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The EIS has launched a new campaign, Stand up for Quality Education.

The aim of the campaign is to significantly improve teachers’ working 
conditions, and health, safety and wellbeing at work and by so doing, the 
quality of learning experiences for learners.

Focussing on 3 key priority areas the campaign will call for:

•  A significant reduction in teacher workload

•   An increase in funding and support for pupils with additional support needs

•   Build the skills, resources and school culture to address distressed, violent   
  and aggressive pupil behaviour

Further information on the campaign can be found at www.eis.org.uk

FOR QUALITY EDUCATION

To find out more about the work  
of the EIS, or to join, visit:  

www.eis.org.uk
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Salvador Allende’s inaugural speech as the President of Chile 
pulsed with pride, not in his own success, but in the achievement 
of the parties and movements of the Chilean Left. Young and old, 
women and men, urban and rural had acted in concert to bring 
socialism to power. Allende also saw that pride in the election vic-
tory would pale against people’s pride once they had turned Chile 
upside down. Revolution takes time. It involves heaving down 
institutions to rebuild others in their place. It means winning a 
tug of war against those who use all their power to pull right. ‘So-
cialism is not a free gift’, Allende said. ‘Neither is the liberation 
that accompanies it. Attaining it means postponing some present 
possibilities in exchange for a more humane, richer and more just 
society for the future’. Sacrifice is hard for anyone, let alone a na-
tion, but its reward is the deepest kind of collective pride.

In two years the government had nationalised copper, banks, 
healthcare, textiles, and other industries. It had introduced redis-
tributive taxation, created beach resorts for working people, and 
provided milk for children. But its economic veins were cut by 
capitalist countries, and it was not long before the US supported 
outside and inside forces to assassinate the president and put Au-
gusto Pinochet in his place. Thousands were murdered and many 
more exiled. That was a half-century ago this year. In these pages, 
Oscar Mendoza, a veteran of that coup, treats this anniversary as a 
moment to remember the dream of creating a country that people 
could be proud of. Chris Dolan recalls the gifts bestowed to the 
left in Scotland and the world by the Chilean socialist movement. 
Victor Jara’s poetry reminds us that a good harvest comes from 
hard work, and liberation from reaching out our hands to others.

Fifty years since Allende’s death is also twenty five years since 
the Act that established the Scottish Parliament. After just two 
years, Chilean people had much to be proud of in their institution-
al reform. After a quarter-century, can the people of Scotland be 
proud of how our country has changed under the direction of the 
popular vote? Are our institutions built to promote the freedom 
and justice of all, opening up the avenues, in Allende’s words, 
where free people walk to build a better society? This issue sug-
gests that his call to the people of Chile must still stand as a lesson 
to the left in Scotland:

What prevents the realisation of our ideas is the organisation 
of society, the nature of the interests which have so far domi-
nated, the obstacles which dependent nations face. We must 
concentrate our attention on these structures and on these in-
stitutional requirements.

The first section of this issue focuses attention on the obsta-
cles and oppressions that are embedded in Scotland’s institutions. 
Rohit Rao exposes the racist origins and operation of our school 
system, Sher Kahlid-Ali demonstrates how college cuts are clos-
ing opportunities for working class people, and Francesca Sella 
shows the implications of the UK Government’s new migration 
bill for Scotland’s commitments to children and their rights. Po-
lice Scotland’s couthy community profile is rubbed away to reveal 
its punitive and power-hungry sneer, and Beth Ansell considers 
how the capitalist prison complex, hardwired into our system of 
justice, might gradually be abolished. While these stiff and often 

cruel structures and institutions leave Scotland with little to be 
proud of, Peter McColl and Gilbert Ramsay demonstrate the pit-
iable state of Scotland’s capacity to make and manage projects. 
All of which risks leading us into a kind of cynicism that draws us 
away from the ambition to turn Scotland upside down. But it is the 
right place to start a discussion as to how to put education, justice, 
policing, and governance into the hands of the people, and make a 
society of which we can be proud.

It is worth being careful about the notion of pride. It has 
plenty of selfish, self-serving varieties, and can breed all kinds 
of exclusive politics and principles. There is good reason then to 
draw lessons from those who have forged it into a term of free-
dom, unity, and inclusion. The LGBTQ+ movement has developed 
Pride into a cultural phenomenon that brings queer people from 
the margins of society into the struggle for liberation. Through its 
long history, the queer movement, striving for a different world, 
has faced the constant rightwards tug that always hinders an un-
compromising commitment to collective liberation. Pride should 
communise, not compromise. Jen Bell tells this story through the 
work of Magnus Hirschfeld in Weimar Germany, who pioneered 
queer research and gender-affirming care but chose conservative 
deals over communist tactics. It is part of the story of Fossil Fuel 
Pride, who campaign to prevent the co-option of Pride by oil com-
panies who see it as a way of pinkwashing their destructive pow-
er. Dan Glass sets out an alternative story: one of unconditional 
acceptance, community and love. When communities are exclud-
ed, however, resistance and defiance provide inspiration for the 
struggle. Catherine MacPhee reviews a riotous play by Daniel Cul-
len co-produced by Skye’s Iomairt an Eilein (Listen to Us), while 
Cormac Rae applauds the urgency of Ballet Black’s production of 
Mthuthuzeli November’s Nina: By Whatever Means. The radical 
potential of festivals like the Fringe, says Mim Black, is in work 
that takes to the stage in celebratory, emancipatory glory.

Allende looked forward to the hard work that people would 
do in Chile and around the world, when all their energies were 
directed towards the realisation of freedom. His pride was nev-
er self-satisfied. He did not rest on his laurels. Whether you are 
engaged in the work of institutional reform, movement building, 
cultural creation, or the AEIOU of community organising, the ac-
tivity you get up to in your corner of the UK is a world away from 
the nation-building project of Allende. But we are lucky that we 
get to share this world with people who contributed to that cause. 
We can be proud of them and carry on our struggle in Scotland in-
spired by the beauty of their socialist dream. As Victor Jara wrote:

I can’t remember that a glorious harvest
has ever descended from heaven

EDITORIAL:
THE POWER OF PRIDE
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If we hope to provide an equitable future for our young people of 
colour in Scotland, we must understand the education system’s 
capitalist genesis and racist design, writes Rohit Rao. Today’s pub-
lic education system came about after the 1870 and 1872 Education 
Acts. At the time, Parliament was the domain of the aristocracy 
and of a new industrial elite. The aristocrats feared that mass edu-
cation might lead to a radicalised proletariat that had been effec-
tively quashed in the 1830s and ‘40s. The latter interest desired to 
increase productivity in the mills of Manchester and the shipyards 
of Glasgow by keeping children occupied at school, allowing their 
parents to work longer hours producing woollen shirts for those 
enslaved in the Caribbean, or building ships to run through Amer-
ican blockades and provide income for cotton enslavers. A com-
promise was reached when it was realised that schools had the 
secondary benefit of moulding the future workforce in a style be-
fitting a capitalist empire. The system could encourage deference 
to authority, make students empty vessels for ideology, and keep 
individuals in perpetual competition. Empire was the vision that 
would unite the factions, and it promised white workers symbolic 
status so that they were no longer at the bottom of society. The 
first ‘Empire Day’ took place in British classrooms 121 years ago. It 
inculcated in generations of children the idea of a British nation 
with the right to rule over primitive and inferior ‘races’, and that 
ruled with the qualities taught in British schools. Subsequent co-
horts of non-white students were deemed ‘educationally subnor-
mal’ and destined for prison, unemployment, or menial work for 
the state.

As a researcher into structural racism in Scottish schools I 
have been observing what this process has done to the generations 
originating from those colonised nations. Black students are still 
made to feel themselves to be inferior and less intelligent, and are 
often regarded as more criminal in the eyes of peers and those in 
authority. There is growing evidence of racial bias by school staff, 
of the increased likelihood of exclusion for non-white students, 
and of their increased exposure to harm by school police officers. 
As a result, students of colour do disproportionately badly from 
subjective metrics, like predicted grades and references. Schools 
tend to be less aware when Black and Brown students need sup-
port for any caring responsibilities, for learning disabilities, for 
the everyday racial trauma they face, and when their migration 
status affects their ability to engage. Schools are still structured 
in ways that favour students who do not need a space to pray or a 
time to fast. Families based in the UK for generations know whom 
to ask to get their children work experience, can pass on tips on 
how to get ahead at school, and often have inherited wealth to 
spend on a house near the best schools.

Where individual students of colour are seen to succeed, they 
might be cast in the subservient ‘model minority’ role, and per-
haps even elevated to police other minoritised students to become 
more compliant. But even those outliers might feel ripped apart 

from their home cultures, having to learn to code switch between 
their Whitened persona at school and their racialised identities 
in the community. This tension manifests later in life as anxiety, 
dysphoria, and relationship breakdowns.

As one might expect, these challenges follow young people 
of colour out of school. They tend to be pointed towards careers 
that are reinforced by cultural stereotypes: those that are lower 
paid, those with fewer opportunities for career progression, and 
those in which they face daily racial microaggressions. It perhaps 
comes as little surprise therefore that there is a near 12 percentage 
point gap between White and non-White unemployment rates in 
Scotland, as of 2021. The mere 1.6% of teachers of colour in Scot-
land become the front line, hearing and absorbing those feelings 
of injustice from negatively racialised pupils. Black and Brown 
teachers become pigeonholed into Equality, Diversity, Inclusion 
roles in schools, or into pastoral roles, facing higher mental health 
strains, risk of burnout, and ceilings to progression.

Despite the many teachers, schools, and campaigns working 
hard to pursue racial justice, it is still a Sisyphean task fighting 
against a system that is working exactly as it was designed to do: 
to create a segmented labour force in which certain groups of 
people do certain types of jobs, based on their ‘race’, class, and 
gender, and in which any rare exceptions are lauded as proof that 
that model has been replaced by meritocracy. To understand the 
branches of institutional racism in the workplace requires us to 
understand where it takes root: in our schools. UNISON’s 2023 
Year of Black Workers campaign presents a hopeful starting point, 
vowing to support Black school staff to adopt anti-racist curricu-
la and anti-discrimination practice in schools, as well as helping 
younger members overcome structural barriers at the start of their 
careers.

BLACK PUPILS IN 
WHITE EYES

Any hope of providing an equitable future for young people of 
colour in Scotland depends on understanding the education 

system's capitalist genesis and racist design, writes Rohit Rao.
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There is a crisis brewing in Scotland’s further education sector, 
and the government appears quite happy to ignore it. As the 
academic year ends, thousands of Scottish students are finish-
ing their courses with no official results because of EIS-FELA’s 
action short of a strike (ASOS). Lecturers are enforcing a ‘re-
sulting boycott’ which means that students’ results are being 
withheld from college systems and so will not be officially rec-
ognised until the dispute over pay is resolved.

Students have been left facing a summer of uncertainty 
over their grades. Colleges are closed for the summer break 
without a resolution. Students going on to higher education 
have no idea how their progression routes will be affected. Lec-
turers are prepared for full strike action in the new academic 
year, meaning that students are unlikely to receive results on 
their return to colleges in August either.

I am an adult learner, returning to education after a dec-
ade. This already brought its challenges, but with the added 
stress of the uncertainty that this action brings, it has really 
soured the student experience. I am part of a class of amazing 
women who have overcome addiction, mental illness and vari-
ous other socio-economically inflicted issues, which has made 
it even more painful that despite committing to our academic 
success, the reward has been withheld from us.

We understand why our lecturers are taking this action 
and we unequivocally support them. What we’d like to know 
is why the government doesn’t value college students enough 
to intervene in this dispute. Lecturers are devastated that this 
has been allowed to continue and it is quite obvious that no-
body was prepared for ASOS to outlive the academic year. The 
government has sent a clear and concise message to working 
class students: we do not care enough to intervene in a college 
dispute, like we did with the schools.

It seems incomprehensible that the Scottish Government 
claims to want to eradicate poverty from our society yet it has 
ground one of our most utilised mechanisms of social mobili-
ty to a halt through chronic underfunding. In deciding not to 
intervene in the pay dispute they have grossly underestimated 
the power that lecturing staff hold, and how much depends on 
their goodwill to keep the college sector in motion.

Students have been told that the Scottish Government can-
not intervene with national bargaining and has no intention 
to intervene despite colleges being financed with public mon-
ey and therefore being part of the public sector. Through our 
group, Student Action, we have spoken to student after student 
both on picket lines and across social media and every one of 
them believes that college management should be subject to 
the same levels of scrutiny as the rest of the public sector. They 
have been allowed to partially privatise education and turn 
colleges into businesses run by CEOs who use public money 
to float their vanity projects. One college spent £250,000 on 

COP26, none of which did anything to lower the college’s emis-
sions, which rose the following year. One Principal spent eight 
weeks in the USA at a cost of £50,000 to his college. Another 
employed a private photographer on an academic salary. Mean-
while, students suffer the well-documented decline in funding 
for colleges. £26 million was withdrawn from the sector earlier 
this summer, which the Scottish Government claimed was nec-
essary to “prioritise spending within the education budget”. 
And the reduced budgets do not diminish the autonomy of 
college managers and their accountability for how the money 
they do receive is spent. A system of colleges being run by new 
Principal-CEO hybrids heralds the beginning of the managed 
decline of further education and the further exclusion of work-
ing-class people from our education system.

Follow Student Action at @StudentActionFE.

SCOTTISH COLLEGES 
IN CRISIS

MORE ONLINE

The neglect of our colleges sends a clear message to working class 
students. That is why they are joining the fight for the future of further 

education, writes Sher Khalid-Ali.

This article first appeared on the Scottish Left Review’s new 
blog, where we have started to publish political commentary, 
reviews, and other writing and media in between printed 
issues. We welcome contributions, and you can email 
pitches or articles to the editor at editor@scottishleftreview.
scot. While you’re online, remember to fol-low Scottish Left 
Review on Twitter, Instagram, Facebook and Threads



6

On 18th June, I attended the Festival of Migration in Edinburgh 
and I watched an incredibly powerful play, Fatima’s Promise. It 
was written by Ghazi Hussein, a Palestinian poet, and the cast 
were a group of children and young people with lived experience 
of migration to the UK. It was an emotional story of a group of ref-
ugee children forced to flee their war-torn home country and their 
traumatic and difficult journey to the UK. At the end of the play, we 
were left with a glimpse of hope as the children were able to start 
school and seemed finally to feel safe.

In my job as an immigration lawyer, I focus on assisting unac-
companied asylum seeking children who come to the UK seeking 
protection and safety, just like the children in Fatima’s Promise. 
Although it is not an easy process by any means, unaccompanied 
children who come to the UK seeking asylum are, at present, able 
to claim asylum and have their case considered by the Home Of-
fice. If their case is successful, they are granted refugee status and 
are able to remain in the UK, study, and build a life for themselves. 
During this process, they are also entitled to be looked after by 
their local authority, are given accommodation and are allocated 
a social worker who is responsible for their safety and wellbeing. 
In Scotland, they are protected by children’s legislation and the 
overarching principle is that children are children and ought to 
be protected, regardless of their immigration status. Under Scots 
law, these protections can be extended until a young person turns 
26, if required.  

Unfortunately, under the current UK Government plans, all of 
this is about to change drastically. In March 2023, the UK Govern-
ment introduced the so-called Illegal Migration Bill in Parliament. 
Whilst it was introduced as a plan to stop people from crossing the 
channel and entering the UK by boat, the legislation effectively 
abolishes the asylum system in the UK. The Bill places a duty on 
the Home Office to remove from the UK anyone who enters the UK 
irregularly (essentially without a valid visa) after 7th March 2023. 
The Home Office will also have a duty to ignore any asylum claim 
made by anyone who enters the UK irregularly after that date, re-
gardless of their nationality or their reasons for seeking protec-
tion.  

Here is the key issue. UK law says you need to be in the UK to 
claim asylum. But it is impossible for a person fleeing persecution 
to get into the UK without either lying on a visa form, or entering 
irregularly. The Bill targets and punishes both those things. This 
effectively means that the Bill strips anyone who needs protection 
of their right to claim asylum.

The Bill applies to anyone seeking asylum in the UK including 
women, families, survivors of trafficking, and children. Under the 
Bill, unaccompanied children will not be able to claim asylum and 
their asylum claims will be ignored. Upon arrival, children might 
be placed in Home Office accommodation for an indefinite amount 
of time. Even if they are later transferred to a local authority, the 
Home Office will retain the power to remove them from local au-

thority care and place them back in Home Office accommodation. 
As soon as they turn 18, the Home Office will be under a duty to 
remove them from the UK.

In the eyes of the UK Government and under the Bill, unac-
companied asylum seeking children are "illegal” migrants first 
and children second. The Bill forces local authorities to act in 
breach of children’s legislation, where children’s safety and   well-
being are meant to be the paramount consideration. Under these 
plans, a local authority might be held in contempt of Court if it 
does not hand a child back to the Home Office when it is ordered 
to do so. The Bill encroaches in devolved areas, such as children’s 
rights and protection for survivors of trafficking, seeking to stop 
the Scottish Government from legislating in these areas. If the Bill 
becomes legislation and is enforced, children will no longer have 
the right to safety in the UK. Children such as those in Fatima’s 
Promise will not be able to build a safe and better future in the UK 
and will be left in a limbo, fearing detention and removal from the 
UK. Under these plans, there would be a very different ending to 
the play.

The Bill is currently being debated in the House of Lords and it 
is due to go back for its final stage in the House of Commons later 
in July. At JustRight Scotland, together with the Scottish Refugee 
Council, we have launched a Scottish campaign to reject this pro-
posed legislation. Over 100 organisations have already signed our 
statement and have been supporting our call to stop this “cruel, 
unnecessary, and unlawful” Bill. Organisations can sign up and 
get involved in our campaign. People in our communities can also 
take part in our campaign by raising their voices on social media, 
by contacting their MPs and by signing our national petition. It 
is crucial that awareness is raised concerning the devastating im-
pact that this will have on anyone coming to the UK in the hope of 
finding safety.

‘ILLEGAL’ FIRST, 
CHILDREN SECOND

The UK Government’s ‘Illegal Migration Bill’ will make
a wretched situation for asylum-seeking children far worse,

writes Francesca Sella.
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THE REBUILDING
CAN BEGIN

Cradle Community, Brick by Brick: How We Build a World Without 
Prisons (Hajar Press, 2023 (2nd edition)). Reviewed by Beth Ansell.

The way we frame the questions we ask is important. Construc-
tive, imaginative work most often comes from asking how some-
thing could be done rather than whether it should be done. Ask 
“should we abolish prisons?”, and the parameters are implied: 
here, and now, with society as it is, what would happen if there 
were no prisons? The answerer’s mind is awash with images 
of chaos. It seems like a nice idea, but an unrealistic one. The 
discussion is quickly shut down.

Cradle realise that change can only happen if we bypass 
these “should” questions and instead ask ourselves “how?”. In 
Brick by Brick, they dive headfirst into this thought experiment, 
peeling back the layers of our society to reveal the alarming 
reaches of the carceral system. A culture of policing, punish-
ment, and surveillance runs through every vein of our collective 
existence. In housing, our obsession with private ownership 
leads to policing and surveillance of property, whilst homeless-
ness is criminalised. In healthcare, police are called unneces-
sarily on those exhibiting mental distress, and basic care is de-
nied to oppressed groups such as undocumented migrants and 
people in prison. People are forced to work when they can’t, 
denied the right to work because of their immigration status, 
and certain forms of work, such as sex work, are criminalised. 
Meanwhile, we are fed a steady stream of ‘copaganda’, with po-
lice dramas, and shows about traffic cops and border control 
inundating our TV screens. Cradle convincingly demonstrate 
that the carceral system is not just entrenched within society – 
it's embedded in the very ways in which we think and react to 
the problems we see.

The pattern which emerges, and the point from which the 
“how” question can begin to be answered, is that time and time 
again, it is the most vulnerable and oppressed members of soci-
ety who bear the brunt of our carceral state. Heavy policing hits 
people without homes, with poor mental and physical health, 
addiction, disability, and those failed by the education system. 
Racism compounds this, with Black members of these groups 
being disproportionately affected and targeted. We are policed 
and punished for acts of survival by a system focussed on reac-
tion, not prevention. Once we recognise this, Cradle argue, the 
rebuilding can begin.

“Abolitionist work can and should resist every point at 
which the criminal justice system interlocks with our lives”, 
Cradle instruct. This might seem like an overwhelming demand, 
but Cradle prompt our imagination with numerous examples 
of effective abolitionist work already taking place. There is no 
shortage of suggestions in this book as to how we might create 
a society in which the most vulnerable are helped, not locked 
away. The common theme running through all of them is a call 
to care and community.

Capitalism and carceralism go hand in hand. From the use 
of policing and punishment as a tool for control and subjuga-

tion in order to expand historical empires, to the modern-day 
prison industrial complex where security and prison contracts 
are sold off to private companies and prisoners are working for 
a £4 a week minimum wage, Cradle adeptly demonstrate the 
interdependence of these two systems. We are made to see that 
each is indispensable to the other. The abolitionist project is 
therefore by necessity a socialist one. Abolition is a framework 
within which we can build a certain kind of socialist society; 
one which is safe, free, and just.

For a book on abolition, readers might be surprised to find 
only ten pages devoted to the practicalities of getting rid of pris-
ons (Cradle advocate pressure group tactics to slow and prevent 
the building of new prisons, and connecting up support servic-
es for people inside to speed up the release process). But this 
would be to misunderstand their project. Cradle start with pris-
ons and work backwards, asking which people we need to help, 
and which systems we need to dismantle, in order to render 
prisons unnecessary. Abolition which centres care, empathy 
and interconnectedness is the only way to create the fundamen-
tal restructuring of society necessary for a world without them.

In bypassing the “should” and getting straight into the 
“how”, Cradle have created an impressive and persuasive 
piece of work. They shine a spotlight on deep-reaching, murky 
carceralism, but provide us with the optimism and tools to do 
something about it.
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TENSIONS IN
THE SCOT SQUAD

Sorley Complain finds something sinister behind
the cheery faces of BBC Scotland’s policing comedy.

Top-down attempts to shape Scotland’s image in the twenty-first 
century have wrestled with a certain tension. The desire to pro-
mote the country as a serious, grown-up player on the global 
stage is in conflict with the need to distance Scottish culture from 
less savoury aspects of nation-statehood, such as authoritarian 
border control and austerity politics. An awkward governmental 
marriage of ambition and couthie cosiness was encapsulated in 
Labour First Minister Jack McConnell’s miscarried slogan ‘the 
best small country in the world’, and the SNP have sustained it in 
their attitudes to both reserved powers and centralisation drives. 
Rhetoric on the importance of the local belies the Scottish Gov-
ernment’s efforts to create shiny homogeneous national institu-
tions to rival ‘proper’ small countries like those of Scandinavia. 

        	The tension is embodied in some of these very institu-
tions themselves, and Police Scotland most of all. In 2010, as the 
plans for a single national police force were coming together, 
that barometer of Scottish progress, Oor Wullie, ran a strip on the 
controversial Armed Response Units, in which Wullie’s nemesis 
PC Murdoch was kitted out in SWAT-like gear, before revealing 
that his rifle was in fact a water pistol, Auchenshoogle’s biker 
gangs being of the retired Sunday pedaller variety. Since 2014, PC 
Murdoch’s strange blend of aspic-preserved fictional 1950s An-
gus and forward-thinking techno-policing has been superseded 
by BBC Scotland’s Scot Squad. Like PC Murdoch, our BBC heroes, 
from Grado’s PC Hugh McKirdy to Chief Commissioner Miekle-
son, serve to water down policing controversies, performing as 
authority figures who offer reassurance of normality and conti-
nuity in the very fact that they can be laughed at – unlike those 
serious wielders of force, the Met, in the far-off, violent metropo-
lis of London. Wullie has a clip round the ear, the Glasgow ‘bams’ 
and wayward Aberdeenshire farmers are tidied up, and decent 
folk can go back to their stovies. Naughty bairns today are still 
threatened with the polis, but as McKirdy says, ‘it’s not always 
serious in the police, sometimes we get a right old chuckle’. 

2014, in case you have forgotten, was also the year of Scot-
land’s referendum, and such image wrangling has since become 
more acute. A national Police Force has to be seen as effective 
and efficient, yet the language of community policing has never 
been more important, and the contrast with the Met more insist-
ent. It’s not hard to see the political use of framing Police Scot-
land as an innocuous public body at the forefront of Scotland’s 
liberal democracy. Scot Squad alternates gratuitous footage of 
(Visit) Scotland’s ‘wild’ scenery with urban coppers nicking 
shoplifters and a gowky Chief with nothing to do but make an 
arse of himself in front of Jackie Bird. Chief Miekleson is tempo-
rarily menaced with the prospect of replacement by a Met hard 
man who threatens to whip things into shape, but this is quickly 
averted – nothing to see in Auchenshoogle, guv.

        	In Season Four, faced with protests at another of his 
‘comedy’ gaffes, the Chief comments on the difficulty of ‘bang-

ing up’ activists: ‘now they all know their rights’, he eye-rolls, a 
dinosaur in a Scotland which belongs to its citizens. The irony, as 
anyone who was on the ground at the 2021 COP 26 event in Glas-
gow could see, is that far too few of King Charles’ Scottish sub-
jects do know these, and that policing is hardly practised on the 
basis of defending them. Kettling, police violence, pre-emptive 
targeting, overreach of powers such as stop and search, and the 
harassment and following of activists was in full effect, all while 
Police Scotland successfully positioned themselves as ‘tolerant’ 
upholders of human rights, in contrast to the ‘hardline’ English 
forces they had invited in and were working closely alongside. 
This image is every bit as fictional as lovely Lorraine Kelly being 
arrested for keying Piers Morgan’s car (no reactionaries in Scot-
tish media!).

        	2014 also saw the shooting of Michael Brown and the 
rise of Black Lives Matter in international consciousness. The 
dominance of American politics in the media often obscures 
rather than illuminates trends elsewhere, such as the particu-
larities of Scotland’s own continuing history of racism. Chief 
Constable Sir Iain Livingstone’s outgoing admission of racism in 
Police Scotland in May must be seen as a victory. However, the 
specificities of policing in this country continue to receive too lit-
tle scrutiny. In 2019, as BLM gained new public approval, Kenny 
MacAskill, who as Justice Secretary had been a primary advocate 
of centralization and arming the police without consultation, 
doubled down on his calls for routinely arming Scottish cops, 
‘as yet more atrocities have shown the carnage that can happen 
[sic]’.

        	Of course, oppressive dynamics around violence, class, 
race, and sexuality are nothing new in Scottish policing, as 
many who remember the miners’ strikes of the 80s, the poll tax, 
Section 28, or the G8 protests in Edinburgh and Gleneagles will 
know. The National Union of Miners recorded 2,400 injuries and 
two deaths at the hands of police in the 1984/85 strike, as cited in 
a 2020 independent review. Behind the proudly stylized crowned 
thistle of the national force, it’s hard to see signs of a more pro-
gressive policing, if indeed such a mission isn’t a contradiction 
in terms. In July 2014 The Herald reported that the use of stop 
and search by Police Scotland was ‘significantly higher’ than by 
the Met or NYPD, with an independent panel raising particular 
concerns over its use against young children. The self-deprecat-
ing narratives of our screen coppers hide a plethora of serious 
questions around policing and the communities most affected by 
it, those written off as chavs or troublemakers when they’re not 
passed over in silence.

        	Taking off the blue-tinted spectacles certainly compli-
cates the handy comparisons with our neighbours. If the Met will 
forever be the killers of Stephen Lawrence (not to mention many 
others), who are Police Scotland to Sheku Bayoh and his family? 
One of his (alleged) killers was described by his own brother-in-



law as ‘hat[ing] all blacks’. The collusion and misuse of process 
by the police at the time of Bayoh’s death in 2015 is evidence 
that a bad apple points to a whole rotten barrel, as Sir Iain Liv-
ingstone’s admission of endemic racism suggests. Such compar-
isons are a dubious starting point in any case. Just as Scotland 
whataboots the Met, so the British police as a whole points to 
US policing as the antithesis of our community values (never 
mind MacAskill’s enthusiasm for ‘mobile armouries’). Contrasts 
between Westminster’s authoritarian tendencies, such as the 
draconian new Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill, and 
Scotland’s European aspirations handily ignore the inhumane 
violence of the European Union’s Frontex force, not to mention 
the routine deaths in custody and on the streets in countries 
such as France or Spain.

        	Dismissing all concerns about armed coppers, 
MacAskill argued that an ‘old lady with a broken hip in a road 
accident is just delighted to receive help and a beleaguered 

colleague delighted with back-up’, conjuring images of PC 
Murdoch using Wullie’s cartie to wheel a (white) old dear to the 
hospital or rural PC Mackay calling on her partner McIntosh to 
help scare some sheep off the road. There’s that conflict again, 
between the humble affairs of Scotland’s quiet braes and closes 
and the reality of those who find themselves at the wrong end 
of an automatic weapon, or Taser, or nightstick, or chokehold. 
Those targeted for having the wrong skin colour, or opinions 
on monarchy, or tracksuit, may not be so delighted. Which 
is it, Scotland? A wee pretendy police force? Or a Scot Squad 
that can forcefully respond to global challenges like organised 
crime, inconvenient climate protestors, drowning refugees, and 
shielding war criminals? BLM has put abolition on the agenda 
in US discourse with surprising success. Perhaps it’s time for 
‘progressive’ Scotland to begin its own conversation.
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Collington detail in The Big Con (2023). The argument was that 
‘there is no alternative’: it is simply unimaginable for govern-
ment to be responsible for big projects as it once was. Mean-
while, consultancy firms have so effectively degraded the civil 
service’s ability to deliver projects that it seems impossible to 
imagine them ever being delivered by governments. 

The Scottish Government was trying to do the right thing 
by bringing the construction of CalMac ferries to the Clyde. 
The model of offshoring production had resulted in the loss 
of high-quality manufacturing jobs in Scotland. There will be 
on-going demand for ferries: it makes sense to create the capac-
ity to manufacture them in Scotland. Doing this well could have 
created high-quality jobs, the opportunity to innovate, and the 
capacity to ensure that ferries are built to suit the unique char-
acteristics of Scottish routes.

So what happened with Ferguson Marine? A recent book 
by Bent Flyvbjerg sets out eleven heuristics for success in man-
aging megaprojects. They include taking on contractors with 
a track record of success, relying on familiar and proven tech-
nologies, carefully planning to mitigate foreseeable risks en-
countered in similar projects and, wherever possible, favouring 
incremental, modular approaches over bespoke “one big thing” 
solutions. Measured against this yardstick, the ferry debacle is 
a textbook case of what not to do. Eschewing those with rel-
evant experience, the contract was awarded to a billionaire, 
Jim McColl, in the belief that because he had successfully built 
pumps he would be able to build ships, and not just any ships, 
but massive ferries of a new and experimental design. As it 
turned out, he could not. McColl said he is not to blame and 
claimed that the government-funded body that owns CalMac’s 
ships had failed to specify the vessels adequately. The Scottish 
Government then nationalised the Ferguson’s yard. While not 
the wrong thing to do, its management was well beyond the 
means of the Government’s skills. Instead of Jim McColl, the 
Scottish Government came to rely on one of the big four ac-
countancy firms, Deloitte. Even without finely dissecting what 
happened, it is clear that what was tried did not work.

The charge provided by opposition politicians was simply 
that these were personal failings of the ministers responsible: 
all we need to do is to replace one set of ministers with another. 
But political parties did not always argue in terms of individual 
rather than systemic errors. In the 1940s the left argued that 
laissez faire had failed in the Great Depression, and should be 
replaced by state planning. Conservatives argued in the 1970s 
that state planning had become inefficient and needed to be 
replaced by the free market. In the 1990s, New Labour suggest-
ed that state-controlled outsourcing was a better model than a 
pure free market. Despite the different values, all were struc-
tural criticisms of the existing model. What we have now are 
claims that individuals can solve structural problems without 

After centuries of shipbuilding pride, the failure to build ships 
effectively on the Clyde today is one of the main stories in Scot-
tish politics. Besides the saga of stress and misery it is causing 
islanders, Ferguson Marine’s failure to deliver ferries is part of 
the wider chronicle of poor project delivery in Scotland. 

The early years of devolution were scarred by failures by 
the Lab-Lib government in the management of the Scottish Par-
liament building project. From communications to construc-
tion, almost everything went wrong. It brought devolution into 
disrepute and was a significant factor in the SNP’s victory in 
2007. Almost immediately after that, the Edinburgh trams pro-
ject ran into similar difficulties: years of delay, a network pared 
back to a single line, and the need to repeat work made the tram 
a byword for bad management. Although badly managed infra-
structure projects are hardly a Scottish phenomenon (one only 
needs to look at the delays and cost overruns on HS2 and Cross-
rail), these failures have fed much of the ‘too wee, too poor, too 
stupid’ narrative about modern Scotland. This is a problem for 
Scotland, and a problem in need of solutions. One of the frus-
trating aspects of the debate about government project delivery 
is that failures are typically attributed to politicians’ manage-
rial skills, when the fundamental issue is structural. There is 
plenty of blame, but little attempt to understand what might be 
causing the problems. 

Devolution, Scotland, and Structural Change
A decent attempt starts by understanding the re-emergence 

of devolution as a political possibility during the deindustrial-
isation of the 1980s. The 1970s debate among trade unionists 
in the Scottish Trades Union Congress was a tipping point in 
the debate. Convinced that devolution could protect Scottish 
industry, most put their support behind the proposals, and 
pressure on Labour to support devolution became unstoppa-
ble. The decisive contribution of Mick McGahey, the Scottish 
leader of the National Union of Mineworkers, was recognised 
with his ashes being placed in the foundations of the Scottish 
Parliament. Unfortunately, by the time of devolution in 1999, 
Scottish industry had declined to the extent that there was little 
to be saved.

The Scottish Parliament was not set up to sustain or devel-
op industry. It inherited a civil service from the UK that, having 
once managed coal mining, shipbuilding, steel manufacture 
and the construction of new towns, had become a mere procure-
ment organisation following the changes of the 1980s. Where 
projects were still delivered in-house, New Public Management 
theory suggested that public servants needed to be subjected 
to market discipline and create mechanisms to mimic the mar-
ket. No longer managing the big projects, civil servants became 
more and more dependent on consultancy firms, outsourcing 
organisations, and other private sector firms, as Mazzucato and 

NOT ONLY FERRIES 
RUN AGROUND

Scotland’s inability to manage infrastructure requires us to move 
beyond blame games and towards structural solutions, write Peter 

McColl and Gilbert Ramsay.
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structural change. It is magical thinking. Recently, some have 
taken a wider and more historically informed view. Both Mal-
colm Petrie in his book Politics and the People: Scotland 1945-
79 and Rory Scothorne in his review of Petrie's work have de-
scribed the changing terrain of project delivery in the context 
of social, industrial and economic change, regarding the diffi-
culties in building ferries as a particular demonstration of the 
contrast between the substantial achievements of the postwar 
state and the state of public sector management today. It seems 
remarkable that the skills developed through the twentieth cen-
tury have been lost so quickly, and it is worthwhile both asking 
why and seeking to redress the situation.

To have any hope of facing up to the climate crisis, restor-
ing the public realm, and reversing economic decline that is 
pushing the UK to the brink, we need to build infrastructure 
at an unprecedented scale and pace. Parties of the left, centre, 
and even centre-right need to show that they can make good 
on promises to ‘build back better’ if anything is to be salvaged 
in terms of the public’s trust in democratic politics. Even some 
of the truest blue Tories now recognise that “capitalism as we 
know it has failed”. Yet there is little discussion outside nar-
row policy circles of how to reverse the hollowing-out of state 
capacity to manage public projects. For the neoliberal right, 
continuing to eviscerate the state is the whole point. For the 
Blairite centre, claims to superior managerial competence are 
their basic proposition to voters, but they offer little detail 
about structural reform. For the political left, who should be 
most open to the discussion, admitting that there may be limits 
to the interventionist state’s ability to hit the ground running 
carries its own risks.

Better Project Delivery: Four Proposals
What we want, then, is a new conversation about restoring 

the capacity to build big. We offer the following suggestions in 
that spirit, to encourage critical thinking not about which indi-
viduals would magically fix all the problems, but about what 
needs to change to allow us to deliver projects effectively.

 
Worker-led approaches
In 1971, workers at Upper Clyde Shipbuilders responded to 

the government’s attempt to close the yards not by going on 
strike, but by taking over the yards and completing the orders 
on the order book. The work-in gives a fantastic example of how 
to build better insights into the process of delivering projects. 
It not only saved the yards, it also increased productivity, like 
many other cases of workers’ cooperative control.

The Scottish Government’s extraordinary inability to build 
ships on the Clyde reflects the failure to harness the exper-
tise of the workers, who understand shipbuilding better than 
billionaires or accountants. Practical insights from frontline 
workers both contribute to delivering things better, and in-
crease the capacity to commission. Through a structured pro-
gramme of worker involvement in workplace decision-making, 
governance, and research and development, we could spread 
the skills required to deliver projects better, making the public 
sector less dependent on consultants and plutocrats. 

Broadening perspectives 
The UK Civil Service has for years been encouraged to pro-

mote secondments into and out of itself from the private sector, 
in the interests of ‘porosity’. Setting up industry as the only 
point of comparison, and the only possible alternative, creates 
a revolving door and a culture of dependence. 

What about a secondment scheme which, instead, en-
couraged civil servants to work for a period of time in another 
country’s civil service? We should not idealise our neighbours. 
France, despite its reputation for state-led grand projects, is 

also increasingly dependent on private consultancy. But look-
ing beyond the narrow possibilities of the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ civil 
service culture would be one way of realising Scotland's cosmo-
politan aspirations and introducing its public servants to new 
ways of doing things. 

Price the cost of learning into public procurement 
Over the past decade, much has been written about how 

to refill the ‘hollowed out’ procurement capacity of public ad-
ministration in the UK. In most cases, worthy-sounding strate-
gies imply that it is possible to have it all: short-term value for 
money, as well as long-term benefits. The Scottish Government 
needs to recognise that “supply chain development” – a key 
aim of its latest procurement strategy – requires strategic and 
deliberate investment in organisational and collective learning. 

Sometimes this learning could mean recognising that 
fledgling Scottish industries or those that are being rebuilt do 
not have what they need to deliver big projects on their own, 
and require knowledge exchange, partnership and investment 
in the local supply chain to be built into contracts with exter-
nal companies. This is recognised as good practice in develop-
ing world contexts, and actually happened in the recent leas-
ing of large areas of the Scottish sea bed for renewable energy 
development. The leasing was controversial, and its outcome 
remains to be seen, but there was logic behind it. It is also im-
portant to value learning from failure. A potential upside of the 
ferry fiasco is that Scotland now has a nationalised shipbuild-
ing company which, by next year, will know a lot about how to 
build cutting-edge ferries. Making sure these skills and capac-
ities do not rot away would salvage something from the money 
and political capital wasted. 

Building project management capacity
In the coming years, completing big projects will be essen-

tial to our national future and our global future. We need to see 
these as missions, beyond a job, whose reward is contributing 
to the common good of Scotland and the world. Yet those with 
project management skills in the public sector are likely to be 
headhunted for better-paid jobs in the consultancy firms that 
are such a significant part of the problem. There is an alterna-
tive. By placing project management at the heart of the Scottish 
approach to creating a fairer society in a sustainable world, we 
can create a collective sense of purpose that will retain people 
with skills, despite the potential rewards on offer elsewhere. 
This approach can be supported by institutions in which the 
lessons of past projects are shared and learned. The French 
institutions which train top administrators for public services 
and nationally significant corporations offer one blueprint in 
this area.

By placing projects to decarbonise Scotland at the heart of 
a national mission, we also make the case for re-shoring jobs 
as part of the renewables boom. Similarly, the challenge of de-
livering a more energy-efficient building stock, decarbonising 
transport, and transforming the food system to reduce its cli-
mate impact requires broad-based societal buy-in. Part of that 
has to be the ability to manage projects better. 

By shifting the debate beyond a political blame game to 
solutions, we can move on from the failings exemplified by Fer-
guson’s Yard, and begin to develop an analysis of what needs to 
be done. We have sketched some paths forward. It is now time 
for a wider discussion about how to deliver projects better. 
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THE LONG QUEER
REVOLUTION

WHEN PRIDE
FAILS US

•	 1972: The Gay Liberation Front hold the first Pride march 
on the island of Britain to commemorate the anti-police 
Stonewall riot. 

•	 1988: Lark in the Park becomes the largest of all Pride-
style events yet held 

•	 2018: It is widely reported that we have ‘12 years to limit 
climate change catastrophe’ after a UN Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change report is released. 

•	 2022: Edinburgh Pride is sponsored by fossil fuel giant 
Exxon Mobil.

So how the fuck did an LGBTQ+ event and cultural phenom-
enon with radical protest origins find itself, decades after its 
inception, sponsored by some of the world’s most egregious 
corporate villains – climate or otherwise – up and down the 
country? 

Pinkwashing, where corporations place themselves in close 
proximity to queer people, culture and events in order to asso-
ciate their brand with socially progressive values, has escalated 
far beyond what could have been imagined twenty years ago. In 
many cases, this association is sought in order to distract from, 
or compensate for, unethical and socially unacceptable busi-
ness practices elsewhere. To use a completely random exam-
ple: deliberately burying climate science, and funding climate 
denial and massive political lobbying operations to delay and 
frustrate climate action.

Given that queer culture is willingly being sold to corporate 
giants by a small number of LGBTQ+ people, most commonly 
without the consent or even consultation of the queer commu-
nities they claim to represent, what does this situation demand 
of us as queer organisers? As anti-capitalists? As those partici-
pating in collective struggle at a time of climate collapse? What 
do we do when Pride fails us?

For better or worse, Pride celebrations play a significant 
role in defining the politics of a queerness on a local, regional 
and national scale. Pride marches are among the largest regu-

A Fossil Free Pride organiser explores the
implications of LGBTQ+ Prides in Scotland

being sponsored by companies deeply
implicated in the climate crisis.
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lar and widespread LGBTQ+ gatherings, and are places where 
the general public most commonly observes a display of collec-
tive queer politics. Equally, at least historically, Pride marches 
were among the first places where newly-out LGBTQ+ individ-
uals sought and found queer community and participated in a 
collective display of queer pride and power. Popular slogans 
such as ‘Pride is a protest’ and ‘The first Pride was a riot’ have 
gone some way to (re-)establishing the radical origins of Pride 
as an event and cultural phenomenon. The political character 
of Pride is not completely extinguished, as is manifested in a 
generalised dislike of ‘the Tories’ and the crystal-clear accept-
ance, inclusion and involvement of trans organisers and march-
ers within Pride and the queer community more broadly (to the 
disappointment of a small and increasingly isolated number of 
people who would prefer to weaken the queer movement and 
the working class by fragmenting it).

One area where the queer political position has been less 
visible and well-established historically is in our community’s 
relationship and collective response to the climate crisis. With 
pinkwashing corporations present at many Prides, it is plausi-
ble that an absence of organised and visible resistance to their 
sponsorship and presence implies a form of collective consent, 
ambivalence or apathy. This situation has led some queer or-
ganisers, myself included, to believe that the queer position on 
climate is yet to be defined. It is therefore up for grabs if we 
can out-organise the corporate interests that would rather we 
stayed quiet, passive and respectable and got on with our role 
of sanitising their business image with a rainbow sparkle and 
shine.

Into this fray waded Fossil Free Pride in 2021. Emerging out 
of historic victories of queer student organisers kicking BP out 
of Student Pride in 2017, Fossil Free Pride outgrew its student 
origins and set out to win an ideological battle over the rela-
tionship of Pride and its huge number of LGBTQ+ participants 
to the escalating climate crisis. In order to do this it undertook 
to use the presence of sponsorships from fossil fuel companies 
and fossil fuel-funding banks to drive a wedge between queer 
culture and the climate-wrecking corporate interests that would 
seek to exploit it.

It made only three demands:
1) Adopt a publicly available Ethical Sponsorship Policy.
2) Do not accept sponsorship from or partnership with 
fossil fuel companies.
3) Do not accept sponsorship from or partnership with 
financial institutions funding fossil fuel companies.
These demands could be deployed with regards to any 

Pride: in a reactive way to break existing relationships that 
Prides hold with these climate villains, or in a proactive way to 
prevent relationships developing in the future with Prides that 
currently hold no comparable relationships. In addition, the 
creation of an ‘Ethical Sponsorship Policy’ sought to develop 
transparency between Pride organisers and Pride participants, 
as well as creating a piece of infrastructure which could be built 
on by other queer organisers to raise their concerns around oth-
er social issues, such as demilitarisation, in the future. At the 
time of writing, ten Prides in Britain have implemented the de-
mands of the campaign, but notably none of these is in Scot-
land.

Besides its clear short-term goal of ending the link between 
Prides and the most obvious corporate drivers of the climate 
crisis, Fossil Free Pride is also carving out space for the LGBTQ+ 
community to have a wider conversation about pinkwashing, 
about the climate crisis, and ultimately about the purpose of 
Pride as a cultural phenomenon in the queer calendar. What 
is the role of Pride? Who is Pride for (and perhaps more impor-
tantly, who is it not for)? Is Pride a neoliberal party? Is Pride a 
family day out? Is Pride a photo opportunity? Is Pride a protest?

But it’s not simply a conversation we’re happy to have, it’s 
an argument we have a stake in. For us to have a Pride to be 
proud of, it needs to stand in solidarity with all queers. That 
position demands internationalism, and internationalism de-
mands an opposition to fossil fuel extractors and its financial 
backers. It demands that queer liberation includes those on the 
frontlines of climate impacts and those on the frontlines of fos-
sil fuel extraction. If we have no pride in fossil fuels, we can 
have no fossil fuels in Pride.
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EVERYDAY ACTS
OF LOVE

Serendipity was singing sweetly when it emerged that Queer 
Footprints was due to be published in 2023, the 20th anniver-
sary of the achievements of the activists who helped overturn 
‘Section 28,’ the lethal legislation that forbade the promotion of 
homosexuality in public institutions. With the latest Conserv-
ative government attack on our trans community, the ‘Police 
Crime and Sentencing’ Act, the ‘Immigration and Borders Bill’, 
all cracking down on our fundamental right to exist, protest 
and resist, remembering the strength and vitality of our com-
munity has never been more important.

I didn’t want to write Queer Footprints in a detached way. I 
chose not to write, ‘in this building this happened ...’, or ‘In this 
street someone said ...’ because the reality is we create com-
munity together, continually, all the time. Through my involve-
ment with movements such as ‘Aids Coalition to Unleash Power’ 
(ACT UP), ‘Gay Liberation Front’ (GLF), ‘Sexual Avengers’ and 
beyond, these connections blossomed many fruits since I began 
the process. Whilst the main orbit of the book is the genealogy 
of queer liberation in London, it connects with movements for 
revolutionary transformation across the world and catalyses a 
toolkit for change everywhere as well as being a practical guide 
for all queer herstory geeks when visiting London.

It soon dawned on me that my street and grassroots activ-
ism has a very different energy from writing. Activism is con-
stantly being on the go, sharing paths with people and navi-
gating different emotions, traumas, legal aspects, protests and 
organising. So, writing for me was a really beautiful challenge 
because it enabled me to more deeply explore sexual-spatial 
geography: who owns our cities? 

There are so many incredible examples of how we have 
emerged and sometimes thrived amongst the cracks of the city, 
whether that's cruising or the backwards glances or creating 
underground meeting spaces. Learning about them all, it blew 
my mind. I was swept up in this world. The twists and turns, the 
fear, the violence, the sadness, the loneliness as well as the to-
tal shape-shifting displays of affection and bravery on this jour-
ney are mammoth. Often gritty, always exploratory and adven-
turous, these acts of ownership and reclamation at first seemed 
random. And then I realised, the total awe-inspiring cacophony 
of it all is what brings us back into a field of empowered vision 
- with all its complexities and mayhem, and every single person 
re-addressing the imbalance of power, contributing together to 
huge advances in the sea of life, so much to learn, so much 
to celebrate and, really, in such a short amount of time in the 
grand scheme of things. It felt so hopeful, this rewilding of our 
imagination for human possibility, and it soon dawned on me 
that, without a doubt, we have everything we need to achieve 
absolute freedom for all life out there. 

The difficult part was cutting it down because I ended up 
with 2000 case studies of queer protest or parties or revolution-

ary happenings or shags in alley ways, and the difficult part 
was how to choose from among those stories. The line that real-
ly captures my priorities about which options to platform, that 
personifies the lessons from queer movements of the past, is, 
“nothing scares the police more than oppressed people organ-
ising together, demanding their freedom.” That is in the con-
text of the Mangrove restaurant, a hub of organising activity, 
connection and a sanctuary for community healing, explored in 
the Ladbroke Grove chapter. An intersectional approach is not 
just vital on a moral level, to elevate all the incredible people 
and movements who have made the necessary change.It is vital 
on a written level, because we have to honour everyone who 
made the changes. 

It is also vital on a political level. The powers that be want 
us to be isolated. They want movements for transformation to 
be pigeon-holed, as in “that's what an environmental activist 
looks like”, “that's what an anti-racist activist does” or “that’s 
what LGBTQIA+ activists care about.” They thrive on separating 
us and not letting us connect. In recent history this stems from 
Margaret Thatcher who did a great job of that with the mantra, 
“there's no such thing as society.” Because of this, throughout 
the creation of Queer Footprints I chose to include movements 

Queer Footprints - A Guide to Uncovering London’s Fierce History 
(Pluto Press, 2023) is a combination of 200 interviews, secondary 

research, oral herstory* and many stories derived through activism. 
Its author Dan Glass shares what he realised through its creation.

Dan Glass (right) with film producer Siobhan Fahey in Lighthouse Books, Edinburgh, in June.



that are see injustices as connected, because we're all impact-
ed by the same dominator culture of patriarchal, sexist, racist, 
ableist, etc, violence. We’re all affected within that framework, 
so we all have to work together on the ground.

One thing which is always stuck in my head is the princi-
ple that 90% of the efficacy of social transformation is relation-
al and reciprocal. The intimacy of everyday life is equally as 
important as the high profile political stances and press sto-
ries. It's how we look after each other on an everyday level. It's 
having a cup of tea with your friend when they're depressed or 
marginalised by the system or going to hospital with someone 
when they need to get a checkup or get information about queer 
or trans healthcare. This is the human connection that is vital 
in the face of adversity. The everyday acts of love and solid ac-
tion which are the stepping stones to help us cross the river to 
the next stage of revolutionary action. 

We have all been reduced. We live in such a reductive so-
ciety because of capitalism. When we can take a step back and 
cherish the fact that we're all multidimensional human beings 
we can take joy in the fact that we don’t have to be crushed into 
a single entity because of the economic and political paradigm 
we live in. Once we clock this, we can thrive in multiple ways 
and reach our full individual and collective potential. Hope, 
and genuine, authentic optimism are the political principles 
that can carry us there, as the great Angela Davis reminds us: 
“You have to act as if it were possible to radically transform the 
world. And you have to do it all the time.”

Can Queer Footprints provide some answers for how we can 
all continue to challenge systems of oppression so that we can 
one day, all be free? I hope it does. 

*herstory: history told from a feminist perspective.
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RESPECTABLE
REVOLUTIONARIES

In Berlin on 1st July 1919, doctors, scientists and politicians 
were invited to the launch of the Institut für Sexualwissen-
schaft (Institute of Sexology). In the inaugural speech, Dr 
Magnus Hirschfeld, the founder of the Institute and of the Wis-
senschaftlich-humanitäres Komitee (Scientific-Humanitarian 
Committee, or WhK), declared the Institute to be “the first and 
only one of its kind in Germany and the world”, and true to 
the WhK’s motto ‘Justice Through Science’, he openly declared 
its synthesis of rational science and radical politics to be “the 
child of the [1918] revolution”.

Operating throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, the WhK 
was truly ahead of its time. It became internationally famous, 
and through it, so did Hirschfeld’s work. The Institute kept an 
extensive library and archive of queer research, and offered 
marriage counselling, sex counselling, contraceptive treat-
ment, and early iterations of gender-affirming care. Some early 
patient-pioneers, such as Dora Richter, were given employment 
by the Institute which, besides its clinical work, educated the 
public on the ‘third sex’, and advocated for their rights through 
pamphlets, literature and film. Hirschfeld himself co-starred 
in and co-wrote the world’s first pro-gay film, Anders Als Die 
Aldern (Different From the Others), released on 30th June 1919.

In Anders, famous violinist Paul Körner falls in love with 
his fan Kurt Sivers, but is forced to hide his sexuality for fear 
of Paragraph 175, Germany’s anti-sodomy law. Hirschfeld plays 
the understanding doctor who tells Körner that his love is in-
nate and natural, not a moral failing. Tragically, Körner is outed 
by a blackmailer, and the loss of reputation, stigma and shame 
drive him to suicide. When Sivers tries the same, Hirschfeld 
stops him, delivering a rallying call for queer liberation: “keep 
living… Restore the honour of this man and bring justice to him, 
and all those who came before him, and all those to come after 
him. Justice through knowledge!”

The plot of Anders reflected the reality of Paragraph 175 
for many real or alleged homosexuals in Germany who were in 
some cases forced to pay hundreds of thousands of Deutsch-
marks to blackmailers to avoid facing the courts. Hirschfeld 
was intimately aware of the injustice and stigma facing his 
community. A patient of his died of suicide a year prior to the 
founding of the WhK in 1897.

Hirschfeld dedicated his entire career to repealing the an-
ti-sodomy law. Though he himself was highly visible, and the 
WhK adeptly used the media for promotion and lobbying par-
liamentarians, it ultimately failed in its primary purpose to 
decriminalise homosexuality in Germany. At the height of the 
WhK’s influence in the early to mid-1920s, vice-chair Kurt Hill-
er, a communist, wrote polemics against Paragraph 175 such as 
Die Shmach Des Jahrhunderts (The Crime of the Century) in 1922, 
and attempted to build coalitions with other queer organisa-
tions such as the Gemeinschaft der Eigenen and the Deutscher 
Freundschaftsverband. Meanwhile Hirschfeld, a member of the 
more moderate Social Democratic Party, attempted to court the 
opinion of centrists and conservatives. The WhK had certainly 
spurred on the revolution in the world of science. But like the 
November revolution that created the Weimar Republic out of 
compromise, the queer revolution in the political sphere had 
stalled. Hirschfeld was no Spartacist. 

Like many patchwork radical movements throughout his-
tory, the queers of Weimar Germany fell prey to the trap of re-
spectability politics. Hirschfeld’s life and work as a gay Jew-
ish man in inter-war Germany is remarkable. In a world before 
Stonewall, he was internationally lauded as the ‘Einstein of 
sex’. But his entire career, and the WhK by extension, is at its 
core conflicted. Though motivated by radical aspiration, its 
clinging to the cissexist and heterosexist rules of engagement 
in the name of ‘civility’ was exemplified in Hirschfeld’s desper-
ate appeal to the deputies of the conservative BVP on January 
29th, 1925: “Right Honourable Deputies, … we hope that your 
psychological discernment and your love of mankind will lead 
you to rally to our cause”. Queers cannot live on hope alone, 
and in the minds of our purported superiors, common sense 
and tolerance rarely prevail.

The queer community has always had the ‘good gays’ who 
try to make compromises with the employer class, discarding 
and punching down on its more oppressed members in the pro-
cess. One of these attempted bargains in 1925 was to introduce 
Paragraph 297, which included harsher sentences for male 
sex workers.  By 1927 the WhK, whose membership peaked at 
around 500 members, was considering becoming a full-fledged 
political party for homosexuals, floating Hirschfeld as a can-

Jen Bell considers the central lesson of Weimer Germany’s queer 
scene: we have nothing to gain from the old order, so let us lead you 

into the new world.
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didate. Hirschfeld himself was despondent, assessing that 
“all the efforts to create a ‘mass organisation’ for homosexu-
als have, in the final analysis, failed… With the exception of 
a few minor groups, homosexuals have almost no feelings of 
solidarity”. Such an assessment shows the contradiction of 
the WhK’s methods of aspiring to build a mass organisation 
of queers, while in practice, operating as a sect of ‘respecta-
ble’ queers, ‘permitted’ to engage with the elites, and entreat 
them on queers’ behalf. By clinging to the ideas of the old world 
while reaching for the new, both fell from our grasp. We all lost.

It has been 90 years since the Institute was destroyed by 
the Nazi-infested German Student Union. It was a crushing 
blow, not just for queers, but all of humankind. I will spare the 
reader the details. Much has been written elsewhere. With dec-
ades of research burned, we can only generate a partial picture 
of the Institute's achievements. The threads of the story we do 
have are woven into the history of queer struggle.

In modern Scotland, old threads re-emerge. Pride Month 
has been and gone. The employer class have stuffed their rain-
bow flags back in the closet for another year. Yet for the queer 
community, our fight continues for lives of freedom, agency 
and dignity. While the Scottish Government prepares to chal-
lenge the UK Government’s Section 35 veto of the Gender Rec-
ognition Reform Bill - nominally in the defence of Scottish de-
mocracy - another narrative runs parallel to it. While the queer 
community, and trans people in particular, are often portrayed 
as omnipresent threats to society , our well-meaning allies of-
ten portray us as ‘damsels in distress’, the most marginalised 
and vulnerable in society. This framing is a reflection of the 
shallow puddle of centrist and right-wing thought that regards 
those on the outside of society as having fallen there by acci-
dent of nature. They are viewed as an ‘outgroup’, and it is the 
responsibility of the elite ‘ingroup’ to paternalistically protect 
them. So long as this arrangement continues, cisgender and 
heterosexual privilege is upheld in the political theatre, and 
members of the queer community are minor characters at best, 
if they are seen or heard at all. 

It is true that the queer community is minoritised and mar-
ginalised. The institutions of capital have never served us, and 
the statistics are truly grim. One in eight of us has experienced 

discrimination in healthcare. Only half of us feel we can be 
open about who we are to all of our family of origin, and only 
a third of us feel we can be open at our work. Two-thirds of us 
have experienced hate crime. One in five of us has experienced 
homelessness. It is clear we have nothing to gain from the plat-
itudes of liberal identity politics.

Hirschfeld only had to look around him to see the commu-
nities of care and solidarity that queers have always built for 
ourselves. In a letter the anarchist Emma Goldman wrote to 
Hirschfeld in 1923, she remarks on how she found her friends of 
“Uranian or bisexual disposition… far above average in terms of 
intelligence, ability, sensitivity, and personal charm”. We have 
always had to be. When many queers have been locked out of 
dynastic wealth, shunned by the nuclear family, alienated in 
our schooling, left fallen by the wayside of the corporate and 
property ladders, we have spearheaded new systems that serve 
us in their place - through our clubs, our societies, our maga-
zines, our art, our mutual aid. We have always been the first 
to be targeted by reactionaries because the power of our mere 
existence threatens everything they stand for, and we are al-
ways among the first to be encouraged towards ‘respectability’ 
by those who claim to represent us. 

When queers know our worth and power, we can look be-
yond the offer of mere ‘representation’, and build mass organ-
isations of genuine power for true liberation. This is the core 
function of the left. Too often we queers are building structures 
that are nestled away within the organisations of the left, when 
we should be flocking on every branch. The left is capable of 
self-awareness, of understanding how people shape structures 
and vice versa. It is all well and good to have queers in the room. 
How many of them are shop stewards, branch chairs, branch 
secretaries, regional secretaries, general secretaries, council-
lors, MSPs? Having a few queers as props, to be displayed then 
shelved, is a disservice to the entire left. Those with privilege, 
who have been afforded skills, resources and connections, can 
choose to step aside, and step in behind all of us. They can 
choose to be led by the most marginalised in our society. Who 
else can envision the new world we desire?

 Anders Als Die Aldern (1919), starring Conrad Veidt as Paul Körner and Dr Magnus Hirschfeld as himself.
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WHEN CHILE DREAMED A GOVERNMENT WE 
CALLED OUR OWN

As the 50th anniversary of the military coup led by General Pi-
nochet nears, I can’t help thinking back to that grey drizzly day 
when my youthful dreams came crashing down and my life - 
and that of my homeland - changed forever.

The democratically elected government of Salvador Allen-
de had created great expectations and hope for the possibility 
of making meaningful changes via the ballot box. A progressive 
political movement had, over almost half a century of organ-
ising, and after three previous failed attempts, narrowly man-
aged to secure victory in the presidential election of 4 Septem-
ber 1970.

While the joy experienced by most working people was 
boundless, the reaction from the rich and powerful, who had 
expected former right wing President Jorge Alessandri to win, 
was universally hostile. Now we know that even before Allende 
was confirmed by the Chilean Congress on October 24th, the US 
administration under Richard Nixon, with Henry Kissinger in 
the State Department, was conspiring with Chileans opposed to 
Allende to prevent him from taking up his post.1

The buzz and excitement among ordinary Chileans, the 
workers and the young in particular, was such that we warmly 
embraced our comrade President and our Popular Unity gov-
ernment, comforted in the knowledge that we could count on 
widespread international solidarity and support from across 
the globe. The hopes of the international left rested on Allende 
and his government’s 40 measures.

The development of an industrial state sector, agrarian 
reform, nationalisation of large-scale copper mining, the dis-
tribution of a pint of milk to every child, and holiday camps 
for working families were among the most popular measures 
taken and they cemented widespread support for Allende and 
his government’s reforms. The free milk distribution, focused 
on infants and mothers but targeting all children under 15, 
reached over three million beneficiaries, reduced malnutrition 
drastically and served as an example for other Latin American 
countries. The holiday camps provided the first ever opportu-
nity for tens of thousands of urban working families to enjoy a 
break at the seaside and the photos and footage from that time 
show the sheer joy experienced by those who benefited.

The dream of Allende’s Chile was shared not only by those 

Fifty years on from the coup in Chile,
Oscar Mendoza reflects on the lasting legacy

of Allende’s government.
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of us within the country that were carried away in a wave of 
optimism for a better future. Across the world, progressive forc-
es, be it political parties, trades unions, students’ associations, 
or feminist groups, were attracted to the possibilities that the 
Popular Unity government seemed to offer for radical change 
in democracy. 

From my personal perspective, due to my best friend be-
ing one of Allende’s private secretary’s sons, I was a privileged 
witness to our comrade President’s intimate circle of friends, 
advisers and his security detail. I spent many weekends in his 
company from mid-1971 onwards, playing table tennis with him 
for example, and watching movies sitting a few feet away from 
him. I was in awe of the historical leader of the Chilean left and 
tried hard to keep my place, however Allende was always warm 
and engaging, and he would smile at my friend and I every time 
he saw us and would spend a brief time talking to us. These 
precious memories have remained with me since.

Following a successful first year in government, Allende 
faced a deteriorating economic situation, a tightening finan-
cial squeeze, a negative trade balance, rising inflation, a fall 
in reserves and a growing barrage of external and internal op-
position. The country became highly polarised and political 
dialogue and compromise evaporated. Things took a decisive 
turn for the worse with the ‘Tancazo’, the tank regiment putsch 
of 29 June 1973, which with hindsight can be seen as a dress 
rehearsal for the 11 September coup. Although admittedly we 
all expected the military to intervene, opposition politicians 
openly called for a coup, and what transpired still came as a 
major shock due to the ferocity of the coup and the brutal re-
pression unleashed by it. By the end of that dark day in Chile’s 
history, the presidential palace would be burnt out, Allende 
would be dead, and dozens of his close advisers, ministers, po-
litical leaders and his personal security detail members would 
be detained, many brutally tortured and murdered in the fol-

lowing days. Leading Popular Unity figures, members of Con-
gress, trades unionists, student leaders and many others were 
ordered to surrender to the military. A national curfew was im-
posed and the armed forces and the police patrolled the streets 
and carried out checks everywhere. 

As I sit at my desk writing this piece half a century later, 
here in my adopted homeland of Scotland, my mind is a whirl-
wind of memories. Of the halcyon days under Allende and those 
friends and comrades who shared them with me, as well as of 
the terrible days of the military dictatorship that were to last 
until the restoration of democracy in 1990.

My own experience of the coup was determined by the fact 
that my sister’s husband belonged to the Socialist Party’s secu-
rity team or ‘aparato militar’ and that by chance I had stayed 
overnight in their flat in the city centre. On hearing that the 
coup was underway, I didn’t hesitate to join him and as a result 
I ended up taking part in and observing at close quarters the 
resistance to the coup in Santiago South. Politburo members, 
including the leader of the ‘aparato’, Arnoldo Camú, met at the 
CORMU stadium and decided to form an armed column with the 
objective of aiding Allende at the presidential palace and ex-
tracting him from it. The plan couldn’t be implemented because 
during a meeting with leaders of the Communist Party and the 
MIR (Movement of the Revolutionary Left) at the INDUMET fac-
tory, a large contingent of police NCOs in armoured vehicles 
attacked the building, which started a deafening exchange of 
automatic fire.2

Having managed to break the siege, with columns going to 
neighbouring factories SUMAR (textiles) and MADECO/MADEM-
SA (copper and white line goods) and to the large working class 
area of La Legua, firefights continued until late in the day when 
it was confirmed that Allende was dead. We then retreated to 
blocks of flats across the main avenue and spent 24 intermina-
ble hours waiting for the repression which didn’t materialise 

Oscar climbing the stairs to the Swissair flight, 19th May 1975
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because the air force troops sent spent a long time searching 
La Legua, detaining people, killing some, and by the time they 
reached the main avenue on the evening of Wednesday 12th, it 
was time for them to return to barracks. Counting our blessings, 
we loaded a pick-up truck with all the weapons and ammuni-
tion, which two comrades drove away, and the next morning we 
made our way on foot away from the area.

Two weeks later, and after learning that my best friend had 
been executed following his arrest outside the presidential pal-
ace on the day of the coup, I was detained in my hometown of 
Curicó. I was held in the local barracks, then taken to Santiago 
to the Ministry of Defense, then to the Tacna barracks, the na-
tional football stadium, and finally the Penitentiary of Santia-
go. In May 1975, I was expelled and travelled to Scotland as a 
political refugee.

What’s the meaning of the 50th anniversary for me? Firstly, 
we must vindicate the figure of Allende and the achievements 
of his government. Never before or since have ordinary Chil-
eans enjoyed a government they could call their own, repre-
senting their interests and working to deliver benefits for the 
majority of our people. We must, especially when confronting 
deniers and those who want to rewrite history, emphasise the 
democratic, pluralist and peaceful nature of the Popular Unity 
government. There’s no justification for the military coup.

Secondly, we must commemorate the sacrifice, the pain, 
the horror experienced by tens of thousands of Chileans who 
were detained, tortured, killed, disappeared and exiled for 
supporting Allende and resisting the dictatorship. Honour and 
glory! And extend a warm embrace to their relatives and friends 
and their half a century long struggle for truth and justice. We 
are with you.

Thirdly, we must celebrate the countless demonstrations of 
international solidarity that sustained my people through the 
dark days of dictatorship. Scotland played a leading role in this 

and those of us who made our home here are forever grateful. 
Asylum is a right.

Finally, it’s absolutely vital to draw parallels between the 
Allende government and its efforts to improve people's lives - in 
health, education, housing, income distribution, access to cul-
ture, and so many other ways - and the programme of the cur-
rent government of Gabriel Boric and of progressive movements 
everywhere. The struggle for social justice and greater equality, 
to which Allende dedicated his life, is as necessary today as it 
was in the 1970s. 

In the face of hostile unyielding opposition by the rich and 
powerful, employers’ groups, private service providers and the 
right wing parties, and in the midst of a worldwide cost of liv-
ing crisis, Boric is also trying to improve public services, in-
crease wages, reform pensions and protect the environment. 
The means to achieve these objectives, tax reform to shift the 
burden from working people to the mega rich and to give the 
state the resources required, are today’s battleground.

Allende promised us that he would always be with us. Fifty 
years on, he certainly is. He also told us that others would open 
up the broad avenues through which free people would walk 
towards building a better future. Like him, I also have faith in 
Chile and its people. We shall overcome/Venceremos!

1 The best and most comprehensive account of US interven-
tion in the overthrow of Allende can be found in Peter Korn-
bluth’s The Pinochet File, published by The New Press in 2003.

2 Full details of the resistance to the coup  in Santiago 
South can be found in the documentary film: Arnoldo Camú y 
los combatientes Allendistas (2017), directed by Sergio Aréva-
lo Macías and produced by Sergio Arévalo Macías and Camú’s 
widow Celsa Parrau Tejos (Spanish language).
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FROM CHILE TO THE
ENDS OF THE EARTH

The presence of refugees from Pinochet’s regime has gifted Scot-
land with a special awareness of Chilean, and by extension South 
and Central American, arts we might not otherwise have had. 
Novels from authors like Isabel Allende (the name and family 
connection alone made her a must-read in the 1980s) to Rober-
to Bolaño, poems by Pablo Neruda, plays by Ariel Dorfman – all 
examples of works that have made it from high art niches into 
popular, and political, culture.  

The relationship between the arts and progressive politics 
has seldom been so markedly intertwined as in Latin America 
from the Cuban to the Nicaraguan revolutions. The New Chilean 
Song Movement had much in common with folk revivals around 
the world – a search for community, connection with the land, 
tradition, solidarity, and a need for meaning beyond cruel and 
hollow capitalism.

Víctor Jara, son of a poor tenant farmer, was a successful 
theatre-maker before becoming increasingly drawn to work being 
done by Isabel Parra and others, collecting songs from every cor-
ner of the country, with a particular interest in indigenous music. 
Swapping careers in the late ‘60s, Jara became a thrilling Latin 
mix of Pete Seeger, Dylan and Paul McCartney – and, by writing 
his own songs, blending traditional forms with contemporary in-
novation, Jara was a folk-rock trailblazer.

More important still were his lyrics. The New Chilean Song 
movement coincided with the rise of the democratic Popular Uni-
ty movement, culminating in the election of Salvador Allende in 
1970. Jara, with bands like Inti-Illimani and Quilapayún provided 
the soundtrack to a period full of hope and purpose. In particular, 
the stirring words of the Popular Unity’s anthem, Venceremos. 

Oscar brings home in this article how that hope was brutal-
ly quashed precisely three years later by the CIA-backed coup of 
General Pinochet. Víctor was killed, as were thousands more, at 
the start of Pinochet’s murderous regime. But his music, and the 

determination of all those who gave their lives for democracy and 
freedom, live on. Wherever the refugees from Pinochet went they 
not only kept alive the memories and aspirations of their struggle, 
but informed and enriched the culture and politics of their new 
homes.

Many of Jara’s songs have been translated – most notably the 
beautiful Te Recuerdo Amanda – and are performed by the likes of 
Carlos Arredondo. The film Nae Pasarán and the events it chron-
icles – workers at Rolls Royce refusing to service Pinochet’s aer-
oplanes – come out of a 50 year relationship with Chilean Scots. 
Latin influence, in art and politics is, thankfully, everywhere to 
be found. Víctor puts it perfectly himself in his song Manifesto:

My song is not for fleeting praise
nor for foreign fame,
but from my slender country
to the ends of the earth

The culture of the Chilean movement and government that was cut down 
in 1973 still lives in Scotland and across the world, writes Chris Dolan.
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PRAYER TO A WORKER

Plegaria a un labrador

Levántate y mira la montaña
De donde viene el viento, el sol y el agua

Tú que manejas el curso de los ríos
Tú que sembraste el vuelo de tu alma

Levántate y mírate las manos
Para crecer, estréchala a tu hermano

Juntos iremos unidos en la sangre
Hoy es el tiempo que puede ser mañana

Líbranos de aquel que nos domina en la miseria
Tráenos tu reino de justicia e igualdad

Sopla como el viento la flor de la quebrada
Limpia como el fuego el cañón de mi fusil

Hágase por fin la voluntad aquí en la tierra
Danos tu fuerza y tu valor al combatir

Sopla como el viento la flor de la quebrada
Limpia como el fuego el cañón de mi fusil

Levántate y mírate las manos
Para crecer, estréchala a tu hermano

Juntos iremos unidos en la sangre
Ahora y en la hora de nuestra muerte, amén

Amén, Amén

This song earned Victor Jara the first prize at the 1969 festival 
of the New Chilean Song movement. He performed it in the 
stadium where he would be tortured and killed fifty years ago 
this September. You can hear Victor Jara singing it on Youtube. 

This arrangement is the one used by the Communist Choir in 
Edinburgh The English text is adapted from the translation by 
Adrian Mitchell in His Hands Were Gentle: Selected Lyrics of 
Víctor Jara, edited by Martín Espada (Ripon, 2012).

Prayer to a Worker

Stand up and see the figure of the mountain,
Source of the wind, the sun and the water.
You who created the courses of the rivers,

Who with your seed sows the flight of your soul.

Stand up and see the figure of your hand.
Hold out your hand to your friend so you can grow.

We’ll grow together united in our blood.
Now is the day when we begin the future.

Liberate us from our domination and deprivation
Bring about your will on earth of justice, and equity.

Blow like the wind blows the flowers of the valley
Clean like the fire cleans the barrel of my gun.

Thy will be done, thy will be done at last upon the earth
Give to us the courage for the combat, and strength to struggle

Blow like the wind blows the flowers of the valley
Clean like the fire cleans the barrel of my gun.

Stand up and see the figure of your hand.
Hold out a hand to your friend so you can grow.

We’ll go together united in our blood.
Now and at the hour of our death.

Amen, Amen
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STRUGGLES ON
STAGE

RESTLESS SKYE

The pairing-up of Skye-born playwriter Daniel Cullen and Skye-
based campaign group Iomairt an Eilein (Listen to Us) erupted 
this July into a performance which mirrored the chaotic, mov-
ing, totally exhausting rollercoaster and riot it is to live in Skye. 
Exploring issues raised by groups of young folk worried about 
identity, housing, language, and culture, The Chariot, the Flag 
and the Empty, Empty Houses is belly-laughing, emotive musical 
theatre. The crisis of housing scarcity, cultural loss and iden-
tity erasure is often not apparent to the masses. It lurks under 
Skye’s ‘iconic’ status and excessive exploitation for tourism 
and second-home bolt-holes. But in Skye Gathering Hall this 
July, the crisis burst onto the stage.

The Chariot is not the result of a conventional theatrical 
commission. Following his long-term project for Creative Scot-
land’s ‘Culture Collective’, Cullen’s brief was to explore the 
message of Iomairt an Eilein without definitive pressure to pro-
duce an end-work. The production emerged after he spent sev-
eral months embedded in community groups to see what would 
come out of the process. Focusing on shinty and football teams, 
Daniel ran a series of workshops with young people affected by 
a multitude of pressures. Everything we hear in the play had 
been expressed in their voices or those of people in their com-
munity.

With an all-Skye cast featuring Rhona Coogan, Peigi Nic 
A Phiocair, Josh Knowles and Steven MacKinnon, the perfor-
mance was reminiscent of The Cheviot the Stag and the Black 
Black Oil by John McGrath. Using the format of a ceilidh, and 
with music parody central to the show, it combines a collec-
tion of stories, poetry, and music about the Isle of Skye. To kick 
off, we join a pantomime American tour-bus heading for a visit 
to the Skye Zoo – careful now, you might see a native island-
er! Stumbling across the local Clan Elections, we somersault 
between political candidates who don't care what we think, 
as they know what is best for us – though it always seems to 
chime with central belt ideals! The village audience sing along 
to the Green Party representative leading 'We're implementing 
HPMAs' to the tune of YMCA. HPMAs (Highly Protected Marine 
Areas), if they are eventually implemented, are likely to rapidly 
accelerate the demise of an industry that shaped and sustains 

The Chariot, the Flag and the Empty,
Empty Houses by Daniel Cullen.

Reviewed by Catherine MacPhee.
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the communities that are now so desirable to visit. Many Is-
landers have invested their lives in the local fishing industry 
and now are sharing the struggles that they face under the 
strain of overwhelming pressure and odds stacked against them 
that threaten their communities' existence.

Breaking the fourth wall, the cast was witty and focused as 
it switched between characters. The elder crofters in conversa-
tion had the audience in stitches. Then, in one of a series of po-
ems about identity and place, Pegi read Oidhche Na' Mo Chadal 
Dhomh, a mournful poem by Neil McKinnon (Nellie Ruadh) that 
Daniel found in the local archives. Part of the translation reads:

One night as I slept my mind (spirit) was restless.
Thinking of all the humiliations and injustices suffered 
by my country:
That the sweet warm-sounding language 
of the famous bards
Was being put in chains like a robber or a bandit.
Today I can find no rest, nor a place to stay among 
the Gaels.

Then, witnessed from the tour bus window, we hear a local 
couple debate the entanglement of being Scottish. What is their 
language? Do they prefer Glasgow or Edinburgh? Clearly, the 
central belt view of identity is one they cannot relate to, yet 
they do not fully understand where they sit as Islanders.

Highlighting the dark shadows that linger here, the play 
punches hard and cuts deep, while maintaining its humour. The 
pain and humiliation of food poverty and the feelings it creates 
of being exposed were captured by Daniel playing  the role of 
a young man facing the grind. He twists through the internal 
turmoil of being in need, apologising for shouting or speak-
ing too loudly about his frustrations of having nothing, while 
solo tourists wander around complaining about how travelling 
alone makes them 'exposed and vulnerable'. This scene lays 
bare his anger, silencing the audience. Food banks and poverty 
exist in rural Scotland. It's not all fairies and magic mountains.

From HPMAs and food banks, the play turns to the wealthy 
escapees who don't realise the amount of privilege involved 

in forsaking their city or southern suburban life and going 
'remote', buying a derelict diamond in the rugged romantic 
landscape as a shiny monument to their capitalistic gains. The 
combination of Gaelic poetry and song resonated as a wish to 
return, unite, and fight for a positive future. The night ended 
with the cast enticing the audience to sing the chorus of the 
final song, drowning out the alternative lyrics of the landlord, 
bragging about the money harvested from Airbnbs.

Bare-fisted and grappling with many of the issues faced by 
people who come from or live on Skye, as well as celebrating 
some of what's good about it, The Chariot is an entertaining, 
fun and almost-raucous kind of play. Cullen has given artistic 
form to the conditions we exist under, the desires we harbour, 
and the discontent that stirs us to passion and reminds us of 
our love of this place. It has made me embrace the island's capi-
tal more – who knew that poems of appreciation and childhood 
memories of the complicated town of Portree would make me 
shed a tear? Like many, I have been wondering about what hap-
pens to a community when you remove its housing, language, 
and identity. Where will we be and what will be left if this con-
tinues?
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THE RADICAL
FRINGE

Every year, the Fringe hits Edinburgh like a deluge. The sudden 
noise, crowds, and wallpapering of this year's posters always 
take us by surprise. For the month of August, the city is chaotic 
with delight and desperation. 

Punters come through on a two-for-one deal to see their 
favourite TV comedian or the jaw-dropping new circus from 
Australia. Journos from the world’s press sniff about for stories. 
Rent - of course - skyrockets, and last year the refuse workers 
went on strike, making strategic use of Edinburgh’s annual fif-
teen seconds of fame to leverage better conditions and better 
pay. With a global spotlight on Edinburgh, the unemptied bins 
overflowed into the street, making it abundantly clear how es-
sential these workers are to the functioning of events like the 
Fringe, despite usually being invisible and undervalued.

But the effectiveness of the strike was not well received by 
many performers at the festival.  The clash was most keenly felt 
when some performers came together to ‘clean up the streets’ 
after Fringe forums and Facebook groups were plastered with 
complaints about the state of the city. Where was the solidarity 
between artistic workers and service workers both toil under 
the yoke and strain of capitalism, the endless drive for success, 
and the promise of financial gain? 

Every year, the festival brings with it an opportunity for 
solidarity within and between the workers who create the festi-
val. But that depends on artists being conscious of themselves 
as workers. The Edinburgh Fringe is the biggest arts trade fair 
in the world. Tens of thousands of theatre makers, comedians, 
artists, producers, bookers, directors, film makers, publicists, 
journalists come to the city to find the next big thing. Moun-
tains of cash are dropped by precarious freelance workers every 
year on marketing, accommodation, travel, venue hire… the list 
goes on, with little promise of financial return because there is 
little choice. To make it, you have to make a big splash in the 

market. If things work out, you are booked and busy for the rest 
of the year. If not, you might be filing for bankruptcy. 

This festival is a microcosm of the wider injustices of this 
extractive economy. The workers - makers and facilitators of 
art - end up exploited and empty handed, while shareholders 
at the top (big venues, the universities, marketing companies) 
scrape off the significant amounts of cream. Artists and other 
workers share a common cause, and this brings the potential 
for powerful coalition building and conscious cooperation. By 
valuing and becoming conscious of art as work, we can perhaps 
see it more in common with the effort of public service work-
ers to create the new from the debris we inherit, with hands, 
hearts, minds.

Through the production and collaboration of workers of all 
kinds, world-changing, subversive, deeply important revolu-
tionary art is being made and performed at the Fringe. Some 
quarters defy the precarious conditions so prevalent they are 
mostly accepted as inevitable. Venues like the Blundabus and 
other pay-what-you-can venues provide safer spaces where 
artists can present work with less risk of ruin. LGBTQIA+ work 
takes to the stage in celebratory, emancipatory glory. 

It can feel tempting on the Scottish left to dismiss the fringe 
as a pretentious London arts festival that has nothing to do 
with us. It is in fact a powerful locus for imaging and creating 
a radical, just reality for all. It is part of the work of the left to 
commit our hearts and minds to the creation of that world. First 
step: go see some art and get your heart cracked open.

The Fringe is a stage for both the struggle for better working conditions 
and the production of revolutionary Scottish culture, writes Mim Black.
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FRINGE SHOWS
TO SEE

After The Act (A Section 28 Musical) by Breach Theatre
Times Vary (90 mins) Aug 3, 5-6, 8-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Traverse 
Theatre 

Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World by The Javaad 
Alipoor Company
Times vary (90 mins) Aug 15-20, 22-27 @ Traverse Theatre 

Klanghaus: Darkroom
Times vary (20 mins) Aug 3-6, 8-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Summerhall 

The Fish Bowl 
10:25 (60 mins) Aug 2-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Summerhall 

The Return by Natasha Stanic Mann 
11:50 (55 mins) Aug 2-15 @ Pleasance Courtyard 

Self-Raising by Graeae Theatre Company
12:30 (60 mins), Aug  2-6, 8-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Pleasance Dome 

Spectacle of Herself by Laura Murphy 
12:55 (60 mins) Aug 2-6, 8-13 @ Summerhall 

Baklâ by Max Percy and Friends 
13:00 (60 mins) Aug 2-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Summerhall 

One Way Out by No Table Productions
14:15 (60 mins) Aug 3-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Underbelly Cowgate 

It's a Motherf**king Pleasure by FlawBored 
14:20 (60 mins), Aug 2-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Underbelly Bristo 
Square 

Soldiers of Tomorrow by Itai Erdal
14:50 (60 mins) Aug 2-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Summerhall 

Siapa Yang Bawa Melayu Aku Pergi? (Who Took My Malay 
Away?) by Faizal Abdullah
16:20 (60 mins) Aug 2-13 @ Summerhall 

Common Dissonance by Na Djinang Circus
16:30 (50 mins) Aug 4-8, 10-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ House of Oz

Frankie Thompson and Liv Ello: Body Show
17:00 (60 mins), Aug 2-13, 15-27 @ Pleasance Courtyard 

Party Scene: Chemsex. Community. Crisis.
17:35 (65 mins) Aug 2-6, 9-13, 16-20, 23-27 @ Summerhall 

Growler by Aurora Nova 
19:00 (60 mins) Aug 2-13, 15-20, 22-26 @ Summerhall 

A Fairie Tale by Niall Moorjani and Diana Redgrave 
19:30 (60 mins) Aug 2-8, 10-13, 16, 19-22, 24-27 @ Scottish 
Storytelling Centre 

For you: wicked by Fimbo Butures
19:45 (60 mins) Aug 17-20, 22-26 @ Assembly George Sq. Studios 

Woodhill by Lung 
20:55 (75 mins), Aug 2, 4-13, 15-20, 22-27 @ Summerhall 

Ramalama Ding Dong by Roshi Nasehi
21:55 (60 mins) Aug 2-13 @ Summerhall 

El Dizzy Beast by Andrea Spisto 
22:30 (60 mins) Aug 15-20, 22-27 @ Assembly George Sq. 
Studios 

2023: The End of the Beginning Of The End by Vladimir McTavish
19:10 (60 mins) Aug 3-14, 15-27 @ The Stand's New Town Theatre

Some potential gems from the listings for this year's festival.
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BLACK, BOLD, 
BEAUTIFUL

WHAT IS A
REVIEW?

On the 75th anniversary of the arrival of the Windrush genera-
tion, Ballet Black's timely reflections on race, intimacy, oppres-
sion and the human condition manifested through beautiful 
expressive choreography was both moving and uplifting.

The first production was a modern ballet created by Will 
Tuckett, with a rich solo violin piece composed by Daniel Pioro 
and poetry by Adrienne Rich accompanying exquisite, delicate 
and ornate movement from a talented cast of dancers. Mixing 
art with politics, expressive and poignant scenes depicted the 
everyday systemic injustices faced by the black community. 
One scene depicted a panel of immigration officials silently 
conducting a faux interrogation, as a female dancer weaved her 
way through officials bringing to mind the verbal gymnastics 
required of besieged asylum seekers and the shameful treat-
ment of the Windrush generation. 

The second piece, celebrating the life of Nina Simone, was 
thought provoking and modern, with a contemporary style re-
flecting the dance and fashions of the era. It portrayed evocative 
snapshots of her life as an artist and activist whilst celebrating 
Black America from the Gospel church to the dancehall. With 
an urgent and political message, Nina Simone's words hung 
in the air like the dancers' graceful leaps. The gorgeous cho-
reography by Mthuthuzeli November charted key moments in 
Simone's life from her very first piano lessons to moments sig-
nifying her fame and prominence in American society. The joy, 
passion and pain she endured was intimately recreated through 
physicality and movement,  giving a rounded picture of her life 
as Nina Simone, the lover, the activist and the star. 

Ballet Black’s joyous expression of African American cul-
ture was dignified, bold and thoroughly moving. 

The Scottish Left Review invites review submissions. The sub-
ject may be a book, an album, an art exhibition or a perfor-
mance, but equally it might be a speech, event, or any place, 
scenario or idea that inclines you to say something in response. 
The subject is sometimes just a starting-point, a launch-pad or 
a landing place from which to explore a different point or share 
a wider vision.

Reviews often do the work of pointing out the radical res-
onances of something that tend to go unheard, even by those 
who listen for the chimes of freedom. Certain parts of a play or 
piece of music might ring true for you but leave others hollow. 
Reviews are media for urging others to tune into a sound that 
does not at first feel very friendly or familiar to them. They cre-
ate discussion in ways that setting out political stalls can never 
do. The reviews that we publish are underpinned by principles 
that make sense to those struggling to make a better world. 
That’s what makes them left.

One of the sharpest editors in Scotland’s recent past, Leigh 
French, recently passed away. He edited the magazine Variant 
between 1996 and 2012. In ‘Me, Myself and I’, he wrote about 
how important it is for people on the left ‘to write on anything 
other than themselves’. Leigh was writing about how difficult 
it is, in our market-driven and careerist culture that capitalism 
spawns, to see things not through a self-oriented prism but 
through the vision of communities and common interests. Write 
about the work of others instead of your own. Don’t always 
make yourself, your sense and situation and status, into the 
central subject. And of course, eviscerate ideas, institutions, 
and individuals – but strive to do so with generosity, camarade-
rie, curiosity and, that most radical of motives, love.

A tribute to Leigh French by Variant’s editorial collective will 
soon be published on our website.

Ballet Black, Pioneers. Reviewed by Cormac Rae.
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