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Comment Is utopia of any use in the modern world?

We had planned that this issue 
of the Scottish Left Review 

would have a sort-of ‘utopia/dystopia’ 
theme linked to one year to go to the 
referendum. The idea had been that by 
asking different sides in the debate to 
talk about the best and worst outcomes 
they can imagine and by asking them to 
talk about how these outcomes (in their 
views) can or would occur, it would help 
people to think about the potential - 
both bad and good - to change Scotland’s 
future through their referendum vote.

It hasn’t quite worked out like that. 
This is a shame - if for no other reason 
than that it rather scuppered the concept 
for our cover art...

But there is a strong reason not to 
dismiss utopias altogether. As George 
Bernard Shaw famously wrote, “a map of 
the world that does not include Utopia 
is not worth even glancing at”.  Utopia 
may quite literally mean ‘No Place’, but 
while it is no place that exists, that most 
certainly doesn’t mean it has no place.

This is because we need to be 
able to think about the best possible 
outcome if we want to think about our 
path forward. That you do not achieve 
everything you’d like to is the curse of 
humanity’s ability to imagine things that 
do not exist. Of course we fail in our 
biggest ambitions, but in the process of 
failing, hopefully we manage to create 

something better than had we not tried.
Or, to put it more lyrically (in 

Samuel Beckett’s words): “Go on failing. 
Go on. Only next time try to fail better.”

Promising an ideal future is patently 
ridiculous, but debating it makes us 
think about what it would look like 
and how we might get there. These are 
both important questions - too many 
in the left have become adept at finding 
the failure in everything but have not 
properly engaged with the questions 
‘what next? What now?’.

Whatever the independence debate 
has done it has put those questions to us 
in stark terms. What next? What now? 
If we want to make our best choice we 
need to think about what happens after 
that choice. If there is no consideration 
of what actions we take after 2014, 
we cede the future to others. All sides 
in the referendum campaign have a 
responsibility higher than winning. They 
have a responsibility to the future.

So, to the Radical Independence 
Campaign, to the pro-independence 
groups advocating a ‘Common Weal’ 
future; how do we achieve it? If there is 
a Yes vote, what practical, realistic and 
effective steps can be taken to make 
an independent Scotland something 
different from the neoliberal mess in 
which we find ourselves? Can you 
mount a serious argument to counter the 

allegation that an independent Scotland 
would be neoliberal by default?

To those who pose a federal solution 
to Britain and to those who believe 
that only class politics at a UK level 
can change lives, how is that going to 
happen? What mechanism leads to a 
federal Britain or to a radical reforming 
Westminster government? What does a 
radical Westminster look like and what 
would it do?

Yes, these are utopian questions. Yes, 
they ask us to predict a future. But you 
are in politics - predicting a future better 
than today is your purpose. Or at least 
it should be. ‘It cannae work’ or ‘trust 
us, somehow it just will work’ are not 
good enough. Allowing some time for 
wounds to be licked, by the start of 2015 
we need a way forward in Scotland. If all 
that remains is fragments of everyone’s 
hopes lying useless around us as we have 
deconstructed every possibility in a fit 
of cynicism, replaced only with sage 
comments about why we should all lower 
our expectations, who then is victorious?

At the Scottish Left Review we 
will keep pressing both sides to talk us 
through their versions of the immediate 
future and how this takes us to the land 
they believe we deserve. We take our 
idealism with a dose of reality and visa 
versa. Surely we deserve nothing less than 
an answer?
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increasingly different from the preferred 
agenda of most Scots. This divergence of 
agenda has been going on now for some 
time.

I recently came across an old 
election leaflet which was used by me 
as a Labour candidate during the 1979 
General Election Campaign. It began:

“The result of this election will 
determine the kind of society we 
shall have for many years to come. 
Do we want a greedy, grasping rat-
race where only the strongest survive 
and the weakest go to the wall? Or 
do we want a caring, sharing society 
based on the principle that most 
help should go to those who are 
most in need?”

In that General Election, Scotland voted 
for the latter option. The UK as a whole 
voted for the former. We all got a Prime 
Minister who told us that there is no 
such thing as society.

In twelve months time the people 

A marathon not a sprint
Over the past year, the YesScotland 

Campaign team has been working 
hard to win the argument about 
independence. Opinion polls suggest 
that we have much more work to do but 
this campaign is like running a marathon 
rather than a short sprint. 

Over the next twelve months, 
we aim to redouble our efforts to win 
the hearts and minds of the people 
of Scotland by persuading them that 
independence will improve their lives. Of 
course, we have a massive job to convert 
enough people to our cause but I have 
every confidence that our YesScotland 
team is up for it.

I myself am a convert to the cause 
and my conversion is not based on 
emotion. It is based on my experience, 
particularly my Parliamentary 
experience. Having spent 26 years as a 
Member of the Westminster Parliament 
and eight years as a Member of the 
Scottish Parliament, I have come to 

the conclusion that Westminster is 
completely out of touch with the 
people of Scotland, whereas the Scottish 
Parliament responds more readily to the 
values, the needs and the aspirations of 
the people of Scotland.

On issues like land reform, free 
care for the elderly, financial support for 
students and free prescriptions for people 
who are ill, the Scottish Parliament has 
proved to be far more radical and far 
more progressive than Westminster.

If the Scottish Parliament can be 
responsible for important things like 
Education and the National Health 
Service, why should it not be responsible 
for deciding whether we should have 
nuclear weapons or whether we should 
be involved in illegal wars or whether 
we should allow bankers to ruin our 
economy ?

At present, too many important 
decisions are taken at Westminster but 
the Westminster agenda is becoming 

The independence referendum is a once in a lifetime opportunity to re-imagine and reshape 
Scotland. In the few months since the Jimmy Reid Foundation launched the Common Weal 
project, we’ve moved our vision of a high wage economy with universal benefits to the centre of 
the debate about Scotland’s future.

Now, with the referendum just over a year away, we need your help to make the vision a reality. 
We’ll be publishing a series of reports mapping Scotland’s path to a fair society with a strong, 
high wage economy.

We need your support:

You can donate on our online indiegogo campaign: http://www.indiegogo.com/projects/the-
common-weal-we-need-you-to-build-a-better-scotland/x/4518115

If you would prefer to contribute by post, you can send a cheque to The Jimmy Reid Foundation, 
PO Box 8781, Biggar ML12 6AG.

“A coherent vision of a wealthier, 
fairer, more equal Scotland” - 

the Herald

www.scottishcommonweal.org
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choose to continue as junior members of 
a discredited Union where the economic 
consensus has brought us to the brink of 
bankruptcy and the political consensus is 
making the poor scapegoats. Or we can 
start afresh with independence and try 
creating a caring, sharing society where 
the freedom of people is more important 
than the freedom of market forces. 

The aim of creating a fairer society 
should not be confined to Scotland. I am 
not a nationalist and many of my friends 
in YesScotland are proud to describe 
themselves as internationalists. Our 
concern for our fellow human beings is 

not limited to 
one country or 
one race. We are 
all members of 
the human race 
and international 
solidarity is not 
something that 
was invented 
by the United 
Kingdom and is 

certainly not dependent on the unity of 
any kingdom.

The Westminster agenda is 
becoming increasingly anti-European 
and xenophobic with the UKIP tail now 
wagging the Tory dog and the British 
Labour Party blaming immigrants 
for taking British workers’ jobs. An 
independent Scotland, as a full member 
of the international community, would 
be able to pursue a different agenda, 
based on respect for our fellow human 
beings throughout the world and 
recognition of the valuable contribution 
made to this country by people from 
other countries who have chosen to live 
and work in Scotland.

Independence is therefore not an 
end in itself. It is a means of empowering 
the people of Scotland to shape their 
own future by building a better Scotland, 
a more prosperous Scotland, a fairer 
Scotland. It will also enable us to play a 
full part in the international community, 
to help to build a better world.

When we succeed in getting that 
message across to the people of Scotland, 
we shall win a famous and historic 
victory.

We asked both YesScotland and Better Together to contribute articles on 
the state of the independence campaign so far. Dennis Canavan writes for 
YesScotland.

of Scotland have another opportunity 
to determine the type of society we have 
for many years to come. How we vote 
in next year’s referendum will be one of 
the most important decisions not just in 
our lifetime but in the entire history of 
Scotland.

We face a stark choice; do we want 
more austerity under the Union or do we 
want the opportunity of a fresh start in 
an Independent Scotland ?

Much of the negative propaganda 
of the No campaign is deliberately 
designed to create a climate of fear and 
uncertainty. In an independent Scotland, 
what will happen to our pensions and 
benefits? What about our mortgage rates? 
How much tax will we have to pay? And 
what about our currency?

On currency, critics have attacked 
the YesScotland campaign because some 
of our members, including myself, have 
a different view from that of the SNP 
Government. Yet some of the same critics 
also claim that YesScotland is just a front 
for the SNP. They cannot have it both 
ways.

YesScotland is a broad, inclusive 
organisation, embracing people of 
different political parties and people, 
like myself, who are not members of 
any political party. It would therefore be 
surprising if there were not differences 
of opinion on some matters, including 
currency. But what unites us is our firm 
belief that independence for Scotland 
would ensure that the people of Scotland 
would be empowered to choose their 
own Government, unlike the status quo 
which ensures that all the big economic 
decisions are taken by a government we 
did not elect.

When the naysayers talk about 
uncertainty, they ignore the fact that, in 
politics, there are many uncertainties. 
The truth is that there are as many if not 
more uncertainties if we choose to stay 
in the UK than there are if we choose 
independence. No-one can say with 
certainty what the rates of interest, tax or 
benefits will be in five or 10 years time 
if we stay in the UK. Any politician who 
tries to tell you otherwise is a snake-oil 
salesman.

But there is one thing for certain; if 
we stay in the UK, we shall suffer more 
austerity because that is the agenda of 
all the major parties at Westminster. 

Dennis Canavan is Chair of the 
YesScotland Advisory Board

Scotland is at present being ruled by a 
UK Government which is rewarding 
the rich with massive tax hand-outs and 
punishing the poor with savage cuts 
in benefits, including the iniquitous 
bedroom tax. Who ever dreamt that any 
government would stoop so low? It is 
Robin Hood in reverse: robbing the poor 
to pay the rich.

So what is the alternative? Ed 
Milliband, Leader of the Opposition at 
Westminster, has failed to give any firm 
commitment to reverse the benefit cuts 
or even abolish the bedroom tax if and 
when Labour regains power. Labour 
has lost its 
soul as well 
as its moral 
compass and 
the Scottish 
Labour Party 
is just an 
adjunct of 
the British 
Labour Party.

The 
Westminster consensus means wasting 
billions of pounds on weapons of mass 
destruction such as Trident instead of 
investing in people, including the most 
vulnerable members of society.

So what is the realistic alternative 
for the people of Scotland? Independence 
may not be a panacea but it will 
guarantee that the people of Scotland 
will always get the government they elect. 
That will help to ensure that the Scottish 
Government will reflect the values of the 
people of Scotland.

For example, there is a high regard 
in Scotland for social justice. When 
Margaret Thatcher came out with her 
infamous dictum that ‘there is no such 
thing as society’, she obviously had a 
receptive audience in Middle England 
but there was little if any resonance in 
Scotland. She later boasted that her 
proudest legacy was the creation of 
New Labour and her legacy lives on at 
Westminster on the Opposition as well 
as the Government benches. For many 
Scots, Westminster is a different political 
planet whose inhabitants are completely 
oblivious to the real world.

In twelve months’ time the people 
of Scotland will have the opportunity to 
choose a different pathway; a pathway 
of hope rather than despair. We can 

For many Scots, 
Westminster is a 
different political planet 
whose inhabitants are 
completely oblivious to 
the real world.
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any way. Where Silver’s analysis is correct 
is in saying that the nationalists need 
their White Paper later in the year to be a 
transformative moment.

As a political strategist the puzzle 
for me was always why the nationalists 
would launch a campaign before 
they were ready to tell the voters 
what they were campaigning for. As a 
strategy it seemed designed to erode 
confidence. The consequence of the 
SNP government’s evasion and delay has 
been that more and more voters have 
concluded that Alex Salmond and his 
ministers simply don’t have answers to 
the big questions. If they had convincing 
arguments what possible reason would 
they have for keeping them secret?

Expectations for the White Paper 
were already high. Since they launched 
their campaign almost every detailed 
issue has been side-stepped with a 
promise that all the answers will come 
in the White Paper. The running of the 
economy, jobs, defence, welfare, border 
controls, tax, EU membership, energy, 
legal issues – literally dozens of issues 
have been parked in this document.

Better Together

When celebrity psephologist Nate 
Silver makes a political prediction 

people listen. Having called all states 
correctly in the last US presidential 
election, Silver has turned his attention 
to the Scottish referendum. His reading 
of the polls is that it is all but impossible 
for the Yes side to win the referendum.

On a casual survey of the polling 
numbers it is easy to see why he might 
think that. Every public opinion poll has 
support for the UK up. Almost every poll 
has support for leaving the UK down. 
The only exception is Panelbase which 
had the Yes side up just one per cent. 

The support for remaining in 
the UK shouldn’t come as a surprise. 
This isn’t a new debate for us. The 
constitutional question has dominated 
our politics for four decades. Most of 
us have arrived at a fairly settled view 
of which we prefer: devolution or 
separation.

Anyone who thinks the referendum 
is already won is making a dangerous 
mistake. Beneath the binary polling 
questions that suggests a strong 
percentage lead for the pro-UK side, 

hundreds of thousands of voters have still 
to make up their minds.

A differential turnout is a real 
threat and explains why our campaign is 
working so hard to identify supporters. If 
the minority of true-believing nationalists 
mobilise, but the pro-devolution majority 
assume that a strong poll lead absolves 
them from the need to turnout, then 
Alex Salmond would win an undeserved 
victory.

There are signs that the nationalists 
hopes rest on the vote not being a true 
reflection of the will of the Scottish 
people. They are putting huge effort into 
pretending that independence is really 
devolution. Everything will change, but 
nothing will change. Salmond out-rider 
Andrew Wilson even wrote on Sunday 
that those who oppose independence 
should vote yes because it was really a 
vote for devolution. If people vote to go 
it alone then they will get exactly what 
they have voted for.

Supporters of devolution within 
the UK should be confident that it is our 
campaign that represents the majority of 
Scots, but we cannot be complacent in 

The Scottish Left Review has made even-handed coverage of the independence debate 
a central aim. Where we have published issues on the constitutional debate we have 
allocated equal space to either side. We requested articles from both YesScotland and 
Better Together with a deadline of 23 August. It is never our aim to embarass anyone 
and we recognise that for the two campaigns this is a very busy time. However, as by 12 
September and after a number of extended deadlines we do not have an article to balance 
the one by Dennis Canavan for YesScotland we feel we need to explain the circumstance. 
We include instead a recent blog written by Blair McDougall, Campaign Director for 
Better Together. This originally appeared on the Better Together website.

Anyone who thinks the 
referendum is already won is 
making a dangerous mistake
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We asked both YesScotland and Better Together to contribute articles on the 
state of the independence campaign so far.

In the meantime exchanges on 
issues like private pension deficits, 
preparations for the establishment of a 
separate welfare state, EU legal advice, 
and, most damagingly of all for the 
nationalists, currency have left people 
with a sense that they are making 
things up as they go along. Rebuilding 
credibility is never as easy as holding on 
to it.

By making voters wait so long, and 
by allowing confidence in their argument 
to erode in the meantime, the SNP 
Government has made the task harder for 
themselves. The high expectation around 
the document has led undecided voters 
to raise the bar on the job the White 
Paper. An already sceptical electorate are 
now even less disposed to believe grand 
promises contained in the document. 
The SNP now find themselves trapped 
between the need to make an offer which 
is dramatic enough to transform the 
debate while recognising that fantastic 
wish lists will only further undermine 
trust in the independence proposition.

Yes Scotland’s response to Silver’s 
analysis was instructive. Voters will turn 
to independence when they know more 
about it, they say. If Alex Salmond’s 
independence campaign really believe 
that their campaign is struggling because 
voters don’t have enough detail about 
what independence means, they only 
have themselves to blame.

Blair McDougal is Campaign Director 
of Better Together

By making voters wait 
so long, and by allowing 
confidence in their 
argument to erode in 
the meantime, the SNP 
Government has made 
the task harder for 
themselves
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London-orthodoxy has led to huge wage 
inequalities across sectors. The impact of 
this inequality cannot be underestimated. 
As well as causing massive economic 
problems, income and wealth inequality 
damages social cohesion, and as the 
current system shows, areas of the 
population become trapped in a 
downward spiral of despair, with welfare 
keeping people in poverty. A living 
wage for all must be a central demand 
throughout the referendum campaign, 
and moreover, this must be a living wage 
in socially useful jobs. A majority of 
vacancies are now in precarious, low paid 
and ‘zero-hour contract’ posts. 

We must create an alternative 
economic model which targets economic 
development towards sustainable, secure 
and rewarding job creation. This can be 
developed further, too. Rather than only 
making a demand for a ‘Living Wage’, 
the core of the argument is that everyone 
deserves a decent standard of living, 
regardless of whether they are able to 
work. 

This is why work and welfare are 
two of the central aspects that need to 
be re-shaped post-Yes. With Scottish 
Labour’s attack on universalism, the 
SNP’s welfare policy is representative 
of what some would call ‘old Labour’ 
values. We need a welfare system in 
which everyone has a stake, and that is 
fit to provide for all, from cradle-to-grave 
and one which can rid us of the scourge 
of child poverty and deprivation that still 
scar our communities.

The growing gap between the lowest 
and highest paid worker is damaging to 
the wider social economy and serves to 
reinforce social hierarchies. For example, 
in Barclays, top pay is around seventy-
five times the wage of an average worker. 
There is no doubt that this injustice 
needs to be addressed. The Thatcherite 
idea that you can build an economy that 
only works for those at the top, while 
the living standards of ordinary workers, 
who are the real “wealth creators”, are 
increasingly precarious, living from day 
to day, must be put to an end. This is 
symptomatic of an economic model 
that creates inequality and injustice, 
fuelling poverty and stunting growth. An 
independent Scotland must lead, not just 
on a living wage, but on wage equality 
and the implementation of a maximum 

We will not disappear

The Yes campaign is broad and 
diverse. It involves a wide range of 

people from lots of different political 
parties, campaigns and ideological 
discipline. Undoubtedly, the majority of 
key activists driving the Yes campaign 
stem from social democratic, left wing 
and progressive backgrounds. From 
organisations like The Jimmy Reid 
Foundation – which recently published 
The Common Weal paper advocating an 
economy that takes its principles from 
the success of the ‘Nordic model’ – to 
the International Socialist Group, which 
has pushed the anti-war, anti-imperialist 
“Britain-must-Break” argument during 
the referendum debate and were a key 
force in the establishment of the Radical 
Independence Campaign. Most groups 
work closely together, as a stream of 
socially progressive groups heading 
towards a similar goal; independence in 
2014. Of course, many of these activists 

within the Yes movement are also looking 
beyond 2014; towards 2016 and the 
election that will be held that year.

The left-of-centre activists driving 
the Yes movement, whether they be 
SSP or SNP, are all committed to social 
change. If a Yes vote is won, it will be 
because of the positive vision projected 
by these campaigners making up the 
bulk of the Yes groups. But translating 
the principles behind the Yes movement 
into the principles behind a new Scottish 
state will not be straightforward. What 
can be stated quite categorically is that 
these people will not simply ‘disappear’ 
or retreat back into party lines, or 
community groups. Activity and action 
changes people; the act of winning the 
most important vote in decades will 
motivate, inspire and energise people 
even further. There is a consensus 
across these main actors in the pro-
independence left about social justice and 

equality; that these 
things must be at 
the forefront of our 
campaign before 
the vote and after 
the vote. A ‘post-
Yes’ Scotland must 
be able to fulfil its 
promise.

The two areas 
that are key to a 
‘New Scotland’ are 
the worlds of work 
and welfare. With 
recent headlines 
showing Glasgow 
as the ‘jobless 
capital of the UK’, 
unrelenting stories 
about rates of 
child poverty, and 
the welfare state 
under a historic 
attack, challenging 
the status quo has 
never been more 
important. We need 
to be able to deliver 
and design an 
alternative economic 
model; one which is 
fit for purpose in the 
21st century. 

In the world 
of work, the 

ASLEF CALLS FOR AN 
INTEGRATED, PUBLICLY
OWNED, ACCOUNTABLE

RAILWAY FOR SCOTLAND

ASLEF the train drivers union - www.aslef.org.uk 

(which used to be the SNP’s 
position – before they 

became the government!)

Mick Whelan
General Secretary

Alan Donnelly Kevin Lindsay
President Scottish Officer

1112 ScottishLeftReviewAd_Layout 1  20/12/2011  20:15  Page 1
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giving all workers the right to strike on 
political grounds. A vision of workplace 
democracy is built upon that foundation. 
A Post-Yes Scotland could put in place 
laws that give workers the legal right to 
veto management decisions by a simple 
majority vote and the ability for workers 
to assume control over companies as 
cooperatives.

Of course its not simple to move 
from our current reality, through a Yes 
vote, to where we wish to be - but it is 
not impossible, and only through trying 
to make to make that transition will we 
find out exactly how we want society 
to work. An independent Scotland 
must be shaped by the people, for the 
people. That is the message the Radical 
Independence Campaign is trying to 
express. That ultimately it is up to us to 
shape a new Scotland. Just voting Yes 
will not give us jobs that we don’t hate, 
it will not bring workplace democracy 
or a decent welfare system - but it opens 
up a favourable terrain to fight for these 
things. 

A ‘people’s power’ cannot just be 
based on the discredited and out-of-
touch political party system, either. 
We need a duel approach, creating a 
movement outside parliament to make 
socially just demands, and to hold those 
in parliament to account. The concept 
of a ‘movement’ as only a ‘protest’ is 
somewhat limited. Post-Yes Scotland 
creates room for real community 
democracy, where participatory forms 
of governance like what has been seen 
in Brazilian cities like Porto Allegre and 
Sao Paolo. For example, the running of 
public services should directly involve 
those who use them.  Post-yes ‘people’s 
power’ must be in parliament, on the 
streets, in communities, and in our 
workplaces – only if we try to link 
each into a new form of democratic 
governance can we build real change.

Ultimately, we can’t promise a 
utopia in 2014, but moving away from 
the reactionary pillars of the British 
state is the starting point for a long and 
deep process of economic and social 
transformation.

We asked writers supporting different constitutional outcomes the same question: 
“The constitutional outcome you favour wins. Describe the path from there to the 
Scotland you want to see.” Independence supporter Cat Boyd replies.

wage and wage ratios so that bosses can 
only earn ten times as much as the lowest 
paid worker, rather than 300 or 400 
times as much. 

A basic measurement of the 
healthiness of society is to look at people’s 
experience in work 
and out of work. 
On both measures, 
people in Britain 
are increasingly 
miserable, scared 
to lose their job 
and, if they do lose 
their job, ridiculed 
and stigmatised for 
living in poverty. 
The economic 
debate at the 
moment seems 
obsessed with 
currency and low 
corporation tax -  if 
we want a Scotland 
that is healthy, 
socially just and 
values people, then 
we need to be able 
to transform our 
economy into one 
that benefits the 
many, and does 
not simply line the 
pockets of the few.

How do we 
get from where we 
are just now to this 
New Scotland?

This is not so much a question 
of chronology, but strategy. Of course, 
after a Yes vote there will be various 
interest groups that will try to shape 
an independent Scotland, some with 
greater reach than others. At the level 
of ‘high politics’, we need people of 
the left, like trade-union negotiators, 
to be part of shaping the post-Yes 
settlement. However, ultimately this 
vision of a Scotland for its people, and 
not for corporate profits, must be held 
as a shared vision across a grassroots 
and broad-based movement, like the 
Radical Independence Campaign (RIC). 
Where does ‘real change’ come from? It 
cannot be the purview of only ‘experts’ 
or specialists. Policies must be shaped 
by ordinary people. Ordinary people 
must feel engaged with the changes that 

they wish to make. These ideas must be 
on the agenda before people go to the 
ballot box. We will require the expertise 
of negotiators and experts - be they 
from Sweden on welfare models, or 
Norway on oil. However, this level of 

politics has been 
far removed from 
citizens for so long, 
and as a balance 
to the constant 
triangulation to 
the right that 
happens over time 
to many political 
parties means we 
need a grassroots 
movement to hold 
those at the top of 
the political process 
to account.

A post-Yes 
independent 
Scotland should 
already have the 
seeds of a strong 
and renewed 
working class 
sewn in its soil. 
We need to build 
‘people power’ into 
every aspect of a 
New Scotland. 
At government 
level, rather than 
arguing just for 
cosmetic reforms 
that work around 

the Thatcherite economic model, we’re 
arguing for wage equality, workers 
rights and the creation of more socially 
useful work and industry as this will 
help reconstruct the power of ordinary 
people, and begin to reorientate power 
in Scottish society into the hands 
of the people. The reconstruction 
of working class power is the key to 
economic democracy. At present, the 
impulse of poor people to defend their 
rights by extra-parliamentary force is 
illegal, while the right of rich people to 
defend their property by all measures 
of force is enshrined in law. This is 
another injustice, upheld by Britain 
and its institutions, that must be 
addressed: abolish all anti-trade union 
laws, decriminalising solidarity and 

What can be stated 
quite categorically 
is that the large, 
broad coalition of 
pro-independence 
left activists will not 
simply ‘disappear’ 
or retreat back 
into party lines, or 
community groups 
after a Yes vote. 
Activity and action 
changes people; 
the act of winning 
the most important 
vote in decades will 
motivate, inspire 
and energise 
people even 
further. 

Cat Boyd is an activist in the PCS 
union and the Radical Independence 
Campaign
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areas where private capital has failed.  
For smaller economies public and 
co-operative ownership is critical for 
anchoring production. 

The second conclusion is about 
political agency. The review of 
experiences elsewhere underlines the 

importance of 
explicit mass 
support for any 
advance in public 
ownership. The 
SNP is not likely 
to supply this. Its 
policy links are 
with those sectors 
of business that 
are integrated with 
finance capital 
at a British level. 
Additionally, its 
commitment to 
the EU would 
ensure that such 
pro-big business 
policies became 
constitutionally 
mandatory.  But 
neither is the 
Labour Party likely 
to supply this - 
without the support 
of the trade union 
movement.

The third 
conclusion is about 

where and how such political pressure 
must be directed and the constitutional 
forms that best match these objectives. 
In light of current economic structures, 
these can be neither purely Scottish nor 
purely British. The key linkages between 
big business and political power operate 
at a British level: on currency, credit, 
banking regulation and the allocation 
of public subsidy to the private sector. 
Ownership of productive resources is 
also primarily held at a British level, as is, 
correspondingly, the extraction of wealth 
from labour. Political independence on 
SNP terms would change none of this.

Class not nation
We asked writers supporting different constitutional outcomes the same two 
question: “The constitutional outcome you favour wins. Describe the path from 
there to the Scotland you want to see?” and “The constitutional outcome you 
favour loses. What are your fears for the future?” The Red Paper Collective chose 
to contribute one longer article.

With the independence referendum 
a year away, now is a good time to 

reflect on the debate so far and consider 
our vision for the Scotland we want to 
live in. From a Red Paper Collective 
perspective, setting out a vision of utopia 
or dystopia would be counter to our 
approach to constitutional change. Our 
contributions to the debate are firmly 
rooted in political reality - we do vision, 
but not fantasy politics.

In this article I will outline our 
vision for a better Scotland as set out 
in our latest book, Class, Nation and 
Socialism - Red Paper on Scotland 2014 
we conclude that the answer to the 
problems facing people in Scotland is not 
to be found in a flag, a border or even a 
list of powers in Edinburgh and London.  
It is what we intend to do with these 
powers and for what purpose.

For socialists the constitutional 
debate provides an opportunity to raise 
fundamental questions about current 
political and economic conditions and 
go on to explore political alternatives 
which would be beneficial for people 
across Scotland and the rest of the UK.  
Beneficial, not for the wealthy, not for 
the bankers and hedge fund managers, 
not for the MPs in Westminster or 
Assembly Members and MSPs, but for 
ordinary working people whose lives 
are so vulnerable to the vagaries of the 
market whether they live in Scotland, 
Wales, Northern Ireland or England. We 
therefore want to include workers across 
the UK in this debate and welcome 
the lead taken by the Labour Leader 
in Wales, Carwyn Jones on a federal 
approach.

This approach by no means 
precludes support for independence, but 
it does mean that we have to respond to 
the SNP’s version of independence rather 
than the idealised version advocated 
by those on the left who support 
independence.  If the SNP is successful 
in the referendum, it is likely that they 
will have the political momentum to 
form the first government within an 

independent Scottish Parliament and 
introduce a written Constitution.  A 
constitution is not a set of neutral rules 
and regulations, but serves to mould a 
state in a particular way.  Whatever party 
drafts the constitution gets to put its 
stamp on the future 
development of the 
country and that 
can be hard to alter. 

The book 
is divided into 
five sections with 
chapters from 
a wide range 
of contributors 
sympathetic to 
the broad Red 
Paper approach 
to constitutional 
change.

The PoliTical 
economy 
of Social 
ProgreSS

This section 
examines how to 
redevelop Scotland’s 
economy in the 
interests of the 
great majority of its 
people - those who 
depend for their 
livelihoods on their 
productive skills 
and abilities and who want a Scotland 
that is more equal and environmentally 
sustainable.  It reviews the Scottish 
economy: what’s wrong with it and what 
the causes of its ills are, including the 
shift in ownership away from Scotland. 
Further chapters look at the political 
obstacles to state intervention and public 
ownership and how the case could be 
won for alternative policies.

From this analysis a number of 
conclusions are drawn. The first is the 
importance of economic democracy and 
the development of public ownership 
at a Scottish level, particularly in those 

The driving force 
for advocates of 
Home Rule, then as 
now, is support for 
decentralisation, 
re-distribution 
of power and 
extension of 
democracy as 
part of the wider 
struggle to win 
working class 
power over the 
economic, political 
and industrial 
decisions affecting 
the lives of ordinary 
people
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been subjected to the same marketisation 
of their roles. The provision of welfare 
has never been as controversial.  Rather 
than allowing the Tories to dictate 
the terms of the debate, progressive 
politicians at local, Scottish and UK 
levels should challenge the perspective 
that says we must cut and that the only 
decisions are what to cut.  They must, 
instead, re-state the arguments for the 
welfare state that were won in the last 
century.

Public services are an essential 
civilising force in our society. Within 
that, local authorities are a crucial 
mechanism for delivering democratic 
service at a local level and their future 
and that of public services will help 
determine our social and economic 
well-being. Local government could once 
again be a driver of social progress.

DemocraTic 
ownerShiP

 A key part of neoliberal 
ideological penetration 
has been the privatisation, 
corporatisation and 
commercialisation of 
industry and public services. 
Privatisation accompanied 
by regulation and 
corporatisation accompanied 
by de-politicisation have 
eroded the democratic 
control and ownership of 
industry, utilities, transport 
and other public goods 
and services. Moreover, we 
have seen a massive transfer 
of wealth from public to 
private coffers with the 
active collaboration of the 
state and the main political 
parties.

 The chapters in 
this section call for an 
alternative political 
economy framed around 
social and environmental 
justice. In various sectors 
the current model is 
critiqued with evidence of 
their respective failings. 

However, importantly each author has 
developed ideas and suggested policy 
proposals which offer a pathway towards 
an alternative political economy.  Some 
of the chapters provide ideas that will 
assist in the application of practice. Far 
too often left thinking omits to formulate 
this transposition; especially those 
concrete ideas that move us away from 

What is required is therefore a 
two-part solution. Political mobilisation 
has to be conceived and constructed at 
a British level - not abstractly but from 
its regional and national components - 
and directed towards ending the policy 
grip of big business. At the same time 
the power to develop accountable and 
democratic ownership is one that can 
and must be exercised at a Scottish 
level. With powers over state aid, public 
ownership and taxation these objectives 
would begin to lay the foundations for 
the political economy of social progress.

DemocraTic governmenT
This section considers aspects of 
the provision of services by local 
government, the Scottish government 
and the Westminster government and 
explores areas of potential conflict and 
co-operation.  Powers are 
often jealously guarded 
and sometimes devolved 
only grudgingly to other 
layers of government. 
The particular areas 
considered are local 
government, including 
its relationship with the 
Scottish government and 
Westminster, health and 
particularly its overlap 
with local government, 
welfare provision and its 
spread across all three 
areas of government 
and lastly the role of the 
civil service in Scotland 
and its relationship with 
both Westminster and 
Holyrood.

At different times 
in history the significant 
areas of struggle have 
occurred at different 
levels of government. The 
struggles of the 1970s 
and 1980s show how 
local government could 
be, and often was, an 
important vehicle in the 
defence of public services 
and the promotion and 
development of progressive social change.

The erosion of local democracy is 
alive and well today as shown by the 
constraints on local government by the 
Scottish Government, including the 
centrally directed council tax freeze. The 
2007 Concordat struck between the SNP 
and the Convention of Scottish Local 
Authorities (COSLA) bought a degree 

of harmony between central and local 
government.

However, with the return of a 
majority SNP Government pressures 
on local government have intensified 
with councils shouldering significant 
cuts and the consequential job cuts and 
outsourcing. 

It is striking that while we are 
discussing constitutional change, the role 
of local government is rarely discussed. 
The Red Paper Collective believes in 
the principles of subsidiarity and local 
democratic decision making. Chapters in 
this section show that local services are 
much in need of reform, but it must be a 
reform that reinvigorates local democracy 
and helps develop progressive social 
change.

Greater democracy within 
government  at every level brings 

benefits.  Public health is not simply 
a function of the NHS; at its core are 
good local public services. Scottish civil 
servants in job centres, working with 
the Border Agency, the Health & Safety 
Executive, employment tribunals and 
elsewhere are often in the front line of 
managing the fall-out from UK and 
Scottish Government policies and have 
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current debate in Scottish politics has clear ramifications in Britain and elsewhere.” 
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the current failed hegemony.
 The chapters in this section cover 

many fundamental elements of Scottish 
society, although they are representative 
rather than comprehensive: housing, 
railways, energy and renewables, water 
and wastewater services, manufacturing 
and football (yes, football) are all 
included and all provide a road map 
towards more collective models of 
ownership. These can be community led, 
fully nationalised, community owned or 
fan owned models. The hybrid nature of 
the suggested models highlights the scope 
for heterogeneous, not homogenous, 
forms of social ownership.

 Arguably, these examples, either 
individually or cumulatively, will not 
constitute a socialist revolution. But, 
we cannot sit back and wait for a full 
socialist transformation; incremental 
steps in the here and now can be thought 
of and fought for as progressive steps. 
The fight for socialist policies, in industry 
and public services, is a constant struggle 
and a key battleground in the battle of 
ideas.  

claSS
 In introducing the first Red Paper on 
Scotland, the Editor, Gordon Brown, 
described its aims as being to “transcend 
that false and sterile antithesis which 
has been manufactured between the 
nationalism of the SNP and the anti-
nationalism of the unionist parties”. It 
sought to broaden the constitutional 
discussion, considering it from avowedly 
left perspectives and presenting ideas for 
shaping the future of Scottish society and 
Scotland’s economy on the basis of “co-
operative, democratic and revolutionary” 
proposals to address “inequality of wealth 
and poverty”.

 This edition of the Red Paper on 
Scotland reflects that approach through 
the conviction that the pros and cons 
of the constitutional question should be 
judged primarily on the basis of what is 
in the best interests of the working class. 
Chapters explore the nature and history 
of class struggle in Scotland, to what 
degree these struggles can be defined as 
specifically ‘Scottish’ in character, how 
they have or have not shaped a distinct 
‘Scottish identity’ and, above all, how 
working class unity would be potentially 
affected by support for independence.

The opening chapter draws on both 
Scottish and Irish history to outline how 
the nature of Scotland has historically 
been shaped by differing class interests. 
Contrasting the values and institutions of 

landowners and industrialists with those 
projected by workers in struggle, notably 
those involved in the Upper Clyde 
Shipbuilders work-in. It then presents a 
case for working class unity based on the 
need to challenge state power at a British 
level whilst harnessing the radicalism of 
the Scottish working class.

 The next chapter considers 
the negative effects on working class 
communities in 
Scotland of so-
called ‘economic 
regeneration’ 
programmes, driven 
by the interests 
of developers, 
financiers and 
governments 
adhering to pro-
privatisation and 
neoliberal economic 
policies. It points 
to the methods 
employed to draw 
communities into 
‘partnerships’ with 
such interests and 
away from alliances 
between community 
and trade union 
activists which 
have proved to be 
effective means of building working class 
unity and successful action.

The final chapter presents a case 
for the need to develop working class 
consciousness. An understanding of 
the common purpose across the UK of 
defending and advancing trade union 
organisation and the welfare state and a 
strengthened democracy featuring more 
powers for the Scottish Parliament. They 
point out that the British Social Attitudes 
Survey shows how close the views of 
Scottish workers are to those in areas of 
England, notably those in the North of 
England.

The Red Paper on Scotland stands 
in the tradition of a Home Rule current 
in the Scottish Labour movement 
stretching back, at least, to Keir Hardie’s 
1888 Labour & Home Rule candidacy in 
the Mid Lanark by-election. The driving 
force for advocates of Home Rule, then 
as now, is support for decentralisation, 
re-distribution of power and extension 
of democracy as part of the wider 
struggle to win working class power over 
the economic, political and industrial 
decisions affecting the lives of ordinary 
people.

The PoliTical challenge  
The fact that there will be a referendum 
on Scottish independence next year, 
just 15 years after the establishment 
of a Scottish Parliament, has probably 
been as big a surprise for the SNP as 
for anyone else. With no third option 
on the ballot paper we are drip by drip 
being presented with the image of 
Scotland after independence: Scotland 

totally committed 
to membership of 
the EU with no 
question of making 
it more democratic 
or less a vehicle 
for neo-liberal 
economic policies; 
membership 
of NATO with 
its system of 
‘consensus’ 
decision making 
that requires no 
votes; an hereditary 
monarchy; being 
part of a sterling 
zone that will leave 
important economic 
levers in another 
country.  This is 
not an exciting 
image of a future 

Scotland that can create a different type 
of society, but rather a steady as we go 
approach that you will hardly notice it 
has happened.

The SNP are not fighting the 
referendum on a platform of radical 
change and the Labour Party is not 
defending the Union by offering the 
possibility of radical change - they are 
both in their own ways defending the 
status quo.  There have been attempts to 
inject radicalism into the Yes campaign, 
including Nicola Sturgeon making the 
case that an independent Scotland will 
be wealthier - but also fairer.  The Labour 
Party has recognised that the Better 
Together Campaign has alienated much 
of the labour movement.  It eventually 
realised that just saying ‘no’ in alliance 
with the coalition partners would prevent 
trade unions and many Labour Party 
members from becoming involved in the 
campaign.

In this section, chapters identify key 
areas that present a particular political 
challenge to the labour movement.

The challenge for the environment 
where unplanned market capitalism 
drives our environmental problems. How 
do we integrate the labour movement’s 

The SNP are 
not fighting the 
referendum on a 
platform of radical 
change and the 
Labour Party is 
not defending the 
Union by offering 
the possibility of 
radical change - 
they are both in 
their own ways 
defending the 
status quo
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traditional concerns for social justice, 
worthwhile employment, equality and 
human rights with the need to stop 
climate change? We know what needs 
to be done, but the demands of global 
capitalism prevent it happening and 
government action is too timid.

The labour movement also has 
to address the challenge of the EU. 
This is particularly important now 
that the campaign for a referendum on 
membership of the EU has come to 
overlap with the referendum on Scottish 
independence as it is even harder to 
untangle the issues.  While the EU has 
delivered the benefits of ‘Social Europe’, 
this chapter identifies the issues that 
are concerning and asks whether at the 
very time workers across Europe are 
rejecting austerity that the independence 
referendum does not result in us walking 
blindly into an EU nightmare.

The challenge of defence policy 
after the SNP has taken contradictory 
positions of agreeing that an independent 
Scotland would seek membership of 
NATO while at the same time demanding 
the removal of Trident submarines.  This 
chapter explores the likely pressures from 
the EU and NATO as well as business 
interests that will be brought to bear on 

a future Government.  It is argued that 
the removal of Trident should not depend 
on a yes vote at the referendum, but be 
fought for across the UK.

The challenge for the Scottish 
Labour Party includes the loss of 
support with the bonds that existed 
between it and working class voters 
already weakened and its breach with 
the trade unions making this worse.  
While Scottish Labour did not adopt the 
market-oriented policies of New Labour, 
it was reluctant to explain why. This loss 
of support is emphasised in Scotland 
where the Party is challenged, not from 
the right, but by a Party which claims the 
mantle of social democracy.

The challenge for trade unions 
in Scotland has been to enable union 
members to have a clear understanding 
of the arguments of the Yes and the No 
camps and to consult their members.  
The STUC and many of its affiliated 
unions have focused the referendum 
debate on how to achieve social justice in 
Scotland.

Challenging neoliberal economic 
orthodoxies recognises that the SNP’s 
approach to independence would 
operate within the constraints of fiscally 
conservative policies, particularly with 

its plan to reduce Corporation Tax. On 
the other hand, ‘Devo-Plus’ strategies 
that rest on the ‘moral hazard’ that occurs 
when a parliament spends but does not 
raise revenue, also adopt neoliberal ideas 
and limit powers for redistribution.  
Fiscal policy, it is argued, should support 
the creation of a more equal society.

 concluSion
This edition of the Red Paper challenges 
those who look to constitutional change 
rather than political change.  Posing 
nation against class is a blind alley which 
will only reinforce the country’s exposure 
to the power of multinational capitalism.  
If there is to be a lasting settlement for 
devolution, the status quo cannot be the 
only alternative. Along with the labour 
movements in other parts of the UK we 
should explore the best constitutional 
solution to enable fairer redistribution of 
wealth and greater democratic control of 
our economies.

Fairer Scotland
and devolution

UNISON
Scotland’s
contribution to the
debate on how
the current
devolution
settlement can be
strengthened

The debate on Scotland’s
constitutional future before the 2014
referendum is only likely to deliver
concrete benefits for working people
if we ensure that our concerns and
priorities are placed at its very heart. 

UNISON's approach to
constitutional questions is driven by
the interests of our members, by the
sort of Scotland we want and
deserve to live in.

This means that for us, precise
constitutional arrangements are the
end point and not the starting point
of the debate.

We must first define the sort of
Scotland we wish to see and then try
and then examine the likelihood of
differing constitutional
arrangements on offer to deliver on
that vision.

Our role is not to promote or
condemn the politics of national
identity, Scottish or British. We
should not accept at face value any
of the claims from any side of the
constitutional debate.

Our role is to examine assertions
made by all sides in the
constitutional debate, to get them to
spell out what their proposals mean
for working people.

We also start from the reality of the
Scotland we live in today. As the
Christie Commission put it: ‘This
country is a paradoxical tapestry of
rich resources, inventive humanity,
gross inequalities, and persistent
levels of poor health and
deprivation.’

Our objective is tackling inequalities,
poor health and deprivation.

Doing so is social change  -  and
unless it is explained how this is to
be achieved, arguments for or
against constitutional change mean
very little.

More at our website
unisonscotland.org.uk/
scotlandsfuture

A Fairer Scotland 
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his oath or for the just or for the 
good; but rather men will praise the 
evil-doer and his violent dealing. 
Strength will be right and reverence 
will cease to be; and the wicked will 
hunt the worthy man, speaking 
false words against him, and will 
swear an oath upon him. Envy, 
foul-mouthed, delighting in with, 
with scowling face, will go along 
with wretched men one and all.” 
(Hesiod, Works and Days, Chapter 
2.)

If this was the depravity during the 
‘age of iron’ for men, who knows 
what it was like for the women edited 
completely out of history and existence. 
Yet Hesiod’s account – and Francis’ 
taxonomy – resonates with fears of a 
post-2014 Scotland. While the greatest 
fears of a post referendum Scotland are 
repeatedly invoked by the No campaign 
and associated press (the economy will 
fail, services will collapse, nationalism 
will turn violent etc.) there is a dystopian 
tale to tell from the other perspective. 
As in Hesiod, social division and outside 
domination may await a ‘post-No’ 
Scotland; and that is only the beginning 
of the dystopian allusions that can be 
drawn.

Before considering the relevance of 
literary dystopia to Scotland, consider 
where Scotland stands on an emotional 
level. The mainstream debate on 
independence has often been dogmatic, 
aggressive, sour and sometimes traumatic 
to follow. Aspiration remains submerged 
within the brasher barbs of party political 
exchanges, although the Common 
Weal is a welcome exception. This is 
not healthy. It raises multiple concerns 
as to how the stagnation of a ‘No’ vote 
may impact the psychology of Scotland’s 
political future.

Regret. It may hang heavy in the 
air for years. The opportunity of self-
governance will not readily emerge again. 
Domination. The feeling that decisions 
are being made without consent or 
support. Bitterness. The belief that false 
promises, the media or Ian Taylor’s 
funding have unfairly influenced the 
referendum. Apathy. The inevitability of 
unelected or distant government quells 
calls for radical action. Entrenchment. 
The constitutional divide deepens 

Regret, bitterness, apathy

“If you can meet with Triumph 
and Disaster/And treat those two 

impostors just the same”, wrote British 
imperialist and poet Richard Kipling. 
‘If ’ is the question of this article. 
What if it all goes wrong? What if the 
independence movement fails? And what 
if the morning after is even worse than 
the night before? It is not in the nature 
of utopian elements of independence 
supporters - within which I reside - to 
contemplate this. It is deflating to predict 
that the fields of milk and honey may 
in fact be sour, infested with bees, and 
enclosed by a high estate, barbed wire 
fence. Personally, I prefer to accentuate 
the language of the possible and the 
positive. I hope that plagues of locusts do 
not swarm onto Calton Hill. I hope that 
this is not 1979. I hope that progressives 
in Scotland across the constitutional 
divide can meet with both triumph and 
disaster. Yet I have my brief. This article 
is for dystopia, the triumph of fear and 
the disaster of Scotland without power.

Dystopia is a term coined by J.S. 
Mill – derived from Thomas Moore’s 
1516 title Utopia. Dystopia, when 
the dream turns to a nightmare, has 
featured most prominently as a literary 
genre. Orwell, Huxley, Atwood and 
others constructed imagined horrors 
from the anxieties of their time. My 
own encounter with dystopia stems 
from a University of Glasgow module 

run by Professor Kevin Francis, entitled 
‘Political Theory of Dystopia’. Francis 
constructs his own taxonomy of dystopia 
in response to J.C. Davis’ Utopias & the 
Ideal Society; while commending current 
Daily Mail headlines as evidence of the 
modern dystopian narratives. In Francis’ 
view dystopia rejects the common 
assumption that power is under popular 
control. Instead the world is seen or 
imagined to be a lot darker: ‘Born free, 
humanity is now in chains’.

However, the fear and loathing 
of dystopia is an ancient one. Hesiod’s 
Works and Days tells the tale of society 
in decline. Hesiod writes of a polity 
at war with itself. As Thomas Hobbes 
echoes centuries later and as we witness 
only too vividly today in Syria, the 
dystopia is civil war.

“The father will not agree with his 
children, nor the children with 
their father, nor guest with his host, 
nor comrade with comrade; nor 
will brother be dear to brother as 
aforetime. Men will dishonour their 
parents as they grow old, and will 
carp at them, chiding them with 
bitter words, hard-hearted they, not 
knowing the fear of the gods. They 
will not repay their aged parents 
the cost nurture, for might shall 
be their right: and one man will 
sack another’s city. There will be 
no favour for the man who keeps 
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liberal-left dystopia bemoans the rise of 
corporatism and the death of meaningful 
democracy.

While these views of the political 
system are detached from public norms, 
fear has foundation. A civic society 
sucked dry during economic turmoil is 
ripe for the rise of fascism. Europe must 
remember that. Greece must remember 
that. To the dystopian observer, Scotland 
remains resilient to such political 
turmoil; yet English cities have witnessed 
repeated incidents of social unrest. In 
2011 amid a frenzy of flames and broken 
glass, the police drew their batons and 
commentators spoke sharply of a future 
with water cannons and ‘chemical 
deterrents’. Politicians know how to 
forcefully intervene but not how to heal 
the inequality of their own creation.

Among polite company such fears 
are not commonly spoken of. The fact 
that in times of crisis, the state relies 
upon political violence is not a cheery 
thought. While food bank queues grow 
and the chants of the English Defence 
League rise, politicians spit out their 
immigration sound-bites for the cameras. 
Where is all this heading? It often feels 
like the UK is governed by a vindictive 
clique, which grows more incestuous by 
the day. Where we draw the line between 
democracy and oligarchy is difficult to 
determine; yet the political culture in UK 
politics remains firmly hostile to notions 
of social justice. Besides the numerous 
versions of Scottish dystopia, with UKIP 
on the rise the Scottish social dystopia is 
clear:

A future Tory-UKIP coalition 
in 2015 or 2020 wipes away the last 
vestiges of the welfare state. The bloc 
grant shrivels and the gains of devolution 
disappear. ‘We have tough choices to 
make’, they say in Westminster. As the 
Trident fleet heads to Faslane for another 
generation, the Defence Secretary 
remarks, ‘There is no alternative’. Now 
thousands more in Scotland – once 
hopeful of a new beginning, now 
powerless and equally impoverished – 
think to themselves, ‘Aye, there really is 
no alternative’.

We asked writers supporting different constitutional outcomes the same question: 
“The constitutional outcome you favour loses. What are your fears for the future?”. 
Independence supporter Michael Gray answers.

following a fraught campaign, with 
cooperation drying like desertification. 
Emigration. The young, hopeful and 
talented find a future elsewhere.

In the event 
of a ‘No’ vote, 
these emotions 
may be inevitable. 
For many, this 
issue cannot be 
relinquished easily. 
Furthermore, ill-
defined proposals for 
further devolution 
may leave Scotland 
in a nauseous 
limbo for years to 
come. As it stands, 
this constitutional 
conflict without 
compassion may 
poison the well of 
good will in Scottish 
politics. That should 
concern us all.

However, this 
is not dystopia. 
Dystopia is horror 
– characterised as 
a rapid decline in 
democracy or an 
upsurge in social 
unrest. In an era of 
riots and financial 
crisis, can either be ruled out within the 
UK?

With that question hopefully left 
vibrating between your ears like shell-
shock, consider Kevin Francis’ taxonomy 
and apply them to Scotland. The first is 
et in arcadia ego (Silent Spring, Lord of 
the Flies, The Revenge of Gaia) – where 
the natural environment brings disaster. 
Like all disasters – from Fukushima to 
Chernobyl – they are unpredictable. 
Does Scotland face the brunt of climate 
change or nuclear catastrophe? The 
timing of the 13th onshore round of 
licensing by the UK government – 
which opens up Scotland’s most densely 
populated areas to ‘fracking’ – is taken as 
a warning sign by environmentalists. The 
continued housing of nuclear weapons 
at Faslane – and their transportation six 
times a year on Scotland’s roads – brings 
no comfort. A recent accident simulation 
considered the consequences of a nuclear 

Michael Gray is active in the National 
Collective: the arts movement for 
independence

convoy crash that released a cloud of 
radioactivity over the central belt. (The 
Herald 17/06/13)

A second dystopian theme is 
‘The Sorcerer’s 
Apprentice’ 
(Frankenstein, Do 
Androids Dream 
of Electric Sleep?, 
A Space Odyssey). 
Technological 
advancement spirals 
out of human 
control. For a UK 
example, look no 
further than the 
creeping surveillance 
state. The Edward 
Snowden NSA/
GCHQ revelations 
continue to shine 
a light on state 
and corporate 
manipulation of 
information. In 
response to such 
reporting, UK 
security officials 
destroyed Guardian 
files in London 
and arrested David 
Miranda under 
the terrorism act. 
According to Alan 

Rusbridger and Iain MacWhirter, digital 
investigative journalism is no longer 
secure. This also applies to political 
activism. To take one public example, 
2,337 Facebook information requests 
were made by the UK government in 
the first six months of this year alone. 
Outrage in Germany and Brazil contrasts 
sharply with UK public complacency. 
Once Frankenstein has created a monster 
it is difficult to go back; and that may 
well be the case for Scotland’s civil 
liberties within the United Kingdom.

‘The social and political dystopia’ 
is a third consideration. This covers the 
wide terrain from Brave New World, 
to The Handmaid’s Tale to Nineteen 
Eighty-four. Within such a society, 
freedom and civilisation are suffocated 
by an imposing ideology and an all-
powerful elite. The Daily Mail social 
dystopia is symbolised by a ‘paradise lost’ 
and the erosion of traditional values. The 

Among polite 
company such 
fears are not 
commonly spoken 
of. The fact that 
in times of crisis, 
the state relies 
upon political 
violence is not a 
cheery thought. 
While food bank 
queues grow and 
the chants of the 
English Defence 
League rise, 
politicians spit out 
their immigration 
sound-bites for the 
cameras.
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At the time he said: “We are taking 
over the yards because we refuse to 
accept that faceless men can make these 
decisions. Even today the memory of 
workers taking the lead and proving the 
worthlessness of the boss-class serves as 
an inspiration. He believed that workers 
could take industrial action and behave 
with “responsibility, and with dignity, 
and with maturity”.

If confirmation was needed that 
Jimmy Reid was one of his generation’s 
towering political figures, it came in the 
form of his rectorial address at Glasgow 

University. His 
speech was so 
powerful it won 
him plaudits as one 
of Scotland’s most 
impressive orators 
of his time. The full 
text of his address 
was reprinted in the 
New York Times 
with that paper 
describing it as “the 
greatest speech since 
President Lincoln’s 

Gettysburg address”.
It confirmed Jimmy Reid as one 

of our greatest political thinkers and I 
believe it should be considered required 
reading for any trade union activist. 
He talked of the concept of alienation; 
the “cry of men who feel themselves 
the victims of blind economic forces 
beyond their control. It’s the frustration 
of ordinary people excluded from the 
processes of decision making. The feeling 
of despair and hopelessness that pervades 
people who feel with justification that 
they have no real say in shaping or 
determining their own destinies”.

Most memorable was his outright 
rejection of the insidious unfairness and 
inequality that has pervaded society for 
generations. He mounted a stark defence 
of the humanity and dignity of all people 
in the face of economic failure, poverty 
and despair calling on his students at 
Glasgow University to reject the “rat 
race”. 

He demanded of them: “Reject 
these attitudes. Reject the values and false 
morality that underlie these attitudes. A 
rat race is for rats. We’re not rats. We’re 
human beings. Reject the insidious 

A giant of the movement

Jimmy Reid was a giant of our 
movement. A trade union leader and a 

man of great humanity he led industrial 
disputes with ingenuity and courage. It 
is a personal honour for me to have the 
opportunity to pay my tribute to him 
and his many accomplishments as one 
of Scotland’s most prolific industrial and 
political fighters. 

Reid – a great son of Glasgow – left 
a mighty imprint on the trade union 
and labour movement. A towering 
figure of our movement during his life, 
it is right that many of today’s leaders 
of the left have paid their own tribute 
to his enormous contribution. And for 
any trade union leader, Reid’s fighting 
back spirit lives on as an inspiration for 
taking forward our agenda in the modern 
world. His determination in struggle and 
his unique style of challenging injustice 
remain both relevant and revolutionary 
even as time passes. 

The son of a shipyard worker from 
a large family his experience of society’s 
injustice began at home, losing three 
sisters all under 18 months. Speaking 
about his upbringing he talked of his 
experience of not getting enough to eat 
and living in disease ridden slums where 
TB and diphtheria were rife. He said: 
“I hated the system that, in the midst 
of plenty, allowed millions to die in the 
slums of the ‘30s”. As a trade union 
leader and political figure he challenged 
the inequality and unfairness at the heart 
of the Britain in which he was raised and 
had he been alive today he would have 
carried forward that fight with the same 
vigour.  

He left school at 14 and started out 
in a stockbroker’s office but soon left in 
favour of what he viewed as the industrial 
credibility of the engineering sector and 
as a shipyard engineer took part in the 
apprentices’ strike of 1952. He joined the 
League of Labour Youth and gravitated 
quickly towards the Communist party 
– at the time a major force in industrial 
Scotland. 

Jimmy claimed his education was 
formed predominantly from listening 
to the speakers at Govan Cross. This 
education no doubt influenced his 
development to become one of Scotland’s 
most impressive trade union leaders. 
As a young man, he quickly gained 

prominence as an apprentice organising 
a strike after discovering he was paid 
half of the amount it cost to kennel a 
dog. Throughout his life he refused to 
accept the lot of the ordinary worker; he 
rejected the subjugation of workers by 
unscrupulous employers and fought for 
their pay and conditions to reflect the 
value of their work as well as their need 
to live a dignified life. 

He campaigned on the issue of 
pensions and the rights of the elderly 
taking a petition to Downing Street 
of 300,000 names. Speaking about his 
drive to win better 
conditions for 
retired workers 
he cited the 
hardships endured 
by his mother as 
his inspiration. 
He credited his 
mother as being a 
profound influence 
on his politics. It 
was the lack of 
opportunities and 
hardships he saw for 
his parents’ generation that pushed him 
into political activism in the first place.

He did spend time in London as 
leader of the Young Communist League, 
returning in 1964 as the party’s Scottish 
Secretary with a bright future ahead of 
him in the party, although it was when 
he returned to his home shipyards his 
public profile was raised.

Jimmy will forever be remembered 
for leading the famous lock-in at UCS. 
It was through this that he caught the 
imagination of people from around 
the world and gained the support and 
solidarity of international trade unions. 

When the Conservative government 
refused to offer state-support for the 
shipyard despite it having a full order 
book and projected profits in 1972 it put 
at risk the jobs of over 6,000 workers. 
Reid and the other shop stewards knew 
that a conventional strike would be 
self-defeating allowing the workers to 
be locked out and UCS closed down. 
Instead they locked out the management 
completing company orders and proving 
the value of the site. In the end the 
Heath government backed down and the 
yards were saved.

His determination 
in struggle and 
his unique style 
of challenging 
injustice remain 
both relevant and 
revolutionary even 
as time passes
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Len McCluskey will give the second Annual Jimmy Reid Memorial Lecture on 
10 October. Here he looks at the life and lasting legacy of Jimmy Reid.

pressures in society that would blunt your 
critical faculties to all that is happening 
around you, that would caution silence 
in the face of injustice lest you jeopardise 
your chances of promotion and self-
advancement. This is how it starts and 
before you know where you are, you’re 

Len McCluskey is General Secretary 
of Unite the Union

a fully paid-up member of the rat-pack. 
The price is too high. It entails the loss of 
your dignity and human spirit”.

Dignity and spirit. Two words 
which embody the legacy of Jimmy Reid 
and the class he represented.

We Are Not Rats
the role of workers and trade unions in politics

Second Annual Jimmy Reid Memorial Lecture

The second Annual Jimmy Reid Memorial Lecture will be given by Len McCluskey, General Secretary of Unite 
and one of the leading �gures in the British trade union movement. It will take place in Govan Old Parish 

Church on the evening of Thursday 10 October 2013.

The title of the lecture is We Are Not Rats: the role of workers and trade unions in politics. The title is taken 
from the famous line in Jimmy Reid’s rectorial address but is also a reference to the negativity directed at 

workers and their representative organisations just now.

The lecture will be chaired by writer and Broadcaster Ruth Wishart

Tickets are £10 (waged), £4 (unwaged) and free for Sustaining Members of the Foundation. 
To buy or reserve a ticket, go to:

www.reidfoundation.org
or send a cheque made payable to ‘Reid Foundation’ to PO Box 8781, Biggar ML12 9AG



18

market on these matters.     
Throughout the late parts of 

2010 and through most of 2011 the 
Coalition Government pushed through 
the House of Commons and the House 
of Lords, despite serious opposition, 
it’s Postal Services Act. This legislated 
for the privatisation of Royal Mail, the 
separating out of Post Office Ltd from 
Royal Mail Group and the government 
being given the permission to take over 
responsibility of the Royal Mail Pension 
Fund. The Royal Mail Pension Fund 
became  a government scheme to cover 
the so-called ‘pension deficit ‘of £35bn 
but also inheriting the pension fund 
assets of £25bn which it promptly used 
to write down government debts to make 
the UK Treasury’s balance sheet look 
better in its in its ‘deficit reduction’ bid. 
Yet another illusory move by George 
Osborne and his cronies in the Tory 
party.       

So we reached this position 
finally after four attempts by the UK 
Government to get away with privatising 
Royal Mail. Firstly Michael Heseltine was 
defeated in the 1990s, then secondly in 
the early 2000s Tony Blair was defeated 
in his attempts to liberalise and thus 
lever in private capital and control 
of Royal Mail and then thirdly Lord 
Mandelson and his attempts to semi-
privatise Royal Mail ably abetted by Pat 
McFadden and several other notable 
New Labour neoliberals in 2008/9. All of 
these attempts by politicians to privatise 
Royal Mail were defeated by an alliance 
of the CWU, other Trades Unions, the 
general public (who have continually 
opposed Royal Mail privatisation) and 
in many cases concerned and committed 
back bench MPs of several parties who 
doggedly opposed this as ‘a privatisation 
too far’.    

Polling of the public across the UK 
for the last twenty years has continually 
shown support for the postal services in 
this country to remain as a public service 
with the numbers ranging from above 75 
per cent to the most recent poll carried 
out by YouGov showing a figure of 67 
per cent against any privatisation of the 
postal services.

The reasons for this opposition are 
an understandable fear that privatisation 
will inevitably lead to :

A privatisation too far

In July 2013 shortly before the 
summer recess of the Westminster 

UK Parliament Vince Cable, Business 
Secretary, announced that they will 
now be moving to formally privatise 
Royal Mail in the Autumn of this year, 
thus bringing to an end the near 500 
year history of a public service deemed 
‘essential’ by successive governments 
throughout this period.

How did we get here? This is a 
question frequently asked of our CWU 
activists as we carry out our continuing 
campaign against this proposed 
privatisation in the streets and squares of 
our towns and cities across Scotland.

When the Conservative and Lib-
Dem Coalition Government was formed 
in 2010 the privatisation of Royal Mail 
was not part of their agreement; although 
it had been part of the Lib-Dem 
manifesto it had not been part of the 
Tory manifesto that the parties had gone 
to the electorate with in May 2010.

The fact that it was in the Lib-Dem 

manifesto was only due to Vince Cable’s 
insistence as he had tried three times to 
get their Annual Conference to accept 
his proposals to privatise Royal Mail 
and to separate the Post Office off into 
some strange governmental department 
outwith the main Royal Mail Group. 

The future of the Post Office on 
our high streets and in our communities 
is to become some sort of  ‘mutual 
organisation’ akin to John Lewis or 
similar companies.  The government has 
consulted widely on this proposal but has 
still to come out with any clear, definitive 
answers as to how it would work. This 
has led to the current situation at Post 
Office Ltd where the company has been 
told by the Coalition government to cut 
its losses and be in profit by 2015 while 
the self-same government continues to 
remove essential government work from 
the Post Office network e.g. the payment 
of benefits/allowances being changed 
from once a week to once a month 
and the applications for access to these 

services to be completed 
only ‘online’ in future.     

After what can only 
have been some sort 
of internal ‘to and fro’ 
within the Coalition the 
policy of privatisation of 
Royal Mail emerged in 
2011 and it was entrusted 
to Vince Cable’s Business 
Department under the 
guidance of Ed Davey 
as Minister responsible 
for Royal Mail to pilot 
through their legislation. 
This is the same Ed 
Davey who trumpeted 
in 2011 that it was his 
mission to ensure the 
privatisation of Royal 
Mail thus freeing it 
from the ‘dead hand’ of 
ministerial intervention.

 Ed Davey has 
since been moved 
to wreak havoc in 
the Environment 
Department and some 
of the current mess over 
‘fracking’ is no doubt 
to due to him and his 
worship of the free 
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Government argument that Royal Mail 
needs to be privatised so that it can access 
capital to continue in its modernisation 
programme without affecting the Public 
Service Borrowing Requirements (PSBR). 

Royal Mail made a profit of £430m 
this year and have projected similar 
profits over the near future. CWU have 
asked why this cannot be used for the 
modernisation and we have further 
proposed that RM be restructured as a 
‘not for dividend’ company similar to 
Network Rail which ensures that any 
borrowing made by the company is not 
attributed to the PSBR.

We accept that the postal market 
has greatly changed over the last few 
years with a drop in letter mail traffic. 
However, the growth in small packet 
and parcel traffic alongside the massive 
development in online shopping shows 
that there is a fantastic new market in 
the UK and worldwide for postal services 
provided to and for the public on the 
basis that Royal Mail has provided these 
services for the last 500 years.

The proposal that employees of 
Royal Mail be issued with ‘free shares’ 
in the privatised company is just yet 
another ‘smoke screen’ as 10 per cent 
of shares dispersed amongst 150,000 
employees is not going to prove much of 
a counterbalance to the other 90 per cent 
owned by institutions or other rapacious 
investors who only want a ‘return’ on 
their investment.

Additionally it would not 
help to prevent the usual spectre of 
‘Remuneration Committees’ in privatised 
companies from awarding themselves 
massive pay rises and bonuses since 
any shareholder rebellion on this 
subject is, under current company law, 
merely advisory to the Board and is not 
enforceable in any shape or form.   

The real story of that must be told 
is that once again the Tories, joined by 
their willing partners in the Lib-Dems, 
are truly ‘Thatcher’s children’ and are 
no different from their predecessors in 
knowing the price of everything and the 
value of nothing.

Despite overwhelming public opposition, the Coalition Government is 
determined to press on with privatisation of the Royal Mail. If previous 
privatisations are anything to go by, we’ll all regret it argues John Brown

•	 Diminution of the Universal Service 
Obligation (USO) which provides 
the one price go anywhere service 
provided by Royal Mail across the 
UK and ensures daily delivery of 
mail to every address in the UK six 
days a week and daily collection of 
mail from post-boxes, Post Offices 
and other outlets six days a week; 

•	 Deterioration of services in rural, 
urban, 
suburban and 
other ‘non 
profitable’ 
areas;

•	 Higher prices 
for small 
businesses 
and domestic 
consumers;

•	 Prioritisation 
of shareholder 
dividends 
over service 
provision.

Every single one 
of these reasons 
are examples of 
what has happened 
subsequent to 
privatisation of 
other UK utilities 
and services.

We only 
need to think of 
Electricity and Gas 
across the UK and 
Water services in 
England to see the 
prime examples of 
the latter two reasons.

The privatisation of BT provides 
an example of the first reason; just think 
how few telephone boxes you now see 
across wide swathes of rural, urban and 
suburban areas despite a so-called ‘USO’ 
for BT in this case.

A consequence of the privatisation 
of BP with the closure of petrol filling 
stations showing the BP brand despite 
the growth of car ownership and the 
many other examples of BP reducing 
costs while increasing charges to 
consumers show examples of the second 
and third reasons. 

The Coalition Government says that 

John Brown is Scottish Regional 
Secretary of the Communication 
Workers Union

in its Postal Service Act it has secured the 
USO by making the regulator Ofcom 
responsible for maintenance of the USO 
in the UK and for ensuring that any 
competition companies entering the 
postal market do not affect the USO by 
monitoring their delivery and collection 
services to make sure they do not have 
a detrimental effect on RMs ability to 
provide the USO by undercutting costs 
and services.

However, by 
the same token 
the USO can 
be amended or 
altered on the 
recommendation 
of Ofcom with a 
supportive vote in 
both of the Houses 
of Commons 
and Lords. Since 
the Coalition 
Government 
controls the 
vote in both of 
these Houses of 
Parliament, if a 
private owner 
of the newly 
privatised Royal 
Mail wants change 
to the USO then 
there would be no 
serious impediment 
to this barring a 
massive revolt by 
back bench Tories. 
The Lib-Dems of 
course would follow 
the government 

mantra as they have done all along in this 
privatisation process.

The Labour Party, the SNP, Plaid 
Cymru, all of the Northern Irish parties 
and the sole Green MP all opposed and 
continue to oppose the sell off of Royal 
Mail but we do not know nor can we 
foretell what the picture will be post the 
2015 UK General Election.

The CWU along with a coalition 
of other organisations is continuing to 
campaign against this proposed flotation 
under the banner of Save Our Royal Mail 
(www.saveourroyalmail.org).

We have proposed a different 
ownership model to refute the Coalition 

Polling of the 
public across the 
UK for the last 
twenty years has 
continually shown 
support for the 
postal services 
in this country to 
remain as a public 
service with the 
numbers ranging 
from above 75% 
to the most recent 
poll carried 
out by YouGov 
showing a figure 
of 67% against any 
privatisation of the 
postal services.
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been and therefore is the way it should 
continue to be’ was persistently presented 
as providing a conclusive argument in 
itself. When pressed, the government 
proposed a theory of ‘broken contract’, 
asserting that a person who has broken 
the law in a serious way does not deserve 
a role in the democratic process. This was 
the privilege argument at work, though 
even then with a questionable logic. 

Under the blanket ban, on any 
particular date someone spending a few 
weeks inside is deemed always to have 
broken their contract more seriously 
than, say, everyone who is under home 
detention curfew or who has been 
released early, and all of the 85% of 
convicted criminals who never go to 
jail, including many convicted of serious 
assault, for example. Proponents of the 
broken contract approach did not reflect 
on how well society has kept its side of 
the contract as many of those who end 
up in Scotland’s prisons have stories 
routinely marked by deprivation, poor 
education, victimisation and time spent 
in care.

The government’s unshakable faith 
in imprisonment as a perfect ‘sorting 
hat’ for voting rights was, in particular, 
in obvious conflict with the Justice 
Secretary’s strongly expressed misgivings 
over many years about Scotland’s heavy 
use of short-term imprisonment, and 
his praise for the findings of the 2008 
Scottish Prisons Commission, chaired by 
former First Minister Henry McLeish. 
This tension was raised repeatedly by 
campaigners.

Side-stepping such questions, 
Ministers did have plenty to say about how 
a legalistic reading of the ECHR left them 
with a freer hand than their UK colleagues. 
Even then, they had difficulty dealing 
with Patrick Harvie’s criticism that their 
commitment to an independent Scotland 
adopting the ECHR was in direct conflict 
with their hostility to prisoner voting in 
general. 

Various amendments put down by 
Patrick Harvie, Alison McInnes and Margo 
Macdonald sought to limit the impact of 
the ban to fewer prisoners. Scottish Green 
and Liberal Democrat MSPs spoke and 
voted only in favour of change, with the 
support of two other independent MSPs 
(John Finnie and Jean Urquhart).

Democracy behind bars

United Kingdom law removes 
the vote from all those serving a 

sentence in prison. The UK government 
is under pressure from the European 
Court of Human Rights to allow at least 
some convicted prisoners to vote.

The Edinburgh Agreement devolved 
to Holyrood competence over all 
aspects of voting in the referendum on 
independence, providing the Scottish 
Parliament with its first opportunity to 
legislate on the franchise.  A draft bill was 
introduced at the end of January. This 
included a proposal to exclude convicted 
prisoners from voting in the referendum, 
even if the law was amended for UK 
general elections meantime. A number of 
civic groups and individuals campaigned 
for Scotland to instead set a progressive 
lead on this issue within the UK.

Voting can be considered as a basic 
right of citizenship, or a privilege to be 
granted by those with power. If voting is 
understood as a right, it can still be taken 
away, but it must be demonstrated that 
this is necessary to protect other, equally 
important rights. If instead voting 
remains a privilege, then those with the 
power to do so can simply decide who 
deserves to vote based on their particular 
beliefs.

In 18 European democracies 
(including all of Scandinavia), in South 
Africa and some other countries, all 
prisoners can vote, because voting is 
regarded as too basic a right to remove. 
Other European countries remove the 
vote from some prisoners, based on the 
nature of the offence or the length of 
sentence. Of 47 countries in the Council 
of Europe, only Armenia, Bulgaria, 
Estonia and Russia, and the UK, place 
all convicted prisoners beyond the 
democratic pale.

Apart from the infringement of 
rights, other arguments against a blanket 
ban include:
•	 reinforcement of prisoners’ sense of 

exclusion from mainstream society, 
making rehabilitation harder, 
against the interests of victims and 
communities;

•	 lack of a clear line between what 
attracts imprisonment and what gets 
community sentencing;

•	 the absence of a plausible deterrent 

effect rendering it pointless 
punishment for its own sake;

•	 its impact is socially unequal and 
felt almost entirely by people from 
the poorest backgrounds;

•	 arbitrariness - many people passing 
through prison never lose their vote 
in practice, due to timing;

•	 voting is a duty as well as a right: 
removing it encourages prisoners 
to take less responsibility for 
themselves and the communities 
they live in.

From a variety of perspectives, 
campaigners argued that being in prison 
serving a sentence on a particular date 
was not enough by itself to justify 
something as significant as taking away 
someone’s vote. 

Many individuals and organisations 
became involved over a short period, 
from a standing start, with very limited 
resources for co-ordination provided 
by Howard League Scotland. Outside 
the Parliament, these included the 
Jimmy Reid Foundation, the STUC, 
Scotland’s Commissioner for Children 
and Young People, the Scottish Human 
Rights Commissioner, the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission, the Scottish 
Association of Social Workers, the 
Quakers, the Church of Scotland Church 
and Society Council, SACRO, Recruit 
With Conviction, Positive Prisons? 
Positive Futures, the Prison Reform 
Trust, Penal Reform International, 
Amnesty, Liberty, members of the 
Scottish Youth Parliament (which had 
voted in favour of voting rights for some 
prisoners in early March), several former 
senior members of staff at the SPS, 
former prison governors, a former Chief 
Inspector of Prisons, high-profile figures 
from the arts who have worked with 
prisoners and a number of senior human 
rights and criminal justice academics. At 
minimum, these groups and individuals 
argued for a full and serious debate. 
Many were actively supportive of change.

The Scottish Government 
vigorously defended maintaining a 
blanket ban. Its main argument was that 
this had always been the position in the 
UK and Scottish Ministers believed there 
was no reason to change that. Indeed, the 
belief that ‘this is the way it has always 
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might think, presumably unpersuaded 
by the European Court’s view that in a 
democratic society there is no room for 
automatic disenfranchisement based purely 
on what might offend public opinion. As 
it happens, the most recent polling data 
on this suggested that 63% supported 
keeping the blanket ban on prisoner voting 
(incidentally the same percentage as was 
recently reported to favour the return 
of the death penalty for terrorist acts).  
32% supported some change. Progressive 
opinion on this may be in the minority: 
even then, it is under-represented at 
Holyrood. 

The rhetoric of social justice, 
equality and human rights is now a major 
feature of set-piece political speeches by 
Scottish politicians. On the same day as 
the Parliament approved legislation to 
disenfranchise prisoners, speaking about 
the new legislation on same sex marriage, 
Alex Neil MSP said: “we are striving 
to create a Scotland that is fairer and 
more tolerant, where everyone is treated 
equally”. However, the debate on prisoner 
voting showed how the Scottish political 
system can have a determined capacity for 
blind spots when it comes to the treatment 
of small, ‘unpopular’ groups. Moreover, 
the Scottish Parliament proved to be 
more tightly controlled than Westminster, 
even if MSPs mostly responded to calls 
to discuss the issue more calmly than has 
sometimes been the case down South. 

In the end, a chance was missed 
here to put down a marker about how 
Scotland values democratic rights, to 
show its commitment to social justice, to 
align us more closely with the European 
mainstream and to use active citizenship as 
aid to rehabilitation. When the rest of us 
vote next September, we should remember 
that 6,500 or so of our fellow citizens, 
drawn mainly from our most deprived 
communities, have been specifically 
excluded by an Act of the Scottish 
Parliament from having the same say. 

Lucy Blackburn argues that the Scottish Government hasn’t lived up to its 
commitment to equal rights by pushing through a blanket ban on prisoner 
voting rights in the Scottish independence referendum

Labour votes were all cast in favour 
of the ban, though two back bench Labour 
MSPs (Graeme Pearson and Helen Eadie) 
argued the case for change at Stage 1, 
and one frontbencher (Patricia Ferguson) 
acknowledged the case for further 
debate - but not yet. SNP and Scottish 
Conservative MSPs spoke and voted 
solely in favour of 
retaining the ban. 
Between 105 and 
107 MSPs voted 
against the various 
amendments and 8 
in favour (7.5%). 
This is a similar 
percentage as in 
the most recent 
Westminster vote 
(9%), although 
at the UK level 
there has been 
a more diverse 
response within the 
parties, with votes 
cast for change 
by Conservative, 
Green, Labour, 
Liberal Democrat 
and Plaid 
Cymru MPs, 
and a (formerly 
Ulster Unionist) 
Independent MP. 

The 
parliamentary debates were revealing about 
attitudes towards prisoners among MSPs 
from all three main parties. In particular, 
many MSPs clearly still subscribe to the 
existence of a stark divide between those 
who are in prison and those who are not, 
and believe that sending someone to prison 
is an opportunity to reinforce his or her 
exclusion from wider society and its values. 

How far did innate conservatism 
and perhaps even some distaste at the 
prospect of having to deal with those 
in prison play any part in shaping the 
reaction of Scotland’s politicians? After the 
vote, a back bench MSP emailed Howard 
League Scotland asking how we expected 
politicians to canvass in prisons, seemingly 
unaware that those in prison already 
retain their vote while on remand. As the 
months passed and no extra-parliamentary 
organisation came out in support of the 
blanket ban, it became apparent that 

Lucy Blackburn is a member of 
Howard League Scotland

the only organised lobby in support of 
retaining the blanket ban was elected 
politicians themselves. The same pattern 
has emerged at Westminster in its most 
recent consideration of the issue.

Online commentary suggested that 
fear of a media backlash was at the heart 
of the political class reluctance to grasp the 

nettle of prisoner 
voting. In practice, 
however, the 
response of the 
Scottish media 
was one of the 
more encouraging 
experiences of 
the campaign. 
Coverage over 
several months 
was balanced and 
unhysterical.  The 
tabloids largely 
ignored the debate.

A head-to-
head in The Sun 
between the Chair 
of Howard League 
Scotland and 
Annabel Goldie 
MSP generated 
just one (pro-
change) comment. 
Comments 
only ran into 

large numbers when Kevin McKenna, 
previously critical of the UK government 
on this issue, in The Observer criticised the 
Scottish government position as “dishonest 
and craven”. This drew significant on-
line criticism, including arguments that 
prisoners’ rights in the short-term had 
to take second place to protecting the 
government from a potential line of attack 
in the media at a sensitive time. 

If fear of the media did explain some 
of the caution, what does that mean more 
generally in Scotland for the protection of 
those rights which party strategists assess 
will play badly in the press? The media and 
the ballot box will always be there to worry 
about. Must we always, as with same-sex 
marriage, wait until ‘the large majority of 
Scots agree that it’s time’, in the words of 
the Equality Network? That would be bad 
news for prisoners, among others. 

Indeed, defenders of the blanket 
ban sometimes cited what the public 

Indeed, defenders 
of the blanket 
ban sometimes 
cited what the 
public might 
think, presumably 
unpersuaded by 
the European 
Court’s view that 
in a democratic 
society there is no 
room for automatic 
disenfranchisement 
based purely on what 
might offend public 
opinion.
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who face more series obstacles to work 
- people with disabilities, people with a 
history of substance abuse, and homeless 
people.  

The Work and Pensions Select 
Committee has asked the Government 
to consider departing from the current 
pricing model to a much more needs-

based individualised system.  The 
Committee has also suggested that 
the £248 million under spend of the 
Work Programme, due to the under-
performance of providers, be spent on 
helping jobseekers with disabilities.

Another controversy of the Work 
Programme is the number of benefit 

sanctions on 
claimants.  Between 
July 2011 and April 
2012, there were 
7,280 JSA claimants 
sanctioned 
in Scotland.  
Claimants are 
sanctioned for not 
attending meetings 
or mandated 
activities, such as 
workshops.  This is 
leaving many clients 
in a desperate 
financial situation.

There are 
also allegations 
that providers 
are inappropriate 
with clients.  A 
BBC documentary 
illustrated how 
staff of Triage (a 
sub-contractor 
of Ingeus and 

Working Links) in Aberdeen referred to 
clients of the Work Programme as LTBs 

The not working programme

In May 2010, the Coalition 
Government announced that the Work 

Programme would replace all existing 
welfare-to-work programmes by the 
summer of 2011.  The Work Programme 
operates as a payment by results scheme 
for the organisations assisting the 
unemployed to find work.  

In April 2011, the then 
Employment minister Chris Grayling 
announced the preferred bidders to run 
the Work Programme. Private-sector 
companies accounted for 15 of the 
preferred bidders, with two of the 18 
being voluntary sector organisations and 
one public sector organisation.

In Scotland, the two providers are 
Ingeus and Working Links.  Ingeus were 
previously known as Work Directions 
and started out in Australia in 1989.  
In 2002, they started operating in the 
UK.  In 2011, Deloitte took a 50% 
share in Ingeus UK.  Working Links was 
established in 2000 by the Shareholder 
Executive, Manpower, and Ernst and 
Young Consultants.

In general, Jobseekers Allowance 
(JSA) claimants are mandatory referred 
to the Work Programme after nine 
months if they are aged 18 to 24 and 
after 12 months if they are aged 25 
or over.  Employment and Support 
Allowance (ESA) claimants who are 
expected to be fit for work within three 
to six months are mandatory referred 
from the date of their work capability 
assessment.

The DWP pays providers using 
a payment-by-results mechanism.  
There are three key payment elements 
- an attachment payment for taking a 
claimant on the programme (due to be 
phased out); a job outcome payment for 
participants who have been in work for 
a continuous or cumulative period of 
employment (differs between claimant 
groups, generally three to six months); 
and a sustained outcome payment 
paid every four weeks for keeping a 
participant in employment.

The payment structure means that a 
provider can make between £3,810 for a 
JSA claimant aged 18 to 24 and £13,720 
for an ESA claimant who have recently 
moved from Incapacity Benefits (IB) - 
in terms of an attachment payment, a 
job outcome payment, and a sustained 

outcome payment.
Between June 2011 and March 

2013, over 100,000 people joined the 
Work Programme in Scotland.  Slightly 
more people joined Ingeus than Working 
Links.  The DWP expected that 36% 
of people referred to the programme 
would find work which would lead to a 

payment to providers.
 Comparing the figures in Scotland 

of JSA and ESA/IB claimants between 
June 2011 and March 2013, it can be 
seen that the Work Programme is far 
more successful in getting JSA claimants 

into work, than those of ESA/IB.
Both the job outcome figures for 

JSA and ESA/
IB claimants are 
much lower than 
the government’s 
Minimum 
Performance Level 
of year two of 
the programme 
(Between 33 per 
cent and 16.5 per 
cent depending 
on age and benefit 
received). The 
figures for ESA/IB 
claimants indicate 
that the Work 
Programme simply 
isn’t delivering for 
people with health 
problems.

The poor job 
outcomes of ESA/
IB claimants has led 
to accusations that 
Work Programme 
providers are 
focussing on those easiest to help into 
work and ‘parking’ those claimants 

Provider Attachments Job Outcome 
Payments

Ratio

Ingeus 56, 620 6, 640 12%

Working 
Links

55, 870 5, 970 11%

Benefit Attachments Job Outcome 
Payments

Ratio

JSA 98,180 12,150 12%
ESA/IB 13,980 440 3%

The sanctions 
regime needs 
revisited.  Clearly, 
removing payments 
to benefit claimants 
will worsen a poor 
situation, leading to 
increased reliance 
on food banks and 
high-interest loan 
firms.  Indeed, it 
may exacerbate 
mental health 
issues, making it 
more difficult to 
find work.
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and 24 who had been unemployed for 
a year or more a guaranteed job for six 
months.  Research has indicated that the 
net benefit to society of the scheme was 
£7,750 per participant.  

Whatever 
the outcome of 
the independence 
referendum, 
Scotland needs 
to think about 
the best methods 
of supporting 
people into paid 
employment.  The 
evidence is that the 
Work Programme 
is not delivering 
sufficiently for 
people on ESA/IB 
and the providers 
are focussing on 
those easiest to help 
into work for a 
quick payment.

There is 
also the issue of 
accountability 
of private firms 
delivering welfare-
to-work.  What say 
do individuals and 
communities have 
over these services?  
An enhanced 

programme would give individuals a real 
influence in the training and services they 
receive.  

Furthermore, many people will be 
in the position where paid employment 
will not be their immediate goal - 
their circumstances may dictate that 
voluntary work, education or training 
may be more appropriate to boost 
confidence and skills and they should be 
supported to do so.

There is evidently a need for more 
jobs for the unemployed to fill.  Any 
decent society would invest in areas to 
create paid employment opportunities 
that meet the needs of society, such as 
house building, public services and the 
transition to a low-carbon economy.

Stephen McMurray provides an in-depth analysis of the Coalition Government’s 
welfare-to-work scheme, and finds problems from top to bottom

- code for ‘lying, thieving bastards’.  The 
documentary also reiterated that staff 
were told not to spend much time and 
effort assisting jobseekers with disabilities 
as they were seen as too difficult to get 
paid employment.

In a survey carried out by the BBC, 
184 organisations responded which were 
listed on with the DWP as third party 
providers (specialist expertise which the 
main Work Programme Providers can 
utilise).  The survey found that 80 per 
cent of these organisations had fewer 
referrals than expected and 40 per cent of 
respondents had had no referrals at all. 

There are a number of changes 
which could be implemented to improve 
the Work Programme.  Firstly, there 
needs to be greater transparency over 
which third party providers are been 
utilised and that there needs to be 
financial penalties on Work Programme 
providers who do not utilise specialist 
services for their ESA/IB clients.

Furthermore, it may simply be the 
case that many ESA/IB clients have too 
many complicated issues and the present 
Work Programme simply is not set up 
to assist them.  The current under spend 
could be utilised to set up a specific 
programme for them.

Richard Johnson writing in 
the Guardian argued that the DWP 
tendering process virtually ensured that 
those organisations who put the lowest 
bids in won.  Thus, ensuring the focus 
on those easiest to help and ‘parking’ 
those not.  Any decent tendering process 
should focus on assisting the most 
disadvantaged.

This may result in the Work 
Programme providers being reluctant 
to invest any resources in external 
training for their clients to improve 
their employability and improve their 
opportunities of getting paid work.  The 
providers need to be encouraged to seek 
relevant training for their clients. 

The sanctions regime needs 
revisited.  Clearly, removing payments 
to benefit claimants will worsen a poor 
situation, leading to increased reliance on 
food banks and high-interest loan firms.  
Indeed, it may exacerbate mental health 
issues, making it more difficult to find 
work.

What is not clear are the 

Stephen McMurray is a researcher at 
Employment Research Institute

relationships between the Work 
Programme providers and employers.  
Employer engagement is an area which 
could develop relationships, leading to 
a better chance of Work Programme 
clients finding paid 
employment.  The 
DWP could ensure 
greater transparency 
in this area and play 
a greater role in 
bringing employers 
and providers 
together.

A major issue 
with any welfare-
to-work initiative 
is the number of 
paid employment 
opportunities 
available.  
According to the 
Labour Force 
Survey, there 
were 205,000 
unemployed people 
in Scotland (May 
2013), whilst 
there were only 
33,285 Jobcentre 
Plus vacancies 
(November 2012).

In addition, 
there will be people 
in paid employment 
who will be applying for new jobs.  Thus, 
there is an enormous challenge for people 
with health problems, who may have 
been out of work for years to compete 
against people without such issues for 
paid employment.

There are real concerns with 
the levels of youth unemployment in 
Scotland.  The figures for July 2013 
showed an increase of nearly 2,000 from 
June 2013 to take the claimant count to 
37,030 of 18-24-year-olds (7.4 per cent).  
In general, people aged 18-24 have to be 
claiming JSA for nine months before they 
are referred to the Work Programme.  An 
improved Work Programme would look 
to see young people involved in less time 
in order to lessen the chances of them 
becoming long-term unemployed. 

Indeed, the Work Programme could 
learn from the Labour Future Jobs Fund.  
The fund offered people aged between 18 

A BBC documentary 
illustrated how 
staff of Triage in 
Aberdeen referred 
to clients of the 
Work Programme 
as LTBs - code 
for ‘lying, thieving 
bastards’.  The 
documentary also 
reiterated that staff 
were told not to 
spend much time 
and effort assisting 
jobseekers with 
disabilities as they 
were seen as too 
difficult to get paid 
employment



24

Bob Crow, General Secretary                                         Peter Pinkney, President

www.foxandpartners.co.uk

Equal pay, discrimination cases and employment matters
“Your employment rights are our business”

Fox and Partners is a dedicated employment law firm based in Edinburgh. Our solicitors are equality
and employment law specialists. We believe all employees have the right to dignity, respect and fairness
in the workplace. We only represent workers and employees.

We are the first Law Firm in the UK to create an employee owned company whereby all
employees have a stake in the business.

If you have an issue at work, one of our team will be able to assist you. It is important to take early advice.

Contact us on 0131 652 7360
E enquiries@foxandpartners.co.uk 
44 York Place 
Edinburgh EH1 3HU 

• Pregnancy and maternity rights
• Part time and flexible working
• Discrimination cases –

age, sex, race, disability, sexual
orientation 

• Equal pay claims

• Unfair dismissal
• Redundancy
• TUPE
• Holiday Pay
• Wage and Bonus Disputes
• Compromise Agreements

J13857 Advert:A5  1/11/12  10:53  Page 1



25

Reviews

the clear basis on which this book has 
been pulled together, it avoids being 
exclusively polemical in nature.  Rather 
it has a plurality of views expressed from 
a broadly left perspective and a variety 
of perspectives as to the achievement of 
Scottish socialism – which Gall defines 
“as the search for social justice, whether 
in its forms of social democracy or 
revolutionary socialism, or anything 
between”.  Perhaps the various writers 
can agree to the idea posited by 
contributor John Aberdein that they are 
the basis of his coalition working for the 
cause of social human decency which he 
styled as “Up For It”.

There is a wide range of people 
who have written an equally wide 
range of short essays including two 
parliamentarians, my friend, the SNP 
MSP for Glasgow Anniesland Bill Kidd, 
and Labour MSP for the Lothians, Neil 
Findlay, who writes in conjunction with 
his research assistant, Tommy Kane.  
There are contributors from a variety of 
parties, and of none.

If someone is looking for a book 
that will provide one fixed opinion on 
the constitution and how that will help 
achieve social justice in Scotland, then 
this is not the book for them.  Rather, 
it provides a diverse mix of views, some 
of which this reviewer found more 
compelling than others, but then it may 
not be the most surprising revelation to 
find that I disagree with those who argue 
that independence is not the best way to 
pursue that end.  In this sense it should 
be viewed as an interesting contribution 
from a left perspective in these most 
interesting of times.

Different readers will doubtless 
draw different conclusions, but my 
reading of Scotland’s Road to Socialism: 
Time to Choose has served to reinforce 
my own belief that the only way we can 
achieve a fairer and more compassionate 
society – the thread that binds the 
essays in the book together – is through 
independence.

Jamie Hepburn is SNP MSP for 
Cumbernauld and Kilsyth.

Labour MP Katy Clark reviewed the 
book in the last issue.

Scotland’s Road to Socialism

Scottish Left Review Press (2013), 
£7.99, available from www.

scottishleftreview.org

Scotland’s Road to Socialism: Time to 
Choose is essentially a follow-up to 

the 2006 book Is There a Scottish Road 
to Socialism? as referenced by the editor 
of both books, Gregor Gall, Professor 
of Industrial Relations at Bradford 
University in his introduction.  Of 
course times are very different now.  In 
this new book, Gall writes that at the 
time of the 2006 work, as to whether or 
not there was a Scottish specific road to 
socialism, “the feeling at the time on the 
pro-independence left was that while the 
issue was still of importance, it was no 
nearer in reach”.

The intervening period has seen 

not only the first ever election of an 
SNP Government in 2007, but that 
Government being re-elected in 2011, 
and securing the first single party 
majority in the history of devolution 
and of course the coming referendum 
next year, which forms the backdrop to 
the writings of the various contributors 
to Time to Choose.  Indeed, the changed 
circumstances of 2013 compared to 2006 
are perhaps most starkly demonstrated 
by Pauline Byran’s introduction to her 
chapter (Chapter 4: Socialism, social 
democracy or at least resisting austerity) 
where she writes, “as this chapter was 
being written, Alex Salmond and 
David Cameron have signed the formal 
agreement giving the Scottish Parliament 
the power to hold a binding referendum”.

Gall’s introductory remarks also 
cite the changed times, where he refers 
to the tectonic plates of Scottish politics 

having moved 
considerably, 
although he does 
seem to have 
made the mistake 
of believing 
the Sunday 
Sun’s inaccurate 
“scoop” that 
the referendum 
would be held 
on 18th October 
2014.

Another 
feature of many 
essays within 
Time to Choose 
is that other 
huge change 
from the time of 
the publication 
of Is There a 
Scottish Road to 
Socialism, namely 
the economic 
downturn 
sparked by the 
financial crisis of 
2008.

Although 
the referendum 
and Scotland’s 
constitutional 
future form 



through Archie Gemmill’s goal at the 
1978 World Cup in Argentina.

I think the current mood of 
disinterest can be partly attributed to 
the fact that most people are still a bit 
unclear about the pros and cons of 
independence.

On the downside, it has been 
suggested that there might be border 
checkpoints at Carlisle. However, on the 
upside, there might be a duty-free shop 
at Gretna Services. On the negative side, 
as independent Scotland would not only 
make the Eurovision Song Contest even 
longer than it is already but make it even 
less appealing when our entry is chosen 
from a short list of Susan Boyle, Michelle 
McManus, Lulu, Sheena Easton and 
Marti Pellow.

However, on the upside, after the 
referendum, we can all look forward 
to another referendum. It has been 
suggested we may get a Yes/No vote 
on keeping the Royal Family in an 
independent Scotland. Surely, there 
would not be a mass of “don’t knows” 
for that referendum. Surely all the 
sycophantic media nonsense we had this 
summer about the Royal baby would 
be enough to force a healthy majority 
of Scots to vote against keeping the 
Monarchy.

In fact, it’s not only this summer 
we’ve had to put up with this fawning 
Royalist hullabaloo in the media, it’s 
becoming an annual event. In 2011, 
there was The Wedding, last year it was 
The Jubilee, this year it’s The Baby. The 
Duke of Edinburgh must be getting 
very worried about what they might be 
planning as 2014’s Big Royal Event.

VLADIMIR McTAVISH’S 

Kick Up The Tabloids

Scotland in autumn of 2013 is a nation 
standing at a crossroads. And the 

question on many people’s lips is “Did 
this not used to a roundabout?”. Some 
people, meanwhile, are muttering to 
themselves “we’ve been at this crossroads 
for a helluva long 
time”.

One year 
into the campaign, 
and with another 
year still to go, the 
biggest challenge 
for both sides in the 
referendum debate 
is maintaining the 
public’s interest 
for another twelve 
months. Opinion 
polls, as ever, 
fluctuate widely, 
depending on who 
commissions them. 
One bizarre poll this 
week suggested that 
20 per cent of SNP voters could vote 
No on independence. Which suggests 
to me that a sizeable number of people 
tend to take the piss when questioned by 
pollsters.

However, consistent throughout 
most polls is the figure of 25 to 30 per 
cent who answer “Don’t know”. This can 
be interpreted in three ways. It can be 
interpreted as indecision, disinterest or 
“Piss off and mind your own business”.

If it is indeed apathy that really does 
dismay and surprise me. This is the most 
important question we will have been 
asked in three-hundred years and some 
people appear not to be that bothered. I 
asked an otherwise intelligent friend of 
mine what he thought on the subject, 
and his response was “Will we still get 
Match of the Day? If we’re only going to 

get Sportscene, I think I’ll vote No”.
In other countries people have gone 

to extreme lengths to try to gain freedom. 
Last year, two people in Tibet set fire to 
themselves as a protest against Chinese 
occupation of their country. Fair enough, 

plenty of people in 
Scotland set fire to 
themselves every 
year. However, 
it’s not normally 
done to make a 
political statement, 
it’s normally some 
poor guy trying to 
make chips after 
he’s got home 
from a night in the 
pub. Incidentally, 
during this year’s 
Edinburgh Fringe, 
I actually managed 
to convince an 
American in my 
audience that 

Burns Night commemorated the victims 
of chip-pan fires. He recoiled in horror 
and exclaimed “And you people eat 
haggis to celebrate this?”.

“Of course we do,” I replied, “we 
could hardly eat chips. That would be 
really insensitive!”

Perhaps it has always been this 
way, perhaps people have always been 
apathetic throughout Scottish history. 
Who knows how many people sat on 
the fence at Bannockburn? Who knows 
how many people couldn’t be bothered 
to travel all the way to Arbroath just to 
sign a declaration? Possibly some people 
havered on about health and safety before 
deciding not to lend Flora McDonald 
their rowing boat. Who knows? Perhaps 
some people even changed channels or 
popped out to make a cup of tea half way 

Declaration of Arbroath: low 
turnout sparks apathy fears

 In 2011, there was 
The Wedding, last 
year it was The 
Jubilee, this year 
it’s The Baby. The 
Duke of Edinburgh 
must be getting 
very worried about 
what they might be 
planning as 2014’s 
Big Royal Event.
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