of 
Britain is now on the cards, unless 
employers up their game. 

In the pensions dispute, UCU is 
arguing that is entirely possible. 
The 35% cuts in guaranteed 
pensions that were pushed through 
in February are unnecessary. 
The Universities Superannuation 
Scheme posted a £1.8bn surplus 
in August, angering members and 
illustrating the cuts were purely 
ideological. We know too that 

the majority of employers could 
afford more that the derisory 3% 
pay uplift that has been imposed, 
and that the sector can work 
harder to address the scourge of 
casualisation, pay inequalities and 
unsafe workloads.

Employers know our members 
are ready to strike, many have 
seen disruption before and now 
know it can be replicated at every 
university. They need to make 
serious offers in both disputes to 
avoid Britain-wide industrial action 
on a scale not seen for decades in 
higher education. Striking is always 
a last resort but employers can 
make choices to avoid disruption. 
They need to return to negotiations 
with meaningful offers to resolve 
the disputes. They need to start 
valuing the workers that deliver the 
vital teaching, research and support 
services. If they fail, UCU members 
will take action.

Mary Senior is the Scotland official 
for the University and College Union

•	In the next issue (Jan/Feb 2023), 
we will have a report from the 
general secretary, Andrea Bradley, 
of the EIS teaching union on 
its ‘Pay Attent10%n!’ 10% pay 
campaign
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There is no just transition without social 
infrastructure
Katie Gallogly-Nelson lays out what a just transition must mean to the wider array of workers

While the temperature is 
projected to increase by 
only decimals of a degree, 

global warming’s impacts are already 
catastrophic and irreversible, wiping out 
ecosystems, communities and ways of 
life. While many of us in Scotland imagine 
these impacts to be far off, whether in 
time or geographically, they are already 
unfolding here and now in our waters, 
lands and communities. 

Changing course will require heavy 
lifting from those countries and regions 
that bear the greatest responsibility 
for historic and current high emissions. 
For relatively rich and high-emitting 
countries like Scotland, this should 
mean a radical transformation in every 
dimension of how we live: how we eat, 
travel, manufacture and work. A further 
question, however, is whether large-scale 
action on climate change is better or 
worse for the working class. 

The union movement developed the 
idea of a ‘just transition’ to recognise 
that the social and economic costs of 
responding to climate change would 
fall heaviest on workers and the world’s 
marginalised people if led by capital. 
Instead, transitioning to a low carbon 
economy and society should be guided 
by justice, whether upholding the 
‘polluter pays’ principle in deciding who 
bears the cost of transition, or ensuring 
that benefits of transition are fairly 
distributed to advance common social 
and economic goals. 

Like many concepts that have been borne 
from workers’ movements, the ‘just 
transition’ moniker has been subject to 
capture by elite interests to greenwash 
their own speculative ambitions. But 
the emancipatory potential of a ‘just 
transition’ has also suffered from 
reductive approaches closer to home, 
for example, shrinking it to mean only 
that job losses will be minimized, thus, 
constricting the horizons for more 
transformative visions. 

To comprehend the stakes of a ‘just 
transition’, it’s crucial to look beyond 
the immediacy of narrow demands 
– as important as they might be – to 
the broader injustices of our current 
economic system. An increasing 
proportion of the working class do not 
have well-paid, permanent and stable 
employment to protect, but get by on 
informal and temporary contracts, are 
paid below the living wage or are unpaid 
for the caring labour they provide. Many 

of these workers are not in ‘hard’ sectors, 
and a significant number are employed in 
social infrastructure.

Social infrastructure comprises all of 
the life-sustaining work of care, health 
and education that underpin economic 
performance and sustain the entire 
workforce and our society. Without 
the efforts of workers in these sectors, 
whether paid or unpaid, the whole 
economy would come to a standstill. 
Yet these sectors are chronically 
underinvested in and are overlooked in 
just transition imaginaries. There are two 
primary reasons social protection and 
infrastructure are critical components of 
climate action.

First, social infrastructure helps 
decarbonization efforts. As well 
as decarbonising carbon-intensive 
employment, decarbonisation will 
entail enlarging low carbon sectors like 
care, health and education. Bringing 
more people into the sector is, thus, an 
effective mitigation strategy. But social 
infrastructure, as a feminised sector, 
continues to be systemically undervalued 
in terms of its economic multiplier 
potential. The Women’s Budget Group in 
2020 found that investing in care creates 
2.7 times as many jobs as the same 
investment in construction. If the Scottish 
Government is serious about the role 
social infrastructure can play in boosting 
climate, social and economic outcomes, 
it will need to reverse plans to cut public 
sector 30,000 jobs.

Second, social protection is critical to 
manage oncoming shocks. However 
carefully planned our transition to a 
greener future, we must anticipate 
negative shocks. If the pandemic is 
anything to go by, we are not prepared. 
Meaningful protection from these 
impacts demands a major renewal of 
Scotland’s approach to social protection 
to enhance resilience and adapt to a 
climate-changed world. The Scottish 
Government should undertake an 
appraisal of our current social safety 
net to ensure it is fit for a just transition 
future, including considering new 
social protection measures that target 
unpaid carers and workers affected by 
decarbonization efforts. 

But job creation and a stronger social 
safety net alone do not safeguard 
a just transition. Workers in social 
infrastructure jobs are critically 
undervalued, and the lowest paid of 
these workers tend to be women, 

migrants and ethnic minorities. A new 
deal for social infrastructure workers 
is necessary to deliver a package of 
condition-enhancing measures to 
indicate their value to the economy 
and solidify these sectors as promising 
career pathways. Raising pay in social 
care to £15 per hour and putting in place 
a system of national sectoral collective 
bargaining would be a good place to 
start. 

Investment in the creation of skilled and 
well-paid jobs in social infrastructure 
will effectively pay for itself in the 
long run, helping to stabilise public 
finances as expanded employment in 
relevant sectors increase household 
income and tax revenues and lead to 
multidimensional positive outcomes for 
communities. 

But as it stands, too much of the money 
going into these services is being 
siphoned into profits instead of being 
reinvested into improving delivery and 
working conditions. A recent STUC report 
(see last issue, 131) showed privatized 
care services had lower wages, more 
complaints about care quality, and higher 
levels of rent extraction than public and 
non-profit care providers. The National 
Care Service Bill must place caring 
infrastructure firmly in the public sphere, 
with a robust public investment plan and 
a human-rights-based delivery approach.

None of this will happen with squeezed 
budgets, depressed wages, and a 
‘National Economic Transformation 
Strategy’ from the neo-liberal playbook. 
Real-term cuts must be abandoned 
in favour of an expansionary strategy 
that embraces public ownership and 
redistributive fiscal measures. 

If a just transition is to deliver, it must 
respond to the material realities of all of 
the working class. This does not mean 
abandoning the mission to protect 
transition-affected workers. On the 
contrary, it is an opportunity to widen 
our tent: enhancing working conditions, 
investing in public goods, and nurturing a 
greener and more resilient future for the 
working class everywhere.

Katie Gallogly-Nelson is the Economic 
Affairs Officer in the Division on 
Globalization and Development 
Strategies at the United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD)
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Calling out the deadly dinosaurs amongst 
our own brothers and sisters
Stephen Smellie argues we cannot contemplate backtracking on fighting the climate crisis

In the current cost-of-living crisis, it is 
to be expected that unions, and their 
members, will be distracted from 

focusing on last year’s big issue - climate 
change – as they struggle to negotiate 
pay deals that at least keep inflation in 
sight. Stopping using gas, which was a 
big talking point as we headed towards 
COP26, has now become an immediate 
issue for many millions of workers 
as prices went through the roof of 
household incomes.

The roots of the cost-of-living crisis, 
however, lie in the same territory that 
produced the climate crisis, namely, 
the reliance upon fossil fuels and the 
failure to invest in renewable energy 
over the past 30 years. Of course, the 
climate crisis was not just last year’s big 
issue. It is every year’s big issue until it 
is overcome. Failure to treat it as such 
will spell disaster for the climate, for 
coastal communities, for diversity, and 
for workers and their unions.

Solutions to the cost-of-living crisis lie 
in the same solutions to the climate 
crisis. Retro-fitting homes does not 
only reduce greenhouse gas emissions, 
but it makes the houses cheaper to 
keep warm, and creates thousands of 
jobs. Investing in free public transport 
powered by renewable electricity or 
green hydrogen means enormous 
savings for families as well as removing 
fossil fuels from our transport network. 
Investing in more renewable electricity 
generation does not only reduce our 
reliance upon fossil fuels, it also creates 
jobs in supply chains and produces 
cheaper energy for households when 
freed from the international price of gas, 
whether from Russia or the North Sea.

Union leaders expounded on these 
issues last year and should ensure that 
in the fight against the cost-of-living 
crisis these ‘climate’ actions remain 
part of their aims and their strategy 
for fighting the immediate and longer-
term economic issues confronting their 
members.

Some were able to take this further 
and engage with employers around 
adaptation of workplaces to climate 
change and negotiating to move away 
from greenhouse gas emitting activities, 
processes and practices, therefore 
making the enterprise more sustainable. 
However, some union leaders wish to 

forget last year and instead want to 
repeat the old and discredited ideas that 
led sections of the union movement 
into the dead-end of ignoring the 
climate crisis and the short sightedness 
that Greta Thunberg and the school 
strikers had to eventually drag us out 
of. Let us call them the dinosaurs of the 
movement.

So, we now get Gary Smith, GMB union 
general secretary, in the New Statesman 
(22 September 2022) turning the clock 
back to use the same rhetoric from 
around ten years ago that was dropped 
when it suited the purpose of arguing 
for the support of the environmental 
movement for BiFab or when Greta 
visited GMB waste workers’ picket lines 
in Glasgow. Language like referring to 
the ‘bourgeois environmental lobby’ 
and claiming those who support 
renewables having ‘no interest in jobs 
for working class communities’ has no 
place in a union movement seeking to 
build alliances for a better future for all 
workers and their families.

Smith supported the Truss Tory 
government’s plans to allow fracking 
and open up new oil and gas fields in 
the North Sea, repeating the failed 
policies of the past that have led us to 
the climate crisis we are experiencing 
now and that is the root of the cost-of-
living crisis.

Smith was one of those union leaders 
who argued against any engagement 
with the environmental movement in 
the past, resisted calls for Just Transition 
policies and argued for an extension 
of gas supplies to every house in the 
country as the cheapest and most 
reliable fuel.

The campaign that GMB and UNITE 
fought to try to save jobs in the BiFab 
yards, by getting contracts to build 
and assemble off-shore wind turbines, 
would have been more successful if 
the GMB, and others, had put their 
full weight behind the calls for Just 
Transition policies years before. Instead, 
they opposed even discussing it and, 
in Smith’s case, ridiculed the idea that 
offshore workers and others could 
retrain into other green industries.

With arrogance, Smith calls on everyone 
including Labour and Green New 
Deal activists, to face the reality as he 
chooses to define it, giving him the say 

in what is the correct energy policy 
for the country, focussing solely on 
preserving the GMB membership base 
in the gas industry. Never mind the 
GMB members in local government who 
face the consequences of the extreme 
weather events, the flooding, freezing 
and heatwaves, when councils have to 
repair damaged infrastructure. Or the 
GMB NHS members struggling with 
increased cases of respiratory diseases 
from continued exposure to the burning 
of fossil fuels.

Now is not the time to be distracted 
from the drive to reduce our reliance 
on fossil fuels, to expand renewables, 
to prioritise retro-fitting our homes 
and public buildings to cut the use of 
energy, to increase decent, cheap public 
transport in order to meet the climate 
change targets set in Paris.

These steps rely on existing technology 
that can deliver change immediately 
and all available resources should be 
targeted to those areas and not diverted 
to feed the technological phallus that 
new oil and gas fields, fracking and 
new nuclear plants represent. These 
are old technologies that, taking 
decades to bring on stream and costing 
billions in investment, causing further 
environmental damage, will do nothing 
to contribute to either the cost-of-living 
crisis or the climate crisis that needs 
addressed now.

Stephen Smellie is the co-convenor of 
the Climate Justice Coalition Trade Union 
Caucus and a UNISON NEC member
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The Scottish Government has 
broken new ground with the 
National Care Service (Scotland) 

Bill. Never in the field of parliamentary 
scrutiny has a piece of legislation been 
so panned by so many so completely. 
The Bill was published by Humza Yousaf, 
Cabinet Secretary for Health and 
Social Care in June. It is currently being 
examined by Parliamentary Committees 
They asked for views, and boy did they 
get them. Seems a Bill to create an ill-
defined system based on outsourcing 
and delivering contracts not care has 
found very few friends 

From the Shetland Joint Integration 
Board: ‘Our question is: What in the 
Shetland health and social care system 
is so broken that this Bill will fix? We 
are still struggling to find an answer’ 
to the Borders: ‘The Scottish Borders 
Council is entirely supportive of the aim 
to improve the quality and consistency 
for Social Work and Social Care services. 
However, we do not believe that 
the National Care Service Bill will be 
successful in achieving this’. And, as is 
said, all stops in between too. 

Amongst those failing to give 
wholehearted, or often even lukewarm, 
endorsement are unions, councils 
(irrespective of political control), and 
separately, senior council executives, 
lawyers and accountants, any number 
of public protection officers groups, a 
number of big players in the third sector, 
the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman 
and many others. Even the Presiding 
Officer of the Scottish Parliament felt 
obliged to take a pop saying: ‘We do 
not consider what is being proposed by 
way of conferring Ministerial regulation-
making powers to be the appropriate 
approach to this matter’.

It isn’t just that the queue to pronounce 
inadequacy stretches round several 
blocks, it is also that the range of 
criticisms is so broad. This is a case of 
full spectrum fault finding. 

Tellingly even those who are usually 
on different sides are often making 
the same criticisms. UNISON and 
CoSLA (Convention of Scottish Local 
Authorities), for example, say very 
similar things about the impact on local 

Not so much of a care service and more 
of a complete omnishambles
Stephen Low recommends that the Scottish Government rips it up and starts again

democracy and accountability. What the 
Bill tells us is criticised. The vast amount 
the Bill does not tell us is criticised even 
more. 

The Bill features a great deal of ‘just 
trust us and we’ll put the details in later’, 
and this is not popular. In its response 
to the Bill, the Law Society of Scotland 
use the phrase ‘it is not clear’ twenty-
seven times. The lack of evidence for the 
proposals gets a fair few mentions from 
people too. So where to start? Well, we 
could try following the money, except …

The Chartered Institute Public Finance 
Accountants (Directors of Finance 
Section) responded to the Bill. The 
restraint in its prose is admirable. The 
Scottish Government’s assessments for 
the costs of services being transferred 
are ‘Inaccurate and incomplete’ and 
‘misleadingly uprated’. The Chartered 
Institute Public Finance Accountants 
believe they ‘overstate the funding being 
made available to Local Government for 
these services in the Resource Spending 
Review period, and understate the 
actual costs of providing the services 
rendering the figures wholly unreliable’. 

Scotland Excel is an agency whose 
purpose is to drive up standards in 
procurement. There will need to be 
a lot of that if this shambles actually 
goes through. It points out: ‘The 
financial implications and methodology 
employed to outline these have not 
been adequately detailed’.  Scotland 
Excel also says there is not enough 
clarity about ‘the financial implications 
of staffing costs in alignment with TUPE 
requirements, staffing costs where 
TUPE is only partially applicable’ and 
‘the Bill is silent on the additional 
cost associated with redesigning the 
commissioning model’. 

The Chief Financial Officers of the 
Integrated Joint Boards also pursue 
this bemoaning of ‘the lack of robust 
information to allow for any reasonable 
professional opinion to be given 
about the adequacy of the resource 
to ensure services are effective’ and 
stating that ‘this work should have been 
significantly progressed as due diligence 
prior to publication of the F[inancial ]
M[emonrandum] to ensure the public 

and Parliament can provide informed 
opinions’ , and there are ‘inaccuracies 
in some of the statements and gaps’. 
In addition, the Chief Financial Officers 
of the Integrated Joint Boards are 
less than impressed that the Financial 
Memorandum does not include a 
business case: ‘This would have then 
complied with the relevant Audit 
Scotland guidance’.

The general view from various financially 
qualified bodies is that Scottish 
Government planning and design is a 
case of ‘so far, so unimpressive’. Indeed, 
in saying ‘Scottish Government’ those 
who have followed events will be aware 
a fair amount of what is on display 
comes courtesy of Price Waterhouse 
Cooper and KPMG. This begs the 
question as to whether it’s a case that 
the Scottish Government does know 
what it is doing and is just not telling 
people. Or, is this as lacking in thought 
as it seems. In other words, cock-up or 
conspiracy?

Some evidence for the former comes 
from the way the proposals handle 
the question of whether Care Boards 
will be liable for VAT. Or, as the case 
is, does not. Currently, the Integrated 
Joint Boards which coordinate service 
delivery do not pay VAT – this is because 
they are in part local government 
bodies and hence exempt. When public 
bodies move out of local government, 
they lose that exemption. People might 
remember that this was the case when 
Police Scotland was set up – and shortly 
afterwards started getting demands 
from HM Treasury. The Scottish 
Government was warned, not least 
by UNISON Scotland, that this would 
happen. It carried on regardless … of 
cost. 

It might be thought that, if for no other 
reason than to prevent a recurrence 
of embarrassment, that the Scottish 
Government might have tried to get 
this sorted before legislating. Sadly, this 
is not the case. It is trying do so now 
though, having handed a contract for 
£44k to Andersen LLP in order to get an 
answer. The contract was issued after 
the Scottish Government published the 
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Bill. 

This is worrying for several reasons. A 
potentially massive financial cost has 
not been taken into account in what the 
SNP describes as the biggest reform to 
public services in half a century. It also 
reinforces the idea that the Scottish 
Government is addicted to outsourcing. 
Perhaps, most worryingly of all it 
suggests that nowhere within the ranks 
of the Scottish Government is there 
anyone who understands tax law.

Objections though go well beyond the 
financial. Many of those who deliver 
services are left scratching their heads 
as they deal with a Bill that looks less a 
publication from HMSO and more like 
writing on the back of a fag packet. As 
the Marie Curie organisation observed 
accurately: ‘there is very little 
contained in the Bill itself about 
what the National Care Service 
will deliver’ and ‘… nowhere in the 
Bill or the Policy Memorandum is 
it defined which health services 
should be included in the National 
Care Service’. 

The Mental Welfare Commission 
is left perplexed: ‘Social Work and 
Social Care are subject to multiple 
legislative provisions across a complex 
landscape. The legislative list provided 
for transfer outlined in Schedule 3 of the 
Bill does not fully capture the enormity 
of the wider legislative landscape …
Without this consideration, the Bill, 
as presented, risks facing legislative 
barriers and may not succeed as 
intended’.

Edinburgh City Council states that the 
Bill ‘has not laid out a convincing and 
evidence-based proposal showing that 
structural change is the best means of 
resolving the challenges’. It goes on to 
list eighteen areas where the Bill should 
have more detail, adding: ‘Given the 
significance of the implications for local 
government, including its workforce and 
for local democracy, these additional 
details need to be provided as a matter 
of urgency.’ All of these concerns are 
repeated in whole or part by many 
others. 

SOLACE, the collective grouping of 
senior council officers, has a public 
protection working group. This consist 
of senior council officers who work 
with other agencies including the 
police on protection issues. It says: 
‘Significant risk is being introduced to 
the system of public protection because 

these proposals will change the public 
protection structures without any 
apparent evidence base to support a 
case for change’. Their local equivalents 
echo this.

Many people say that they support the 
idea of a national care service, but do 
not see how what is in front of them 
will make a difference. There are also 
criticisms made of the Bill’s principles. 
The Scottish Alliance for Palliative Care, 
for example, makes short work of how ill 
thought through a commitment to care 
that ‘enables people to thrive and fulfil 
their potential’ is for the end of life care 
that almost all of us are going to need 
one day. 

The Scottish Human Rights Commission 
‘believes the Bill requires further 

specification of human rights standards 
in order to make this a meaningful 
vehicle for delivering improved quality 
and consistency’. Further dubiety about 
claims the Bill will deliver a rights-based 
system comes from the Scottish Public 
Service Ombudsman. It contrasts the 
rhetoric of a ‘rights-based system’ with 
a Bill ‘which links complaints to the 
service rather than the person, removes 
existing complaints’ powers and there 
is a fundamental lack of clarity about 
the relationship between the new and 
existing systems in the Bill or the policy 
document suggesting that this has not 
been thought through.’ 

The Scottish Government’s supposed 
silver bullet for leaving care as a 
commodity in a market place – indeed, 
expanding the reach of this market into 
things like children and families social 
work - is that the market will operate 
on the basis of ‘ethical commissioning’. 
No one seems opposed to ethical 
commissioning. As plenty people point 
out though, we are not given very much 
detail about what is meant by ethical 
commissioning, and what is there does 
not inspire confidence. 

The Care Inspectorate says that ethical 
commissioning ‘is relatively undefined 
and it is unclear how the requirement to 

commission ethically will be evaluated 
and enforced.’ The Scottish Association 
for Mental Health (SAMH) says that the 
term has no ‘clear definition’. CEMVO 
Scotland, the national intermediary 
organisation and strategic partner of 
the Scottish Government Equality Unit, 
states that ethical commissioning is 
not a new idea and its ‘success rate in 
ensuring there is no violation of rights 
through commissioning/procurement is 
low’. The charity for supporting families, 
Quarriers, observes that: ‘The Scottish 
Government’s proposals make broad 
allusions to ethical commissioning, but 
there is no serious attempt to review 
existing procurement law’. This is a point 
also made by the Fraser of Allander 
Institute. 

A more serious point than the 
merely practical is made about 
the lack of tangible measures and 
structures in the legislation. For 
many, this is more like an abuse 
of process. How can there be 
parliamentary scrutiny of proposals 
that either do not exist or that 
the Scottish Government has 
not made public? It’s put most 
pithily, but far from uniquely, by 
Parkinson’s UK Scotland: ‘[We 

do …] not support the Bill as drafted 
because it enables great changes with 
insufficient Parliamentary scrutiny. It 
is the legislative equivalent of a blank 
cheque, and we believe that it should 
not be passed in its current form’. 
Within Holyrood, the same criticism of 
lack of potential scrutiny is made by the 
Presiding Officer, who also points out 
that the Bill breaches all precedent in 
giving Ministers power over parliament. 

UNISON Scotland’s submission to the 
committees called for the Bill to be 
withdrawn. In our view, the attacks 
on democracy, the centralisation, the 
extension of market mechanisms and 
the lack of concrete detail all made 
it unfit for purpose. That so many 
others are independently making not 
just these, but many other criticisms 
show the correctness of that view. The 
Scottish Government should pull this 
Bill and start a process of ground up 
engagement to design something first – 
and then legislate. As Orange Juice told 
us forty years ago: ‘Rip it up and start 
again’.  

Stephen Low is a Policy Officer for 
UNISON Scotland
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Scotland’s divided health is tantamount 
to social apartheid   
Chris Yuill says the solutions to the health inequalities that still stalk Scotland lie in economic and social change

Walk across the Wellington 
Suspension Bridge over 
the River Dee in Aberdeen 

from Torry to Ferryhill and something 
worrying happens. Average life 
expectancy drops by about ten years 
for men and just under six for women. 
In the east of Torry, average male life 
expectancy is 70.7 years and average 
female expectancy is 76 years, while in 
the south of Ferryhill it is, respectively, 
81.1 and 81.4 years. The difference is 
not due to higher levels of pollution - 
the areas are very close to each other 
- or access to public health care, both 
areas have easy and quick access to GP 
practices and the city hospital, but due 
to the relationship between class and 
health.  

Torry, on the southside of Aberdeen, 
built upon the now declining fish 
industry, exhibits high levels of 
deprivation, particularly among the 
social housing on its edges. Ferryhill, on 
the other hand, is reasonably affluent 
but not the most affluent part of the 
city. If you were to continue your walk 
for a further twenty minutes, then 
you would reach Mannofield. Average 
life expectancies there are 83.5 years 
for men and 86.9 for women. Echoing 
Michael Marmot in his two reports, that 
is a waste of life, a waste of people’s 
potential and a loss to the economic 
functioning of society.  

Similar journeys could be made in other 
parts of Scotland. Walk through, for 
example, Colquhoun Park in Glasgow, a 
nice enough urban park with play areas 
and green space, that lies between 
Drumchapel and Bearsden. Stark 
differences in life expectancy emerge 
once more. In the part of Drumchapel 
that overlooks the park, life expectancy 
is 68.3 years for men and 71.3 for 
women, while in directly opposite 
Bearsden, it is 82.8 years for men and 
87.2 for women.  

These differences in life expectancies 
should come as no surprise to Scottish 
Left Review readers. In addition to these, 
inequalities in emotional wellbeing can 
be added alongside health inequalities 
by gender and ethnicity. The existence 
of persistent and enduring health 
inequalities has been a known and well 
researched feature of our society for 
some time.  

Engels in his ethnographic tour in 
the 1840s of the rapid capitalist 
urbanisations of England witnessed 
what he famously described as social 
murder, the ‘early and unnatural deaths’ 
of poor people due to the structures and 
relations of capitalist society. Forty years 
later Booth, in his empirical mapping of 
London, observed a relation between 
poverty and health in the poorer streets 
and lanes of the capital city.  

In Scotland, classic work in the early 
1990s, such as that by Carstairs and 
Morris, also drew attention to the 
relationships of class and health. A 
whole slew of other research has 
consistently pointed in the same 
direction each and every time: class - 
often expressed as social inequalities 
in the mainstream academic literature 
- influences, shapes or determines 
health and wellbeing. Wilkinson and 
Pickett’s research, presented in their 
best-selling, The Spirit Level, found a 
correlation between health inequality 
and income inequality. The higher the 
income inequality - the gap between 
the highest and lowest earners in a 
society - then the higher the health 
inequality. Societies exhibiting high 
income inequality create corrosive and 
toxic social relations that distort how 
other people are seen and valued. We 
also witnessed during the pandemic 
that both class and race inequalities 
contributed to higher morbidity and 
mortality rates for working-class people 
and people of colour.  

Running through all this research is 
the theme that health and wellbeing 
is much, much more than the taken-
for-granted so-called ‘lifestyle’ or risk 
factors. What the research reveals is 
that diet, smoking and other so-called 
lifestyle factors do exert an influence on 
health, but they are far from a complete 
account. Sociologists who study 
health and wellbeing, such as Bambra, 
Scambler and Yuill, have demonstrated 
the need to turn attention to the deeper 
machinations of capitalism, and how its 
logics of accumulation and exploitation 
are the causal mechanisms of health 
inequalities.  

Health and wellbeing are not solely 
reducible to individuals and what they 
do and do not do. People exist in an 
assemblage of biological, physiological, 

psychological, social, cultural, economic, 
symbolic, cultural, power, class, and 
other material relations. Their health 
emerges out of these relations with 
some relations such as class and power 
exerting considerable influence on the 
other parts of that assemblage. In terms 
of improving health and wellbeing, it 
is therefore more effective to address 
issues of power, control and meaning in 
people lives rather than fixate on what 
choices they make.  

Approaches that emphasise improving 
health and wellbeing at an individual 
level may make some difference - 
encouraging anyone to stop smoking 
is inherently a good move - but they 
will not lead to the reduction in class 
and health inequalities that is required 
to fully meet everyone’s capacity, and 
the right to live a long, fulfilled life. 
Individuated approaches stem from 
the flawed perspective that health and 
wellbeing is the outcome of individual 
choice manifest in what people choose 
to drink or eat. These perspectives 
emerge from two different sources. One 
is behavioural psychology which holds 
that all behaviours are anchored in 
individuals’ decisions. The other is neo-
liberalism which seeks to deflect and 
project the causes of social maladies 
onto the individual. 

One common response to health 
problems is to call for increased funding 
for the NHS. Putting more and more 
resources into the NHS will not in itself 
prevent health inequalities developing 
in the first place. As with all health 
services, the NHS treats people once 
they become ill. We require more radical 
action that begins to make deeper and 
more fundamental changes to create a 
society of good wellbeing.  

We are talking about a fundamental 
transformation of a society. Whilst 
revolution may be the ultimate answer 
there is little indication it will occur 
anytime soon. So, what to do instead? 
There are steps that can be put in place 
that will begin to make a manifest 
difference to the lives and wellbeing of 
working-class people across Scotland 
but it will involve thinking differently, 
in ways that are not usually associated 
with health policy. 

There are three suggestions that come 
to mind. None are perfect. All can be 
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critiqued, but they represent a start 
and - at very worst- a better way of living 
than we currently do. Some are nudges 
while others are more of shoulder 
charges.  

The right to the city – reverse the 
privatisation of mobility: Research 
analysing issues of deprivation and 
health always produces one interesting 
finding: the need for cheap - if not free- 
public transport that is frequent and 
well connected. Decades of transport 
privatisation across Scotland has greatly 
restricted movement within and without 
urban and rural areas.  

In one study of food insecurity in 
Aberdeen, for example, researchers 
found that life for people living in 
working class communities was made 
harder by not being able to easily access 
cheaper supermarkets, health facilities 
(such as their GP), and job 
interviews. Many of the 
people spoken to in the 
research also experienced 
long-term poor physical 
and mental health and 
wellbeing, while additionally 
caring for family members 
with disabilities or chronic 
illnesses. Trying to reach 
either places or the people 
for whom they provided 
care was very hard. Buses 
were expensive and did not 
connect different housing 
estates or were non-existent. 
The lack of transport limited 
what they could achieve 
and, in turn, negatively 
affected wellbeing while adding to the 
hard work of living in poverty. 

As Marxist urbanist, Lefebvre, argued 
everyone has the right to the city in 
terms of mobility to move around 
in the city and to influence its wider 
development. By providing the resource 
of movement, wellbeing would be 
improved allowing people to easily 
maintain supportive caring relationships, 
and access facilities plus also make them 
feel part of the city, that their needs 
are recognised and that they are not 
marginalised and forgotten. Providing 
cheap transport may not seem that 
radical but it constitutes area that could 
easily be returned to public ownership 
with obvious benefits. 

Reducing health inequalities by reducing 
power inequalities in the workplace: 
Giving people control over their 
lives while working provides another 
improvement in health and wellbeing. 
The findings of the Whitehall I and II 

studies indicate that issues of power, 
status and reward in the workplace 
affect health. My own research focussing 
upon workplace alienation also found 
that a lack of meaning and purpose can 
lead to poor wellbeing unless modulated 
by the support of other workers. The 
direction of travel in many companies 
is towards a hyper-managerialism built 
on deepening control, surveillance and 
disempowerment of workers. 

Tipping the balance of class power 
towards workers is a further route to 
better health and wellbeing. Multiple 
models exist for how this arrangement 
could be organised. Economic 
democracy is one option as it seeks the 
diffusion of power across the workplace. 
It can be achieved though share options, 
more team working and so on. But those 
approaches do not reach far enough. 
The Mondragon Cooperative system in 

the Basque country offers a more radial 
version. In these organisations, workers 
exert considerable control as the policy 
of the sovereignty of labour as one of 
its foundational principles is practiced. 
More strikingly pay ratios of managers 
are fixed at six or nine times the lowest 
wage paid in the organisation, reining 
excessive income inequality (in Britain 
and America senior executives can be 
paid up to 250 times the lowest wage 
in their organisation). Mondragon 
is not a socialist project - in fact is a 
large company working across finance, 
retail and manufacturing. It is a version 
of capitalism where waged labour 
competes in the market-place. But it 
provides an alternative to the dominant 
shareholder version of capitalism in 
Britain where the mission of a company 
focuses on enrichment of a few rather 
than the wellbeing of the workforce. We 
also need to reverse the decades of anti- 
union legislation and enable working-
class people to exert control over all 

aspects of work and employment.  

Bring back social security by introducing 
universal basic income: Let us return to 
thinking of supporting people financially 
as social security rather than benefits 
or welfare, terms loaded with stigma 
and part of disciplinary armoury of 
neo-liberalism. We are moving to a 
post-work society. Automation and 
new technologies will drive that future. 
Unfortunately, this future will not be the 
post-work society envisioned by Keynes, 
let alone Marx, where people will be 
freed from alienating toil to actualise 
their desires and capabilities. It will be a 
post-work society of further surveillance 
and disciplining of the unemployed as 
being the architects of their misfortune. 
We need to move towards mechanism 
for supporting people centred on 
empowering them to live a life of 
meaning and above basic subsistence, 

and one that dispenses 
with the cruel bureaucracy 
of the current system.  

Universal Basic Income 
(UBI) provides one way 
forward. The premise is 
that everyone in a society 
receives an income that 
makes it possible to 
do more than survive. 
Recent trials of UBI in 
Finland have found it 
does improve health 
and wellbeing across a 
number of indicators such 
as life satisfaction, stress 
reduction, and physical and 
mental health. The SNP 
has indicated that it could 

be adopted in an independent Scotland. 
That would be welcome but why wait? 

Scotland’s health and wellbeing has 
been poor for some time - much 
poorer than it should be. The causes of 
Scotland’s health inequalities are not 
down to the inadequacies of individuals. 
We need to focus on how it is the 
workings of neo-liberal capitalism like 
privatised public transport services or 
increased workplace exploitation that 
creates these conditions. It is in areas 
like those, and generally making life 
tolerable for everyone, that change is 
needed to bring about lasting change. 
Fixing health is ultimately about fixing 
social, economic and power relations.  

Dr Chris Yuill is a senior lecturer in 
Applied Sociology at Robert Gordon 
University in Aberdeen.
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The Police Scotland Colombian 
connection: Can wrong become right?
Nick MacWilliam reports on the abuse of human rights in Colombia and the prospects for change

In April 2021, Colombians launched 
the largest protests the country had 
seen in decades. Led by unions, social 

movements and students, the so-called 
‘National Strike’ mobilisations grouped 
together a litany of mass grievances 
with the hard-right government of 
President Iván Duque. These addressed 
rising inequality due to the pandemic 
and neo-liberal economic policies, the 
violent insecurity affecting many parts of 
the country and government neglect of 
the 2016 peace agreement signed with 
Colombia’s largest guerrilla movement, 
the FARC.

Popular demands for urgent state action 
to alleviate the various crises impacting 
the country were justified. With more 
than five million people losing their main 
source of income during the pandemic, 
and with the state having offered meagre 
assistance, Duque had overseen a rise in 
poverty which now enveloped 42% of the 
population. Unions warned that planned 
government tax reforms would push 
millions of people deeper into hardship. 

Furthermore, Colombia was – and still 
is – facing a human rights crisis which 
has claimed the lives of more than 
1,300 social activists since the historic 
peace agreement was signed. Over 340 
former FARC guerrillas have also been 
murdered since entering the peace 
process. But authorities showed scant 
concern for implementing security 
mechanisms created in the peace 
agreement, despite repeated United 
Nations recommendations that these be 
prioritised to address the violence. The 
Duque government’s disregard for the 
security of activists and former guerrillas 
was evident throughout its tenure, 
leading to rulings by both Colombia’s 
Constitutional Court and the transitional 
justice court that the government was 
failing to protect those at risk. 

Faced with the unprecedented scale of 
the National Strike protests, the Duque 
government adopted a warlike footing, 
stigmatising protesters as ‘vandals’ and 
‘terrorists’ while effectively allowing 
security forces to commit appalling 
human rights violations carte blanche. 
In two months of protests, police killed 
more than 40 unarmed young people, 
committed widespread sexual assaults 
on detainees and left over 100 people 
with permanent ocular injuries, while 

physically harming and illegally arresting 
thousands more. 

The United Nations condemned 
‘unnecessary or disproportionate use 
of force by police officers’ while the 
European Union’s human rights envoy 
‘expressed [its] concern over violence in 
the context of protests’. Their calls for 
investigations into the actions of state 
officials were echoed by international 
bodies such as the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights and 
Amnesty International, as well as 
numerous foreign governments. 

The British Government was more 
muted in reacting to extreme abuses 
committed by its close ally, Colombia. 
The repression of protests occurred 
in what bilaterally had been deemed 
‘the year of the UK and Colombia.’ 
Inconvenient, then, that protesters were 
dying at the hands of Colombian security 
forces while defending the very issues 
the British government professes to care 
about: human rights and peace. Further 
questions were rightly asked when Britain 
invited Colombia to purchase high-tech 
weaponry and surveillance equipment at 
the London arms fair in September 2021 
despite officially designating Colombia a 
‘human rights priority country.’ Then, on 
6 December, Colombia’s Defence Minister 
Diego, Molano Aponte, met Metropolitan 
Police chief Cressida Dick to discuss ‘the 
role of the police in protests and the use 
of technology.’ 

Since 2020, Britain – and, specifically, 
Police Scotland – has had a training 
partnership with Colombian police, 
known as the Police Innovations for 
Stabilisation in Colombia (SCIP) project. 
The £2.1m budget is funded through 
the Conflict, Stability and Security Fund 
(CSSF), which was created ‘to meet 
the most complex national security 
challenges and promote international 
peace and stability’. The programme 
was launched in February 2021, just two 
months before the protest movement 
erupted in Colombia.

Scottish politicians raised concerns about 
the role of Scottish police in training their 
Colombian counterparts. On 4 May 2022, 
in response to a question from Mercedes 
Villalba, Labour MSP, Nicola Sturgeon said 
that Police Scotland training overseas 
was ‘about enhancing human rights and 
ensuring that … police forces are trained 

in taking a human rights approach.’ 
In July 2021, SNP MP, Anum Qaisar-
Javed, said: ‘[Colombian] police have 
responded to overwhelmingly peaceful 
social protests with excessive force and 
violence’. Despite clear evidence of police 
violence in Colombia, neither the British 
nor Scottish Governments ruled out 
further policing collaborations. 

Since then, Colombia has elected its 
first progressive government, with the 
inauguration in August 2022 of new 
President Gustavo Petro. His campaign 
promised to strengthen human rights and 
peace, and to expand access to essential 
services, education and decent housing. 
Politicians within Petro’s governing 
Historic Pact coalition have presented 
legal proposals for police reform, such 
as removing policing from under the 
Ministry of Defence to civilian jurisdiction 
and disbanding the notoriously violent 
ESMAD riot police squadron. Yet in a 
congress where coalition building with 
traditional centre-right parties has been 
essential, time will tell if these measures 
are passed into law.

Rather than continue his predecessor’s 
militarism vis-à-vis the country’s 
problems, Petro has sought to deploy the 
military for social use by, for example, 
building roads and bridges or providing 
disaster relief. This demonstrates the 
new government’s intent to address core 
demands that underpinned last year’s 
protests. Eradicating institutionalised 
state violence, however, will be one 
of several enormous challenges 
facing Petro’s young administration. 
International pressure on our 
governments in Scotland and Britain 
will be essential to support these efforts 
in Colombia and ensure any security 
cooperation is focused on promoting 
human rights, ending police brutality and 
attaining justice for victims. Historically, 
there have been too many examples of 
this not being the case. 

Nick MacWilliam is trade unions 
and programmes officer at Justice 
for Colombia. To affiliate your union 
branch or as an individual, visit www.
justiceforcolombia.org
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The Manichaeism reality of Scottish 
ferries policy
Alf Baird tells a woeful tale of incompetence, arrogance and worse on the high and low seas

[Manichaeism is a religion which 
believes there is a struggle between a 
good, spiritual world of light, and an 
evil, material world of darkness where 
light is gradually removed from the 
world of matter and returned to the 
world of light whence it came.]

The recent offer to the Scottish 
Government by Clyde Catamarans 
Group, led by Scots born naval 

architect Dr Stuart Ballantyne, a 
global leader in ferry design, to build 
perhaps 50 or more new ferries for 
Scottish domestic routes reflects wide 
dissatisfaction with the continuing 
‘catastrophic failure’, according to the 
Scottish Parliament’s Rural Economy 
and Connectivity Committee, in Scottish 
ferries policy. Critical in this regard 
has been an inability to replace older 
ferries or maintain existing services to 
acceptable levels or at affordable cost, 
amidst a backdrop of ever rising subsidy 
levels and constraints on public sector 
spending. 

So, what’s the real problem and 
how can it be sorted? Well, most of 
Scotland’s ferries in domestic operation 
today are close to or exceed 25 years 
of age. Many developed nations have 
laws that prohibit use of ferries over 
25 years old, mainly for safety and/or 
environmental reasons. This implies that 
much of the ferry fleet still operating in 
Scotland today would be illegal in other 
countries. Some of the ferries still in use 
in Scotland do not even meet disability 
requirements. 

Older ferries suffer from more frequent 
breakdown and obtaining parts is 
problematic, which means added cost of 
repairs and increased service downtime 
and customer dissatisfaction. Here it 
may be noted that Ballantyne’s designs 
were found by Strathclyde University 
to also be the safest on the market, no 
doubt one of the reasons he has sold his 
ferries in over 40 countries, including 
up to 30 new boats recently for The 
Philippines alone, the latter historically 
having one of the worst ferry safety 
records. If a Scot can supply 30 safe and 
efficient ferries to The Philippines, why 
would there be a problem in allowing 
him to supply 30 or 50 or even more 
ferries in his ain homeland?

To understand this, we need to consider 
why Scotland currently gets it so 
wrong on ferries policy compared with 
other countries. From my perspective 
in researching international ferry 
industry developments and strategies 
over the last 30 years, which includes 
collaboration with some of the best 
ferry designers, it is obvious that 
CalMac is still specifying very expensive 
conventional monohull prototype 
designs. These poorly designed boats 
cost twice as much as Ballantyne’s 
successful proven designs, and also take 
twice as long to build. 

CalMac’s ferry designs have twice the 
weight and a higher block coefficient 
than more optimised proven hull forms 
and bow shapes. This means they 
require twice the power and, therefore, 
incur twice the fuel consumption, and 
hence twice the operating cost over 
their useful lifetime. So, as well as being 
less safe, and twice as expensive to 
build and operate and taking twice as 
long to build, CalMac’s monohulls have 
double the CO2 emissions compared 
with Ballantyne’s proven designs. The 
far higher operating cost extends over 
the entire expected lifetime of a ferry, 
i.e., 25 years, which means a lot more 
subsidy is needed in Scotland than 
elsewhere, to provide the same ferry 
service.

Who is responsible for this? Behind 
what passes for ferry service ‘delivery’ 
in Scotland sits a dysfunctional tripartite 
institutional grouping that decides ferry 
specifications and leads on procurement 
of boats. The initial and critical ship 
specification surfaces from deep inside 
CalMac, where very expensive spec end 
up looking more like mini-cruise ships 
rather than what is actually needed, i.e., 
maritime buses. CalMac then hands its 
deluxe ship spec to the government’s 
ports and ferries infrastructure agency, 
CMAL. CMAL personnel, who also do 
not appear to have much in the way of 
high-level naval architect or shipping 
economics qualifications, then inform 
the wider shipbuilding community how 
much is in their budget before selecting 
a yard to build their proposed ship 
spec prototype. Because the vessels 
are always prototypes, CMAL boats 

invariably take longer to build than 
envisaged and this can also result in 
added problems for the yards chosen, 
the last four of which all appear to 
have gone bust after ‘winning’ a CMAL/
CalMac tender, including Ferguson 
Marine twice! 

The third element of the tripartite is 
Transport Scotland and its civil servants 
which provide the finance to ‘procure’ 
the boats and they likewise know very 
little about basic shipping economics, 
far less naval architecture. A hapless 
Scottish Transport Minister, whoever this 
happens to be at any given time, signs 
off on all this nonsense, one suspects 
more in hope than expectation given 
the repeated procurement failings, 
delays in build and ever higher costs. In 
typical public sector manner, nobody 
is ever held accountable, though when 
things start to get tough powerful vested 
interests usually find a convenient such 
as Derek Mackay.

The two unfinished ferries still lying 
at Ferguson Marine after six years 
and over £300m later - the original 
budget for these two boats being 
£98m - is the main fiasco, leaving many 
island communities in the lurch as the 
knock-on effect of lack of new ships 
impacts the wider network. Evidence 
presented to successive Holyrood 
committees suggests much of the 
blame falls on CMAL which persisted in 
making constant changes to its already 
poor prototype design, resulting in 
Ferguson’s yard eventually going into 
administration. Whether CMAL acted 
to intentionally put Ferguson out of 
business, perhaps because the yard was 
not necessarily its first choice, the CMAL 
board’s preference being overridden 
by Ministers, remains unanswered. 
Nevertheless, this was the second time 
Ferguson had gone into administration 
in little more than four years after 
trying to build prototype ferries for 
CMAL, with other foreign yards also 
experiencing difficulties. CMAL orders, 
therefore, appear to be something of a 
poisoned chalice due to poorly specified 
prototypes subject to constant and 
costly changes.

So, what should be done? The main 
barrier to change seems to be Scottish 
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Government officials and agencies 
and their ‘red lines’ on what they 
are prepared to do, or rather not do, 
plus, of course, the dubious ship spec 
prototypes which emanate out of the 
bowels of CalMac as the root of the 
problem. Consultants have again been 
commissioned to look at options to help 
fix matters, one of which appears to 
return CMAL activities back into CalMac 
from whence its ‘asset management’ 
functions originally came from some 
20 years ago. That may remove a 
problematic procurement agency but 
the prescribed ship spec prototype 
‘strategy’ remains. 

What do other ferry operators do? 
We do not have to look far to discover 
a multitude of private ferry lines 
building far more efficient ships at 
much lower cost and operating very 
successful services, with plenty of happy 
customers. Non-subsidised Pentland 
Ferries in Orkney is now on its second 
big steel-hull catamaran based on the 
successful Ballantyne’s designs, each 
acquired for less than half the price of 
a CalMac equivalent, and with both 
ships taking half the time to build too. 
Similarly, Western Ferries simple yet 
sensible 40-car capacity ferry designs 
come in at only around one third the 
cost of CalMac’s 23-car capacity ‘heavy 
hybrid’ small ferries. 

The tripartite crudely allege Ballantyne’s 
catamarans ‘winnae wirk in Scottish 
watters’, though such claims and 
associated fallacies are proven to be at 
best mischievous and misleading. The 
state tripartite has simply now been 
found out in its dysfunctional prototype 
ship spec and costly and problematic 
procurement methods. State vested 
interests have tried their best not to 
be rumbled and cannot admit their 
incompetence, malfeasance or worse, 
hence, the descent into a rather 
pathological denial and continuation 
with even more costly procurement 
mistakes. 

The ship spec selected represents the 
cost structure of a ferry operator and 
the more costly the ship is to build and 
operate, the more subsidy is needed. 
Matters have gotten a lot worse over the 
years: whereas 30 years ago CalMac’s 
operating subsidy accounted for around 
20% of revenue, today it is closer to 
80%, equivalent to £1 billion every 
eight years. This excludes capital grants 
for new vessels and piers, which on 
current projections probably amounts to 

another £1 billion over eight years. And 
all we have to show for this increasing 
public expenditure is an obsolete 
outdated fleet, an ongoing procurement 
fiasco, and island communities and 
economies left in the lurch. 

Must the state-run ferry services and 
own ferry fleets? State-run ferry services 
are clearly a more expensive and highly 
problematic option. We simply never 
see this kind of mess in the wider 
European private ferry sector, albeit 
they are also running subsidised services 
via tender. The current approach here 
is no longer meeting the needs of 
island communities who are extremely 
dissatisfied with worsening CalMac 
services. If management is a problem, as 
appears to be the case with CMAL and 
the tripartite group more generally, then 
new management is surely required. 
But changing an organisation’s culture, 
its ‘way of doing things’ is never easy 
and public officials are seldom held to 
account for their actions. As the initial 
CalMac ship spec is at the root of the 
problem, that also needs addressed. 

Despite these obvious failings, Scottish 
Ministers continue to allow Transport 
Scotland to finance CMAL’s procurement 
of CalMac’s costly prototype ship specs. 
Currently two £50m ferries are on order 
in Turkey, and another two boats to the 
same as yet un-built ‘spec’ are to be 
ordered by the end of 2022. In its ‘small 
vessel programme’, a further seven 
prototype ferries may soon be ordered, 
probably costing another £150mn or 
more. Given CMAL’s past record, ever 
more delays and shipyard problems 
with the ongoing procurement of costly 
unproven prototypes must be expected.

Nautilus and RMT unions and their 
members are missing out on a major 
opportunity here. If Ballantyne’s proven, 
safer designs were built for half the 
price of CMAL/CalMac’s prototypes, 
this means that twice as many ferries 
can be built for the same amount of 
money. In addition, if these proven (and 
safer) designs can be built twice as fast 
as CMAL’s, then the current obsolete 
fleet of 30 ferries (plus another 20 
needing replaced in Northern Isles) 
can be replaced much faster than is 
currently the case. My own research 
suggests Scotland is under-provided 
for and needs perhaps twice as many 
ferries as at present. The only way 
that can happen is by moving to more 
efficient types of ferry as proposed. 
The opportunity exists to build these 

proven designs in Scotland, as the Clyde 
Catamaran Group suggests. Scottish 
Ministers, however, seem unwilling to 
consider this, never mind facilitate it, 
which appears short-sighted. 

What do I expect to happen? In reality, 
not much. Here the Scottish left needs 
to better understand Scotland’s manifest 
barrier to progress and what lies at the 
root of inequality in our society, which is 
not just about social class, or capitalism 
versus socialism, but the way in which 
an oppressed and, yes, colonised people 
and their resources and culture are 
controlled and exploited by a mediocre 
meritocracy. The real reason millions 
of talented Scots like Ballantyne had to 
move away from Scotland was because 
of the lack of opportunity afforded to 
a native people in thair ain laund. This 
brings us to the realisation of what 
independence really means. Only by 
truly understanding our ‘condition’ 
might we begin to see any actual 
progress in the further development 
of the Scottish people and nation. 
Until then, we will continue to live in a 
world of Manichaeism, where darkness 
drowns out the light.

Dr Alf Baird was Professor of Maritime 
Business and Director of the Maritime 
Transport Research Group at Edinburgh 
Napier University. He is a Member of 
the Chartered Institute of Logistics and 
Transport. More information can be 
found at

https://yoursforscotlandcom.wordpress.
com/2022/09/29/and-here-is-the-new-
offer-to-solve-the-ferry-crisislatest/ 

Cover:  Derek McKechnie 
(Derekmc90@icloud.com)

Proofing services: 
John Wood and John Daly

Editor Email: Gregor Gall 
contact@scottishleftreview.scot

Web: www.scottishleftreview.scot
Tel:  0141 424 0042

Address:  Scottish Left Review,
14 West Campbell Street, Glasgow 
G2 6RX

Printed by 
Hampden Advertising Ltd, 
403 Hillington Road, G52 4BL, 
Tel: 0141 429 1010



23 - ScottishLeftReview Issue 132 November/December 2022

Looking back over the decades from a 
prolific provider of political poems
David McKinstry casts his poetic eye across the decades of the Elizabeth II’s ‘reign’ over us. The 1980s were covered by him 

in his poems in Issue 123 (May/June 2021), the 2010s in ‘The Brexit Boat’ published in Issue 131 (Sept/Oct 2022) and the 
2020s were also covered in Issue 125 (Sept/Oct 2021) and in Issue 130 (Jul/Aug 2022). This selection of his poems also 

covers some other ones we were not able to publish before due to reasons of space.

The 1940s
As winter turned to spring
And Churchill’s bombast stilled,
The nation turned to quiet Clem
Voting for a rebuild.

Up went the homes
Finally for heroes to fit,
Down went the miners
Into nationalised pit.

Nye valued good health
Stuffed doctors’ mouths with gold,
As a price worth paying
For an NHS to behold.

Castle insisted family allowance
To women be paid,
Then came the pension
Taking care of all
From cradle to grave.

Proletarian petals began to flower
In schools that planted sixties swinging,
The light of knowledge shining
To the echoes of Jerusalem singing.

Through blitz storm they stood firm
When Nazi was at the gate,
Then with worn out tools
Turned to build a welfare state.

The 1950s
Supermac declared
You’ve ‘never had it so good’,
For sure,
But was content
To don his tweeds
And escape to his
Private grouse moor.

The Carry On team’s
Slap and tickle humour
To some, seemed banal,
But at least it was funnier
Than invading the Suez Canal.

Elvis thrilled the new teenagers
With his rock and roll passions,
Whilst middle-aged mothers’
Still queued for their rations.

The Goons rioted on the wireless
With their crazed humour,
Whilst news of Churchill’s stroke
Was not a broadcastable rumour.

The fifties, a decade
Before we truly danced
Whilst the Fab Four were singing,
But were still content
To see Ruth Ellis swinging.

The 1960s
The swinging sixties,
Where to start?
On one side the Summer of Love
The other ‘Till Death Us Do Part’.

The winter of sixty-three
Covered the country in a white sheet,
The autumn of sixty-four ushered in 
Labour
Promising ‘White Heat’.

Jagger swaggered
And sang the Blues,
Whilst Enoch ranted
Racist Views.

In the space race
America shot ahead,
Whilst killing King
And shooting Kennedys’ dead.

The Fab Four started with twee
‘Love me Do’
And ended with rocking
‘Polythene Pam’,
Whilst Baby-boomers
Tuned in and dropped out
Burning incense and a hint of Napalm.

The 197Os
A more naïve and innocent time
Where no one scratched their head,
Whilst Eric and Ernie
Were sharing a double bed.

The miners were still underground
Whilst the Wombles were overground
And Wombling free,
Virginia won Wimbledon
In the silver jubilee.

The only platforms
Were of oil and of shoes,
Whilst ‘Love Thy Neighbour’
Broadcast racist views.

Woolies and Pick n’ Mix
Were our weekly treat,
Whilst thirteen lay dead
On Derry Street.

The seventies, a decade
Of riotous bad taste,
Whilst workers had rights
Before Thatcher’s industrial waste.

Glasgow Sums: A view from my 
classroom desk
I’m no maths man
But here is my intent
To explain simply,
What is a Glaswegian
Forty percent?

Forty percent
Equals four over ten,
Or approximately
Two score,
Or zero point four,
Or Glaswegian weans
Growing up poor.

It doesn’t matter
If I add or subtract,
Forty percent grow up poor
Is a statistical fact.

That’s what I meant
When I started to
Count a Glaswegian
Forty percent.
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Motion Sickness
The cost-of-living crisis 
Is not all it seems,
Some big fish are government protected
Through its corporate welfare schemes.

A shark chairman declares
Cost cutting is P&O’s siren sacking call,
In front of a toothless parliament
Thumbing his nose to one and all.

Airlines flying high through furlough
Promising that we will again see the 
sights,
The chancellor ensuring they are still 
airborne 
Whilst fly guy bosses cut jobs and rights.

Closing ticket offices 
And sacking train guards
Are not a health and safety envy,
Whilst international banks
Bid for rail contracts in a feeding frenzy.

The small fish navigate a neoliberal sea
Where insider deals are done,
And corporate welfare schemes net the 
catch
To the benefit of the privileged some.

Dr David McKinstry Teaches History at 
Holyrood Secondary in Glasgow.

White Noise
Chained and forced
To sail on Atlantic wave
Some survived,
But for many a mass grave,
This is their holocaust,
This ain’t patter
They are telling us 
Black lives matter.

Killing of King
Jailing of Marcus Garvey
And dispensing of the X factor,
This ain’t patter,
They are telling us
Black Lives matter.

Young Black men
Condemned to project schools,
Gaining little knowledge
Fifty fifty the chance 
Of prison or college,
This ain’t patter
They are telling us
Black lives matter.

Black people taking the knee
Whilst cops kneel 
On George Floyd’s neck,
When are we white folk
Gonna listen?
This ain’t patter
They are telling us
Black lives matter.

The 1990s
Tarantino blazed the silver screen
Travolta and Jackson’s dialogues
Became common diction,
Whilst Major’s government
‘Back to Basics’
Acted out its’ own Pulp Fiction.

Top clubs capitalised
As football became the national creed,
Forming the premiership
To cash-in on their brand greed.

Joey and Chandler
Played out their bromance,
Whilst frenemies Tony and Gordon
Tangoed in their own power dance.

African American youths
Were innovating with Hip-Hop,
Whilst British lads rehashed the 60s
And launched it as Brit-pop

The Spice Girls took over the world
Heard on the radio every hour,
Whilst watching Diana’s funeral cortege
We fell silent
Out of respect for her girl power.

The nineties, a decade
Of nostalgia and innovation,
When Britannia no longer
Ruled the waves,
But Cool Britannia
Ruled the cultural waves.

Available for free 
downloading at 
https://scottishsocialistparty.
org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/06/For-
A-Modern-Democratic-
Republic.pdf

For more on the Republican 
Socialists see

https://republicansocialists.
scot/2022/06/statement-
we-have-just-16-months-

to-build-a-republican-
movement/
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The forgotten village of Tirai (Glen Lochay)
Patrick Phillips looks at the social aspects of anthropology and architecture of a lost village in Scotland

On maps today, ruins are simply 
known as shielings. Without 
roofs, they cannot be considered 

as bothies either. A shieling is defined 
as ‘a mountain hut used as a shelter by 
shepherds’, or from another perspective, 
‘a summer pasture in the mountains’. 
Some ruins are the ruins of villages. 
When you encounter such places, you 
can sense here was once a village and 
wondering what happened to reduce 
such spaces to shielings. How therefore 
did this Highland village become 
deserted? How long had the inhabitants 
lived here? For when you look at their 
homes, you begin to realise these 
people’s stories are invisible to us.

Yet, their stories are preserved around 
the stones of each wall they built 
because they are still standing, showing 
us how, in some way, they sustained the 
land, animals and themselves. It is not 
surprising that the Gaelic name given to 
this village is Tirai, meaning ‘land of joy’. 

Knowing their stories more fully would 
mean living there, spending time sitting 
next to their homes, looking at how 
each home nestles into the landscape, 
where becoming intimate with the 
landscape is essential to knowing their 
struggles and joys. 

The questions to be asked of them are: 
How happy were they? How did they 
see life? How did they see their future? 
Were their needs met? In the modern 
world, the quality of a person’s life 
is often measured by their mortality. 
But the actual quality of life in terms 
of experience and fulfilment may vary 
whether or not you have lived a short or 
a long life. So, the only way to measure 
the quality of a life is through people’s 
experience. 

A census of 1871 recorded that ‘no one’ 
remained ‘living in Tirai’. And there are 
no other records of life existing there 
after that date. Tirai had come to an 
end. If we go back to trace the beginning 
of Tirai, the earliest and at present 
only record we have is the village being 
mentioned ‘in 1451 in the Exchequer 
Rolls of Scotland’, meaning that Tirai had 
lasted as a village for 420 years up until 
1871. 

In 1797, it was stated that ‘there are 
eleven families on the farm’ and that 
was ‘considered to be too many’. Yet, 

they had each other, there was the 
family unit, and the village itself, a 
family – not made up of separated 
fragments. It seems the collapse of 
the village was a gradual process - as 
opposed to a sudden, single event 
or crisis. Therefore, the end of Tirai, I 
believe, would have been made up of a 
series of critical events that would have 
led to its eventual collapse. An example 
of a critical event was ‘in 1807 farming 
became difficult with tenants unable to 
meet their rents’. Big landowners, with 
a desire to increase their profits, once 
again forced the tenants to abandon 
their livelihoods and their lives for the 
sake of profit. 

The people of Tirai, therefore, did 
not voluntarily abandon their village: 
they were forced to do so. Indeed, 
the decision to abandon their village 
was not theirs for they could have 
continued to sustain their lives there by 
subsistence farming. The villagers were 
no longer considered by the landlords 
to be profitable because they could 
not meet the ‘increase in rents’, and 
yet as a village they had managed to 
survive for over four centuries. What 
the village of Tirai exemplifies is the 
effect of the profit motive which is in 
itself unsustainable, and persistently 
pushes out the needs of others. 
Where something is gained, elsewhere 
something is most definitely lost. In a 
new economic exchange without profit, 
the folk of Tirai would have been able to 
sustain itself and critically its culture too 
for well over 1,000 years.

Roles within the village were many – 
shepherd, ploughman, tack (carpenter), 
miller, general labourer, housekeeper 

and servant. Some of the inhabitants 
had to leave the village to earn a living 
as some of these job titles suggest. But 
before this transition, self-sufficient 
crofters were persistent in finding ways 
in which they could carve out their 
independent way of life in and around 
the village. 

There was also a lime kiln based in the 
Tirai, which we could consider part of 
a micro-green industrial revolution. 
This suggests the villagers managed 
economic survival through their existing 
connection with nature, knowing that 
they could transform Glen Lochay into 
something of a serious commercial 
limestone quarry. But their little lime 
kiln suggests that they had no desire to 
exploit nature, only to sustain and make 
the most of what resources they had 
available to them. 

Imagine if the village of Tirai could once 
again be brought back to life, becoming 
a Highland eco-village using renewable 
energy and sustainable agriculture 
methods so that life was made for living 
and not just existing.

Patrick Phillips is an eternal 
revolutionary, writer, artist and 
environmental guide (https://www.
eternalmountaintourguide.co.uk/). He 
lives and works in a mountain village 
in Scotland. and has written articles 
for The Stage, Elsewhere Journal, 
CommonSpace, Freedom Press, Scottish 
Farmer and The National. In summer 
2021, he published his first book of 
essays, Eternal Mountain: Essays from 
Afar. He is now working on his latest 
project to be published in 2023: The 
Modern Giant: How to Be A Giant In An 
Age of Neo Ontology. 

Photo of Tirai: Copyright held by author.
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Kevin Macdonald, director,

The Mauritanian, 2021 
(with writers: Rory Haines, Michael 
Bronner and Sohrab Noshirvani)
Reviewed by Jackie Bergson

The Mauritanian is based upon the 
testimonies of Mohamedou Ould 
Slahi, who, suspected of terrorism, 
was arrested by Mauritanian police in 
November 2001. Consequently, he was 
questioned by the FBI, then imprisoned 
in solitary confinement in Amman, before 
being transported via Afghanistan to 
Guantánamo Detention Centre - GITMO 
– on the island of Cuba where he was 
detained without charge for 14 years and 
two months.

Whilst in captivity, accused of recruiting 
terrorists on behalf of Al Qaeda, 
specifically the hijackers of both airplanes 
which were crashed into the twin towers, 
he wrote a daily diary. His memoirs, 
‘Guantánamo Diary’ were consequently 
published in 2015. According to Wikipedia: 
‘[That] edition was heavily redacted by US 
intelligence officials. In 2017 a ‘restored 
edition’ was published with redactions 
removed’.

Kevin Macdonald’s film focuses on key 
aspects of the relationship which Ould 
Slahi (Tahar Rahim) built with clemency 
lawyer, Nancy Hollander (Jodie Foster), 
whose pro bono fight for his freedom 
led to his eventual release from prison in 
October 2016.

In an early scene, Hollander meets the 
Albuquerque District Attorney in February 
2005, to discuss taking the Ould Slahi 
case, under habeas corpus. Soon after 
she agrees to represent the accused, we 
are made acutely aware of how high the 
protocol stakes are, when she reaches 
the point of holding a first meeting with 
her client at Guantánamo. A formidable, 
winning force, she works through the 
operational system knowing exactly what 
she is doing. Foster brilliantly portrays this 
quality with faultless sure-footedness.

The film tracks Hollander’s pursuit of 
an initially unsuccessful Freedom of 

Information (FOI) request. Key scenes, 
thus, highlight the public and government 
obstacles which she and her assistant, 
Teri Duncan (Shailene Woodley), are up 
against. Following their tracks through a 
hostile crowd of protestors at the Court 
for the District of Columbia, we learn that 
the court judge orders the United States 
government to file unredacted papers to it 
at the GITMO Privilege Centre within nine 
days.

Hollander has spoken about her 
involvement in the screenplay: ‘I provided 
the filmmakers with the transcripts of 
hearings, I explained the law to them and 
the case, and I said that ‘I know you can’t 
include everything, but I want you to know 
what really happened and then you can 
decide how you’re going to put this into a 
movie ... I can’t watch the torture scenes 
... I love watching the film [but] ...The rape 
scenes are awful. There’s a hallucination 
scene where he sees his mother. I can’t 
watch that’. (Albuquerque Journal, 
September 2022)

Intense visceral impact comes through in 
the film from the point when Hollander 
issues an impassioned ultimatum to 
Ould Slahi, to ensure that nothing holds 
back her fight for justice. Although he 
struggles deeply in complying with her 
demands, but through ultimate trust 
he forces himself to write details of his 
most traumatic experiences in captivity. 
Harrowing scenes reflect his psychological 
trauma during flashbacks, while he 
commits to writing about his torture by 
US interrogators, who practiced ‘enhanced 
interrogation techniques’ to obtain 
information from him. 

Also framed within flashbacks, his 
young, free life in apparently idyllic 
home circumstances in Mauritania tell of 
happier times during the 1980s and 1990s. 
Opposing Ould Slahi’s release, military 
prosecutor, Stuart Couch (Benedict 
Cumberbatch), meanwhile vows to 
achieve the death penalty for personal 
and professional reasons. Originally a 
force for political motives which are aimed 
at ensuring this outcome, his position 
changes, as it becomes clear that legal 

justice is on shaky ground within the case.

The Mauritanian is almost the reverse 
of Kathryn Bigelow’s Zero Dark Thirty, 
which took an intense perspective on 
the calculated, successful hunting down 
and killing of Osama Bin Laden. Whereas 
Bigelow and her screenwriter, Mark Boal, 
placed a fictional character, Maya (Jessica 
Chastain) at the centre of events which 
led to his assassination by the American 
military, Macdonald’s film tracks its real 
characters’ emotional rollercoaster rides 
through focusing upon the integrity of 
relationships between lawyer and accused; 
to a degree also between Ould Slahi and a 
heard-not-seen fellow-detainee.

Foster stunningly conveys Hollander’s 
natural authority and emotional 
intelligence. She also pulls out all the stops 
in portraying the raw emotion which we 
believe Hollander must have experienced 
while building trust and respect with Ould 
Slahi. Rahim conveys both vulnerable and 
strong aspects of Ould Slahi’s character, 
with utter conviction and dignity. Strongly 
recommended viewing.

Jackie Bergson has worked in the 
voluntary sector and commercial business 
development in technology and creative 
sectors. Educated in and living in Glasgow, 
her political and social views chime left-of-
centre.
-------------------------------------------
Ralph Guentzel,

The Quest for a Feasible 
Utopia: Historical variants 
of democratic socialism 
and their contemporary 
implications, 
Nomos, 2022, pp238 
Reviewed by Dexter Govan

With a bleak winter approaching, it can 
be difficult to imagine a bright future. And 
yet, for centuries through grim times as 
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well as prosperous ones, socialists have 
theorised about what our own utopia 
might or should look like. For some, the 
intellectual practice of imagining new 
worlds has an emancipatory power of its 
own. Perhaps, if we dream hard enough, 
we can be freed from some of our chains. 
There is a doubtless beauty in such 
thought. 

Having a utopia is also easily criticised, 
though; for chains are more often 
broken with hammers than dreams, and 
thought without action is rarely more 
than psychological palliative. Indeed, the 
word utopia itself hints at the folly of 
such idealism. It was devised by Thomas 
Moore in 1516, coined from the Greek 
‘ou-topos’, or ‘nowhere’. It’s a play on 
another, similar, Greek word, ‘eu-topos’ 
meaning a ‘good place’. I’m not sure that 
humour delivered through Greek word 
play has as much charm now as it did in 
the sixteenth century, but it’s in a similar 
vein that Ralph Guentzel has titled his new 
book on democratic socialism: ‘The quest 
for a feasible utopia’. Perhaps, he finds this 
doubly irony funny. 

The book is an effort to place the recent 
resurgence and then stagnation of 
‘democratic socialism’ within a historical 
context. Across five chapters, he considers 
four movements which might shed light on 
our current malaise. The first movement, 
he calls ‘cooperative democratic socialism’ 
- the child of radical French philosophy 
and early industrial capitalism, with 
Rousseau as grandfather and Phillipe 
Buchez and Louis Blanc co-parenting. The 
second, he labels ‘collectivist democratic 
socialism’, ‘propagated by such luminaries’ 
as Karl Kautsky and Otto Buaer. Next, is the 
‘neo-collectivist democratic socialism’ of 
the late 1960s, apparently built around the 
Centre of Socialist Studies and Research 
(Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches 

socialistes; CERES). Finally, ‘participatory 
democratic socialism’ was discovered in 
East Germany, developed by academics 
including Michael Brie and Dieter Klein. 

It is difficult to identify what actually links 
these ‘movements’ beyond the fact they 
all appear in the book. Amid a seemingly 
endless series of numbered lists, 
Guentzel suggests a working definition of 
democratic socialism as follows: a political 
philosophy which ‘(1) allows all individuals 
to lead rewarding, self-determined lives, 
(2) fosters cooperative forms of interaction 
notably through the socialization of either 
the ownership of major economic assets 
or the right to decide over the use of 
these means, and (3) enables all citizens to 
participate on an equal basis in collective 
decision-making, and (4) strives to create 
the envisaged order by democratic means.’ 
If you are confused by what this actually 
means, then you are not alone.

To be sure, there is much to be gained by 
highlighting how different movements 
and ideas across history have communed. 
Unfortunately, though, in this work the 
author combines a vagueness in his 
own frame of reference with a distinctly 
uncharitable approach to those figures 
and theorists who fall outside it. We 
are reliably informed that Lenin had no 
conception of democracy, that all ‘statist’ 
socialists have chosen to prioritise power 
over democracy, and in a jarring final 
passage, that we must move beyond 
‘identity politics’. To be so scathing of 
others, Geuntzel would do well not to 
build his own house from glass. 

The problems of this book are many, 
but might, in true Geuntzelian style, be 
reduced to a short list. (1) It is entirely 
unclear that cooperative politics born of 
the French Revolution have a meaningful 
relationship with a Marxian analysis of 
the economy some hundred years later. 
This is the same as suggesting Fabians and 
Spanish Anarchists inhabited the same 
political sphere because they both had 
criticisms of capitalism and communism. 
(2) At various points throughout the 
book, and particularly in the last chapters, 
it is entirely unclear what separates 
Guentzel’s democratic socialists from 
social democrats. Early in the book, we 
are told the distinction is the overall 
replacement of our economic system, but 
by the end, this slips to its amelioration 
through substantial worker cooperatives 
and government regulation. Might a social 
democrat not argue for some degree of 
both of these? (3) The author frequently 
relies on sleight of hand to attribute more 
fame or influence to his subjects than they 
in fact possessed. In one such instance, 
the reader is told that ‘a group of British 
Labour Party intellectuals had begun to 

advocate a new form of socialism’. Two 
pages later, they are referred to as ‘Labour 
Party thinkers’. In truth, David Miller, 
the scholar Guentzel relies upon, could 
never be described as an influential figure 
within the Labour Party. Certainly, there 
is no evidence to suggest his ideas about 
‘market socialism’ had much influence 
on Labour Party politics in the 1970s. 
Likewise, while CERES were certainly 
influential in the Socialist Party in France, 
at various points in his analysis the author 
conveniently slips between CERES and the 
Party to emphasise the significance of the 
former. 

What the book does well is tell four lesser-
known stories of the socialist movement. 
In the efforts of these movements to break 
from capital and orthodox left thought, 
they offer a degree of inspiration for the 
present, where it is easy to be disillusioned 
with lacklustre answers to the major 
questions of our time. Alternative visions 
of the future are useful, even if they only 
serve to sharpen our own. The quest for 
a feasible utopia is ultimately something 
of a missed opportunity then. With a 
little more humility, it might have proved 
a useful contribution to our ongoing 
debates. 

Dexter Govan is an editorial committee 
member of Scottish Left Review 
-------------------------------------------

‘Mon the Workers’. 
Celebrating 125 Years of 
the Scottish Trades Union 
Congress, 
ed. Daniel Gray with photography by Alan 
McCredie, Luath Press Edinburgh, 2022, 
pp271, 978-1-80425-033-4
Reviewed by Jenni Gunn

‘Mon the Workers has come at an important 
flash point for the workers movement. ‘Hot 
Strike Summer’ is leading into the new 
‘Winter of Discontent’ as workers from 
almost every sector continue gear up for 
the fight of their lives. Unions have never 
been more relevant, or in recent history, 
more in the public consciousness. In this 
key moment, it is a timely reminder that the 
history of the working class is the history of 
struggle- the struggle of ordinary workers 
who have taken action to stand up against 
injustice in all its forms.

That’s what organising is all about - engaging 
workers in struggle. As a union organiser, 
most of my work day-to-day is focused 
upon teaching workers the ‘tools of the 
trade’: how to map their workplace, how 
to have a meaningful conversation with 
a reluctant colleague, how to assess an 
issue and identify a target and so on. These 
practical tools allow workers to build power. 
They are essential to ensuring that we can 
deliver a campaign where nothing is won for 
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workers, but rather is won by workers. As 
every organiser knows, if done right, a good 
organising campaign - whether won or lost - 
can change things.  
But the practical tools are not enough. In 
a world of rampant individualism, where 
the workplace remains the main site of 
exploitation, we should never underestimate 
the potential damage fear and hopelessness 
can inflict on our movement. Fifty years ago 
this year, Jimmy Reid gave his famous ‘rat 
race’ speech, defining what he meant by 
the word ‘alienation’: ‘It’s the frustration of 
the great mass of ordinary people excluded 
from the processes of decision making. It’s 
the feeling of despair and hopelessness 
that pervades people, who feel with every 
justification that they have no real say in 
shaping or determining their own destinies’. 
Those words are just as true today as they 
were in 1972 when Reid first spoke them. 
The real job of an organiser is to provide an 
antidote to that feeling of hopelessness and 
despair, and that is why ‘Mon the Workers is 
not just a piece of commemorative history. 
It’s also part of the organiser’s toolkit. 

The stories contained within its pages 
are about solidarity, bravery and dignity, 
and they help workers understand that 
when they stand up against injustice 
they are never alone. They are part 
of a movement and a tradition that 
spans generations and continents. A 
movement built by and for people just 
like them. They are an antidote to fear 
and alienation.  
The power of these stories is that they 
are told by workers in their own voices. 
As STUC General Secretary, Roz Foyer, 
reminds us in the foreword, the story 
of our movement has ‘too often been 
told through the lens of our leaders, 

rather than those who won the victories 
and who suffered most through those 
defeats’. 
The words on the page come to life 
because we recognise the voices of the 
people who speak them. We all know 
people like Alison, from the EIS union, 
who spoke about fighting for better pay 
in education and the power of being 
part of something bigger than yourself: 
‘Feeling part of that collective effort was 
incredible … everyone was there for the 
same reason, all freezing our toes off for 
the cause.’  
For young people, these stories are 
instructive and inspiring. Stella Rooney, 
a young trade unionist and artist, writes 
about drawing inspiration from the 
struggles of the past in her excellent 
piece From Timex to Better Than Zero. 
She put it better than I ever could when 
she said: ‘When you look back … you 
can make the link, and see how young 
trade unionists today are inheriting this 
past … there’s lots we should be proud 
to continue in our trade union activism 
today.’ Its workers like Stella who will 
carry our movement into the battles 
of the future - and I think we’re in safe 
hands.  
I recently organised a PCS Young 
Members event in Scotland, where 30 
new and enthusiastic young workers 
from across the UK travelled to 
Glasgow for a weekend of workshops 
on organising. At the end of day one, 
we took the group on a walking tour 
of Glasgow. We ended in George 
Square - and talked about the workers 
movement of the city - from the Red 
Clydesiders to the women of the recent 
Equal Pay campaign. In the days after 
the event, I asked members to write a 
few words about what they had learned 
in Glasgow. One member, Josh, who 
has only just joined the civil service 
and had never been involved in a union 
before, had this to say: ‘The simple truth 
I have realised is that we outnumber 
the bosses. We have collective power 
to fight, not just for ourselves but for 
our colleagues and communities. In 
Glasgow, we learned about the long 
history of the people of that city who 
fought for equality, dignity, and respect 
against even greater odds than we face 
today. It is in our power to try and live 
up to their legacy’. That’s why these 
stories are important, and why we need 
to keep telling them. 

Jenni Gunn is an Industrial Officer and 
Organiser with the Public and Commercial 
Services (PCS) union
Catherine Flynn (ed.) 

The Cambridge Centenary 
Ulysses: The 1922 Text with 
Essays and Notes, 
Cambridge, 2022, £30, pp988, 
9781316515945 and Sam Slote, 
Marc Mamigonian and John Turner, 
Annotations to James Joyce’s Ulysses, 
Oxford, 2022, £125, pp1424, 0198864582
Reviewed by Sean Sheehan

A hundred years have passed since Sylvia 
Beach, the owner of the Shakespeare and 
Company bookshop in Paris, waited at 
the Gare de Lyon for the morning express 
train from Dijon. She collected from the 
train’s conductor a package containing two 
advance copies of James Joyce’s Ulysses, 
wrapped in brown paper, a book for which 
she had struggled to find the money to 
pay the printer in Dijon. She went to the 
author’s apartment to present him with 
one copy, on his fortieth birthday, before 
placing the other one in the centre of 
the window of her bookshop. Curious 
members of the public stopped to gaze 
at the novel, the advance serialisation of 
which had already attracted attention, 
notoriety and a New York court case.

Since that day, there have been various 
new editions and one of the very best is 
The Cambridge Centenary Ulysses. Just 
short of 1000 pages, it is a doorstop of a 
book (23.5cm X 31cm X 6cm) and, with 30 
illustrations plus a map and introduction 
for each of the eighteen episodes/
chapters, represents outstanding value for 
money at £30. It reproduces the historic 
first edition but fully acknowledges the 
many textual amendments made by Hans 
Walter Gabler, in what is currently but 
controversially the most authoritative 
1986 edition, by including them in 
footnotes.

Ulysses remains at or near the top of 
any list of books that people know 
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about and would like to read but never 
do; or if they start, give up long before 
its final chapter. A cheater’s read is to 
start at chapter four, stop at the end of 
chapter eight and then jump to the final, 
celebrated chapter and completing this 
route should provide motivation to fill in 
the missing parts. It is true that parts of 
some of the later chapters can be difficult 
when read unassisted but there are good 
online guides and there is a superb, freely 
available RTÉ dramatization. 

The new Cambridge Centenary edition 
also comes to the rescue with footnotes 
on each page which, in addition to the 
Gabler updates, cut through the excess 
of scholarly interpretations with succinct 
elucidations. There are also introductions 
to each of the eighteen episodes, many 
by noted Joyce scholars and though it is 
regrettable that Andrew Gibson is missing 
– his Joyce’s Revenge situates Ulysses as 
a sustained and sophisticated ransacking 
raid on English by a rebellious colonist 
of the British empire – a historical and 
political perspective like his is highlighted 
by Flynn in her perspicuous introduction. 
Joyce consciously appropriates forms 
of discourse from a language imposed 
on his country, subverting and playing 
inventively with them to create new ways 
of representing experience; an act as 
revolutionary as the insurgents’ one in the 
Easter Rising of 1916, using language as a 
weapon to dethrone authority.

The textual richness of Ulysses continues 
to fuel a US-led ‘Joyce industry’ but 
Annotations to James Joyce’s Ulysses 
transcends this category. Although 
containing more than twice the word-
count of the novel it is annotating, it 
does not claim to be indispensable, 
laudably endeavouring to shed light on 
the countless and often minute allusions 
in Joyce’s text. The allusions form the 
fabric of cultural and topographical 
dimensions – dismissed as ‘stuff’ and 
‘bric-à-brac’ by a hostile critic, Wyndham 
Lewis – that activate Ulysses as much 
as the novel’s surface plot. The range of 
cultural references, encompassing the 
gamut from popular forms like advertising 
and general knowledge to Irish history, 
religion, music and ‘high-brow’ literature, 
is as astonishing as the exactitude of urban 
details relating to Dublin’s streets as they 
existed in 1904 and Annotations records 
them with intelligence and prudence. The 
line numbers of the Gabler edition are 
used and these are keyed into the margins 
of the Centenary Ulysses, the edition that 
Sylvia Beach anxiously waited for, an hour 
before sunrise, on February 2 1922.

Sean Sheehan writes for The Eye of 
Photography, Lens Culture, The Prisma and 
other publications.

Roger Seifert,

UNITE History Volume 2 
(1932-1945): The Transport 
and General Workers’ 
Union (TGWU): No Turning 
Back: The Road to War and 
Welfare,
Liverpool University Press, 
2022, ppxii+165, £6.99 (e-book), 
9781802076981
Reviewed by Dave Sherry

2022 marks the centenary of the 
Transport and General Workers’ Union 
– a predecessor and constituent part 
of UNITE, Britain and Ireland’s largest 
private sector union, with a significant 
public sector presence. A few years ago, 
UNITE launched what it described as 
one of the most ambitious union history 
projects: a history with a difference, 
with union activists encouraged to take 
part in research for a six-volume union 
history. Volume 1, on the origins and early 
history of the T&G, was published in 2021. 
Volumes 3 and 4, by Marjorie Mayo and 
John Foster respectively, will be published 
in late 2022.

In 1922, fourteen unions formed the 
TGWU as ‘one big union’ to organise 
workers in the docks, road transport and 
inland waterways but the TGWU has its 
roots in the Tolpuddle Martyrs, six Dorset 
farm labourers deported to Australia 
for forming a union given its rural and 
agricultural workers’ group being their 
descendants. The TGWU was the first 
general union, emerging, like the present 
GMB, out of the ‘new unionism’ of the 
1880s and the ‘great unrest of 1910-
14, when mass strikes brought union 
organisation to the vast bulk of unskilled, 
low-paid workers. With industrial muscle, 
the TGWU could also wield a great deal 

of political influence, sometimes on 
governments too. Leaders like Bevin and 
Cousins would serve as cabinet ministers, 
and Jones helped shape, sell and police 
the Social Contract

for the 1974-1979 Labour government.

Seifert divided his volume into two main 
parts, covering 1931-1939 and 1939-
1945. Throughout both, the TGWU 
was dominated by Bevin, its powerful 
General Secretary of 1922-1946 and a 
Labour government minister from 1940-
1951. Seifert explains: ‘From the start 
T&G members had witnessed – in quick 
succession – the 1926 General Strike, the 
1927-28 Mond-Turner talks, the 1929 
crash, the

chronic failure of the minority Labour 
governments of 1924 and 1929-31’, 
adding: ‘The Great Depression destroyed 
communities and cast doubt on capitalism 
and its traditional remedies … Mass 
unemployment scarred the nation. 
The 1930s was a decade of heightened 
struggle in every realm of existence: work 
and community, culture and religion, 
politics and ideologies, and in trade 
unions. The battle for ideas was fought 
in thousands of workplaces and union 
branches and so the tale of the TGWU 
members and activists is part of the story 
of British life. Once the war started in 1939 
until its end in 1945, workers and their 
unions were still involved in the familiar 
battles of the class.’. 

Much of Seifert’s account focuses on the 
activities of the Communist Party inside 
the TGWU. It had 6,300 members in 
1931, and in 1932 launched a number of 
rank-and-file groups, the most effective 
of these being on the London buses. 
T&G membership on the London buses 
numbered over twenty-five thousand and 
the militants among them were a thorn in 
Ernie Bevin’s side. Seifert writes: ‘Between 
1932 and 1937 the busmen of London 
were the major trouble within the TGWU. 
They were well organised, had well-
founded grievances, were well led, mainly 
by Communists and would not allow the 
TGWU official machine to bypass them 
in negotiations with the employer. As a 
result, they were granted – from necessity 
rather than from principle – unusual rights 
to control their own destiny. This ended 
in 1937 with expulsions, bans and the 
dismembering of their own organisation’.

The networks of stewards’ organisations 
created on the buses, in engineering 
and aircraft production and many other 
industries – notably TGWU penetration 
into the new car plants in the likes of 
Oxford and Coventry – became the 
backbone of shop stewards’ organisation 
that lasted well into the 1970s.
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What is not explained in the books’ second 
part is the contradictory nature of the 
Communist Party. It recruited some of 
the most class-conscious workers and 
led a series of impressive strikes and 
Struggles, yet it followed every twist 
and turn of Stalin’s foreign policy at the 
start of WWII. Many TGWU militants and 
much of the left which had favoured the 
Party’s popular front line against fascism 
broke with it when Hitler and Stalin made 
their notorious pact in 1939. When Hitler 
invaded Russia in June 1941, an imperialist 
war became a war for democracy and the 
Communist Party became super-patriots, 
seeking to outdo Labour in unconditional 
support for Churchill and in opposing all 
strikes.

WWI broke the hold of the capitalist 
parties – especially the Liberals – on 
the working class. WWII produced a 
much wider and deeper radicalisation, 
proving to all that full employment was 
possible. Instead of unemployment, there 
was a desperate shortage of labour for 
war production. But why not then full 
employment in peacetime? Why not 
production for need and for use rather 
than profit? Why not an end to poverty, 
misery and chronic ill-health? These ideas 
really took hold in the minds of millions 
of ordinary people. The 1945 election, 
though fought on an out-of-date register, 
saw the Tories routed with Labour getting 
a crushing majority demanding a new 
social order and no return to the ‘hungry 
thirties’. The TGWU had grown massively 
and large numbers of women had joined: 
the union supported the liberation of 
the colonies, the welfare reforms of the 
Beveridge Report and backed the election 
of the Labour government.

In his conclusion, Seifert notes: ‘There 
is sufficient material in both oral and 
written forms to allow historians to put 
together an account of trade unions and, 
most importantly, the deeds of their 
members. This six volume ‘official history’ 
of the TGWU, commissioned by UNITE, 
will both pass and fail many of the tests 
set by others looking at such endeavours. 
The headline purpose must be not just to 
interpret and record the world – but to 
change it’.

Dave Sherry is a former TGWU branch 
secretary and member of the Scottish Left 
Review editorial committee
-------------------------------------------
Eileen Turnbull, 

A Very British Conspiracy 
- The Shrewsbury 24 and 
the Campaign for Justice, 
Verso, 2022, £16.99, pp384, 

9781804290149
Reviewed by Stephen Smellie

Every now and then you read a book that 
you immediately want to tell other people 
about, that you believe is important and 
that what you have learned from reading 
it is essential for others to read. A Very 
British Conspiracy is such a book. When 
the Shrewsbury 24, the group of building 
workers who had been charged, fined and 
jailed for participating in picketing during 
the 1972 building workers’ strike, had their 
charges and sentences overturned at an 
Appeal Court hearing in 2021 the media 
hardly mentioned the result. There was no 
big outcry and no calls for an inquiry into 
why such an injustice happened.

There was no apology from the police, 
the Home Secretary, the Director of 
Public Prosecutions, or any other state 
department, who had been implicated 
in the injustice. No compensation to the 
men or their families, whose lives had 
been ruined by a vindictive campaign that 
allied building industry employers with 
Tory MPs and sections of the media in a 
campaign that led to a decision taken at 
the highest level of government and the 
legal establishment to criminalise these 
particular building workers in order to 
attack the union movement and weaken 
its ability to fight for workers and stand up 
to government and employer policies.

Turnbull describes the details of this 
campaign based on years of research 
on her part to get to the truth of what 
happened. As treasurer and researcher 
for the Shrewsbury 24 Campaign, she 
had access to the pickets who were the 
victims of the campaign but who did not 
know why they, rather than any other 
union pickets, were targeted. 1972 was 
a tumultuous time in British politics. The 
Tory government faced the miners and 
the dock workers, and lost. The building 
workers strike was another massive 
victory for the UCATT, GMB and TGWU 
unions involved. The Heath government 
was under pressure from its MPs and 
employers to take action against unions 
who had developed organising capability, 
particularly the use of ‘flying pickets,’ in 
order to win disputes. There was a sense 
of power shifting from the employer to the 
workers and the pressure from the Tories 
and their supporters on Heath to pass new 
laws to address this was immense.

The government argued that laws already 
existed to tackle the issue and it was the 
police who failed to implement them and 
the judiciary who were not harsh enough 
on union members who did appear in 
court. And so, a conspiracy developed to 
target a group of workers in North Wales 
who had participated in picketing building 

sites during the dispute. The focus of the 
case against the 24 was picketing on 6 
September when around 200 building 
workers mostly from the North Wales area 
visited building sites in Shrewsbury to 
persuade workers there to join the strike. 
Police officers accompanied them as they 
visited a number of sites and no arrests 
or complaints were made against the 
men. Months later charges were brought 
against 24 of them. The charges eventually 
included affray, damage to property, 
unlawful assembly and conspiracy to 
intimidate. Three of them were jailed, with 
others receiving suspended sentences.

Turnbull does a great service to trade 
unionism by detailing this establishment 
conspiracy, how senior ministers 
determined that action should be taken, 
despite police reports that there was no 
strong case to take, how senior counsel 
manipulated evidence, how civil servants 
fed information to the media to paint a 
negative picture of unions and individual 
union activists, how police witnesses 
changed their statements and how the 
original statements were then ‘lost.’

Des Warren, the main target amongst 
the pickets, was jailed for three years 
and blacklisted thereafter, never lived 
to see his sentence and those of the 
other 23 men overturned in a victory 
that not only vindicated their actions 
but that demonstrated that they had 
not received a fair trial due to this ‘Very 
British Conspiracy’ and the lengths that 
the establishment will go to in order 
to stop working class people winning 
improvements in their workplace and 
lives. 

As we face another Tory government 
intent on further attacking union and 
workers’ rights as those unions take 
militant action, Turnbull has produced a 
must read for all trade unionists. Whilst 
we fight for better pay and conditions, the 
Tories and their supporters fight a war for 
their class 
interests.

Stephen 
Smellie 
is the 
UNISON 
Scotland 
Depute 
Convenor 
and a 
member 
of the 
editorial 
committee 
of Scottish 
Left 
Review.
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A week is a long time in politics, 
as the old cliche goes. We 
never know what could be just 

around the corner, and I have very 
bad form in that regard. My previous 
two columns in July and September 
have failed to predict Boris Johnson’s 
resignation and the death of the 
Queen. Thankfully, Liz Truss resigned a 
week before my copy deadline, so the 
UK now has its third Prime Minister 
in as many months, chosen under a 
system which makes China look like a 
democracy. 

Who knows what could happen 
between me finishing this piece and it 
actually appearing in print? I suppose 
it is possible for a minister to be 
sacked for a severe security breach 
and to be back in cabinet seven days 
later but, of course, that’s hardly 
likely to actually happen, is it? After 
all, the new government has publicly 
promised to be boring, which certainly 
tears up the previous script.

For someone with no apparent sense 
of humour, Liz Truss’s term in Downing 
Street proved to be a laugh-a-minute 
for forty-five days on end. Everyone 
already knew that she’d be out of her 
depth working behind the customer 
services counter in Morrison’s. 
However, I don’t think anyone could 
have predicted she’d be quite so shit, 
quite so quickly. It’s a shame it only 
lasted six weeks. I was just beginning 
to enjoy the fun.

With the country already teetering 
on the brink of disaster, Truss and 
her bunch of half-witted zealots were 
determined to finish off the job in 
double-quick time. Like all great comic 
actors, Truss didn’t play for laughs but 
delivered the lines as if she actually 
believed them. Her appointments of 
Kwasi Kwarteng, Jacob Rees-Mogg and 
Therese Coffey to the cabinet were 
a master stroke in taking the piss. 
An economically-illiterate Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, a climate-change 
denier in charge of the environment 
and a health secretary who looked 

one drag of her cigar away from a fatal 
coronary.

When it came to self-destruction, 
Mogadon Lettuce Liz’s government 
certainly hit the ground running. Her 
time in office may have been shorter 
than the shelf life of an iceberg 
lettuce, and she spent most of that 
time hiding under her desk. But in a 
little over a month, she managed to 
tank the economy, give the opposition 
a thirty-point lead in the polls, send 
the England football team plunging 
out of the top tier in Europe, made 
Michael Gove appear reasonable and 
killed the Queen.

If you think that last claim is far-
fetched, just consider the facts. 
The last time Elizabeth II was 
photographed in public, she was 
shaking hands with Liz Truss. Two 
days later, she kicked the bucket. 
This was someone many considered 
indestructible – someone who lived 
through World War II, survived 
seventy years of marriage to the Duke 
of Edinburgh, and who even walked 
away unharmed after being thrown 
out of a helicopter at the start of 
the London Olympics. Who would 
have thought it would only take one 
handshake from Grim Reaper Truss to 
see her off?

Of course, in a previous life as a 
student Lib Dem, Elizabeth Truss (as 
she called herself at the time) made 
a speech to their party conference in 
favour of abolishing the monarchy. It 
is, therefore, possible she was playing 
the long game, biding her time for 
twenty odd years so she could pick the 
Royal Family off one by one. However, 
it would appear that the King has 
survived the handshake treatment, 
after she went to Buckingham Palace 
to resign. Or at least he had, at the 
time of writing. Maybe the curse of 
this column will strike again.

Of course, if Prime Ministers keep 
resigning at the rate of one a month, 
King Charles is in grave danger of 
actually having to work for a living. 

His mother only had to deal with the 
paperwork of appointing a new PM 
fifteen times in seventy years. He’s 
having to sift through the applications 
on a daily basis at present.

So how will the new ‘boring’ 
government shape up? Sunak did 
appear to be utterly bored with the 
sound of his own voice when he 
stood in Downing Street on day one. 
But it looks like Rishi is going to keep 
some of the best gags in his script for 
Number Ten: The Farcical Years. While 
Kwarteng and Rees-Mogg have been 
consigned to the dustbin of history, 
Coffey has been moved sideways to be 
in charge of the environment. Really? 
If toxic waste could take on human 
form, I’m pretty sure it would look 
very much like Therese Coffey.

And, of course, he has brought back 
Suella Braverman who apparently only 
very slightly breached the Ministerial 
Code. Right now, she is doubtless 
sitting in the Home Office, hatching 
more crackpot plans, such as making 
tofu a Class A drug. Boring? Watch this 
space.

VLADIMIR McTAVISH’S 

Kick up the Tabloids
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