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Editors’ Note


Tom Nairn’s influence on Scottish politics has been huge. Much of the language used in the independence debate – particularly by nationalists – can be traced back to his work. Yet the Scottish media and academic establishments have never fully embraced him. For only a few short years since he rose to prominence in the 1960s has he held a formal position at a Scottish university, and just one mainstream Scottish title, The Scotsman, has published him on a regular basis (and even then it was only for a short time).


Nairn himself has never actively sought the spotlight, but his ideas are so thoroughly engrained in the way we think and talk about ‘the national question’ that we often reference them without realising it. So part of the reason we wanted to produce this collection was to ensure Nairn got the credit he is due. We hope Old Nations will bring Nairn’s distinctive voice back to the forefront of our national debate.


Remarkably, up until now, there has never been a comprehensive collection of Nairn’s work. We wanted to correct this and, in the process, illustrate how his thought has changed over the years. Old Nations starts with Nairn’s early essays from the New Left Review, in which he developed a ground-breaking Gramscian analysis (alongside Perry Anderson) of the British state, progresses through his seminal ‘Break-Up of Britain’ essays from the 1970s and concludes with some of his more recent contributions to The Scotsman, London Review of Books and openDemocracy.


Although much of this book focuses on Nairn’s serious theoretical work, it also includes a number of shorter, journalistic pieces which affirm Nairn’s status as one of the great Scottish non-fiction writers of modern times. We have unearthed various articles from Question Magazine, a short-lived journal from the mid-1970s, which showcase the autobiographical side of his writing.


Old Nations is (we think) the definitive Nairn collection, but it is far from exhaustive. There are a number of important pieces we wanted to include but couldn’t because we didn’t have the space. We were editing in the run-up to September 18, so the dominant themes are, inevitably, Scotland, Britain and nationalism, even though Nairn’s output extends well beyond these subjects. Finally, on a personal note, we both grew up reading Tom’s work, have been hugely influenced by him and very much admire him. It’s been an enormous privilege to work on this project.


Jamie Maxwell and Pete Ramand


September 2014, Edinburgh




Foreword


Introducing Tom Nairn


BY ANTHONY BARNETT


History is largely a tale of groping in the dark, a condition no person or class can miraculously escape from.


I’D LIKE TO ADDRESS this introduction to younger readers unfamiliar with Tom Nairn. You have the opportunity to greet a commanding European thinker who in person is gentle, modest and unassuming. I envy you the chance to read for the first time his wonderful, withering exasperation with the status quo. And the style of his argument: persistent, careful, demonstrative (in the sense of saying, ‘Look! This is how it is.’) and hard, urging us to stand up like humans from our bent, servile posture before the powers that are screwing up our lives.


Introductions to a collection usually go on about the range of the author’s work and the intellectual path down which he has proceeded, or in Tom’s case, led the way. But despite his unmatched scholarship and range of reading, anything that risks turning Tom into an academic would give a false impression. Tom is a writer. He is a writer first and foremost. You should bathe in his prose, let it take its time, and indulge yourself in it. Don’t read him for a quick steer.


For Tom has a rare quality as a writer that is quite disturbing and difficult to accept, until you do; then laughter sets in and the world is never quite the same again. For in addition to being a writer Tom is a thinker. The supreme quality of his prose, whether in the form of anger, humour, seriousness or sarcasm, is that he shares his thinking with us. He searches for meaning and the real forces behind and within what is going on, and so teaches us too how to think. Or, as he might put it, to grope better in the darkness.


You might regard thinking as trivial or technical. But this depends on what you are trying to think about. Many philosophers, like the professional ones who fill university departments today, form a kind of conspiracy against thinking, as do most newspapers – all forms of sensationalism and celebrity culture. Tom, however, seeks to uncover the meaning of what is going on. Nothing could be more ambitious or necessary. Which is why there are no university departments openly dedicated to ‘The study of what is going on’. That would be far too dangerous! Only a few exist where such work is pursued covertly.


What do I mean by ‘What is going on?’ I mean that Tom asks: Why are we ruled in the specific way we are ruled? How do they get away with it? Why do we let them? These are questions about us as well as them, about our weakness and passivity as well as their capacity and self-interest.


A fascinating example is provided in this collection with Tom’s 1971 essay on Enoch Powell. Perhaps you are young enough never to have heard of Powell and his ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech opposing immigration. When he was in the Conservative opposition’s Shadow Cabinet he issued a dire warning in Birmingham, ‘As I look ahead, I am filled with foreboding; like the Roman, I seem to see “the River Tiber foaming with much blood”.’ Expelled from the Conservative front bench he nonetheless became a defining politician of the right and an instant bogeyman to the left. Tom engages with Powell and asks what it means that this bizarre figure could become such an influence.


In these days of stand-up comics, to say it is a polemic suggests taking up a position, making a shocking counter-attack for the sake of effect, in short posturing. What Tom does is quite different: he engages. He sucks in Enoch Powell, he reads his early poetry, he rolls him around his mouth, he tastes his toxic allure, he probes its attraction for British rule, he compares him to other types of far right leaders and then he spits him out.


This rare quality of engagement, of never reducing opponents to their shadow and considering all their living features and capacity to endure – unless we do something about it! – makes Tom as unpredictable as reality itself. You can see in this collection how he began as a Marxist, that is to say writing from the point of view of a body of thought taken to be correct. The more he engaged the more he abandoned the core Marxist belief that the meaning of history is known and that capitalism is having its grave dug by the working class it created; that this singular, proletarian class has no nation, and that like religion and aristocratic flim-flam, nationalism is a false-consciousness. Much later, he penned a fine critique of Hart and Negri’s attempt to recreate the proletariat as the global multitude.


But this shift in Tom’s thinking was not an abandonment of the method that Marx pioneered, the method of historical materialism. While Tom supports small nation civic nationalism, he investigates its economic advantages in relation to the direction of the modern world; he seeks out its deeper function and unravels its historical nature. He never takes such nationalism at its own word. He strongly backs civic nationalism, but not as a nationalist, for his perspective is international. He does not wear the Saltire as a badge of rank or any kind of uniform from which all else is judged. An intellectual of the left he is, but there is nothing of the policeman about Tom Nairn.


A small example, not to be found here, may illustrate his sensitivity to the historical influences that shape nationalism. In 1976 he went to a conference in Nicosia, Cyprus, on the fate of small nations. It took place soon after Turkey had invaded and captured the north of the island. Tom sets out how the Greeks had developed one of the earliest nationalisms in Europe at the beginning of the 19th century. Because it was so early it could take the form of a romantic pan-Hellenism. The Greek community in Cyprus, however, had suffered the longest colonial experience of any country in Europe, through to 1960 – with British rule generating political lethargy within a relatively developed society. With independence, the Greek-Cypriots could not resist adopting pan-Hellenism as their nationalism, for they had none of their own. This then threatened the defensive nationalism of the Turkish minority – a nationalism that was historically as late as Greece’s was early. I won’t continue to try and précis Tom’s analysis. This is enough to illustrate his approach. Nationalism always presents itself as an unchanging essence, especially for its ethnic proponents. But it is in fact never such, being always a historically contingent and economically shaped reality. This does not make it ‘false’. On the contrary, because it is man-made it is all the more real for us – and can be more or less humane. At the same time, as a product of us humans in response to global development as we experience it in our very different ways, it also draws upon our shared nature.


Another reflection on this theme of humanity, progress and reaction to it, but this time central because about a turning point in world affairs, is Tom’s article on 9/11. It was published in the openDemocracy debate four weeks after the World Trade Towers were brought down. ‘Hooligans of the Absolute’ is a robust dismissal of panic and alarmism and a devastating observation of the cost to the Middle East of its failure to develop secular nationalism. A far-sighted response, it draws on a deep theme in his writing: confidence in the long-term positive emancipation of global development.


It’s an outlook that distinguishes Tom from many on the traditional and ecological lefts. Historically, the left felt confident about progress. We the progressives would shape the future. Today, the pessimism of defeat has captured the heart of many on the left, after the disasters of Communism, the collapse of social democracy and the impotence of Green politics. The result is a sometimes bitter contempt for the modern world. Tom does not share this attitude at all. Always seeking the forces that will shake and eventually break the existing order for the better, today in his work on globalisation he embraces the energy and real achievements of digital capitalism and the vital spirits of its popular cultures.


Any country that can produce a Tom Nairn deserves a fully independent place in world affairs, however modest. Likewise, a country that does not produce a political writer with such cultural depth, international range, profound reading, openness to argument, impatience with the status quo, biting wit and humane sympathy, may not deserve its independence. Such a country is England, alas. And this, as Tom has pointed out consistently and eloquently, is the heart of the problem with Britain that Scotland now suffers. (Not only Scotland of course.)


His wake up call to Scotland was a basso profondo within a wider chorus. His wake up call to my country, England, strikes a few lonely echoes against a stony reception – even when his diagnosis of the deep hysteria of the British elite is so well observed. Yet everyone in London who reads about politics is uneasily aware that he is the author of The Break-Up of Britain. The first to see it coming. And it is coming, in one way or another…


You can excuse his impatience for that book was published getting on for 40 years ago – way before you were born! But his seeing further and better has not stopped him from continuing to engage with the way that breathing fossil, the British constitution, ‘a Coelacanth’ Tom calls it, is actually lived – and how its history, interests and ideologies continue to entrap us.


His engagement with this, as across all his writings, is never morbid but never denies how close it gets to dancing with the dead. For Tom engages to make us free, self-governing and more human. He writes to rid us from stultified ways of thinking and the fetters of prejudice, cliché and received ideas of all kinds, from where so ever they come. In an era where every down-at-heel politico waves his or her ‘values’ at us like used five pound notes, Tom’s writing is a genuine ethics: here is how to think, argue and stand up for ourselves. You may be young, you may be inexperienced, but don’t let this prevent you from adopting a fully upright posture as you move forward, as you must, into the dark.






CHAPTER ONE


The British Political Elite





New Left Review, I/23


JANUARY–FEBRUARY 1964


CLASS-DIVIDED SOCIETIES have almost always been governed politically by a small minority. In general, this chosen few is a small group even in relation to the ‘ruling class’ itself, in the Marxist sense, the class which possesses or controls the economic wealth of society through the institutions of property, and in whose collective interests society is governed. The characteristics of such governing groups, especially in capitalist societies, and the nature of the relationship between them and the class or classes they represent – the social forces giving their power its fundamental meaning – is one of the most fascinating of historical problems. All too often, talk of ‘the ruling class’ – however polemically justified it may be in particular cases, in the face of antediluvian notions – tends by itself to obscure or at least leave aside such questions. Hence, argument remains on the level of the affirmation that there is a class which rules over the rest of society, and does not go on to describe how it does so. Or at best the idea of power is seen as indicating the obvious, universal instruments of power: the coercive State, the police and the army, deliberate propaganda for a way of life and certain sacred values.


But the modalities of power are infinite. In reality, the hegemony of one social class over subordinate classes in society may be extremely complex, a cultural tissue of great variety and subtlety, extending all the way from the education of infants to the naming of streets, present in peoples’ inhibitions and mental blocs as well as in what they profess to believe – all that tradition of the dead generations ‘weighing like a nightmare on the brain of the living’, as Marx said. Mr Guttsman uses this remark to head his first chapter of his recent book.1 Appropriately because the ancient bourgeois society of England is surely the most thoroughly conditioned by sediments of this kind, the most intimately burdened down by successive, often heterogeneous layers of historic culture deposited during the long good fortune of English capitalism. ‘The revolution which did not happen in England’, Edward Thompson has recently reminded us, ‘is as important for understanding England as the French Revolution is for understanding France.’


The British governing class, for this reason, functioned as the centre or nexus of a much wider and deeper hegemonic system. Its political and administrative authority, its control of the State – the central bastion of power – was surrounded by a most formidable array of protective and concealing earthworks, gradually erected across centuries, and appearing almost as a feature of the natural landscape. In this fortress, it appeared as the incarnation of inevitable, timeless traditions, of an authority legitimate because always in existence and adapted like an ancient tree to the place of its growth. The rule of a class is most effective when it is least obvious, when the rôle of the State and coercion is minimal, when power exists not as constraint but as a kind of drugged, deeply conditioned consent on the part of the masses, as tacit inhibitions of the social consciousness which no effort of will can untie. It is by means such as these that British society has been ruled in the interests of the true dominating class – the industrial and financial bourgeoisie – for nearly two centuries. The bonds of such a system have proved themselves stronger than steel, stronger by far than Prussian bourgeois bureaucracy or French bourgeois logic.


The governing class, or élite, of the bourgeoisie was, of course, originally the aristocracy. This was the essence of the revolution – the bourgeois-democratic, rationalising, egalitarian revolution – which did not happen. The English bourgeoisie of the Industrial Revolution did not revolutionise society as a whole. Afraid from the beginning of the power of the new labouring masses brought into being by and for the Industrial Revolution itself, intimidated by the spectacle of the French Revolution and all it signified, the English middle class quickly arrived at a ‘compromise’ with the English ancien régime. Because of its basically capitalist structure (tenant-farming carried on by wage-labour for profit) and its absence of legal definition as a privileged estate, the aristocracy was such that a ‘compromise’ of this sort was possible. Nevertheless, the landowners were also the main protagonists of a distinctive civilisation, half-way between the feudal and the modern, with its own ways of life, its own values and culture – a civilisation still vital, at the period of the Industrial Revolution, and in spite of its bourgeois traits qualitatively distinct from the new social order of that Revolution. And no ‘compromise’ or ‘alliance’ – the usual terms employed – was, in fact, possible as between contrasting civilisations. No conscious tactical arrangement, no deal lasting for a season, was conceivable between social forces of this complexity and magnitude. Amalgamation was the only real possibility, a fusion of different classes and their diverse cultures into one social order capable of guaranteeing social stability and keeping the proletariat in its place. The history of England from the late 18th century onwards is in large measure the story of this fusion, its strains, achievements, and bizarre results.


Because the social and cultural factors in this process of mutual class absorption were disparate, the resultant civilisation was itself deeply heterogeneous in character. Inside this permanent, organic compromise the landlords kept control of the State and its main organs, as a governing élite trusted (on the whole) by the bourgeoisie. The contrast between this situation and most other bourgeois democracies is very striking; in general, bourgeois republics (like the different French republics, the United States, Italy after unification, the democratic periods of German history, etc.) give rise to a political élite recruited more or less directly from the ranks of the bourgeoisie itself, to a class of professional men of politics who represent the interests, the outlook, the culture of the bourgeoisie directly. They are part of a homogeneous social order. Pre-bourgeois elements have usually persisted in these societies, certainly – but generally in the shape of a peasantry, a subordinate rural order elbowed aside in the evolution of capitalism and of ever-diminishing importance. In England, paradoxically, the more advanced rural order preceding the rise of capitalism survived as the master of the latter. Not the peasantry but the aristocracy itself survived, in the face of the inevitable political and ideological feebleness of the emergent bourgeoisie, as the governors of the most dynamic capitalist system in the world. And landowning civilisation survived with them, as a mode of living, a culture and language, a type of personality and psychology, a whole dominant ethos.


For the successful functioning of the new composite social order, this ethos had to impose itself upon the mentality of society as large as the apex of civilisation, as the very image of genuine culture – the embodiment of the superior life – values outwit the economic process, the process of bourgeois accumulation and its ‘materialism’. The political élite, therefore, does not in these circumstances appear in the least as a simple expression of the economically dominant class – as a ‘committee’ charged with looking after the collective affairs and interests of the bourgeoisie, in Marx’s phrase. Instead, it appears as the emanation of a distinct social class, independent of and separate from the main conflicts and concerns of urban, capitalist society. It is not formed by the State and State institutions (the public educational system, State universities, technocratic colleges like the French grandes écoles) but has its own, natural, basis. It links the present to the past in an (apparently) unbroken tradition of authority, summing up this past in an effortless, natural assumption of the habits and posture of power here and now. This assumption is fortified by its association with the general social values of refinement – with life as something to be lived, not existed for the sake of accumulation. The State, political power, become in this way the centre of a vast social mystique – functioning within a set of ideas and attitudes and feelings and inhibitions that are, themselves, a form of hegemony.


It is often observed that all capitalist classes, as soon as their freedom of action economically is assured, become rapidly conservative in outlook. The English capitalist class, because of the peculiar circumstances attending its birth, was conservative from the outset. But it did not evolve its own conservatism, as the product of a unified bourgeois culture. The perfect model of social conservatism was before its eyes, in the social order of the English agrarian world. Modern English conservatism was the product, therefore, of a grafting process whereby the emergent society of industrial capitalism took this older world into itself, as its head, its directing organ capable of looking after its vital interests and able to provide a kind of authority, a many-sided hegemony superior to anything that it – in its notorious crudity – could develop.


This is not to say, obviously, that there were no conflicts between industrial capitalism and the landlords, at times difficult of solution (as in 1832 and 1846). But how secondary these episodes appear, in the longer perspectives of English social history! How profoundly this unique process of class assimilation has sunk into the very texture of English life, into the nature of our social consciousness and social relations, into our institutions, our customs, our feelings, our language! The very urban world, the bricks and mortar in which most of the population lives, is the image of this archaic, bastard conservatism – an urban world which has nothing to do with urban civilisation, as this is conceived in other countries with an old and unified bourgeois culture. That most bourgeois of Conservative premiers, Stanley Baldwin, could solemnly and characteristically declare, as late as 1924, that he thought the countryside was ‘the essential England’, and that England would always be ‘essentially in the countryside’. Few would have contradicted this sentiment then. In 1964, the aberrant obsession with the countryside is still a powerful feature of our culture – the country house, as the image of true civilisation and social cultivation, has sunk so deeply into the national soul. The modern British town is merely the obverse of this, in its meaninglessness. Culturally, as an artefact of real civilisation, it has never existed, because civilisation went on elsewhere, in the residences of the territorial aristocracy and gentry (or, just possibly, in the West End of the metropolis, where they customarily spent part of the year, and in the institutional embodiments of gentlemanly culture at Oxford and Cambridge). The squalid, crassly utilitarian town with neither shape nor centre; the suburb, which grotesquely mimics the rural ideal; the dignified country home in its landscaped park, an inevitable focus of taste, ideal social relations, and natural authority, all that the merely bourgeois town is not and has renounced: in this contrast of environments (as in a thousand other contrasts and contradictions) the heterogeneous, paradoxical character of English society and culture is revealed – the true meaning of the ‘slow evolution’, the conservative empiricism of which (until yesterday) apologists were so proud.


Political life generally has to be studied in relation to its social background and meaning. This is perhaps especially so in the case of the traditional British political class – it is such a peculiar institution that observation of it which does not take the structure of British society very fully into account tends to be no more than another form of mystification. It has to be seen as one aspect of the complex, unique social drama of British bourgeois society. The principal fault of Guttsman’s study is that it does not penetrate far enough into this drama. He is concerned, primarily, with the changing social composition of the political élite, with the social class and background of its individual members at different times: the élite was almost wholly landowning in 1832, became more ‘middle-class’ in membership from 1868 onwards, and eventually acquired a working-class admixture through the Labour Party (although the latter, as he puts it characteristically, ‘have, in the course of their rise in the governing hierarchy, tended to become absorbed in the wider political ruling class’). The core of the problem is, certainly, that:


The persistence of aristocratic rule in a country which, thanks largely to its entrepreneurial middle class, had reached a position of economic and industrial eminence in Europe is an extraordinary historical phenomenon.


But Guttsman’s somewhat narrow approach does not lead to any comprehension of why this happened, of the underlying logic or raison d’être of the system. He describes, painstakingly, often admirably, what happened sociologically in the evolution of the political governing class; not what the process meant, in a more ample socio-historical perspective. For example, he describes at some length the ideological means by which the landlords justified their hegemony, such as the theory of the ‘natural’ political constitution expressing the real division of forces in society, the notion of the virtues of hierarchy and tradition as such, the conception of the necessity of some ruling élite and its corollary – the idea of the ‘rabble’ below, always waiting to push its way into power and destroy civilisation. (Ch. III, ‘The Self-legitimation of a Ruling Class’). But why was this archaic ideological concoction so palatable to the majority of the ‘entrepreneurial middle class’, whose level of intelligence – one must presume – was not particularly low?


Is it unduly carping to criticise a study in this way – because, in effect, it does not say or try to say everything? Especially a study so excellent in many respects as this one, so full of useful information about a vitally important topic that has been usually treated uncritically in the past? Hard as it may seem, I think it is better to refuse this obvious objection. We cannot afford to do otherwise. Studies of any aspect of society, even the most central, have their real meaning only in relation to all the rest – to a social structure as a whole, seen historically. And it is not the case that we have any sufficient idea of British society at this level – not the case that there is even a rudimentary historical debate regarding the total development of British society, in terms adequate to the difficult complexity of the subject. The immense mystificatory power of the old social order and its ideological arms; a self-satisfied lack of curiosity about British society; the false, atomistic ‘empiricism’ of the academic mentality; the consequent tardy growth and bias of British sociological thought – all these things stand between us and even beginning to understand what we need to understand about Britain, and ourselves. Until this has ceased to be so, it will be more important to ask questions and frame hypotheses (however ‘vague’ and ‘speculative’) about the whole than to be precise about the parts – in order that, ultimately, partial studies can be carried out still more precisely and significantly than is now possible, as features contributing to and clarifying some general, meaningful, intellectual landscape.


Nevertheless, it must be admitted that as a compendium of sociological information about the British political élite, Mr Guttsman’s book is remarkable. His researches are summed up in a vast series of tables and diagrams that will be consulted by generations of students. Among these are, for instance: ‘Occupations of Fathers of Aristocratic and Middle-Class Cabinet Ministers, 1868–1955’, ‘Background of Under Secretaries, 1868–1945’, ‘Religious Affiliations in the Group of Middle-Class Cabinet Ministers, 1868–1955’, ‘Composition of the Revolt inside Labour’s Ranks in Post-War Years’, ‘Affiliations of Members of the Conservative Government, 1951–55, with other Elite Groups’; and so forth. There does not seem to be much that one could want to know about the political directorate, and that is expressible in this way, that Guttsman has not charted for us.


He concludes that: ‘There exists today in Britain a “ruling class’’, in spite of all the changes he has described. The political élite does not ‘stand out in almost singular eminence’, as it used to do, nowadays ‘it appears to share its position at the apex of power with a number of other élite groups’ (all of which together are the ‘ruling class’). But it is still supreme among these other élites, and is still an élite. The fact worries Guttsman. ‘The strength and power of the British upper class has largely remained,’ he sadly observes, and points out that only a determined optimist will think that those who happen to find their way into its persistent élite formation ‘are inevitably or by definition the men best suited to govern us’. What is the answer? More democracy, more equality, he suggests, an effort to render our rulers more really representative of the nation and its talents. ‘For our complex modern society to function efficiently talent and élite position ought to be closely linked.’ Hence, the inefficient and privilege-ridden educational system should be reformed so as to eliminate this ‘wasting of talent’. We have to smarten up our notions, and ‘keep in step with the more widespread egalitarian feeling of the 20th century’. In a final, bold challenge to the reader’s democratic instincts, he admonishes everyone to ‘face squarely such issues as the selection of potential rulers, the control of the leadership, the widening scope for talent, the turnover of élites, the development of ability and the fostering of critical understanding throughout the population’.


Who disagrees with him? The conviction that something is wrong has penetrated into the darkest and most hopeless recesses of the national mind, and the suggested solutions which come forth are always the same: greater equality of opportunity leading to more efficient leadership, a reform of institutions and ideas for the sake of a more efficient and dynamic conduct of affairs, the liquidation of out-of-date customs in the name of progress and a more honourable showing on the international scene. But to see the familiar formulae emerging from such a large-scale historical study as this makes their oddness more evident. What do they mean, in the peculiar perspectives of British socio-historical evolution? In what strange, parochial world can such bourgeois banalities as these arise and be felt as boldly progressive answers to a crisis? Guttsman does not sense the paradox of the situation, because it lies outside the framework of reference he employs.


In part, surely, the unease one feels before programmes of this sort comes from their anachronism. They are, so to speak, by right part of the ‘revolution which did not happen’, 150 years ago, aspects of that general rationalisation and levelling of society that the emergent bourgeoisie ought to have accomplished but did not. They were on the programme of Jeremy Bentham and the Utilitarians, long before they reappeared on the programmes of Messrs Macmillan, Sampson, Shanks, Chapman, etc, etc. But the English middle classes chose an organic ‘alliance’ with the pre-existing forms of society, from fear of a radicalism that might over-reach itself, and because their easily attained economic domination of the world permitted them to bear the cost of the operation. In their peculiar historical situation, the advantages outweighed the disadvantages: the hegemony of a ruling caste was ‘efficient’ enough, it brought with it social stability in spite of the general, pseudo-feudal conservatism which it also clamped permanently on to bourgeois society. The classic era of imperialism succeeded the period of British industrial domination, and its effect was to harden further the arteries of this conservatism, to apparently justify in retrospect the path of the British bourgeoisie. Only in the most advanced stages of imperial decline have real doubts arisen on this score, in the last few years – but no sooner have they arisen than they become universal, trite diagnoses embraced by every newspaper and every commentator.


But false consciousness is not evaded as easily as that, even when circums tances demand some discarding of illusions. The new ideology brings us, at least, out of the medieval shadows and into a plainly bourgeois world of values. But what does such a step forward mean, in the second part of the 20th century? In a world where economic concentration has reached its present pitch, a world of State-supported monopoly capitalism and continental struggles for power? Under the new, harsher conditions confronting British capitalism, the British bourgeoisie has decided that the archaic historical baggage it has so far carried with it has become a mere dead-weight, a hindrance to necessary development, to be exchanged overnight for something more rational. But the reason it chooses, and must choose, is that of the bourgeois revolutions of the past – like a faint, rather comic, echo of great historical voices and movements long by-passed in the general evolution of capitalism. In order to catch up with events, it must try to make amends for past deficiencies, to advance to democracy, equality, and bourgeois dynamism, in a world ripe, or ‘over-ripe’, for socialism. In a world where, under ideal bourgeois-democratic conditions, the traditional pseudo-aristocratic élite can only be replaced by some British equivalent of Mills’ ‘power élite’, where equality is falsified from the outset by vast new hierarchies of economic organisation and power.


This is not to say that such measures of rationalization should not be effected, even by socialists. But they must be seen for what they are, historically, and not in terms of the inevitably false consciousness in which they are now presented. The only aspect of the programmes of renovation which is clearly different is, of course, the demand for some kind of planning of the economy: a traditional socialist demand, taken over by the bourgeoisie and adapted to its own needs. This ought to remind us of where we are, in history.


We must hope, and do our best to ensure that the Labour Party remembers such elementary facts, if it comes back to power. It used to be taken in by the old mystifications. Can it avoid subjection to the new ones?


___________________


1W. L. Guttsman, The British Political Elite, Macgibbon & Kee.






CHAPTER TWO


The English Working Class





New Left Review, I/24


MARCH–APRIL 1964


I


THE ENGLISH WORKING class is one of the enigmas of modern history. Its development as a class is divided into two great phases, and there appears at first sight to be hardly any connection between them.


It was born in conditions of the utmost violence, harshly estranged from all traditional and tolerable conditions of existence and thrown into the alien, inchoate world of the first industrial revolution. Formed in this alienation by the blind energies of the new capitalist order, its sufferings were made more hopeless by the severest political and ideological persecution. From the outset it inspired fear by its very existence. In the time of general fear produced by the French Revolution, such dread and hostility became chronic, affecting the old ruling class and the new industrial bourgeoisie alike, and creating a climate of total repression. What was possible but revolt, in the face of this? Humanity, pulverised and recast in this grim mould, had to rebel in order to live, to assert itself as more than a mere object of history, as more than an economic instrument. The early history of the English working class is therefore a history of revolt, covering more than half a century, from the period of the French Revolution to the climax of Chartism in the 1840s.


And yet, what became of this revolt? The great English working class, this titanic social force which seemed to be unchained by the rapid development of English capitalism in the first half of the century, did not finally emerge to dominate and remake English society. It could not break the mould and fashion another. Instead, after the 1840s it quickly turned into an apparently docile class. It embraced one species of moderate reformism after another, became a consciously subordinate part of bourgeois society, and has remained wedded to the narrowest and greyest of bourgeois ideologies in its principal movements.


Why did this happen? It is important for us to try and understand why, for many reasons. But above all, because the difficulties confronting any socialist revolution in Britain today are as much the long-term product of this astonishing transformation as of any development in the ruling class or any evolution in the structure and techniques of capitalism.


II


The problem of the English working class cannot be separated from that of the growth of English bourgeois society as a whole – that is, it is one part of a wider enigma, and is normally obscured like everything else by those liberal mystifications the English have erected in honour of their past. We have a long way to go in penetrating this general obscurity. Nevertheless, one vital fact surely emerges and imposes itself upon any serious consideration of the origins of the English working class.


Given the time and circumstances of its birth, this class was fated to repeat, in certain respects, the historical experience of the English bourgeoisie itself.


The revolutionary period of the English bourgeoisie occurred early in the general evolution of capitalism, earlier than that of any equivalent class in a major country. Those urban and rural middle classes who made the Revolution of 1640 were pioneers of bourgeois development, advancing blindly into a new world. Such blindness was the price of being in the van. Although the English Revolution attempted like other revolutions to escape from the general blindness and chance of historical evolution in a conscious remaking of society, the attempt was inevitably crippled by the lack of the very materials for an adequate consciousness of this sort. The final destruction of English feudalism in the period 1640–60 took place long before the full flowering of bourgeois ideology. Initiating the cycle of bourgeois expansion in this way, the English middle classes could not hope to benefit from a new conception of the world that was itself produced in the course of the cycle and reached maturity at a later date. Hence, although they contributed powerfully to the Enlightenment their practical struggles were necessarily conducted in terms of a pre-Enlightenment philosophy, a religious world-view unequal to what was at stake, English Puritanism. This fact explains a large part of those aspects of the Revolution which appear to us as a failure: its profound empiricism, the patchwork of compromise and makeshift it ended in, and the resultant organic coalescence with the English ancien régime.


But economically, of course, the Revolution was not a failure. Out of the mercantile society which triumphed in it, capitalist forms of production arose with giant force, threatening in their turn the equilibrium of that society. Dependent for their inception upon a new race of free, disinherited labourers, these forms in their violent rise soon swelled this labour force into a major social class, an even greater potential threat to society, to the old patrician order of mercantilism and the new industrialism alike.


Thus, the first bourgeois class to occupy the centre of the world historical scene engendered the first great proletariat. And the latter was inevitably forced into existence as far from the worldview it needed as the former had been. Any coherent and adequate proletarian ideology, the theory and practice of socialism, lay hidden in the future, the fruit of many struggles and debates in many countries. The English working class too was bound to grope its way in history.


To this central fact, the unavoidable darkness of its time, were added other constricting conditions derived from the peculiarities of English bourgeois development. The very precocity of the English bourgeoisie had, paradoxically, brought in its train a subsequent retardation of growth. ‘The Revolutions of 1648 and 1789 were not English and French revolutions’, according to Marx, ‘they were revolutions of a European pattern… The Revolution of 1648 was the victory of the 17th century over the 16th century, the Revolution of 1789 the victory of the 18th century over the 17th century.’1 The English bourgeoisie was to remain partly set within this pattern of the 17th century; it retains something of it even today. The conquests and prosperity of mercantile England, its emergence as one of the two world-powers, the great economic advance culminating in the Industrial Revolution – these were the real nerve and meaning of bourgeois development, its historical agency as creator of a new mode of production. Blind empiricism had opened the door to this triumph. Blind empiricism and its consequences were justified by it. The English bourgeoisie stood apart from the victory of the 18th century, isolated in a unique path of evolution, half innovator, half anachronism, bringing forth a new world from the very bowels of society while in heart and head it looked back to an older one. It was the most confident ruling class in modern history. What need did it have of the Enlightenment? It could take what it wanted from it, and produce its own limited, parochial Enlightenment in the shape of political economy and Utilitarianism. When the pattern of the 18th century finally erupted in 1789, it first greeted it, mistakenly, as a repetition of its own experience of the previous century, and then after realizing the mistake fought it to the death. This battle between the two great bourgeois revolutions crystallised all the peculiarities of English bourgeois development in a quite decisive way. Its estrangement from the central current of later bourgeois evolution was confirmed by this event, the insular destiny of its civilisation.


The English working class was to be the principal victim of such estrangement. For the bourgeoisie, it was simply the accompaniment to a world economic hegemony, a natural form of consciousness and conduct, justified by practice, a national pride. For a century, nothing was to contradict this confidence. But from the beginning, the fortune of the bourgeoisie was the undoing of the working class; the former’s characteristic mode of appropriation of the world was a characteristic mode of expropriation of the latter, a unique way of preventing it from appropriating the world in its turn.


The French Revolution was in general the practical realisation of the Enlightenment, its translation into politics. Its most radical phase, the Jacobin dictatorship, was the realisation of the most advanced and democratic conceptions of the Enlightenment, and was enacted by the only stratum of the bourgeoisie capable of pushing the Revolution to its limit, the petite bourgeoisie, in alliance with the workers, the peasants, and various dispossessed groups. The Jacobin ascendancy and Terror were what essentially distinguished the French Revolution from its great predecessor of the 17th century. The Jacobins of the English Revolution, the Levellers, had been defeated by Cromwell and his ‘Girondins’, the ‘grandees’, the forces of large landed and commercial property. But the French bourgeoisie, in its revolutionary struggle against the far more powerful and regressive French ancien régime, needed Jacobinism as the English had not. English feudalism and would-be absolution were swept away without the fire of Jacobinism.


Jacobinism, in one sense the apex of bourgeois progress, the most radical affirmation of its worldview, is nevertheless the most mixed of blessings in the future development of bourgeois society. Through it, capital comes into its inheritance by the active hegemony of classes destined to be expropriated by capital; it rises to dominance out of the herculean efforts and organised violence of its own future servants. But this origin is the worst of precedents for its own future stability. As the French bourgeoisie was to discover repeatedly in the 19th century, the great stamp imposed upon society by this critical experience – the noblest of all bourgeois achievements, a patrimony which it could not and cannot to this day fail to acknowledge – was also the never-ending source of its own weakness. It was a mark of Cain, perpetually visible as such to all the disinherited. While the bourgeoisie made a living museum of the revolutionary tradition, it remained a living inspiration, a promise surviving every defeat, to the masses.


Marx described this paradox of bourgeois development in the Communist Manifesto, claiming that the bourgeoisie ‘in all its battles sees itself compelled to appeal to the proletariat, to ask for its help, and thus to drag it into the political arena. The bourgeoisie itself, therefore, supplies the proletariat with its own elements of political and general education, in other words it furnishes the proletariat with weapons for fighting the bourgeoisie.’2 But in England the peculiar evolution of the bourgeoisie did not provide the English popular masses and the English proletariat with such a ‘political and general education’. Not only had the English Revolution by-passed Jacobinism. The Revolution itself was buried in a morass of euphemism and misrepresentation, like some infantile trauma driven deep into the national subconscious. As a result, in this English bourgeois universe all appeared as ‘locked fast as in a sort of family settlement; grasped as in a kind of mortmain for ever’.3 The bourgeoisie, through its piecemeal entry on to the scene, was able to appropriate all the tradition of the dead generations and render it a living, oppressive, mystifying presence. What was written in the English sky, to correspond to the towering words of 1789, ‘Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité’? The shamanism of the British Constitution, an assorted repertoire of (largely fake) antiquities, the poisonous remains of the once revolutionary ideology of Puritanism, and the anti-revolutionary invective of Edmund Burke.


The manufacturers, the new industrial bourgeoisie of the period 1789– 1832, were certainly discontented with the old order, with the ‘family settlement’ inherited from 1688. They wanted a larger place in it, but not as the Third Estate had wanted its rights in France – that is, as an absolute necessity, a sine qua non of all further progress. They had already progressed so far that a revolutionary demand of this sort was ridiculous. A reform of the terms of the settlement was required, nothing more. Listen to the voice of their most rational and radical spokesman, expounding the characteristic English version of ‘égalité’: ‘A single mistake in extending equality too far may overthrow the social order and dissolve the bonds of society,’ mumbled Jeremy Bentham. ‘Equality might require such a distribution of property as would be incompatible with security… Equality ought not to be favoured, except when it does not injuriously affect security, nor disappoint expectations aroused by the law itself, nor disturb a distribution already actually settled and determined.’4 It was too late for an English Jacobinism.


The English working class, therefore, was not only born far from socialism. This fact in itself, though inevitable, was not necessarily a fatal handicap. To proceed empirically is of no importance, if one can learn in time to do better – history is largely a tale of groping in the dark, a condition no person or class can miraculously escape from. Not merely time, but a concrete combination of historical factors positively separated the English working class from socialism. It was, so to speak, deprived of a whole dimension of growth from the beginning. This privation was also, in the widest and most authentic sense, a popular one. That is, it concerned not simply the emergent proletariat, but the numerous closely-related strata of the ‘people’ out of which it emerged historically, and from which it was for long scarcely distinguishable: artisans and out-workers, the urban crowds of casual workers and workless, the petty bourgeoisie of small producers in town and country. These heterogeneous subordinate masses, precapitalist or half-capitalist in nature and outlook, were the potential social force behind Jacobinism. It is only through the early revolutionary radicalism of the bourgeoisie that they can dominate the historical scene, that the ‘petty’ bourgeoisie ceases to be in any sense ‘petty’ and assumes a transitory heroic rôle. Capital, by the relative ease with which it conquered and transformed English society, always kept these classes in subordination. The English petty bourgeoisie was deprived of the chance to play its heroic part in history. English radicalism was permanently reduced to a phenomenon of protest, burdened with an ‘oppositional’ mentality the very reverse of ‘Jacobin’ mentality, spasmodic in its appearances and, of course, infected with religious mania. This was the terrible negative ‘education’ inflicted on the English working class.


Alienated in this fashion from everything finest in bourgeois tradition, by the inner conditions of English social evolution, the masses suffered the coup de grâce from the new external conditions of the war against France from 1793 until 1815. Jacobinism became, not only something extraneous, but the face of an enemy, the object of patriotic hatred. National fervour became another weapon in the hands of the bourgeoisie, a reinforcement of its internal good fortune. English separateness and provincialism; English backwardness and traditionalism; English religiosity and moralistic vapouring; paltry English ‘empiricism’, or instinctive distrust of reason – all these features which, seen in an abstractly comparative perspective, may appear as ‘defects’ or ‘distortions’ of bourgeois development in England, were in reality hammered together into a specific form of bourgeois hegemony during the infancy of the working class. The British Constitution, claimed Burke, ‘works after the pattern of nature’. That is, it and all the rest were made to appear as merely parts of nature, and so inevitable – aspects of an English firmament, like the south-west wind and the rain, not so many forms of domination of capital.


The French bourgeoisie could only triumph by forging a double-edged sword, a weapon the working class could in its turn develop and use against its rulers. The German bourgeoisie, frustrated in its early development, consoled itself with an intellectual world of heroic proportions and intensity, a world out of which, in spite of its abstractness and spiritualism, the seminal ideas of socialism could come. But the English bourgeoisie, more fortunate, could afford to dispense with the dangerous tool of reason and stock the national mind with historical garbage. Capital did not have to resort to self-wounding excesses to establish its reign in England; it could hide behind the Bible, and make of practically everything ‘national’ an instrument, direct or indirect, of dominion.


Such was the cage of circumstances into which the English working class was bound to grow up. Such were the full, daunting dimensions of the alienation awaiting it, above and beyond the economic and human alienation which was the stuff of its daily life. From the beginning, a giant’s task confronted it.


III


British socialists are fortunate indeed to possess the great account of the origins of the English working class which has recently appeared: Edward Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class.5 Above all, because it concentrates attention upon what must be our primary concern, the role of the working class as maker of history. Engaged in constant polemic against vulgar determinism, Thompson insists that: ‘The working class made itself as much as it was made’,6 and indicates how by the time of the Great Reform Bill in 1832 the working class had become an active influence whose ‘presence can be felt in every county in England, and in most fields of life’.7 The working class was not merely the product of economic forces, but also realised itself in ‘a social and cultural formation’ partly directed against the operation of these very forces. Thompson’s book is essentially the history of this revolt.


The popular masses out of which the working class arose remained for generations attached to pre-industrial traditions, their resistance to capitalism was also a reaching back towards this way of life, an attempt to recreate an ideal society of small, independent men controlling their own fate. The deepest sympathy with this aspect of popular sentiment is characteristic of Thompson’s approach. Such aspirations were inevitably blotted out by the onward rush of capitalism, but were not for this reason unimportant or contemptible, and the author wants to ‘rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite cropper, the ‘obsolete’ hand loom weaver, the ‘utopian’ artisan, and even the deluded followers of Joanna Southcott, from the enormous condescension of posterity…’.8 The slow, secular gestation of the first industrial revolution, the long phases of capital accumulation which opened the way to industrial capitalism, had created a rich, varied artisan culture with tenacious roots. During the period of formation of the working class, the most influential representative of this tradition was the journalist William Cobbett. Cobbett was typical in thinking of the misery and convulsion of the time as being an assault upon the immemorial rights of the ‘freeborn Englishman’. These rights, located in a mythical past, had to be defended and reasserted as a peculiarly English heritage. Thus, the traditions and never-ending retrospection of the ruling class were to be fought with an even deeper and more backward-looking traditionalism: radicalism was in essence the restoration of a kind of English golden age. This was ‘the ideology of the small producers’, as Thompson admits.9 But he also insists upon the extent to which this sort of thinking was developed by the contact with the new proletarian public, and shows how its particular defensive strength was employed in the new situation. Even the Protestant dissident sects, in spite of their abject other-worldliness, had preserved a ‘slumbering Radicalism’10 with elements of resistance in it. In the conditions of the time, the new working class was desperately short of means of resistance. It has to utilise everything to hand, and posterity has no right to be condescending about the terrible limitations of what ensued, the crop of hybrid, even pathological, unions which the workers were saddled with.


Here, as so often, the author’s sympathy and passion carry us to a real understanding of happenings; in his company, we penetrate beyond the level of mere chronology, into real history, into an imaginative recreation of the experience of the past. He is engaged in constant polemic with the academic ‘objectivity’ which sees history as a relation of the ‘facts’, and the ‘facts’ as whatever can be expressed statistically. He tries consistently to grasp for us ‘the quality of life’ under the Industrial Revolution. This requires ‘an assessment of the total life experience, the manifold satisfactions or deprivations, cultural as well as material, of the people concerned’.11 Only an imaginative effort of this sort brings us to the reality, the human dimensions of what happened. And it is in this sense that Thompson defends a ‘classical’ view of the period, as one of mass immiseration and suffering, against the empiricists who have maintained that, after all, it saw some rise in the standard of living. ‘During the years between 1780 and 1840 the people of Britain suffered an experience of immiseration, even if it is possible to show a small statistical improvement in material conditions’, he points out, ‘the process of industrialisation was carried through with exceptional violence in Britain… This violence was done to human nature.’12 The fundamental curse of the era was the very thing which raised the standard of living – the new economic conditions of life, the new alienation of the work-process itself which ‘casts the blackest shadow over the years of the Industrial Revolution’.13


Besides the romantic, backward-looking resistance to industrialisation represented by Cobbett, the English people were presented with another ideology during the same years: that of Tom Paine. The English bourgeoisie had shut out the more revolutionary aspects of the Enlightenment. Paine did his best to make up for this. The Rights of Man and The Age of Reason are injections of pure Enlightenment rationalism, the militant and democratic optimism of a newer bourgeois world. Here was the authentic voice of an English Jacobinism, and Thompson reminds us how important it was: ‘… the main tradition of 19th century working-class Radicalism took its cast from Paine… Until the 1880s it remained transfixed within this framework.’14 But if this was so, could not Paine fill the lacuna left by the cramped intellectual development of the bourgeoisie, could not this tradition educate the working class into the aggressive egalitarianism the masters had no use for? The ruling class had abandoned Reason for a footling reasonableness – why could its subjects not appropriate the lost heritage for themselves?


A book, however significant and popular, cannot itself permanently change and educate great masses of people. The presence and diffusion of the right ideas may be a necessary condition of advances in mass consciousness, but other conditions lie in the day-to-day awareness of people, their practical experience of reality. It is these which were decisive in this case. In considering what Thompson says on this theme, we approach the central nerve of his argument. ‘Had events taken their ‘natural’ course,’ he observes, ‘we might expect there to have been some show-down long before 1832, between the oligarchy of land and commerce and the manufacturers and petty gentry, with working people in the tail of the middle-class agitation… But after the success of the Rights of Man, the radicalisation and terror of the French Revolution, and the onset of Pitt’s repression… the aristocracy and the manufacturers made common cause. The English ancien régime received a new lease of life…’15 There was to be no second revolution in England. ‘The only alliance strong enough to effect it fell apart; after 1792 there were no Girondins to open the doors through which the Jacobins might come.’16 Another instalment of bourgeois revolution was only possible if a significant enough section of the substantial middle class wanted it, and was prepared to risk the ‘alliance’ in question. Only this could have disrupted the forces of property and weakened the régime enough to launch a revolution, providing the circumstances under which the petty bourgeoisie and workers might have obtained power. By themselves, the latter were incapable of generating a revolutionary situation, whatever ideas were in their minds. But it is situations, and action, the bite of experience, which crystallise ideas from the ‘mind’ into the nervous system itself, making of them a dominating reflex and redrawing the limits of consciousness. Perhaps this is truest of all in the case of revolutionary ideas, struggling as they are against the dense weight of most historical culture – and how few those critical situations are that can be turned into hinges of history in this way, 1789, 1917 or 1949! Hence, neither Paine nor any other revolutionary ideology could really penetrate and dominate the ‘subpolitical attitudes’ of English subordinate classes. In several crucial passages, Thompson indicates what occurred instead.


The fundamental experience of the masses, in the period of the making of the working class, was the very opposite of coherent, aggressive self-assertion. It was an experience of being driven into revolt, and finding every means of expression cut away, every channel hopelessly blocked, every friendly element neutralised. In this historical nightmare ‘the revolutionary impulse was strangled in its infancy; and the first consequence was that of bitterness and despair’.17 Psychologically, a sort of withdrawal was the only possibility, the turning-in of a whole class upon itself. Escape was possible solely on the level of fantasy: in what Thompson describes, eloquently, as the ‘ritualised form of psychic masturbation’ provided by the Methodist Revival, or in the even more demented vagaries of Joanna Southcott and other prophets. The chapters on the ghastly religious terrorism into which Puritanism had degenerated at this period are, indeed, among the most instructive and impressive things in the book.18 ‘In the decades after 1795 there was a profound alienation between classes in Britain, and working people were thrust into a state of apartheid whose effects… can be felt to this day… Segregated in this way, their institutions acquired a peculiar toughness and resilience. Class also acquired a peculiar resonance in English life: everything… was turned into a battleground of class. The marks of this remain…’19 Here was the result of the long, sporadic, ill-organised revolt of the proletariat, in the first generation of its existence: apartheid, apartness – within the new capitalist social order, whose laws supposedly abolished feudal ranks and levelled all relations to that of the business contract, the working class was beaten by repression almost into the condition of a feudal ‘estate’. It was, so to speak, forced into a corporative mode of existence and consciousness, a class in and for itself within but not of society, generating its own values, organisations, and manner of life in conscious distinction from the whole civilisation round about it. Everywhere, the conditions of capitalism made of the worker something of an exile inside the society he supported. Only English conditions could bring about such total exile.


IV


But it is, paradoxically, precisely in relation to insights such as this that one feels the limitation of The Making of the English Working Class. We live in a society which, sociologically speaking, has been mainly working class for over a century. It is what it is, therefore, largely because of what the working class became, so that we must look with the most intense interest at any study of the formation of the class for clues as to this later evolution. There are many such hints in Thompson’s book. But, exasperatingly, they remain hints. From his chosen period, 1789 to 1832, he looks backward in rich detail, describing popular traditions amply and appreciatively; while only occasional, almost incidental, remarks carry the reader forward in time to the maturity of the working class. This impression is aggravated by the inconclusive, even arbitrary, termination of the argument – the power of the work, the passion and enthusiasm animating it are such that one instinctively expects a more definite and sweeping conclusion. During the years of its terrible genesis, the English working class ‘nourished, and with incomparable fortitude, the Liberty Tree. We may thank them for these years of heroic culture’. So the author ends. He is right, in their complacent embalming of the past the English have disfigured it, it is the duty, and the privilege, of socialists to rediscover and honour what deserves to be honoured, to make the past relive in the creative consciousness of the present. However, his study evokes other sentiments besides this gratitude, and Thompson has no words for them.


The formation of the English working class was a major tragedy. It was also one – and perhaps the greatest single – phase of the tragedy of modern times, the failure of the European working class to overthrow capital and fashion the new society that material conditions long ago made possible. The horrors of our time, Fascism and Stalinism, the agonising problems of ‘under-development’ and the Cold War, are all products of this disastrous failure. If the working class of only one major industrial nation had succeeded, the course of history would have been radically changed. And did not the English working class seem destined to lead the way? With what confidence Marx wrote, in 1854, surveying its prodigious growth, its irresistible numbers, the overwhelming contrast between this leviathan and the bogus façades of Old England!


In no other country… has the war between the two classes that constitute modern society assumed such colossal dimensions, such distinct and palpable features. But it is precisely from these facts that the working classes of Great Britain, before all others, are called to act as leaders in the great movement that must finally result in the absolute emancipation of Labour.20


If, given the conditions of its origin, the English working class was bound to repeat to some extent the experience of the English bourgeoisie – should it not produce the first great and decisive working class revolution, the equivalent of 1640 in proletarian terms?


But the basic existential situations of the working class and the bourgeoisie are entirely different, and beyond a certain point this difference invalidates the comparison. Whereas the bourgeoisie arises as the agent of a new mode of production within medieval society, as a ‘middle’ propertied class established securely upon this basis, the working class possesses no corresponding foundation within capitalist society. It has nothing outside itself, its own organisation and consciousness. Hence, while the bourgeoisie was able to develop gradually, to transform the older order in stages as one kind of economic life fell apart before the piecemeal invasion of another, the working class cannot hope for the same sort of victory. In certain cases, the genesis of capitalism did bring about tremendous social tensions only resolvable by revolutions, in certain cases the bourgeoisie was compelled to evolve a pure, militant bourgeois consciousness as the weapon of its triumph – above all, in France. It was also possible for the bourgeoisie to transform society far more blindly and empirically, however, as the case of England shows – where ‘empiricism’ led to the most complete success of all, to the total subjection of society and economic domination of the world. And it is this kind of progress which is ruled out for the working class, and for socialism. Consciousness, theory, an intellectual grasp of social reality – these cannot occupy a subordinate or fluctuating place in the socialist transformation of society, no empirical anti-ideology or trust in the ‘natural’ evolution of affairs can substitute for them.


Consequently, in order really to ‘repeat’ the pattern of English history, the working class had to become what the bourgeoisie had never been – what it had renounced, what it had found effective replacements for, what it desired not to be with all its force of instinct. That is, a class dominated by reason. To become a new hegemonic force, capable of dominating society in its turn, the English working class absolutely required a consciousness containing the elements ignored by, or excised from, the consciousness of the English bourgeoisie.


This was the task that was completely, tragically, beyond the powers of the English working class. Nothing else was beyond its powers. In numbers, in essential solidarity and homogeneity, in capacity for organisation, in tenacity, in moral and civil courage, the English working class was, and is, one of the very greatest of social forces. And it has always existed in one of the least militarised of bourgeois states. No external fetters could ever have withstood this colossus. It was held by intangible threads of consciousness, by the mentality produced by its distinctive conditions and experience.


One of the chief virtues of The Making of the English Working Class is the writer’s insistence on the role of consciousness in finally determining the character of a class, and of class relations. The new ‘collective self-consciousness’ was, he claims, the ‘great spiritual gain of the Industrial Revolution’.21 The positive aspects of this consciousness, its brotherliness and mutuality, its sense of dignity and community, are clearly brought home to us. But its limitations are not clearly presented, although they are no less important, and have lasted just as long. ‘If we have in our social life little of the traditions of égalité,’ he says, ‘yet the class-consciousness of the working man has little in it of deference.’22 The ‘apartness’ of working class consciousness, however, implies a kind of deference – for it resigns everything else, the power and secret of society at large, to others, to the ‘estates’ possessing authority or wealth. A corporative mode of consciousness turns aside from everything not the ‘natural’ or ‘proper’ affair of the corporation or class, all that does not belong to ‘its’ own world. A real sense of social equality – foreign to the English bourgeoisie – renders such a consciousness utterly impossible, for its nerve is the conviction that everything social is the proper affair of everybody, once and for all. Hence, the imposition of this profoundly corporative outlook on the workers was a fundamental victory for the ruling orders. It is true indeed that the working class ‘made itself, as much as it was made’ – but not freely, rather along the lines laid down by the bitter experiences Thompson recounts so well, lines which partly turned this self-activity of the working class into the instrument of its own subjection. In the alienation from certain universal values of the bourgeoisie – values vital to the farther evolution of society – lay a particularism, an ideological parochialism fatal to all revolutionary ideas. Revolution is the rejection of all corporative attitudes in the name of a vision of man.


Yet this general reflection only conveys half of the tragedy, or half of the unique ascendancy the English bourgeoisie attained through it. The final bite of the process of formation of working class consciousness lay in the integration of the latter into an entire system of false consciousness, each element in which supported every other. The workers could not be transformed into this peculiar, densely corporate type of class, while the bourgeois became ‘citizens’. There could be no ‘citizens’ in English society. The bourgeoisie had to remain a ‘middle class’ – as if feudalism was still in full vigour! – the ‘backbone of the nation’ functioning under yet another ‘estate’, the ‘upper class’ or ruling class. To the particularism of the working class, there had logically to correspond a whole web of particularisms, the weird heterogeneity and pluralism of society as a whole in England. The English social world had to become a world of the inexplicably concrete, the bizarre, the eccentric individual thing and person defying analysis. Is this not the true historical sense of the quiet madness of England? Even such endearing, exasperating, Dickensian lunacy had its historical function – the function, so to speak, of not seeming to have any function or meaning.


The final success of the system in subordinating the working class can be gauged, perhaps, in terms of the sheer impossibility of a real ‘apartheid’ of one class. The working class could not in reality create such a separate world. The separate, inward-turned class-consciousness could not be uniquely a means of protection of the positive values and ‘way of life’ of the workers – it was bound to be also a specific vehicle of assimilation, whereby bourgeois ideas and customs were refracted downwards into the working class. The result was not a naked imitation of the middle class, but a kind of translation – the kind of working class caricature of bourgeois ultra-respectability which puzzled and enraged Marx. The English working class transforms everything into its own corporative terms. Where in England can one find the perfect satirist’s image of the bourgeois, if not among the older trade union leaders? But such mediate assimilation is more deadly than aping, precisely because it presupposes the self-activity of the class, because it reposes on a genuine, distinctly working-class consciousness.


Because of the intensive, apart character of working-class consciousness, no social or political doctrine ignoring the real economic position of the working class could grip it lastingly. It is possible to see the meaning of this, perhaps, if we recall Marx’s observation on the French proletariat in its early days: ‘The more developed and universal is the political thought of a people, the more the proletariat – at least at the beginning of the movement – wastes its forces on foolish and futile uprisings which are drowned in blood… Their political understanding obscures from them the roots of their social misery, it… eclipses their social instinct.’23 The story of the English working class is almost the contrary of this. This is the kind of bloody tragedy it escaped, thanks to the lack of development, the non-universality, of its political thought. The social instinct of the English proletariat could not be eclipsed; it was firmly embodied in a distinct class consciousness. But neither could it be expressed, realised positively in a non-corporative vision of the world, under the conditions of the time. Hence, the workers tried first of all to solve their problems with the Utopian-corporative ideology of Owenite trade-unionism, an attempt to build a kind of socialism in and for the working class itself, ignoring the rest of society. When this was proved impossible, their attention and force were directed to the question of hegemony over society as a whole – but in the totally inadequate forms provided by Chartism, a simple radical-democratic programme dissociated from the ‘social instinct’ of the class. No force on earth would have defeated a social movement and ideology really expressing and rooted in the social instinct of the English working class, not even if the English ruling class had imported all the gendarmes in Prussia. But the defeat of Chartism was absolute, because it was not so rooted. After the collapse of the movement, the working class was thrown back necessarily into itself, and into a more moderate and timid form of corporate action, into the trade-unionism which remains its basis to this day.


Unable to really ‘repeat’ the world-building experience of the English bourgeoisie, from 1850 onwards the working class indulges in a false repetition of that experience, in a kind of mimesis of bourgeois evolution as the latter was seen and misrepresented by the bourgeoisie itself. It behaves as if the workers, in their turn, could transform society in their own image by a gradual extension of their influence, by an accumulation of reforms corresponding to the bourgeois accumulation of capital. Customarily, this development is ascribed to external factors: the long prosperity of British capitalism after mid-century, at the zenith of its power, or the imperialism which followed and permitted the ruling class to ‘bribe’ the workers still farther and make them conscious of their superiority to foreign exploited masses. But The Making of the English Working Class brings us to a vivid realisation of the internal history that gave to such factors their true meaning and effect. It adds, or begins to add, a missing dimension to the history of the working class and of ‘British Socialism’.


V


What could have made a difference, what could have prevented the fatal, closed evolution springing from the conditions Thompson describes? The temptation some will feel is to answer in one short, eloquent word: Marxism. Was not this the coherent, universal, hegemonic ideology of socialism alone corresponding to the social instinct of the English working class? But the word has only to be raised for the false simplicity of the answer to be obvious. The ideas of Marx penetrated the consciousness of the English workers less than anywhere else, when they eventually arrived on the scene.


The dialectical contradiction made evident by the failure of Marxism among English workers consists in this: the very type of intense class consciousness which preserves a fundamental authenticity of reflex and attitude – the prerequisite, the best guarantee of socialism – also conceals and renders inaccessible this vital area of awareness, beneath a carapace of dead matter. This carapace, the product of generations of the static, vegetative culture of working-class ‘apartheid’, with all its parochialism and elements of mimesis, cannot be split merely by the annunciation of Marxist ideas. Marxism is the product of the confluence and rethinking of all the major currents of bourgeois thought – it is the child of the Enlightenment and of German philosophy, as well as of English political economy. And in it, the ideas of classical economics assume a quite new significance and resonance. England, the home of political economy, is also historically estranged from the Enlightenment and German philosophy – consequently, in England Marxism encounters an environment in a sense estranged from, unaffected by, impervious to the very sources of Marxism itself, in spite of the national reverence for political economy.


This fact, together with the immense accumulation of historical peculiarities in England, on the level of the social superstructures and on the level of class consciousness and class relations, meant that Marxism as such – in the form of the commonly diffused basic schemes of ‘vulgar Marxism’ – was bound to be more or less meaningless. Presented in this fashion – as a kind of revealed truth on a plate – it could not possibly make fruitful contact with the actual experience and consciousness of the working class. If it could not enter into consciousness in this way, how could it change consciousness?


To put the matter in another way, very schematically: the characteristic of the English working class was its alienation from bourgeois reason, and an objective necessity for its self-realisation was the overcoming of this alienation. Hence, Marxism – which, of course, in content offered the possibility of just this – could only be absorbed in England through a truly gigantic process of thought, an intense and critical activity capable of compensating and remedying the deprivation. Marxism, to be effective, had to be the means whereby the working class threw off the immense, mystifying burden of false and stultifying consciousness imposed on it by English bourgeois civilisation. To be this, it had to be thought out organically in English terms as an unmystified consciousness of English history and society. But this was a prodigious cultural task. And in Victorian England there was no radical, disaffected intelligentsia to even undertake it.


All working class movements, all socialist movements, need ‘theory’. The problem of consciousness and the changing of consciousness is always a crucial one. But in England, as Edward Thompson’s book shows us, from the beginning the question assumed quite special acuteness, due to the special form of bourgeois hegemony in England and the special, distorted forms of consciousness this hegemony largely depended on. The problem was to create theory in an environment rendered impervious to rationality as such; to create the intense rational consciousness and activity which were the necessary pre-requisites of revolution in this society of totemised and emasculated consciousness, to generate the intellectual and emotional force capable of exploding the omnipresent weight of the tradition of the dead generations. The English working class, immunised against theory like no other class, by its entire historical experience, needed theory like no other.


It still does.


___________________
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The Three Dreams of Scottish Nationalism
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MODERN SCOTTISH NATIONALISM has led a fluctuating, intermittent existence since 1853. Now, quite suddenly, it has become a more serious political reality. In the past it has gone through many renaissances, followed by even more impressive and longer-lasting collapses into inertia; but the present upsurge looks likely to last longer than others, at least, and to produce more of a mark on history.


Seen from without – from London, or in the perspective of British politics – the change appears welcome for many reasons. Like the companion Nationalism of the Welsh, it brings an element of novelty into the hopelessness and corruption of the post-imperial political scene. Obviously, fringe nationalisms will be good for the English, by forcing upon them a more painful reassessment of themselves than any they have yet undergone. The smug ‘deep sleep’ Orwell spoke of – the fruit of the oldest and most successful of modern imperialisms – would be more disturbed by the loss of Wales or Scotland then ever it was by the loss of India or Africa. And at the moment, a particular attraction to many must seem the near-destruction of the Labour Party’s power which would result from the permanent loss of their Scottish or Welsh strongholds. In the slow, festering decay of British State and society, they are the most important forces of disintegration to have appeared yet: they prefigure the dismemberment of the united British society which built up the imperial system itself. They are at once a product of the collapse of the system, and the sharpest possible comment on the advanced state of this collapse. What justice it would be, if the Wilson Government which came to power to ‘save the Pound’ ended by losing Wales and Scotland as well!


The importance of the phenomenon demands that we should look at it less superficially, however. What is Scottish Nationalism in itself, as distinct from its external repercussions? Such a consideration of its meaning – as with other, comparable phenomena of modern nationalism – must lead to recognition of the deep contradictions embodied by it. Only some insight into these contradictions can allow us to try and form any real estimate of the movement’s significance.


Dream-Country


Externally a positive reaction to the humiliating agony of a long era, Scottish Nationalism has another inwardness. For the Scots themselves, it is the late re florescence of a dream, the hope of an identity, to which they have clung, obscurely and stubbornly, across centuries of provincial stagnation. Such a dream – and still more so, the time of its reflorescence – have a meaning which is bound to be far from clear outside Scotland.


Not that it seems too clearly appreciated within the country, either. Nothing demonstrates more surely the mythical nature of Scottish matter-of-factness and ‘realism’ than the small amount of effort the Scots have given to the prosaic understanding of what really matters to the country. Their dourness is at once a disguise, and a shield. A stony confrontation of the small change of living – counting the pence – protects them from a broader understanding that might threaten their identity: and also from what a Calvinist heritage apprehends as the sinful inner chaos. Behind the wary eyes and granite countenance of Scotland there lies not one dream only, but a whole inheritance of dreams, whose accumulation has made the psychology of modern Nationalism.


The now dominant dream of Scotland re-born should perhaps be seen as the third phase in the dream-psychology (which has very often been a dream-pathology) of Scottish history. It is deeply marked by both the great dreams that preceded it. Like them, its most important trait is a vast, impossible dissociation from the realities of history. The best short definition of Scottish history may be this: Scotland is the land where ideal has never, even for an instant, coincided with fact. Most nations have had moments of truth, at least. Scotland, never. The resultant chronic laceration of the Scots mind – most brilliantly conveyed to the world in Stevenson’s fable of Jekyll and Hyde – is the thing which gives poignancy to the hope of a Scotland re-made, when seen from within. Scottish autonomy must appear there as the healing of the secular wound which has informed – and most often poisoned – Scottish consciousness ever since the Union of 1707. The real drama of the situation lies in its potential tragedy. It is not at all evident that the forms of autonomy one can reasonably foresee – whether partial or total – could cure the disease. They might perpetuate it, crystallising the long, central hopelessness of Scottish history within a framework of archaic bourgeois nationality.


But this is to anticipate. The logical place to begin is with the first tormented vision Scotland was subjected to: the Reformation. The great debate about Protestantism and Capitalism established a certain affinity between the two; it has not given us any formula for the easy interpretation of the actual relationship in any given society. However, this is not too hard in, say, 17th-century Holland, or in the London or Bristol of the same period. There the immediate value and efficacy of Protestantism as the ideology of a dynamic, mercantile middle class is evident. But the case of Scotland is radically different.


The fact is that the Reformation struck Scotland long before there was any significant mercantile or capitalist development there. Two centuries later, her native bourgeoisie was not strong enough even to retain its independence. Scottish capitalism did not flourish until after the Union, in the context of the British colonial empire. Yet, there is no doubt that Scotland was one of the most radically and successfully Reformed countries of Europe. The movement, which went on vigorously and progressively for over a hundred and fifty years, from the time of Knox to that of the covenanters, corresponds to the Revolutions which have left their stamp on the histories and national psychologies of other countries. Four centuries have passed since the Lords of the Congregation called John Knox home from Geneva to lead this Scottish Revolution. Yet their work is still felt, in every interstice of Scottish life. Often unacknowledged now, the ghosts still preside at every feast-day there, hidden regulators of the tongue.


This religious revolution derived its power and character precisely from its historical isolation. In the dreadful, chronic anarchy and mediaeval poverty of Scotland, it represented the one great effort of the Scottish people towards a meaningful order of their own. The effort was separated by centuries from the material conditions which – in Weber’s or Tawney’s thesis – should have corresponded to it, the processes of capital accumulation. This meant that originally the Reformation movement was an absolute attempt at moral and religious order, isolated from the very conditions that would have made it an integral part of history – at once ‘corrupting’ it, and bestowing upon it a real historical sense. Just because it could not be the veiled ideology of a class, the Scottish Reformation was bound to be an abstract, millennial dream – in effect, a desperate effort at escape from history, rather than a logical chapter in its unfolding. The Scots wanted, and needed, Salvation in the most total sense imaginable. Scotland’s Revolution gave it them neat.


The harsh absoluteness of the Scots Theocracy reflected its historical displacement. It was a translation of theology into social relationships without mediation. Much more than an opiate, it provided a positive, partly democratic, intelligible social order that struck deep roots in a population whose historical experience until then had been a concentrated dose of everything worst about mediaeval Europe: dearth, weak central power, rapacious struggles for position, Church corruption, brigandage and wars. The divine, black dream divorced from time was also a form of civilisation. As one historian of the Kirk notes:


The Kirk’s Elders and Ministers who supervised the behaviour of every man and woman in the parish… were the nearest thing to a police force that most of Scotland knew till the 19th century. It was a force not because of any physical power but because of its prestige, because the people belonged to the Kirk and believed in it, even though they might grumble or tremble when it condemned their faults…’1


The price the Scots paid, and still pay, for their possession by this dream was a high one. Long since, it turned into a detestable and crippling burden against which every form of creative culture has had to fight for life, from the 18th-century ‘golden age’ to the present day. Yet the very identity of Kirk and people – its ‘national-popular’ character, in Gramsci’s phrase – meant that it, more than anything else, has been preserved in Scotland’s long and stagnant twilight, far less than a nation yet not a province like any other. The denying demons are still alive. Addicts of the Christian-Marxist dialogue should try and shake hands with them some time, if they want a cure.2


Thus, the original character of the Reformation in Scotland was very far removed from the Weber-Tawney model. But of course this does not affect the fact that, when the conditions of capitalist development did arise in Scotland, much later, they found a country singularly well prepared. Undoubtedly the rapidity and success of the Industrial Revolution in Scotland had something to do with this. E. J. Hobsbawm suggests in Industry and Empire that the Kirk’s educational system was particularly important here, as well as the more general factors of ethos and psychology.3


The strange, truncated condition of Scotland after 1707 made it natural to search for effective substitutes for the lost national identity. The Kirk was indeed such a substitute. But because of its unworldliness and its limitations of bigotry, inevitably an unsatisfactory one in the long run. In the later 18th century, Scotland produced two contrasting movements of culture that tried to compensate for the loss in their different ways. Basically similar to developments elsewhere in Europe, they acquired a particular meaning from the Scottish dilemma.


One was the Edinburgh Enlightenment associated with the names of David Hume and Adam Smith. This was, in effect, an escape from the peculiar destiny of Scotland, onto the plane of abstract reason (though possibly the taste for abstractions it revealed had something to do with the theological inheritance). There was a cutting edge to Hume’s celebrated joke about wishing to be pard o ned his Scotticisms, rather than his sins, when on his death-bed. The other movement was the same reaction to the Enlightenment as other cultures produced, towards feeling and the particular: Romanticism. It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of Romanticism for Scotland. While the Enlightenment was only an episode, Romanticism entered her soul.


Here was the second of the dreams still implanted in the subsoil of Scottish consciousness. European history shows a general relationship between Romanticism and the Nationalism of the 19th-century, not entirely unlike that between the Reformation and Capitalism, which we have already looked at. But again, Scotland was a drastic exception to whatever generalities hold in this field. There, the new freedom of expression and the discovery of folk culture could scarcely be the precursors or the supports of a new nation in the making (as in Italy, Hungary, Germany), nor the accompaniment of triumphant nationality (as in England and America). The Scottish nationality was dead. Scotland was once more severed from those real conditions which should have lent meaning to her culture. No revolution against the humiliations of the Union, no Scottish 1848 were to furnish a historical counterpoint to Robert Burns and Sir Walter Scott. The romantic consciousness too, therefore, could only be an absolute dream to the Scots. Unable to function as ideology, as a moving spirit of history, it too was bound to become a possessing demon. Elsewhere, the revelation of the romantic past and the soul of the people informed some real future – in the Scottish limbo, they were the nation’s reality. Romanticism provided – as the Enlightenment could not, for all its brilliance – a surrogate identity.


Perhaps this function as substitute consciousness has something to do with the peculiar intensity of Romanticism in Scotland, and with the great significance of the country as a locale of the European romantic fancy. It had the right sort of unreality. Such unreality – in effect, the substitution of nostalgia for real experience – has remained at the centre of the characteristically Scottish structure of feeling. David Craig has outlined the problem with admirable precision:


‘Such nostalgia, in this ‘national’ form, was strong in many 19th-century literatures – in English poetry, for example, Arthurian romances and ‘Merrie England’ work, and in the German equivalents. It is indeed one form of Romantic escapism. What matters for integrity of feeling is the place or value this emotion is allowed to have in the whole experience, how far it is understood, and perhaps resisted…’


The point is, he continues, that in Scotland it never is resisted, from Scott himself up to Grassic Gibbon and MacDiarmid.


It is a mark of the uncertain foothold for a national literature in Scotland that this weak ground of nostalgia should crop up in so many places. Emigration of our most notable talents thus both creates gaps in the imaginative records of the country and tempts our writers into indulgence of their weaker sides… What again and again weakens them...is the feeling that the ground in their country is shifting under their feet, and this perhaps gets worse the greater the determination to have a national vantage-point, to take up one’s stance inside exclusively Scottish territory.4


A most exact historical sense can therefore be given to the assertion that Scotland is peculiarly haunted by the past. She is doubly dominated by her dead generations. At bottom there is the bedrock of Calvinism, the iron, abstract moralism of a people that distrusts this world and itself; then overlaying this, the sentimental, shadow-appropriation of this world and itself through romantic fantasy. Naturally, these strata are also in conflict with one another much of the time. But this is not the place to try and trace out the patterns of the conflict, present in some form in everything distinctively Scottish.


A Machinery of Myth


From this fertile soil has grown the myth-consciousness of modern Scotland, expressed in her Nationalism. Nationalism is her third dream. It is basically a dream of redemption. For the Scots, national existence must represent that magic, whole reality of which they have been cheated by history – in it, their maimed past will be redeemed, in more vivid colours than a history can ever provide.


It may seem surprising that such a consciousness should have emerged from the modern history to which most historians have paid attention: essentially, the grim story of the Scottish Industrial Revolution, with the destruction of Highland society as background.5 Yet surely it is not. History has amply demonstrated the capacity of capitalist societies to harbour and transmit apparently archaic social forms and ideas – and, on occasion, to lend them new and monstrous life (as in Germany and Japan). For reasons not adequately studied, this sort of bourgeois society actually fosters these elements alien to itself, as counter weights to its own alienations. Surely there is no society, no landscape, more crassly impersonal and materialist than that of the Scottish Industrial Belt; yet this is the society which has secreted the past we have been looking at, as a dislocated and poignant inner reality.


The criterion of the success with which modern Scotland has done this is simple: the universality of its false consciousness, and the multiplicity of its forms. Scotland’s myths of identity are articulated sufficiently to suit everyone. Though Ministers of the Kirk, lawyers, lairds, tycoons and educationalists all have their own contrasting angles on the Geist, the principle articulation is between two poles. Nationalist ideology draws all its real force from one or the other. On the one hand, there is the popular – or populist – complex of ideas, which coincides enough with the foreign image of the Scots to need little elaboration here. Sporranry, alcoholism, and the ludicrous appropriation of the remains of Scotland’s Celtic fringe as a national symbol have been celebrated in a million emetic ballads. It is an image further blackened by a sickening militarism, the relic of Scotland’s special role in the building up of British imperialism.6 Yet any judgement on this aspect of Scottish national consciousness ought to be softened by the recognition that these are the pathetic symbols of an inarticulate people unable to forge valid correlates of their different experience: the peculiar crudity of Tartanry only corresponds to the peculiarly intense alienation of the Scots on this level. On the other hand, apparently (and very self-consciously!) remote from this, but part of the same machinery, there is the national consciousness of the intelligentsia. This is best seen as a sort of ethereal tartanry. Based upon rejecting the trash-image of Scotland, it aims to substitute something purer, but whose function will be the same: in effect, to seize the real soul of the land, beyond its blood-stained philistinism, beyond the Industrial Revolution (‘This towering pulpit of the Golden Calf’), even beyond the Kirk and its progeny.7 The precarious sense of identity renders it intolerable to a more reflective mind that ‘Scotland’ should be confused with any of these things.




My native land should be to me


As a root is to a tree. If a man’s labour fills no want there,


His deeds are doomed and his music mute.


This Scotland is not Scotland…8





But then, what is Scotland? The fringe ‘folk’ culture that survived the Kirk’s persecution and industrialism, and is unknown to most people now living in the country? The vivid dialect of the Lowlands, reworked into a limited poetic language by the Scots Literary Renaissance? Or some Jungian essence lying inside the living, like the dead generations, waiting on resurrection?9


There is no answer to the question. Whatever is chosen cannot possibly bear the weight put on it – be the ‘root’ of the tree – if one regards it prosaically, in the light of history. Perhaps this is why the Literary Renaissance had to be almost entirely poetical. Poetry in this sense is a kind of magic: it conjures up the dead and the non-existent into a semblance of the desired object. There is a profound and dangerous ambiguity in this whole movement of thought – of the greatest relevance to understanding Scotland’s Nationalism – which has not been sufficiently studied in the past.


First of all, it is evidently tied to the peculiarly intense romanticism we looked at above. In McLuhanite terms, one might say that the content of the new dream is the old ones, however it seems to reject the past in form. David Daiches has also pointed out how Sentimentality ‘… lodged itself more deeply in Scotland than elsewhere, because of the division between the Scottish head and the Scottish heart that history had already produced.’10 Modern intellectuals are still struggling with this division. The more they get away from the stale, phoney solutions, the more obvious the sameness of their dilemma becomes. Its insolubility has the following consequences. ‘This Scotland’ – the real Scotland – is rejected as travesty, and can only be rejected totally. Here is a recent accurate gloss on MacDiarmid’s well-known poem Lament for the Great Music:


The Scotland of today is no longer Scotland, but a philistine travesty of itself. It is Scotshire, a county in the north of England, an ex-country, an Esau land that has sold its birthright for a mess of English pottage... He, as poet, presents the Scottish people with their own image, the thing they have become, and he calls them back, like a true bard, to their own heritage. But so lost are they that they do not recognise it, or him. This is the measure of how deep the rot has gone since 1707.11


What follows from such radical rejection of an impossibly corrupted reality? Either despair:




Hauf his soul a Scot maun use


Indulgin’in illusions,


And hauf in gettin’ rid o’ them


And comin – to conclusions


Wi’ the demoralisin’ dearth


O’ onything worth while on Earth…12





Or, more sinisterly, the feeling that the ‘real’ Scotland which is worthwhile and has survived it all is – one’s self. The poetical fantasy, and the poet himself, embody the sought-after Geist. There are then as many Geists as there are poets, or schools of Sentimentality currently operating. Hence, a widely diffused complacent narcissism – the true mark of cultural provincialism – from which Scottish intellectuals find it hard to escape. It is a structural state of Scottish culture, with roots in the history outlined above.


This, incidentally, is what explains something that has often puzzled the external observer of things Scottish. All references – however oblique – to the more vulgar and obtrusive forms of the weltanschauung are met with the confident, but slightly embarrassed assertion that Tartanry is now a thing of the past. It is always languishing since yesterday. This is invariably true, in one sense, and totally false in another. The flexibility of Scottish narcissism simply allows transitions from the heather-clad ballad to Lament for the Great Music, with any number of stops in between. This is, precisely, the unity and underlying sense of a deeply defensive culture on precarious foundations that are – as Craig put it – felt as shifting under one’s feet.


The Politics of Narcissism


Inevitably, Nationalist politics are built upon this web of accreted myth-consciousness. No more striking illustration of this can be found than the common myth of Scottish Left-ness. Claud Cockburn recently fell foul of it in a New Statesman article called The Bagpipes of Socialism.13 There he argued that Mrs Ewing’s electoral triumph at Hamilton was not what it seemed, but ‘… the renewal of a great tradition: the potentially formidable alliance of Scottish socialism and nationalism.’ A really cohesive system of false consciousness like the one we are examining must provide space for socialists as well as everyone else.


Useful as a North Atlantic Cuba would be, the conviction that this is Scotland’s destiny rests on particularly shifting ground. Scotland is certainly a more egalitarian country than England, and in some ways a more violent one. It does not follow that she is a more revolutionary one. Scotland’s gritty sense of equality derives from the old Theocracy, not from Jacobinism or Bolshevism. It is double-edged, like every other aspect of that heritage. It stands for the democracy of souls before the All Mighty, rather than an explosive, popular effort to do anything. It is extremely touchy, but passive. This passivity is intimately linked to something even more dangerous. According to the rabid forms of Protestantism that got the upper hand in Scotland, the democracy of souls is an uneasy one. Souls may be either saved, or damned, and which way one goes is by far the most important question of life on earth. Regrettably, there is no rational way of resolving the problem, so that argument about it is necessarily sectarian, and endless. The only solution is by fiat, from above, by an Authority that selects the Elect from the ranks of the Damned.14 Hence, a kind of masochism, a craving for discipline, in fact, accompanies this Scottish sense of equality. Gramsci has pointed out the analogy between Calvinist and vulgar-Marxist determinism. In fact, there was no Stalinist like a Scottish Stalinist, a truth which must have impressed itself on many students of modern British politics.


Scottish Nationalism is not in the very least inherently ‘Left’. It belongs squarely within a category quite familiar in the history of the world outside Scotland: bourgeois nationalism. This is, in fact, implied by the majority of Nationalist propagandists, in their favourite argument: why not Scotland? They compare the case of Scotland to those of the many new nations and nationalities which have emerged since 1945, every one of them blessed with a seat at the United Nations. Surely Scotland’s ‘claim’ is as good as any of theirs?


Claim to what? This is the question that the Nationalist myth-mentality appears largely consecrated to evading, with the assistance of all hands. The right to be free, territorial self-control, even the idea of nationality itself – these are not timeless truths, but the products of a certain logic in the historical process. They occupy a broadly recognisable place in history, and have a certain justification attaching to this place. Once, the world was without nationalities – and indeed, nationality appeared, not as the expression of ‘freedom’ and the right to be different and unique, but as the enemy of precisely these things, the leveller of tribal and feudal variety – and it will certainly be so again. Nations and Nationalisms are aspects of the bourgeois epoch of world history. Within this epoch it has (or in most cases, has had) two sorts of justification as a historical force. Firstly, as a necessary means of escape from feudal or other primitive systems that were an impossible barrier to economic and social progress. In this sense, Nationalism was a precondition of the formation of modern society, and such a vital one that bourgeois civilisation has on the whole remained cast in its mould; it is only now beginning to break away from it. Secondly – mainly in the 20th century – Nationalism has served as an analogous instrument for non-European societies to escape from another system which for them constituted an equally insuperable barrier to development: western Imperialism. It is unnecessary here to try and discuss the complexities of these issues. But surely it is clear that in both cases Nationalism had a double positive function: externally, as a means of sweeping away archaic or predatory social forms, and internally, as a means of mobilising populations for socio-economic development.


Where is Scottish Nationalism located in this perspective? In its present form, nowhere. That is, as a tragic dream comparable to the other dreams of Scotland’s history precisely in its remoteness from those real conditions which could give it the historical significance it implicitly claims. Any reasonable political judgment on Scottish Nationalism must take into account both this remoteness, and its meaning in terms of Scottish history. True to their nature, the Scots usually voice their Nationalism in a very moral manner. Nowhere more so than in placing themselves within the great 20th-century anti-imperialist movement of national liberation. There can therefore be no harm in pointing out some of the moral truths which do, in fact, attach to the position of their country in the history of the world.


First of all, Scotland is not a colony, a semi-colony, a pseudo-colony, a near-colony, a neo-colony, or any kind of colony of the English. She is a junior but (as these things go) highly successful partner in the general business enterprise of Anglo-Scots Imperialism. Now that this business is evidently on its last legs, it may be quite reasonable for the Scots to want out. But there is really no point in disguising this desire with heroic irony. After all, when the going was good for Imperialism, the world heard very little indeed for the Scots’ longing for independence. It may not come amiss either to indicate the ludicrous phoniness of that comparison of themselves with the Irish the Scots are fond of in this context. The Irish rose up and wrenched their independence from Imperialism when the latter was at the apex of its power. With sleekit Presbyterian moderation the Scots have restrained themselves until it is abundantly plain that the English would be incapable of stopping an insurrection on the Isle of Wight. The Irish had to fight the Black-and-Tans. The London Times has already half-surrendered to the Scots.


The comparison between them is not a matter of 50 years in time. It is a matter of two worlds. When, after its own grab at colonial empire had failed with the disastrous Darien Expedition of 1698, the Scottish bourgeoisie joined forces with the English in 1707, the distinction became inevitable. The Scottish people ceased to belong to Frantz Fanon’s ‘Wretched of the Earth’. For two centuries they have belonged to the conquerors. Their industries were, as E. J. Hobsbawm puts it, ‘the cutting edge of a world industrial economy’.15 Their armies were the cutting edge of British Imperialism. Now, the bourgeois rhetoric of Nationalism blandly exorcises this history of blood and exploitation with a few readings from The Rights of Man. Indeed, one elder statesman of the Nationalist movement recently went on record with these remarkable words: ‘The great mistake made by James VI in 1603 was to go to London. He should have governed the whole British Empire from Scotland…’16 Unfortunately, this vein of delirium echoes the central uncertainty of Nationalism only too accurately. When in doubt, take refuge in bombast. The Scots have become vaguely conscious of having sold their national soul to the Devil. It is more painful to recognise that the bargain of 1707 cannot now be undone, except in name – unless of course the Nationalist movement had aspirations which went beyond the terms of that bourgeois world to which 1707 and its consequences belonged. But this is another question, and one of little relevance to existing Nationalism.


Admittedly, Scotland – along with the English North-East and South-West – has also long been the victim of the unequal development characteristic of advanced capitalism. Such areas are characterised by higher, chronic rates of unemployment, poorer housing, high emigration, and generally lag behind the favoured zones of growth (like the English South-East, or the Paris conurbation). It has been recognised that one way – perhaps a necessary way – of countering this tendency is to give more power over their own affairs to these regions. The Italian Republican Constitution of 1946 remains a model for such progressive bourgeois development, although only partially enacted to this day.


But this is to confer upon Scotland’s problems a status quite different from the one enshrined in the Nationalist mythology. It makes the purpose of ‘independence’ into a minor administrative problem. Autonomy becomes an antidote for some of the worst damage done by the reckless past evolution of the capitalist system. Looked at in this perspective, regional Nationalisms could have a usefulness to the system second only to its principal support through times of crisis: the Labour Party. There is some formal analogy between such regional distortions of development within capitalism, and the world problem of ‘under-development’; but there is such a difference of scale and quality that it is really absurd to try and read the same political meanings into the two situations.17


In a capitalist world more unified every day by the great monopolies, Scotland occupies a position of particular dependence. The regional decay resulting from her dependence upon English capitalism has only been remedied (very partially) by the invasion of American capital and its chain of light-engineering plants in the Lowlands. A bourgeois-national movement will create no new, national heaven-and-earth in this situation. It is coming into an old world whose crust hardened long ago. Its task is the anti-climactic one of administering more efficiently and humanely what was created in the past. Nationalism belongs in a young world in eruption, where the collapse of the ancient system releases visionary possibilities of a new social order forged closer to the heart. Scotland’s Romantic Nationalism, which slumbered through this era of history, now emerges from its grave like a revenant to confront the obsidian landscape of late capitalism. Free, for the Spirit of National Redemption: the post of Local Under-Manager.


It might be objected that there are still anomalous forms of Nationalism with much greater significance than this. The current Nationalist stirrings of Eastern Europe, for instance, or – even more striking – France. We noticed at the beginning that Scottish and Welsh Nationalism do indeed share something of this meaning, at least in their external impact upon their context, as elements of disaggregation in the aftermath of British Imperialism. But they appear – so far at least – to be much less important than these other cases. In part, this is simply a matter of context. It is the sclerotic oppression of Stalinism which gives positive and liberating significance to Czech, Polish or Rumanian national movements. It is American capitalism’s growing domination of Europe that lends positive historical sense to Gaullist Nationalism.


In part, however, it is also a matter of the character and aspirations of the national bourgeoisie or ruling élite behind these national manifestations. After all, the French bourgeoisie, with its revolutionary traditions (however faded), its intense chauvinism and confident way of life, and its still great resources of power, is one thing. The Scottish bourgeoisie is decidedly another.


The English have curiously little grasp of this aspect of the question – as if confident that their long dominion over such provinces had necessarily produced complete mimic copies of their own ruling classes there. In Scotland at least, this naïve trust is quite unfounded. Here is one level indeed where a genuine analogy between the British provinces and the most hopeless areas of the ex-colonial Empire holds good. No West African or Asiatic comprador bourgeoisie has aped the external forms of English civility more sedulously – or remained more stubbornly itself, underneath them. This is the whole sense of the Calvinist mentality: cringing observance of external forms, for worldly purposes, and contemptuous disregard of them on another level. Inwardly, the Scots have absorbed little or nothing of the peculiar secrets of the English bourgeois régime: hegemony through tolerant compromise, ‘permeation’, the delicious mystification of traditionalism, the translation of impersonal power-relationships into subtle personal terms – all these are really closed books for them. That peculiarly heavy, gritty stylelessness, deaf to allusions and the subtler sorts of humour, that exasperating pedantry and solemn formalism, those alien and disconcerting silences and the clumsy intensity somewhere behind them tensed in relationship to a world felt as tragic and out of key with the ordinary spontaneity of living – these traits so familiar to the foreigner would be, written large, the characteristics of a Scottish bourgeois régime. They reflect that particular subordination to the past, described above. They also give a precise sense to the reactionary nature of Scottish Nationalism, and any government it produced.


The preoccupations of this parody of a ruling class are well laid out for us in A. J. C. Kerr’s 1967 Scottish Opinion Survey.18 Robert Burns would be vexed (but hardly surprised) to see that Republicanism is still well beyond its horizons. It is in fact deeply exercised by the difficult choice between Queen Elizabeth the I and II, and her offspring Prince Andrew, as suitable monarchs of the new realm. The real worry is the young folk, however. That odious, grudging tyranny of the older generations over youth which distinguishes Calvinism from civilisation will naturally be reinforced after independence. The truly worrying problem, is: how long should National Service be in the new realm? How much of it should be military, how much enforced ‘public service’? This evil mélange of decrepit Presbyterianism and imperialist thuggery, whose spirit may be savoured by a few mornings with the Edinburgh Scotsman and a few evenings watching Scottish Television, appears to be solidly represented in the Scottish National Party. Those impressed by its ‘radicalism’ should turn to a towering portrait of the Scotch bourgeois, written in acid two generations ago:


Hah! I don’t understand that; it’s damned nonsense! – that was his attitude to life. If ‘that’ had been an utterance of Shakespeare or Napoleon it would have made no difference to John Gourley. It would have been damned nonsense just the same. And he would have told them so, if he had met them… His thickness of wit was never a bar to the success of his irony. For the irony of the ignorant Scot is rarely the outcome of intellectual qualities. It depends on a falsetto voice and the use of a recognised number of catchwords… Not that he was voluble of speech; he wasn’t clever enough for lengthy abuse. He said little and his voice was low, but every world… was a stab. And often his silence was more withering than any utterance. It struck life like a black frost.19
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