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The Migrant Nation

‘at its peak, in the 1920s’, T.M. Devine notes, ‘over 
363,000 Scots left for the USA and Canada in a 
single decade’ (To the Ends of the Earth, 83) but 
the establishment of the welfare state in the 
aftermath of the Second World War did not 
encourage Scots to stay in Scotland: according to 
Devine, ‘between 1951 and 1981, 753,000 Scots 
left the country, around 45 per cent of them for 
England and the rest for new lives overseas’ (270)

‘between 1952 and 2006 net migration loss, defined as the difference in the number of 
people moving to and leaving a country, was about 825,000, described by one authority 
as “a staggering amount” from a nation of little more than 5 million’ (To the Ends of the 
Earth, 271).



Nostophobia: ‘Back to Dunbar’

Neil Gunn:
Artistically in the modern world Scotland 
doesn’t exist. No music, no drama, no letters, of 
any international significance. Why is this all-
round sterility so complete, so without parallel 
in the life of any modern nation? Should not an 
honest attempt be made to answer that 
question before attacking the very movement 
that is trying to do so?

Hugh MacDiarmid:
Scotland has consequently become 
insular and has “fidged fu’ fain” on the 
strength of work that reflected only its 
national degeneracy and its intellectual 
inferiority to every other European 
country. The majority of the Scottish 
writers held most in esteem by 
contemporary Scots were (or are) too 
“unconscious” even to experience the 
sense of frustration. They were too 
completely destitute of artistic integrity. 



MacDiarmid on Burns

It is in keeping with the cultural history of 
Scotland that such a Pegasus should have had 
to work in double harness with the clumsiest 
of carthorses, that Burns's wonderful power 
of song should have been so prosaically 
shackled, that his unique gift should have had 
to manifest itself behind such an irrelevant 
array of trite platitudinisation. And it is in 
keeping too with the cultural history of 
Scotland that even yet he should be most 
esteemed for the orthodox externalities of his 
work,  for all that is irrelevant to, most opaque 
to, and most disfiguring of his genius rather 
than for the essence of that genius in itself.

The tragedy of Burns is that he was a 
great poet who lived in an age and under 
circumstances hopelessly uncongenial to 
the exercise of his art and that, as a 
consequence, he was prevented from 
penetrating to an intellectual plane in 
keeping with his lyrical genius.



Edwin Muir on Walter Scott

. . . men of Scott's enormous genius have rarely Scott's 
faults; they may have others but not these particular 
ones; and so I was forced to account for the hiatus in 
Scott's endowment by considering the environment  in 
which he lived, by invoking the fact – if the reader will 
agree it is one -– that he spent most of his days in a 
hiatus, in a country, that is to say which was neither a 
nation nor a province,  and had, instead of a centre, a 
blank, an Edinburgh, in the middle of it. But this 
Nothing in which Scott wrote was not merely a spatial 
one; it was a temporal Nothing as well, dotted with a 
few disconnected figures arranged at abrupt intervals: 
Henryson, Dunbar, Allan Ramsay and Burns, with a 
rude buttress of ballads and folk songs to shore them 
up and keep them from falling.



We all know that Scottish culture is, don’t we? That mixture of the 
common sense and sentimentality, of social realism and airy-fairy, of 
Gaelic piety and Lowland pawkiness, etc. etc. We all know about 
Scottish identity: porridge and the People’s Friend and all the rest of 
it. And if you write ten neat lines in Lallans about the whooping 
cough of your baby boy when you were on holiday in the Mearns, 
that is Scottish literature, is it not? (SG, 40)

Kenneth White on Scottish Culture A country is that which offers resistance . . 
. But in the course of time, the resistance 
wears down, the country gets covered 
with cliché and becomes couthy, or even 
cruddy. Alba is Scotland un-couthied, un-
cruddied, re-discovered . . . original 
landscape-mindscape, and, connecting 
them, wordscape. (SG, 3)



Alba, not Scotland

One who felt for the dearth of so-called Scottish 
culture, and the narrowness of so-called Scottish 
literature, at the beginning of this century, and who 
was out to change things, summed up the 
programme as ‘back to Dunbar’! That was the 
Scottish Renaissance, but I don’t think it is enough. 
What I’d say, for a start at least, is: ‘Back to Finn’, and 
that what we need is a wide-ranging reconnaissance 
as well as a new grounding. Back to Finn, and, via that 
figure, into that Hyperborean ‘white world’ from 
which, as Lévi-Strauss has shown, the Celts derived so 
much of their myth . . . (SG, 42)



Out of History
The plot thickens, history gets 
heavier, the contradiction increase in 
frequency. If the logic of 
development corresponded with the 
course of history, general 
perspectives would be more inspiring 
than they generally are – but that 
very rarely the case: few are the 
human communities that know a 
steady state of evolution. The 
question is always how, against the 
mechanics of history, to maintain 
some dynamic that transcends 
history, keeping open an alternative 
space that counteracts history. (SG, 
107)

Let’s get it straight, boys, once and for all. A bard is 
one who sings and re-sings the history of the tribe. 
Being without a tribe, and doing my damnedest to 
get out of history, I just can’t be no beardy bard, OK?
(Blue Road, 28).



Kierkegaard and Existence

My main thought was that because of the copiousness of knowledge, 
people in our day have forgotten what it means to exist, and what 
inwardness is, and that the misunderstanding between speculative 
thought and Christianity could be explained by that  . . . If people had 
forgotten what it means to exist religiously, they had probably also 
forgotten what it means to  exist humanly.; therefore this would have 
to be brought out. But this must not on any account be done 
didactically, because then the misunderstanding would in a new 
misunderstanding instantly make capital of the explanatory  attempt, 
as if existing consisted in coming to know something about a 
particular point. If this is communicated as knowledge, the recipient 
is mistakenly induced to understand that he is gaining something to 
know. (Unscientific Postscript, 249)



Kierkegaard, History and Existentialism
1. Kierkegaard’s refusal of the Hegelian system which has no place 
for the individual – no individual could believe in the ‘system’ 
without negating his or her own existence as an individual

2. Kierkegaard’s insistence that Christian belief is an immediate relation 
with God and therefore beyond history, in effect, a direct communication 
with eternity.

3. Kierkegaard’s  influence on theologians and on Scottish theology through the 
reception of Karl Barth

4. The Gifford lectures as the medium through which existential thought was 
delivered to Scotland by Barth (1937-38) and by Gabriel Marcel (1947-48)



Viewed socratically, the eternal essential truth is not at all paradoxical in itself, 
but only being related to an existing person. This is expressed in another Socratic 
thesis: that all knowing is a recollecting. This thesis is the intimation of beginning 
of speculative thought, but for that very reason Socrates did not pursue it; it 
essentially became Platonic. This is where the road swings off, and Socrates 
essentially emphasises existing, whereas Plato, forgetting this, loses himself in 
speculative thought: Socrates infinite merit is precisely that of being an existing
thinker. (Unscientific Postscript, 205).

Back to Socrates

Kant thought that it was a scandal to philosophy and human intelligence that 
there was lacking a cogent proof for the reality of a world outside ourselves. 
Heidegger’s reply is that the true scandal of philosophy is not that such a proof 
is lacking, but that it was ever looked for. Man, as existing is always already in a 
world. (38)
John Macquarrie, An Existentialist Theology: A Comparison of Heidegger and 
Bultman (1955)



Christian v. atheistic existentialism

I have recently surprised and even scandalised some of 
Sartre’s followers by classifying his philosophy among the 
‘techniques of vilification’, by which I mean techniques which 
result, whether deliberately or not, in the systematic 
vilification of man. I admit that, superficially, this would 
seem to be a paradox, for does not Sartre ceaselessly exalt 
man and his freedom in the face of the radical absurdity of 
the universe? . . . Etymologically, to vilify a thing is to take 
away its value, its price. This can be done in the case of 
merchandise by flooding the market, and this just what 
Sartre does to freedom: he debases it by putting it on every 
stall (Philosophy of Existence, 62–3)



White, ‘On the Fronting Shore’

White points to the ways in which Heidegger moves from 
seeing philosophy and poetry as two parallel paths to ‘a 
wayfaring into primal space’ (SG, 211) to a later realisation 
that ‘only poetry exists on lasting ground’ (SG, 211): ‘If, for 
a start, he welcomed this encounter as the occasion of a 
fertile dialogue, seeing poetry and philosophy as two 
neighbouring but separate peaks, he gradually came to 
see a closer connection, if not an identification’ (SG, 212). 
The end of that ‘wayfaring into primal space’ White wants 
to designate, in German, as ‘Westland, a land where “es
west”, where “there is being”, a being deeper than 
anything envisaged or experienced in ontology’ (SG, 211). 
The search for that deeper being is what connects 
‘wayfaring’, travelling the land, to poetry, the search for 
the poetics of being.



‘our several ways of philosophical thinking appear 

to be converging more than they have for many 

centuries.’ Some of the themes of existentialism 

are, it is said, those with which Eastern philosophy, 

especially Buddhism, has been concerned for two 

and a half millennia. Takeuchi mention as 

particularly significant the notion of ‘being’ and 

‘nothingness’, and the phenomenon of anxiety to 

which the encounter with nothingness gives rise. 

(Existentialism, 43)

John Macquarrie on Existentialism



Patrick  Geddes

Paleotechnics [industrial society] meant waste of 
natural resources, blighted landscapes, pandemoniac
cities full of factories, offices, slums and stunted 
human lives. Neotechnics meant the use of non-
polluting energy and the attempt to reunite utility 
with beauty, city with landscape. Biotechnics would 
promote new life thinking, leading to more developed 
human lives, more expanded psyches. As to 
geotechnics, it was the means for human beings to 
learn how to really and fully inhabit the earth. 
‘Looking Out: From Neotechnics to Geopoetics’, On 
Scottish Ground, 147)



Scottish Geo-Botanics
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John Muir and Wilderness
And if, in his company, I had heard him say once too often: 
“Praise God from whom all blessings flow!”, I’d either have 
suggested he pipe down or, more likely, moved off on my 
own to a less effusively theistic spot. But to stick at this level 
would be to look at Muir from the wrong end of the 
telescope, and miss out entirely on the full scope of his 
intentions, the whole scape of his mind. Muir had vision, a 
hyper-heraclitean vision of the universe as “an infinite storm 
of beauty”. He’s well aware of the toughness of the world, 
well aware of the forces of destruction in it, but he sees 
beyond them.  Of the “flower-gardens” on the lower reaches 
of what is now called Muir Glacier, he has this: “Out of all the 
cold darkness and glacial crushing and grinding comes this 
warm, abounding beauty of life to teach us that what we in 
faithless ignorance and fear call destruction is creation finer 
and finer.” (Winds of Vancouver, Ch. 11)



Calvinism and Nature

The final goal of the blessed life, moreover, rests in 
the knowledge of God (cf. John 17:3). Lest anyone, 
then, be excluded from access to happiness, he not 
only sowed in men’s minds that seed of religion of 
which we have spoken but revealed himself and 
daily discloses himself in the whole workmanship of 
the universe. As a consequence, men cannot open 
their eyes without being compelled to see him. . . . 
Wherever you cast your eyes, there is not a spot in 
the universe where you cannot discern at least some 
sparks of his glory. ( Institutes, I, 5.1.)


