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ABSTRACT
As Scotland begins a new era in its history after 300 years of being governed from

Westminster, many contradictory effects on the cultural, historical, literary and economic
life of the country have begun to be put into perspective. The focus of this thesis is the
dystopic impulses in some key texts of contemporary urban Scottish literature since
Alasdair Gray's Lanark was published in 1981. It argues that the defining moment in recent
Scottish political and literary history was the failed 1979 Devolution Referendum and the
devastating effects of eighteen years of Tory leadership on Scotland. Five chapters focus on
works of urban fiction, mostly set in Glasgow and the West of Scotland: Alasdair Gray's
1982 Janine, James Kelman's How Late It Was, How Late, Janice Galloway's The Trick Is
To Keep Breathing, Irvine Welsh's Trainspotting and A.L. Kennedy's So I Am Glad.
Chapter Seven comprises a review of more recent work to illustrate the continuing vibrancy
and diversity of contemporary Scottish fiction and to help put the literary and political
history into a contemporary context.

The main theme of this thesis is addiction, central to much of the content of these
novels: to alcohol, drugs, sex, anorexia nervosa and bulimia. The principal argument of
each novel suggests the incompatibility of the ideologies of the capitalist and imperialist
systems with self-determination, social justice and questions of class and language.
Patriarchy and the role of institutions are observed as repressive instruments of
government and the embedded attitudes of state and family display a culture that exhibits
many of the symptoms of the individual addict.

The effects of the widening poverty gap as a result of the “Thatcher Revolution”
in Scotland are examined through the disrupted lives of the novels' protagonists; the
effects of church and state on the lack of community are also considered. Cross-
generational family dysfunction or absence of family is also evident in all the narratives
depicting a culture of dependency and blame and a preponderance of sexual immaturity.

Scotland as a nation is portrayed as a victimized society with a history of an
absence of entitlement, with respect not only to women, but also to men. Violent behavior
is commonplace and condoned; the “hard man” is not purely a sensationalist fictional
character. The impact of Scotland as a stateless nation is cumulative and has resulted in a
certain social paralysis (denial) and hopelessness (hangover), leading to varying
responses for three of the male protaggn‘ists.:?iﬁ‘{li:é novels of Gray, Welsh and Kelman:
from escape to attempted suicide.

All but one of the novels uses first-person, interior monologue as a device to draw

the reader into a more sympathetic understanding of the protagonists' pain and trauma, in
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what are, generally disturbing and depressing narratives. The use of experimental literary
devices and different literary genres is a hallmark of all the novels, from the mixing of
realism and fantasy to the pared-down existential narrative illustrating the dysfunction
and fragmentation of the protagonists. The voices of all but one clearly define the
protagonists as coming from a working-class background. The fictional characters are all
wrestling with their own demons in an effort to make some sense out of their lives, but
humor is the saving grace of most, lifting the reader out of depths of despair that these
stories might have engendered. There is, however a divide in the emotional and political
perspective of the last two and most recent novels, enabling the protagonists to walk away
from their dependent selves and serving notice to the repressive effects of church and
state.

Women, however, are portrayed as symbolic creatures of an abused nation, near
parodies of sexual stereotyping or off in the margins and footnotes in the three novels
written by men. The two female novelists treat their subjects differently. While the
content of the novels is no less despairing the female protagonists argue compellingly that
madness might well be a viable alternative to their present situation. Evident in both are
intimate observations on the themes of sudden death, family dysfunction, oppression,
suppression and loneliness, leading one protagonist to display violent and abusive sexual
behavior and the other to be on the verge of a mental breakdown. However, these two
novels by women also point more positively toward recovery, as if coming out a period of
intense therapy.

While all the novels portray a demonic view of Scottish life, there is
honesty to the narratives, which helps to give them a distinctive voice and place
internationally. If literature as protest is allied with political action in representing the
need for Scotland to come to terms with itself and its history, these novels help take the

first steps toward recovery and self-determination.
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Introduction



We are going to have a referendum!
Shall we join the British Emlpire?
Tom Leonard

The failed Devolution Referendum, it could be argued, was a defining moment in Scottish
history, not only to political history, but literary history as well. The year 1979 also
marked the beginning of the Tories’ eighteen-year reign and Scotland’s claim for a larger
share in its off-shore oil profits, as well as the social upheaval of the striking miners in
north-east England. In addition, the Thatcher government’s two abortive attempts at
social engineering - the introduction of the poll tax, initially in Scotland, and the plan to
privatize Scottish water - probably did more to ignite nationalistic spirit than any political
party platform could achieve. On the international front, the idea of nation as a social
organisation was being overwhelmed by the proliferation of transnational capital and the
presence of U.S. military installations in Loch Lomond and elsewhere in the world? As
Donald Wesling observes:
The failure of a political solution, in the devolution vote, was met by remarkable
new initiatives in the substitute public spheres of publishing, history-writing, the
arts and literature.... [W]ith few exceptions cultural work since 1979 [...], has
manifested the re-routing of political meanings, by grand display or wry irony or
noble idealism or psycho-social repression. (86)
Alasdair Gray’s Lanark (1981), a novel that is much more than the sum of a life in four
books in its importance to Scotland’s literary canon, because it dealt with contemporary
Scotland as a country at a crossroads, was published three years after the Referendum
vote. It is a literary landmark as Gavin Wallace notes and can be “likened to earlier
enduring literary landmarks like 4 Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926) and Sunset
Song (1932)™ in its importance to Scottish letters. Scottish narrative since 1979, Donald
Wesling has noted, contains a surprising number of novels told in the first-person -
monologic in utterance and often a combination of monologue-dialogue in style. He
argues that there is a possible connection between “this prominent sometimes spectacular
group of writings to a Scottish national consciousness” * in the “congealed event” (82) of

the narrowly lost referendum vote and its aftermath.
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The novels examined in this thesis are Alasdair Gray’s /982 Janine, James

Kelman’s How Late It Was How Late, Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting, Janice Galloway’s
The Trick Is To Keep Breathing and A.L. Kennedy’s So I Am Glad. Each of these novels
could be considered as “politics-as-extreme repression”. (ibid.) All are linked by the
deeply disturbed condition of their protagonists. This condition is a “sickness” both
individual and societal, portrayed in the Scottish novel of the 1980s and 1990s as “a sharp
weapon in the battle for Scottish identity and autonomy”, *> according to Carmen Callil
and Colm Toibin. This contrasts with much recent North American fiction, which has
often been concerned with taking account of itself through historical fiction. Novels by
Don DeLillo, Barbara Kingsolver, Russell Banks, Margaret Atwood, Andrea Barrett,
Charles Frazier, Gore Vidal and others are the retelling of their nations’ histories.® Gore
Vidal, for example has for the past thirty years, says reviewer Stephen Smith, “never
actually stopped channeling his own vivid dramatic readings of American history through
the big names and big events in one ... big book after another”. (ibid) “We keep revising
our past to keep it consistent with who we think we are”,’ says Kenneth Millard. Much of
Scotland’s recent literary output has left the re-examination of its historical roots to the
history books and popular historical and romantic fiction rather than the historical novel.
Contemporary Scottish literature has probably more cultural parallels to recent
Irish literature, in its centrifugal rather than centripetal relationship as a “peripheral”
culture.® Ireland has also seen an extraordinary explosion in fiction in the last twenty-five
years and a “refusal to be content to work within any supposed tradition”,” says Dermot
Bolger in the introduction to the New Picador Book of Contemporary Irish Literature.
One of the differences between the two literatures, however, is that with respect to Irish
literature “few see themselves as social commentators”. (xx) It could, however, be
argued, that Irish literary political events have already been portrayed in the plays of Sean
O’Casey, J.M. Synge and the novels of Bernard MacLaverty, early Brian Moore and

others.
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In the modem British novel, the late Malcolm Bradbury notes, in his book The

Modern British Novel, “all the terms of my title - with the possible exception of the
definite article - are contentious, or as we now say contested”.'® “Modern” he notes,
referring to Stephen Spender’s claim, forms only one tradition: that of the experimental
and avant-garde. “Contemporary” is concerned with social questions and “the way we
live now”. (xi) Both aspects of “contemporary” are a preoccupation in the novels -
examined in this thesis, since the publication of Lanark. The thesis begins with Lanark,
but does not examine it in detail. It is used mainly to delineate the time focus under
discussion and the dystopic impulses of the other novels in focus.

The chief difference between Scottish and English contemporary literature (that is,
not literature written in English, but concerned with social issues both in and out of
England) is English literature’s growing multicultural nature, its middle class voice, and
the middle ground it chooses as its subject matter. There is, however, some of the same
pre-occupation in the Eighties with the “Thatcher Revolution”, which Bradbury argues
was a “real revolution, which quickly transformed the social, political and cultural
climate, and brought a well-established liberal consensus to an end”. (396) The parallels
include a discussion of deterioration of public spaces in cities, increasing crime rates, the
problems of drugs and urban violence and, as Bradbury observes, “the rising problem of
the “underclass”, “those who did not share in the entrepreneurial opportunities the
Eighties increasingly offered”. (397) These topics are to be found in the novels of Martin
Amis, lan McEwan, Peter Ackroyd, Jim Crace and Salman Rushdie among the men, and
Margaret Drabble and Angela Carter among the women.

However, more recently the novel south of the border has been dominated by the
mores of the middle class as Showalter and Kennedy note. Elaine Showalter has observed
in a review of Jeanette Winterson’s novel The. Powerbook, that English literature

is preoccupied by the perennial small change of romance. Writing

about singles and couples, triangles and hexagons, about love instead of money,
about sex instead of power, about the past instead of the future, they are
measuring out in latte spoons the greatest social material offered to fiction since
the 1840s. Stylish and fashionably satirical, they seem afraid to tackle big subjects
and to take either the subjects or themselves seriously.”
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This is a view, which Alison Kennedy confirms, in a 1999 interview where she discusses
the English novel:

They all seem to be bound by all sorts of very strange rules. Basically it has to be

very tied to a plausible upper-middle class realism, so effectively it’s going to be

about people who work in publishing, people who work in television, women who
don’t work at all. And they all have adulterous affairs either in London or in
country houses quite close to London, but they can’t have passionate affairs....

The primary thing is to have as little emotion anywhere as possible.'

The dominant working class voice of all but one of the novels examined here sets them
apart from England’s fiction of the same period. It would, however, be facetious to
suggest that Scotland has no middle-class voice in its contemporary literature. While
Jennifer Wilson in So I Am Glad, Kennedy’s second novel, is not rooted in working-class
culture, she does live in shared accommodation in the heart of Glasgow’s populous West
End and works for a living. Kennedy is one of many middle-class Scottish writers. I will
argue, however, that the overriding emphasis in the novels examined is their major pre-
occupation with the state of the nation. |

Since Lanark was published in 1981, the output and quality of literature in
Scotland has been impressive and shows no sign of being a mere blip. Rather, it is a
literature which has been ahead of its country’s politics in terms of its stand on self-
determination and its dissatisfaction with the economic and social disparities of the
political system. A “passion for liberty”, says Prof. H.J. Paton “runs right through
Scottish literature and political thinking”.I3 It is a passion which, it could be argued,
stems from a conflict, rather than a confusion of identity, giving literature not only a role
in reflecting society, but also a part in the political struggle of the country. The novel in
Ireland and Scotland, say Carmen Callil and Colm Toibin “fill[s] in gaps, spaces between
the public and the private” ... “and seems to strengthen a fragile identity”. (x) The success
of the Scottish novel in contemporary literature, as Douglas Gifford observes, “refuse[s]
to accept the old polarities”'* giving contemporary Scottish literature its distinctive voice
and place internationally.

The diversity of Scottish voices and pressure by younger writers to be heard was
the impetus for the emergence of influential small presses in Scotland. In both Scotland
and Ireland radical small presses have played an important role in fostering the growth of
indigenous work, while both countries have benefited from a pressure to allow young
voices to be heard. In Scotland, Duncan McLean’s Clocktower Press is an example of a
publishing venture born out of writers’ frustration to be published. His early efforts, along
with those of James Meek, were photocopied pamphlets of short stories mailed out to

individuals and small groups, giving writers like Gordon Legge and Alan Wamer their
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start.'”” Under Peter Kravitz’s editorship at Polygon, (now an imprint of Edinburgh

University Press), both James Kelman and then Janice Galloway launched their careers.
Edinburgh publisher Canongate also played a pivotal role not just in reprinting Scottish
classics, but in publishing Lanark and welcoming Kevin Williamson’s Rebel Inc., which
published Laura Hird and Toni Davidson. Janice Galloway and Hamish Whyte, in turn,
gave Irvine Welsh his debut with an excerpt from Trainspotting in New Writing Scotland
(1991). Welsh subsequently sold Trainspotting to English publisher Jonathan Cape,
whose Scots-born editor Robin Robertson also published Alan Warner and Alison
Kennedy.

In a tightly organized literary community, authors helped each other get
published and in Duncan McLean’s case embarked on publishing ventures with little
capital, but a fierce determination that new voices should be heard. This was a far cry
from the days when Hugh MacDiarmid would, says Peter Kravitz “start arguments with
himself, changing his mind from month to month as if only to open up areas of debate 16
in an environment where little dissent was evident.

A genesis of much help and inspiration to Scottish writers, however, goes to poet
Edwin Morgan who, as a board member of the journal Scottish International, ran extracts
from Lanark in the early 1970s, a full decade before it was published. (xv) While Gray
and Kelman were instrumental in helping either practically or in a literary sense all five
authors examined here, Irvine Welsh especially owes a linguistic debt to Kelman’s
popularizing of the use of the vernacular in fiction. Janice Galloway has also benefited
from both Gray’s vision and the experimental structure of his novels, together with
Kelman’s use of stream-of-consciousness style and blending of dialogue and prose.

The five novels examined here are linked through the addictions of their
protagonists. Addiction, however, is examined not only through the prism of intoxication,
but psychologically as a crutch for larger societal issues in these novels. All of the
protagonists are loners, outside the societal norm, all suffering from some kind of
obsession/addiction. Compulsion to and obsession with alcohol, drugs and sex, as well as
bulimia and anorexia nervosa, suggest the feelings of anxiety, insecurity, blame,
dependence, resentment, violence and aggression experienced by the individual. They
also reflect the ills of a society where social inequality prevails and physical surroundings
are those of a troubled and changing world. Jock McLeish in /982 Janine and Sammy
Samuels in How Late It Was, How Late, have experienced huge structural change and

upheaval in Glasgow and its environs. Samuels fits the profile of poverty, substance



6
abuse and violence, while McLeish is psychologically dependent on alcohol and addicted

to masturbation, which only worsens his damaged psyche.

In Scotland, where whisky is not only a valuable commercial commodity, but has
also acquired the mythological status of “water of life”, its consumption has become an
established part of the culture. It has lead to an ambivalent attitude toward it and a society
largely in denial as to its detrimental public health and social consequences. “[T]he
condition”, says Griffith Edwards in a book-length study of the subject is “downplayed or
made into a joke and met with teasing forgiveness rather than condemnation”.'” He also
observes that alcohol is a lightning conductor for other social tensions. (91). “Five times
more Britons have serious drink-related problems now than in the Sixties, according to
Eric Appleby, director of Alcohol Concern”.'® Dysfunctional behavior too is cross-
generational. In So I Am Glad, Jennifer Wilson’s abusive sexual practices can be seen as
rooted in her own abuse as a child, while Joy Stone in The Trick Is To Keep Breathing
comes from a family which can aptly be described as the walking wounded. Mark
Renton’s parents in Trainspotting are of little help and are caught up with their own
problems. And Jock McLeish in /982 Janine sees little separation between the repressive
effects of church, state and his own family. The novels reflect a country in a downward
spiral of structural and emotional neglect.

Trainspotting and How Late It Was, How Late, reflect the stark class divisions of
two cities, Edinburgh and Glasgow, where the term working-class hardly encompasses a
generation which might never have had a permanent job, resulting in social and emotional
consequences that this kind of poverty and insecurity spawns. While Jock McLeish and
Joy Stone inhabit, through their jobs, a middle-class lifestyle, there is a discomfort felt by
both in embracing a bourgeois existence. Kennedy’s So I Am Glad displays none of these
class divisions or insecurities, allowing her voice to clearly depict her own and society’s
dysfunction. Kelman, Welsh (and Luke Sutherland, discussed later), all have a strong
interest in linguistic strategy and bring their own distinctive voice to their protagonists’
speech. Douglas Gifford has argued that a recognizable genre of Scottish fiction has
emerged

suited to writers growing out of and coping with the inherited pressures of a
culture full of self-questioning, which feels itself marginalised or peripheral, yet
resents bitterly the forced anxieties of class, language, religion, constraining
gender roles. 1

Class divisions depict the voice of a stateless nation experiencing very difficult and

unduly lengthy birth pains.
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Gray’s Jock McLeish and Galloway’s Joy Stone are preoccupied with Protestant
guilt and the destructive forces of patriarchy and capitalism. Kelman’s Sammy Samuels
and Welsh’s Mark Renton are characters from common socio-economic backgrounds, in
tales of two cities, where only a minority enjoy the benefits of sustainable employment,
adequate housing and good healthcare and where the deadening effects of alcohol and
drugs guarantee a life without a future. Kennedy’s M. (Mercy) Jennifer Wilson is
struggling to make sense out of her life (and her country) and to lay to rest the demons of
a troubled childhood. It is not a coincidence that most of the novels examined here exhibit
a preoccupation with the excretion of bodily liquids and fluids. In the case of Galloway’s
The Trick Is To Keep Breathing this becomes psychological as well as physical in Joy’s
bulimic purging. As Berthold Schoene-Harwood has observed referring to Jock McLeish
(and the works might apply to Scotland itself): “[h]aving borne more than it can stomach,
the body releases itself from the ego’s death-bound strategies of self assertion quite
simply by throwing up”.20
It is an approach to literature that Douglas Gifford has said is

often a kind of therapeutic autobiography, and essentially to do with the

protagonist as loner and outsider, as embodiment of unfulfilled desires, sexual,

social, and cultural, or as casualty of traumatic events that force their conscious

and unconscious minds into bizarre and yet therapeutic strategies for survival and

healing.!
The novels examined by Alasdair Gray, James Kelman, Janice Galloway, Irvine Welsh
and A.L. Kennedy are probably among the most widely recognized and discussed modern
Scottish texts, both nationally and internationally. They portray a demonic view of
Scottish life, a very different Scotland from that too often considered as representative.
None of the novels’ protagonists has strong communal ties, either within a nuclear family
or an extended family, or with religion. They are the loners and outsiders of contemporary
urban culture in Scotland. Only one is in a loving relationship with anyone, which is
stretching reality a little, because the lover in question is 375-year-old Cyrano de
Bergerac. It is, however, a radical and provocative approach to literature and begs a like
response. The literature is part political message, part stream-of-consciousness narrative
that separates the country’s contemporary urban fictional output, and sets it apart from the
literatures of England, Ireland and even the United States. It is a literature of frustration,
full of psychological hurts and protagonists retreating into sickness and madness,

reflecting a victimized culture whose malaise is linked to the fact that its seat of

government has for 300 years been far removed from its borders.
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It is evident in the narratives under discussion that the first-person narrators, are

unreliable, full of pain and suffering, victimized by their individual situations. Truth, it
could be said, is the first casualty in these conflicts of the mind. This is also evident in
Trainspotting where no single voice is allowed to dominate but, as Kasia Boddy observes
the voice is at the same time “both bleaker and less despairing ... The fundamental
difference may be Welsh’s lack of self-consciousness and the fact that no single narrative
voice is allowed to dominate”** The protagonists are all wrestling with their own
demons, continually juxtaposing different points of view, yet the first-person narrators do
encourage understanding and empathy and while the endings are ambiguous, they are not
bereft of hope.

There is, however, a theatricality and a political sensibility to all of them. Two of
them were successful plays on the international stage. It is the flamboyant use of
language, the comedic/parodic humour, despite the serious and depressing nature of the
issues, which bring the characters to life on the page. This is especially true in
Trainspotting, The Trick Is To Keep Breathing and So I Am Glad, given the subject matter
in each: a humorous novel about heroin addiction; the lighter side of death and dying; and
a fantasy where child abuse haunts the protagonist and Cyrano de Bergerac is both urban
lover and gardener. The novels’ technique is to use humor as survival, as well as
signalling a departure from a literary tradition steeped in the mythic mists of time. The
novels are also widely experimental and inventive in their use of language and form to
illustrate the trauma of the protagonists in divergent and creative ways. The reader is
drawn into the protagonists’ inner thoughts through the first-person narratives. In
Trainspotting the distinctive linguistic styles of the four main characters act as a
delineation of each character’s identity and a device which has led to a fair amount of
cloning of the novel’s speech patterns.

The two most overtly political novels, 1982 Janine and How Late It Was, How
Late act as a political overview for the rest. But what unifies them all is that the writers
see themselves simultaneously as social commentators and as storytellers.

In Gray and Kelman the political context is more finely drawn showing both
writers remaining true to the old urban experiences around them which shaped their
perspective (both left school at age 15), but now cry out for societal change. Gray can’t
keep his politics off the page, while Kelman’s polemic politics are always “off the page”,
embedded figuratively in the existential style of Camus and Kafka. Kelman strives toward
an internationalism in his arguments. Both /982 Janine and How Late It Was, How Late

describe a sensibility and a connection with the urban which goes beyond politics and into
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the realms of an organic relationship. Both are centred on troubled individuals who could
be tracked on Margaret Atwood’s Basic Victim Positions® continuum in Survival, (1972)
her thematic guide to Canadian literature, where Canada as a colonized country unduly
influenced by her neighbor to the south is depicted in its literature’s characters as
paralyzed by fear. There is a preponderance, she says, of “dramatizations of failure” and
“an obsession with surviving [which] can become the will not to survive” (34.).
Literature, she notes, always has a central symbol and for Canada the appropriate one is
the “collective victim”. (36) While 71982 Janine is not a Glasgow novel, the sensibility is
urban and Glaswegian. Jock is a highly skilled security engineer for a nuclear facility
“wired for war” near the Firth of Clyde. He’s the son of a miner and therefore working
class by birth, and Glaswegian by sensibility because perhaps Gray couldn’t write any
other way. Even though Kelman does not signpost Glasgow the way Gray does in
Lanark, Sammy Samuels’ voice in How Late It Was, How Late is so distinctly
Glaswegian that we couldn’t imagine him living anywhere else. Seeing Glasgow as a city
in crisis Sammy’s attitudes and expectations are predisposed. Much like the often-quoted
passage from Lanark, he is alienated from his environment allowing us to imagine living
there.”* What we see is a city of great disparities where nearly half of the population live
in designated areas of deprivation and nearly half of the primary school pupils receive
free meals, while more than half of the city’s council tenants rely on income support.
Glasgow, on the surface, seems affluent, but the city is fighting for its life in an effort to
stem the flow of its absent citizenry to the suburbs, towns and villages nearby and
rebalance the effects of urban despair.”

It is this urban blight in Glasgow and its environs and in Edinburgh which is a
focus of concern in most of the novels. In 1982 Janine Gray uses as his palette a country
without say in its own destiny. Here, corporate capitalism dictates economics, but pays
little financial dividends and Westminster creates national insecurity. In Kelman’s How
Late It Was How Late we watch the demise of the city’s industrial base and the lot of the
petty criminal who drinks too much and ekes out an existence under the repressive eye of
the Department of Social Services, the police and the medical establishment. Galloway’s
The Trick Is To Keep Breathing primarily depicts a patriarchal culture with little
sympathy for individual self-determination. The novel also depicts similar institutional
repression, this time in the form of a healthcare system unable to cope with the mental
dysfunction of the country’s populace. It is, however, the other face of Edinburgh which
most shocks and depresses. In the midst of conspicuous wealth a group of young men

succumb to a slow death from cheap heroin or AIDS in Welsh’s Trainspotting. It is no
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wonder that Alison Kennedy, the youngest novelist of the group in So 7 Am Glad implies

she has inherited not only a dysfunctional society but a country reeling from years of
neglect. Dystopian impulses are evident in all five novels which are seen as articulating a
strong degree of social criticism, although only one text (and one not looked at in detail
here Alasdair Gray’s Lanark) may truly be categorized as dystopian fiction.

“By definition”, argues M. Keith Booker “dystopian literature is not so much a
specific genre as a particular kind of oppositional and critical energy or spirit”. 2 For
example, Lanark with its futuristic theme and negative utopian narrative, situating itself
in direct opposition to utopian idealism, belongs more properly to the genre. In particular,
three novels, Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We (1924), Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932)
and George Orwell’s 1984 (1949) are the defining texts of the genre illustrating the

vividness of their engagement with real-world social and political issues, and in

the scope of their critique of the societies on which they focus. The issues
explored by these three texts can be grouped roughly under the six rubrics of
science and technology, religion, sexuality, literature and culture, language and
history.27
Booker observes that a number of literary works, especially modern ones, emphasize
dystopian impulses which would not be considered clear examples of dystopian literature.
These energies and spirit are evident in the five novels examined here and play a role in
the recent widespread pessimism that there has been engendered a dystopian mood in
popular culture as a whole, which has inspired popular films like Stanley Kubrick’s
version of 4 Clockwork Orange. (18) There are parallels in the novels examined, as I
shall discuss later, with the proviso that it is not the future or the past that is depicted as
nightmare in contemporary Scottish novels, but the present.

Trainspotting parallels A Clockwork Orange with respect to the ghettoizing of
marginal groups of young men in deprived areas that breed violence. Trainspotting can be
read as a critique on consumer capitalism, lack of adequate housing and healthcare and
the effects of what the widening poverty gap does to people. It could also be read as a
plea for legalization of drugs and an indictment of how the justice system treats addicts as
criminals. How Late It Was, How Late can be interpreted as a warning against the
runaway effects of capitalism and the destructive structural effects of globalization on the
individual. Arguably /982 Janine and The Trick Is To Keep Breathing can be seen as a
result of the abuses of patriarchy, religion and capitalism, combining under the chill of
Thatcherite politics to paralyze political self-determination.

Statistical data of the extremes within Scottish and British society in a

“trainspotting” of the dire social consequences of political and capitalist malaise in
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contemporary society cannot be discounted. Scotland is the number one country in

Western Europe for teenage pregnancies, *® and in a corollary of family dysfunction,
British divorce rates, until recently, the highest in Europe.”” Homicides in Scotland, also
until recently, were nearly double those of England and Wales combined.’® The male
death rate in the mid-1980s was the highest in Western Europe,”’ while the poverty gap in
a United Nations report published in 2000 revealed that the richest 20 per cent earned ten
times more than the poorest 20 per cent in Britain — the widest gap in Europe.*
Edinburgh in the mid-1980s had the worse AIDS per capita of anywhere in Western
Europe. Oxfam listed Craigmillar, a housing-scheme near Edinburgh, as a developing
country in order to qualify for aid.*> “In the 1970s”, historian Christopher Harvie notes
“Scotland had five times the alcoholism rate of England”.34

Scottish fiction has often been written in the tradition of social realism. Yet it also
shows strong links between realism and fantasy. Scottish fiction frequently operates on
these two levels in the novels of Hogg, Mackay Brown, Stevenson, Spark and others.
There are also strong ties with the supernatural in ghost stories, folk and fairy tales and
the “spectres of the past impinging on the present ...[as] the natural and supematural are
as much a whole as are the past and present”,”® observes Peter Zenzinger. This mixing of
genres and literary styles is a touchstone for several of the novels examined here,
primarily the realism and fantasy of Alasdair Gray’s 1982 Janine and the dark surrealist,
magic realism of A.L. Kennedy’s So I Am Glad which Kennedy uses in the tradition of
Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel Garcia Marquez and others to weave a story which is at once
dreamlike and realistic in rendering events that are in themselves absurd or impossible.

It could be argued, on one level, however, that Trainspotting also fits the meaning
of a doubled telling as a fiction of social realism and parody. Galloway, while less
satirical than Welsh in The Trick Is to Keep Breathing, manages through the use of
interior monologue to make a story about loss both self-lacerating and poignant while
losing none of her biting wit. Kelman relies on the symbolism of Sammy Samuels’
blindness for his inability to see his way out of his current predicament, other than
escaping to England. This situation could describe the dilemma of Scotland at the time
the novel was written. Above all, the novels examined here clearly exhibit their

Scottishness.
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Scottish fiction has produced a fertile, if contested, terrain, for women. In drama
and poetry Liz Lochead was a strong voice in the 1970s. In 1989, Janice Galloway’s
feminist debut novel The Trick Is To Keep Breathing, heralded the appearance of a voice
for contemporary Scottish women, long excluded by patriarchy and Protestantism. Alison
Kennedy benefited, as she has acknowledged, by following Galloway’s ground-breaking
work. Douglas Gifford argues there is little doubt that “ Janice Galloway’s The Trick Is
To Keep Breathing (1989) and A.L. Kennedy’s Looking For the Possible Dance (1993)
represent the high points of the contemporary novels’ questioning of gender roles, of
personal, familial, and social obligation.”36 It is, however, Galloway who confronted the
entrenched male attitudes of west of Scotland society, in her collection of short stories,
Blood (1991) in which “Fearless” and “Scenes From the Life” (23, 29, 26 and 27, for
example), satirize what is clearly an example of Glasgow gallows humor. Kennedy too
examines the somewhat macabre and Gothic aspects of Scottish humor in Now That
You’re Back with “The Mouseboks Family Dictionary” and the surrealism of “Penguins
Have More Sense”.

In an essay entitled “Gothic Revisited”, Carol Anderson has noted the strong
tradition of the Gothic in Scotland on three female contemporary novelists and discusses
what could be more broadly interpreted as “represent[ing] the demands of the
unconscious, the imagination and desire, transgressing literary and social conventions and
provoking unease.” She adds that “Gothic” is difficult to separate from related modes
such as ‘horror’ fiction and fantasy” and she goes on to suggest that

modern Gothic fiction, including work by various Scottish writers,

offers cultural self-analysis, and examination of the relationship between

past and present. .... A. L. Kennedy’s So / Am Glad, with its portrayal of

psychological damage and sado-masochistic sex, can be seen in a Gothic light.’

The Trick Is To Keep Breathing and So I Am Glad reflect a markedly greater role
for writing by women in the last twenty years. While Galloway’s was the first feminist
Scottish contemporary work to speak intimately to many women on the themes and issues
of sudden death, sex, oppression and suppression these are universal themes which have
been addressed by other Scottish writers. Kennedy’s treatment of one woman’s pain is
also a universal one, although as the youngest writer in the group, she is blessed in one
sense by her youth, as well as her early success, but shoulders the burden of both. So 7 Am
Glad has many of the hallmarks of several of the other novels - a first person female
narrator, a community from which she is estranged, a past full of emotional abuse, while
she emphasizes the cross-generational aspect of abuse, the abuser is herself and in

similarities to other contemporary Scottish fiction the “masculine is the abject position”.*®
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However, singularly and unambiguously Jennifer’s story is a love story to herself, and it
could be suggested, for her country.

While a number of novels published since So I Am Glad deal with familiar topics
like the past, questions of alcoholism and identity, the tone, if not the content, is less
tortured, less obsessive. Our Fathers, Andrew O’Hagan’s examination of the legacies of
Glasgow socialism never lays blame. Laura Hird’s Born Free and John Burnside’s The
Mercy Boys, both address alcoholism but could be set anywhere. Scar Culture, Toni
Davidson’s psychological telling of child abuse and incest has a cross-Atlantic connection
signaling, it could be argued, that a similar tale could be set in a distant trailer park.
However, Jackie Kay’s Trumpet and Luke Sutherland’s Jelly Roll, both using music as a
backdrop for stories about identity, are an indication that race as well as gender and
sexual identity are suitable topics for Scottishness.

Two decades is a very short time to evaluate a nation’s literary output. It is
indicative of the quality of the literature under discussion, however, that so much has
happened in the realm of fiction and politics since Alasdair Gray’s Lanark was published
in 1981 that the first novel discussed can now be seen as the beginning of a path toward

self-determination.
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“If way to the better there be,
it exacts a full look at the worse”.
Thomas Hardy'

Jock McLeish, the protagonist in Alasdair Gray’s second novel 1982 Janine, is a
parodic version of a Scotsman, both argumentative and melancholic, who drinks too
much and is damaged by a sexually repressive society. By Gray’s own admission /982
Janine is “a sado-masochistic fetishistic fantasy”2 and, one could add, a Swiftian assault
to the senses. Gray portrays Jock as an alcoholic and a troubled fantasist in a fable of
exploitation, or an exploitative fable, which bestrides realism and fantasy, misogyny and
self-loathing. As such he tranforms himself into the feminine that he then subjects to
sexual abuse. The link between strong drink and repressed sexuality is a well-trodden
field in Scottish literature from Robert Bums’ “Holy Willie’s Prayer” to Hugh
MacDiarmid’s A Drunk Man Looks At The Thistle, which Gray acknowledges in the
Epilogue as “[t]he matter of Scotland refracted through alcoholic reverie”. (343) Add a
little voyeurism (“Tam O’Shanter”), some hypocrisy (Confessions of a Justified Sinner),
and you have the ingredients of a recipe for cultural pommography. Jock, like Scotland
itself, is psychologically damaged and must become worse before he (or it) gets better.

Berthold Schoene-Harwood has observed that the novel could, however, also be
read as a revision of Nineteen Eighty-Four in its spectacle of one person’s “subversive
potential” ? He notes that “ [i]n both novels, the masculine self is portrayed as intolerably
straitjacketed by totalitarianist constraints, eventually confronting itself in a
claustrophobic, sado-masochistic encounter as potentially both an abject victim and
complicitous perpetrator of despotic power”. (ibid.) Schoene’s interpretation depicts 1982
Janine as fundamentally political, as it reflects the realities of a patriarchial culture and
the totalitarian nature of Thatcherite government policies. These aspects are both national
and universal: they reflect both the rise in globalization and American Imperialism in the
early Eighties and they take place specifically three years after the defeat of the 1979
Referendum. Jock feels complicit in the destruction of society with his job as a security
installation expert for the military and as a Scot in a country subservient to the political
determination of England. Although unhappy with his role, Jock can be seen as part of

Britain’s ‘Big Brother’ security operations.
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This novel is Gray’s strongest argument in fiction for Scottish nationalism. He

compares elsewhere nations in Europe smaller than Scotland, where political and cultural
autonomy have been achieved, but the novel’s genesis and symbolism belong quite
unmistakably in his belief that Scotland needs to govern itself.

1982 Janine is a rape-revenge fantasy, but it is also an escape for the protagonist
to a fantasy sex life, conveyed by an interior monologue, which Gray uses to pull the
reader (ready or not) into the narrative as participant rather than observer. In a cinematic
screenplay prose style, the novel is full of impromptu editing and rewriting. He
emphasizes a voyeuristic fluidity of focus and makes the narrative filmic and
predominantly visual, rather than reflective or speculative that an interior monologue
might have produced. As Schoene-Harwood observes Jock is “both perpetrator and victim
of systemic oppression”. (131)

Jock, like several protagonists examined here, is on the edge of a breakdown, a
state of mind which is based on both an individual malaise and the societal dysfunction of
a country governed from outside its borders for over 300 years. Jock’s excessive drinking
contributes to, but also underlines, the emptiness of his life and the impotence of his
fantasised misogynous violence. When sober, he is full of self-recrimination: "I am not a
bad man, I am a good man". (56) However, he lacks the will to take responsibility for his
actions, with more than half of the narrative consisting of graphic descriptions of
exploitative sex fantasies, featuring stereotypes of women completely at the disposal of
others, enjoying bondage.

Jock’s narrative is both arresting and disquieting. Gray is equating sexual
deficiency with Scotland’s economic deficiency. He is saying that modern day society is
pornographic and that Jock is only the product of this victimized culture. This
interpretation is one that Susan Sontag uses in her essay “The Pornographic Imagination”
as she observes “a [pornographic] society [is one that is] so hypocritically and
repressively constructed that it must inevitably produce an effusion of pornography as
both its logical expression and its subversive demotic antidote”* Why, she asks, is sex
dirty when “genocide screened nightly on TV, apparently, is not”. (211)

We are introduced to Jock, immobilized and prone in a hotel room, with a bottle
of whisky, “another dram of stupidity” (15) for comfort: an aging [fiftyish], divorced,
alcoholic insomniac. He is a supervisor of security systems for National Securities
Limited, which include military installations, suggesting that his voyeurism and
emotional insecurity are both professional and personal. Jock oversees and maintains the

very military installations he finds so abhorrent and a threat to Scotland’s sovereignty.
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Interspersed in the narrative are Jock’s unhappy memories of a repressive Scottish
childhood and adolescence. He feels he has been robbed of his manhood and sexual
maturity. As in Lanark, God keeps popping up in all the wrong places "sabotaging my
exotic sexdreams", (194) while corporal punishment, in the form of Mad Hislop’s “Four
of the Belt™ rounds off the twin foundations, and the undoing of, the national character:
repressive religion and unimaginative education.

Jock’s present predicament, at least in part, is alcoholic not sexual, though he
denies it for most of the novel and maintains it is “sex not alcohol”. (12) The interior
monologue is at once both argumentative and melancholic. His company is trying to ease
him out of his job and in the denial endemic to the functional alcoholic he argues that his
drinking is not affecting his work. He is, however, on a slippery slope. "I am certainly
alcoholic, but not a drunkard", (12) thus isolating himself so as to cover up his addiction
and full of bombast and bluster about his abilities, to cover up his own insecurities. “ ... I
am the only essential man in the National team, all the others can be replaced. I am a liar.
I know two young area supervisors who could do my job as well as I do”. (104) This
insecurity and defensiveness may be read as suggesting something about Scotland as
well. It is a trait not only of the alcoholic, but one suggestive, in this novel, of the nation
itself. Sexual repression, class, and the teachings of the Protestant Church in Scotland,
have been the mainstays in Scottish literature. All three are the foci of the novel’s
concerns, and the basis of national insecurity.

Donald Wesling has argued there is a “hectoring quality or disquisitory intent”® to
Scottish novels published since 1979, possibly leading to the reason a surprising number
of which have first person narratives. This quality is connected to Scotland’s political
and economic discontent following the failure in that year, of the devolution referendum.
In a discussion of Bakhtinian literary theory Wesling singles out 1982 Janine and Irvine
Welsh’s Marabou Stork Nightmares, a novel with many similarities to 1982 Janine, as
examples of fiction where the monologic narrators illustrate the “class based
conditioning” which ‘merges with the judgements of the class to which we belong.” (88)
As Jock observes: “The notion that all politics is class warfare is merely correct”. (62)

Jock, most certainly has feelings of guilt about how he treated his girlfriend and
first love Denny. He abandoned her for the middle-class actress Helen, who subsequently
left him after a long loveless marriage. Jock is a social climber, a Tory, yet is never
comfortable as a member of the Scottish bourgeoisie. Gray’s point is that in a class-based
society one is always the product of one’s roots and even though Jock holds a

professionally responsible position, Scotland’s economic and cultural dysfunction as



19

subservient to England impedes any sense of respectable status. Joy Stone in The Trick Is
To Keep Breathing exhibits similar tendencies which are examined later.

In an effort to portray Jock as everyman, Gray is deliberately vague when he
places Jock in a hotel room, which could be somewhere in “Naim, Kirkcaldy, Dumfries
or Peebles”, (12) where the action in the novel takes place over a one-night stay. As
Christopher Whyte says “[t]his could be any provincial town in Scotland and therefore
stands for them all”. ’ Gray sees Jock’s problem as being a national problem, not an urban
problem. We will later find him waking up in Greenock, “an ugly man-made mess”, notes
S.J. Boyd, “ on the edge of sublime natural beauty. A place of deprivation, it is just across
the Clyde from the glorious sea-lochs of the southern Highlands, scarred [...] by the
presence of the secure installations of foreign powers and their ships of megz:t-death”.8
For Jock, Greenock is the epitome of a Scotland wired for war.

Jock and his [sub] alter-ego Janine embody much of what is wrong with Scotland.
As Jock tells his life story during an evening of drinking and the performance of
masturbatory bondage and rape fantasies, it becomes evident that for him the sexual and
the political are never very far apart. “Scotland has been fucked”, (136) England, the
United States and global capitalism act as the dominating powers. Through his extended
monologue, the reader may begin to see the novel itself as presenting a critique of
capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy. Jock is an oppressed and damaged Scot, who
brutally rapes imaginary women, who are eventually revealed as representing Scotland
itself.

Cairns Craig points out:

Jock’s fantasies are not simply the occasion for self-abuse but

a fundamental abuse of the self: his fantasies are enacted on himself

in disguise; they are encouraged by a world economic system which

requires the bondage of the self in order to deny the possibility

of resistance to the world that it creates. Jock is a symbol of

Scotland precisely to the extent that he has translated himself into

a feminine that he then subjects to sexual abuse.’

Jock’s self-loathing, dependency on alcohol and obsessive sexuality could be likened to
the country’s patriarchal relations with England. “The truth is we are a nation of
arselickers”, says Jock. (65)

Multinational capitalism, in the form of the North Sea oil revenues being sucked
south to build the English Channel tunnel, are in Jock’s eyes a rape of Scotland’s natural
resources. Scotland, he believes, is being bought up by “bigger non-Scottish firms and
then reduced in size or closed”. (136) Scottish investors, he says, prefer “putting their

money into businesses that operate in coolie [sic] nations where trade unions never had a
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chance”. (ibid) Jock’s father points out that it was the Gas Board who discovered North

Sea Oil and argues that “[I]f Britain kept its own oilfields and developed them very
slowly and carefully, with British skill and capital, for the public good, we would not
need to buy foreign fuel for most of the coming century and we would be a lot richer”.
(145) Jock’s imaging portrays Scotland as colonized [not colonizer], a country “wired”
for war, where “[bletween Loch Lomond and Gareloch one hill at least is honeycombed
with galleries where the multi-megaton warheads are stockpiled,” (134) and the Clyde
awash with “American and British missile submarines” . (ibid.) “[I}t would be a luxury”,
he says in desperation, “to blame ourselves for the mess we are in instead of the bloody
old Westminster parliament”. (66) While much of what Jock says méy have been true or
reflect the reality of the book’s events these are also the verbal rantings of an alcoholic,
and at a deeper level the expressions of a victimized culture. Jock’s politics are those of
the oppressed, those who lack control in their own affairs, who have no road map to effect
escape. Escape for him is to a fantasy sex life, which becomes more and more desperate
as the story unwinds (or ties itself in knots).

Gray has chosen again to use realism and fantasy to articulate not only political
oppression, but sexual repression, and to emphasize that Scotland is a deeply unsexy
place. As in Lanark, Gray can’t completely separate himself from his narrative. In
Lanark, the narrative is divided into four books to help delineate realism from fantasy. In
1982 Janine the two genres intermingle and sometimes confuse the reader. The novel is
so full of emotional turbulence that Jock is correct when he says “I was wrong when I
said I needed justice on my side, all I need is revenge”. (15) Unfortunately that revenge is
not directed outward but inward both against himself and the representation of women.

Alasdair Gray is a senior figure in Scottish literature, has the status and respect of
other writers and an international reputation as an experimental novelist. More than any
other writer he put Glasgow and Scotland on the contemporary literary map and re-wrote
what he claims was the “failure of the greatest density of living Scots to produce, between
[John] Galt’s Entail and Archie Hind’s Dear Green Place, an interesting, imaginative
account of themselves”. ' Gray surmises that this dearth was caused by “a combination
of poverty and unimaginative education” (ibid.) and was alleviated by postwar social
programs and education grants. Writers like Kelman, Leonard, Lochhead and others he
suggests, are “tough, sensitive and well-read. They know the rich resources of

international literature so they use them”. (ibid.)
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He is, along with James Kelman, the most politically astute of the novelists

examined here. Gray and Kelman, indeed most of the Scottish literary establishment,
share a leftist political point-of-view, which is articulated in their writing. Both Gray and
Kelman actively campaigned against what they saw as the financial hypocrisy behind
Glasgow’s designation as City of Culture in 1990 when so much of the city’s social and
industrial infrastructure was crumbling. It is one of Gray’s characteristics that he can’t
keep politics off the page.

Gray has also been a major influence not only on all the writers examined here but
writers like Iain Banks and Alan Warner. The troubled heroes in their novels all feature,
as Christopher Whyte notes, “these fictional male figures incapable of adopting an
upright, “erect” pose and remain horizontal. The damage that reduced them to this state is
as often as not self-inflicted”.!' The hero of Banks’ The Bridge (1982) (which he has
openly stated is influenced by Gray) is in a coma in intensive care until the end of the
novel, as a result of a drunk-driving accident. Irvine Welsh’s Roy Strang, the central
figure in Marabou Stork Nightmares (1995) is also comatose and resisting resuscitation.
The principal male character in Alan Warner’s Morvern Caller (1995) is dead.

Jock McLeish is the prototype for these anti-heroes. He is slowly coming to the
conclusion that patriarchal masculinity is a problematic social construct. Jock sees
himself as a typical man. (“I could be hundreds of men”). (11) He also realizes there is a

» 12 of his personality. He knows that his sex fantasies are exercises in

“psychic splitting
self-abuse and humiliation, far from what could possibly be seen as a healthy sex life and
more like a desperate man’s fear of impotence. He seeks ex-girlfriend Sontag’s counsel
but never follows her advice and ritually includes her in his sexual degradation. He
observes the patriarchal processing of young boys like himself as an initiation into
manhood. Boys are expected not to cry (“[s]ince the age of thirteen I have not shed a
single tear”) (57) or shirk the corporal punishment meted out in school by sadistic
teachers like Mad Hislop. He wonders why girls always liked the bullies, the hard men. In
his job — another institutionalised instrument of patriarchal power — Jock is also under
pressure. “I am not a man, I am an instrument”. (105) He realizes that although he feels
used by the patriarchial system, he is also part of it. After all, what is pornography except
an obscene use of power? It is these feelings of both collusion and conflict which have
led to an emerging body of work by men, like Gray, trying to re-write the masculine norm

and offering a critique of patriarchal culture away from the oppressive violence of

hegemonic power. Berthold Schoene-Harwood argues that because patriarchal society is
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[e]ngaged in continuous battles for authoritative predominance,
patriarchally organised societies perpetrate an irrevocable split of

the dominant self from its subordinate others, a split that manifests
itself in institutionalised sexism, classism and racism at one end of the
spectrum and rape, torture, even full-scale, worldwide war at the other.

(xii)
Jock not only inflicts imaginary rape (“we enacted a very jolly little rape together”) (43)
and bondage (“Superb, handcuffed and nude, facedown and writhing screams” ) (106) on
his various victims as he comes close to the edge of breakdown and a suicide attempt.
Jock comes to the realization that his sex fantasies exhibit a contempt for women which
distorts not only a national culture, but humanity in general.

There is little doubt that the sexually repressive history of the Presbyterian church
in Scotland has had an untold effect on the country and its people (although one could just
as easily also argue the case for Catholic Puritanism’s effect on the Irish). It is certainly
true to say that Jock McLeish thinks Scotland is a very unsexy place and no match for
what he sees as America's endless sexual possibilities. In a psycho-analytical reading of
the novel, David Stenhouse makes some very perceptive connections between Reichian
thought and the text. In his List of Plagiarisms from Lanark, Gray has acknowledged that
Reich inspired the dragonhide in the novel through his writing on character armour. It is
Reich’s writings on sexual and political repression which are more pertinent to /982
Janine says Stenhouse, especially Reich’s work on human sexuality under capitalism.

Capitalism ensur[ed] its survival by creating appropriately docile character
structures in individuals. For Capitalism to survive workers must have characters
which are fearful, respectful of authority and sexually repressed. Repression
guarantees that the workers fail to realize where their class interests lie ... ;and]
that those hegemonic ideas become internalized in human character itself. >

Jock feels that capitalism is having a subversive effect on his emotional life. He can no
longer live with himself and profit from a job which goes against all his political
convictions. By using sexuality, coupled with political oppression, in a fictional
representation of Scotland's state of mind, written three years after the 1979 devolution
referendum, Alasdair Gray can not be accused of political apathy. However, Gray’s use of
the female body as body politic is problematic.

In an essay on the problematic “use” of women’s bodies by colonizing and
decolonizing narratives, using Leonard Cohen’s Beautiful Losers, (1966) Gray’s 1982
Janine and Margaret Atwood’s Survival (1972) and Surfacing (1973), Canadian academic
Christopher E. Gittings states that:
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Imperial British iconography traditionally depicted Canada allegorically, as a
passive woman waiting for the male British emigrant to till her soil and violate her
forests. Scottish authors contributed to this system of representation in pamphlets
and books published to encourage emigration to Canada as this verse from John
Murray Gibbon’s Scots in Canada (1911) illustrates:

I am the land that listens, I am the land that broods,

Steeped in eternal beauty, crystalline water and woods,

I wait for the man who will win me, and I will not be won in a day;

And I will not be won by weaklings, subtle, suave and mild

But by men with the hearts of Vikings, and the simple faith of a child.™
Canada is the beautiful, chaste, supine female body who “listens” but does not speak.
Males are stereotypically dominant, but coupled with the innocence of a child. This
passage illustrates for Scots what a contested territory they mine as both colonizer and
colonized.

Scotland shares some of the same colonial literary foundations as Canada. Both
countries now have a healthy homegrown literature but suffered the same prejudice and
devaluing of their literary merit especially in university English courses. Alasdair Gray
has acknowledged his debt to Margaret Atwood’s Survival and Leonard Cohen’s
Beautiful Losers as sources for ideas he “could steal and use”'” in the writing of /982
Janine. Atwood’s text is a thematic study of Canadian literature, which examines a large
number of novels with central characters that are continually defeated in their failure to
achieve their desires. “What defeats them”, says Gray, “is not some overwhelming
tragedy; it comes from a lack of force or support on their part — artists who fail at being
artists because they can’t help being second rate”. (312) Perhaps Gray meant to say,
“feeling” second-rate, but certainly both countries have felt overshadowed and second
rate by England’s dominance and centrality in English literature.

In Survival Atwood configures a Basic Victim Positions Continuum as a kind of
plotting device which can be seen as a modified twelve-step program, leading hopefully
to recovery. There are four stages that comprise Atwood’s continuum: Denial;
Victor/Victim; Repudiating the Victim Role and Creative Non-Victim. The step out of
victimization, she says is “recognizing complicity and repudiating the victim role by
directing the real source of oppression and channeling energy into constructive action”. '°
Jock seems to fit in at Step Two, both victim and by the end of the novel, possibly, victor,
but not yet Step 3.

However, what makes Gray's imagery problematic is his choice of subject matter:

first person accounts of rape and bondage by a perpetrator representing Scotland herself.

This is not historical “rape” of land or inanimate objects, or representations of art and



24
mythical female figures, filtered through the mists of time. Janine, Superb, (Superbitch)

Big Momma, Sontag and Helga are not Britannia, Cathleen ni Houlihan or Alba,
(although these too are problematic). The sex fantasies in the book take up nearly half of
the novel. Some of the dialogue is deliberately repeated and can be described as cliched,
possibly parodic. However, pornography, says Susan Sontag “isn’t a form which can
parody itsel’!”. The text forces the close reader to analyze dialogue like “Good penis,
Good Doggie! Are you awake? Yes master”. (24) The repeated references to breasts
always come with adjectives “vulnerable breasts,” (20) “each heavy breast sagging
sideways with its own sweet weight”; (46) or an obsession with buttons “breasts spilling
out of the satin blouse ecstatically unbuttoned”. (89) Gray’s imagery seems adolescent
and dated. Certainly the references to Jane Russell in the movie Outlaw are from the
1940s. Some of the incongruity of the text comes from the sexual imagery of the text not
jelling with the contemporaneity of the political intent.

What is problematic about Gittings is that he reads Gray’s novel as allegory. It is
not, the other novels he compares it with are. /982 Janine is a realist work. It tells a
“memoir” of a Scottish adolescence and sexual fantasy concentrating on rape and
bondage to represent outside forces. The fact that an unreliable narrator refracts the sexual
fantasy through the prism of intoxication only adds to the complexity and confusion of
the novel. As Gittings notes, Cohen’s Beautiful Losers contains similar passages on male
lust and power as this passage illustrates:

No wonder the forests of Quebec are mutilated and sold to America.

Magic trees sawed with a crucifix. Murder the saplings. Bittersweet

is the cunt sap of a thirteen-year-old. O Tongue of the Nation!

Why don’t you speak for yourself? Can’t you see what is behind all

this teenage advertising? Is it only money? What does ‘wooing the teenage
market’ really mean. Eh? ... Look at all those thirteen-year-old legs on the floor
spread in front of the TV screen. Is it only to sell them cereals and cosmetics?
Madison Avenue is thronged with hummingbirds who want to drink from those
barely haired crevices ... Woo them, woo them, suited writers of commercial
poems. Dying America wants a thirteen-year-old Abishag to warm its bed. Men
who shave want little girls to ravish but sell them high heels instead ...'*

Cohen is in control of his muse. His book was published nearly twenty years prior to
1982 Janine, yet the imagery, even today still seems relevant. He is linking sex, consumer
capitalism, the raping of natural resources, religion, in the form of Jesuit
repression/oppression and Madison Avenue commercialism in a provocative manner as
obvious allegory, with an intent, which cannot be misinterpreted. Jock, in the interior

monologue section of the novel, covering some of the same territory, argues:
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... most mothers teach their sons to be ashamed of their penis. I don't blame them.
The churches teach us to be ashamed of our penis. They think our whole bodies
are wicked. Arts and advertising teach us to be ashamed of our penis. From
Aberdeen to London the fronts of Victorian insurance offices are decorated with
carved nude women representing truth, fertility and the graces beside an
occasional man in robes or armour representing science or fortitude. In art
galleries the proportion of cunts to pricks is fifty-to-one, and without the male
homosexual magazines the proportion in pictorial publications for men and
women is nearly the same. Yes, art and advertising exploit women's bodies for
money, but to do so they promote the idea that these bodies are beautiful and
good (my emphasis)
(49-50)
Should we agree or indict? How are we to respond to this you might ask? Jock’s narrative

seems to be arguing for more male naked bodies in art, and that the body is beautiful and
good, but he doesn’t recognize that pleasure can serve any political purpose by exploiting
women's bodies for advertising money. Which is the bigger sin, censorship or
exploitation? Gray’s narrative is more problematic and less coherent. The confusion
begins in this passage because we are not sure whether this is Jock’s opinion or Gray’s.
Jock/Gray’s point seems to be that religious oppression results in sexual repression, or
censorship. There is no larger political context here. Had he tried to use allegory as a
literary device against repressive Calvinism, maybe the narrative would have been more
effective. Calvinism, however, is one of the few things the country can’t blame on the
English.

Some of the confusion, it could be argued, stems from a “clash of genres”,19
which William Boyd argued was problematic in Lanark. I am arguing that this is an even
bigger problem in /982 Janine. The lack of a truly defined role for the narrator and the

reader’s uncertain relationship to him is problematic. As Boyd notes:

Lanark in effect, is made up of two novels: one traditional and naturalistic, the other a
complex allegorical fable. And for all the numerous points of comparison and cross-
references, in the end the two do not happily cohere. Gray, it seems, is fully aware of the
problem and has sought to resolve it first through the dislocation of chronology and
second through the addition of a self-referring modernist note which asserts itself from
time to time. This is most evident in an epilogue which is inserted [...] about three-
quarters of the way through the novel. Gray, not surprisingly, is too canny an artist not to
realize this himself. When the young Thaw submits a story for the school magazine, it is
rejected by his teacher on the grounds that 'Thaw had tried a blend of realism and fantasy

which even an adult would have found difficult.' (219)
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The sex fantasy sections of the narrative have always, it seems to me, been problematic. I
see no humor or pathos in them and do not find them sexy. This could, of course, be an
argument against their intent to titillate. While the book is not intended, like pornography,
to serve as a masturbation aid, maybe it is just bad pornography. I appreciate the role
women’s bodies represent in the symbolic nature of the story and understand that Jock’s
aggression is directed toward himself. While Gray’s writing style conveys an honest
immediacy, it also lacks editorial distance. There is a lack of detachment or the kind of
“aesthetic distance” which an author may deploy, as M.H. Abrams says, to “control a
reader’s distance or disinterest that is independent of one’s personal interests and
desires”. 2° It is this question of lack of distance that creates such discomfort.

Gray’s confessional narrative style in these passages is more like verbal “cruci-
fiction” of himself as a person, rather than Jock as a character. However much Gray is at
pains in interviews to represent Jock as a man very different from himself, a man of
technology, a conservative, a Tory, there remains the uncomfortable feeling that the
reader is being ushered into Gray’s own bedroom and made to feel like a voyeur.
Interviews and biographical material seem to elicit more private confessions from Gray.
In a 2000 interview with The Sunday Times, he revealed that he’d made a kind of
Faustian pact with God. “The bargain was that God would allow him to create a
masterpiece but the price would be sexual frustration”.?! He has commented on the size
of his genitalia; that he spent some fifteen years without sexual relations; that his early
acumen as a lover was not to the liking of his first wife and that she took lovers. (ibid.) In
answer to Christopher Whyte’s rhetorical question what writer would put his (or her) own
fantasies on the line, 2 one might speculate that it could be someone with an axe to grind.

Detractors of the novel have been accused of “critical and cultural illiteracy”,23
because of their reactions to the book’s sexual content. As Susan Kappeler notes
pornography is “ ... a particular form of sexism, [and] one of the most fundamental
patriarchal structures in our culture [which] is by no means simply avoided by the

24 Andrea Dworkin reminds us “that the sexual colonization of

category of the literary
women’s bodies is a material reality: men control the sexual and reproductive uses of
women's bodies".”* A feminist reading of the novel could quite rationally correlate sex
fantasies with sexual violence and the misuse of drugs and alcohol. Combining both in
the form of pornographic fantasies with an intoxicated narrator is to hit more than just a
nerve in how bruised and bloodied male/female relations have been and continue to be in

Scotland.
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Andrea Dworkin has said that the word pornography does not mean “writing
about sex or depictions of the erotic or depictions of sexual acts, depictions of nude
bodies or sexual representations or any other such euphemism. It means the graphic
depiction of women as vile whores”. (200) “The institutions of control” she continues
include “law, marriage, prostitution, pornography, health care, the economy, organized
religion and systematized physical aggression against women ...”(203). Gray’s sexual
symbolism of cultural penetration by [an]Other takes the metaphor to its most base
meaning. (“drives his stiff etcetera again and again through her etcetera etcetera) (106) It
furthermore not only relegates the reader to mere spectator/voyeur, but also unwilling
participant in what can only be described as Gray’s uncontained anger, which he pours
unremittingly into this novel.

The ending does have a certain catharsis: Jock cries, forgives himself and beckons
to Janine to “come to me now”. (341) /982 Janine is not, however, a “rewrit[ing] [of] the
longstanding pattern of male/female antagonism which has obsessed Scottish fiction” %
that Christopher Whyte suggests it is. Gray’s novel is certainly groundbreaking in its
examination of the harm done by institutional patriarchy and indiscriminate power. Yet it
commits the even greater sin of using the female body as an abused body politic in the
most graphic way possible through pornographic fantasy. While the literary landscape has
changed irrevocably with the importance of work by women writers, and Gray has
contributed to this change, the political landscape has not. Pornography touches a nerve,
even when it is literature. The literary blurs into the social reality of sexual and domestic
violence even though we might intellectually understand the separation of the two.

The two most problematic aspects of this text are that it is refracted through the
voice of a troubled protagonist out for revenge. Equally problematic, however, is its first
person structure, meaning that not only is Janine without voice, but ultimately Scotland
itself. Janine never gets to say anything about patriarchy or oppression. When she finally
is allowed to step out of the text per se and confront her tormentor she says: ‘“Act calm”
[...] “Pretend this is just an ordinary audition. Hell no! Surprise them. Shock them. Show

9

them more than they ever expected to see’”. (341) By continuing the voyeuristic spectacle
and the theme of domination of Janine and Scotland itself, Gray misses an opportunity in
the novel to redress the balance and empathize with the character of Janine, and by
extension all women. Pornography, like prostitution, is a labour contract where money is
exchanged for services rendered. This means it is all in a day’s work and on only one side
of this equation is there any enjoyment. Gray’s sympathetic understanding of women is

not at issue; for empathy, however, we need to look to female writers.
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Blessed are the meek

For they shall inherit the earth
Poor bastards!

Fucked again!

Tommy Orr, The B-Attitudes

An Old Man Dances In George Square
Maryhill Writers Group

Smeddum Press’

In James Kelman’s How Late It Was, How Late Sammy Samuels embodies the
effects of a country denied a past and with precious little future. He is the product of a
victimized culture, isolated from his community, family and friends, fearful of the justice
and medical systems that seem to work hand in glove with each other, for the benefit of
no one. Sammy is an alcoholic, ex-con, prone to fighting and in trouble with the police.
He has a prison record for breaking and entering and as an accessory to robbery. Stealing
for him is a job. He is also a binge drinker, (“ye dont mean to get drunk), (160) whose
drinking leads to blackouts, loss of time and memory and subsequently blindness. We
find him at the beginning of the novel waking up, suffering from a hangover, unable to
piece together the events of a lost weekend, prone to irrational mood swings, which tend
to range from bloodymindedness to melancholy. (“[y]e want the mentality for how come
he ladled into the sodjers then ye’ve got it, it’s all there fucking Custer’s last stand”.)
(16) “[FJolk take a battering but, they do; they get born and get brought up and they get
fukt, that’s the story; the cot to the fucking funeral pyre”. (ibid.) Constant self-doubt,
blame and lack of self-esteem also stalk Sammy. At thirty-eight, he’s spent eleven of
those years in jail, for what can only be described as stupid adolescent crimes. He is also
depressed at not being able to get a job. His sense of hopelessness, his own fearful
shortsightedness, and the country’s, is the central theme of this novel.

Sammy Samuels is not someone, one might think, who engenders sympathy from
the reader: he’s another damaged Scot. Sympathy, however, is not what Sammy seeks.
What he implies is his need for social justice and fair play from the institutional arms of
the state. But social justice is a dream, both for him individually, as well as collectively
for the nation. He senses an absence of entitlement and figures that even if he wins, he
loses, especially in his dispute for compensation with the Department of Social Services

for his sight loss. James Kelman’s narrative methods pull us inside Sammy’s head. The
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reader becomes his ally, much the same as the aptly named advocate Ally tries to do,

without success.
There is a sense of “suspended animation” to Sammy’s life, a phrase Craig uses to
define the Scottish “predicament” as

not simply the residue of a harsh industrial world, nor the effort of a people to
build a better environment than the one they have inherited: it is the total elision
of the evidence of the past and its replacement by a novelty so radical that it is
impossible for the individual to relate to it his or her personal memories. And
impossible, therefore, for that environment to be “related” as a coherent narrative.2

Just as Sammy has abandoned responsibility for himself so has Scotland whose
governance has been ceded to British rule for 300 years.

A unique narrative style is one of James Kelman’s defining achievements. His
intent is political. For Kelman standard or received pronunciation is censorship and
suppression and not how people talk. There is no such thing as bad language. Language
has a wider political context - that of decolonization and self-determination. He connects
street to word, but owns neither. The subject-matter is “gritty, unpleasant, authentic; a
transcription of reality, particularly, low-life reality”, says Alan Freeman.’ His aim is to
get rid of the “God voice” of English literature, “to eliminate all but the essential
experience of his characters”.* Although nothing much happens in his novels by way of
plot, Kelman has captured the oral quality of the urban west of Scotland identity.
Importantly, the narrative voice is a Glaswegian one, non-standard, and to some (both in
and out of the literary establishment) offensive, with its proliferation of swear words.
Kelman writes with the voice and experience of growing up in Glasgow’s inner-city
tenement neighborhood of Govan and the housing scheme area of Drumchapel on the
city’s outer limits. Winning the Booker Prize in 1994 for How Late It Was, How Late
served a wider purpose for him, both literary and political, and was a fitting tribute to
Kelman’s efforts to break new ground in social realism, or more properly hyper-realism.
The term was coined by John Barth to depict a school of U.S. painters in the 1960s whose
work was so realistic that it was hard to tell from a photograph. Transferred to literature it
can be interpreted as a sense of heightened reality, which Welsh and Galloway also use to
good effect where the characters don’t seem like real people, but a cranked up version of
reality.

What Kelman wanted to write about were people from his own socio-economic
background, which he couldn’t find in English literature. It could be interpreted that what
he means is British literature because of what he sees as its political and historical class

assumptions. He never articulates this in interviews, but is always careful to have his
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narrative methods compared to Beckett rather than Grassic Gibbon® and his literary debt

to Kafka and Joyce rather than Gunn or MacDiarmid. The reader could interpret from
what he says (and doesn’t say) that Scottish Renaissance literature is anathema to him. In
a parody of the Scottish education system in The Busconductor Hines, Rab Hines says:

Why throughout the length and breadth of this grey but gold country toty wee
mites were being befriended by sons of the laird and going on to become steely
eyed village dominies or gruff but kindly members of the medical profession, and
even preachers of the gospel in far-flung imperial establishments.®

The class assumptions are clear: learning means forsaking your working-class roots.
Douglas Gifford has argued that since the end of the Second World War there has been a
distrust in Scottish literature of “national socialist ambience [which] caused rejection [by
many Scottish authors] of renaissance values. And Kelman alone sums up this rejection”.
He observes:

His busconductors, teachers, chancers, and other unemployed, lonely, edge-of-
society men and women all told us of the irrelevance of historical pageantry and
the intimations of landscape or ‘Scottish tradition’ to the lives of thousands, if not
millions, of Scots and Britons.’

What Kelman found in English literature was that the working-class

were confined to the margins, kept in their place, stuck in the dialogue. You only
ever saw them or heard them. You never got into their mind. You did find them in
the narrative but from without, seldom from within. And when you did see them
or hear them they never rang true, they were never like anybody I ever met in real
life. None of the richness of character you’ll find in any cultural setting, any
cultural setting at all.?

Even working class novels, he says, “from the [Flifties onwards, which includes people
like Sillitoe and John Braine, and all that crowd, where the hero is a working-class
character who finds the education system and becomes a member of the middle class””’
Kelman has argued that the speech and thought of his environment were “as valid as any
mode of expression”, indeed as valid as “high literary language”.10 What he saw were the
recognizable stereotypes of working-class figures in English literature, a “cut-out, [cut-
up] figure who wields a razor blade, gets maroculous drunk never has a single solitary
‘thought’ in his entire life.” ' He rejects the image of the hard man as urban demotic
stereotype reiterated so many times in the history of the classic novel. It would, however,

be a mistake to label him a political nationalist even if the focus of his work is concerned

with decolonization and self-determination.



33
Kelman’s narrative style has been described variously by literary critics, including

Dietmar Bohnke, in a book-long examination of his literary politics, as “third person as
alienated first”, “free indirect discourse”, “stream-of-consciousness” and “interior
monologue”, (74) using a range of devices to allow us to get inside the head of Sammy’s
version of the Meaning Of Life. Bohnke observes that Kelman’s narrative style is
probably his greatest achievement and in How Late It Was, How Late he reaches “his
most sophisticated handling of the narrative voice to date. It is no longer the interiorized
third person that dominates most of the book but the self-referring second person “ye”
(76) similar, in fact, to Grassic Gibbon’s “you” in 4 Scots Quair. As we see in the
passage below:

Sammy could throw a punch, he was quite a solid guy, and his knuckles

were still sore, so was his right foot, so who are ye gony blame? Know

what I’m talking about it was him woke up down the lane. It was him

fucking landed down the lane in the first place man how the fuck he got

there I don’t know. But naybody dragged him into the boozer and naybody

filled his neck with booze, he did it himself; it was under his own control.

(15-16)

The narrative voice and the absence of self-pity are such that the reader can hardly
feel morally self-righteous indignation toward Sammy’s predicament. “Kelman’s
narratives,” as Cairns Craig notes “are not concerned with progressions along a temporal
trajectory of events; they are concerned with an unchangeable context into which human
beings are thrown and from which there is no escape”."?

Caroline Macafee, in her study of the Glasgow vemacular, has suggested that
while the working class has been dispossessed in many ways the “traditional dialect is
part of ...[its] moral capital”.13 Sammy Samuels’ story captures the essence of that moral
capital in post-industrial Glasgow where he moves from one temporary job to another in a
city where it takes “twenty-two buses to get back home”(4). Sammy represents the
“throwback” culture of Glasgow’s southside, akin to the successful BBC Scotland
television series “Rab C. Nesbitt” by Ian Pattison, where the main character satirizes the
lot of those left behind in Glasgow’s reinvention of itself as a service economy and city of
culture; a task which is still its main agenda today.

Kelman’s fictions, as Cairns Craig notes:
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take place not in the traditional sites of the working-class struggle for power (the
trades unions, the educational system as liberator), nor in the traditional sites of
working-class escape from work and exploitation (sport, domestic solidarity), but
along the margins of that traditional working-class life. And they do so because
that traditional life has been decimated: founded as it was on heavy industry, on
the idea of a mass society whose masses could be brought into solidarity, it has
been wiped out by the destruction of the traditional Scottish industries. Kelman’s
central characters are symbols of the collapse of working-class life into a
dispirited and isolated endurance. (101-2)
Sammy is down, but not out. He is not a moaner, but a philosopher. On Margaret
Atwood’s Basic Victim Continuum he is Stage One: not acknowledging the fact that he is
a victim and using up a lot of energy, suppressing anger and denying the obvious. Unlike
Jock McLeish, who is a classic Stage Two, an acknowledged victim, who explains away
his victimization as Original Sin, Sammy does not rail against or blame authority, the
church or his childhood. His only recollection of adolescence is his father’s insistence on
his use of non-disposable razors. Sammy does not expect much, so he is not disappointed.
He is at once street smart, (“ye do yer crime ye take yer time”) (15) and fatalistic he (“had
aye been a bit stupit. And there’s nay cunt to blame for that except yerself”.) (ibid.) This
effects a powerful immobilizing combination. Sammy Samuels shares with Jock McLeish
the condition of anomie in their reaction to the structural upheaval around them and the
predicament in which they find themselves. So-called society has moved on and left them
behind. When the “sodjers” manhandle him it is because he is “no a fucking millionaire
or else talk with the right voice”, “they dont give a fuck”. (4) He knows he is not
“earmarked for glory”! (11) Neither, however, does he feel sorry for himself or,
unfortunately, expect any better. To him, his confrontation with the police was an act of
futile rebellion, which left him blind. “He was the cause of his sight loss”. (248) Sammy
Samuels, more than any other Kelman character, represents the common man in a fable of
industrial demise without epigram or resolution. He is a flawed mythopoetic hero, an
“ancient innocent fated to a hell of a life of hell”'*. He is a victim of society at large.
Resignation, the hairshirt of the _alcoholic, best explains Sammy’s attitude.
Blindness is almost a relief. “[H]e wouldnay see the cunts looking at him”. (12) For him
hope does not spring eternal, nor does he exit in a trail of glory. Sammy lacks a past and
does not contemplate a future. If he was feeling fucked, he was entitled. And he continues
to check his back to the last page as he shadow boxes his way out of the city with the help
of his son’s savings. Escape to England is his exit route, as it was for many Scots in the

20™ century, paralleling the foreseeable political options open to Scotland at the time the

novel was written. The novel holds out only despair with little understanding by Sammy
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about why he finds himself in his current situation. He is in a state of denial, alcohol

clouds his brain and his emotions. Unlikely as it may seem, blindness is an escape route
for him. “[M]Jaybe he didnay want his sight back”. (39) It frees him from the hand to
mouth existence of the community work programs. “[H]e wouldnay be doing what he
was doing last week”. (ibid.) Blindness is his safety net as well as a symbol of societal
evil. Sammy is the epitome of post-industrial Glasgow, wiped out by the destruction of its
traditional heavy industries, the absence of any effective structural change and a sense of
hopelessness to do anything about it. “There’s none so blind that will not see” says Alan
Freeman'’. Sammy sees his sight loss as “just one new predicament”.(10) Kelman seems
to be asking, what more can society do to the working person when you get beaten up by
the police, blinded, then denied compensation through bureaucratic doublespeak?

In Some Recent Attacks, a collection of political and cultural essays, Kelman
explores the prison system in Scotland and asks what sort of effect prison life has on not
only prisoners but the friends and families, given that “Scotland has the highest
proportion of young people locked up behind bars than anywhere in Western Europe”.
(53) He could have added, and twice the homicides of England and Wales. He questions
what this says about Scotland itself. For Kelman, society “is certainly not open and it’s
only with some linguistic juggling you could describe it as democratic”. (54) Neither does
he feel, one supposes, that the penal system rehabilitates offenders. They become, he says
“the antithesis of what it is to be a healthy human being”. (ibid.) Kelman distinguishes in
his essay between the responsibility of the state and government. The state, he argues,
comprises the institutional framework of society. He sees the state as the people in
permanent control: the civil service, the legal system, the Department of Social Services
and the institutional medical arm of those departments. These are the central methods of
state control. How a society treats its criminals reflects on how a government treats its
populace. That is what Sammy finds when he finally does get a doctor’s appointment.
The doctor is an extension of the justice system; he quotes his prison record, blocking and
tackling him at every opportunity. He covers for the police and quotes a nine-year-old
report diagnosing and prescribing medication for Sammy for a condition that was caused
by an isolated incident, as documentation of his ongoing emotional instability. It is an
exercise which is used to baffle the client with bureaucratic science in layers so thick they
become obstacles, reinforcing Sammy’s suspicions that launching a case against the
authorities would not be in his best interests. “Look give us a break, if I fucking win, I
lose”. (233) Sammy’s appointment with the doctor for his sight loss is an exercise in

evasion, arrogance and scapegoating on the part of the medical system. The doctor
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continues by asking Sammy if he plans to re-register for work on a City Building Project

and refers to Sammy’s sight loss as “alleged”, “received” or “pseudo spontaneous”. And
in a clever counterpoint by Kelman, when Sammy loses his temper and swears it is the
doctor who finds Sammy’s language offensive, not vice versa. Just as Sammy is
victimized by medical authorities, it is Spud who becomes the scapegoat of the justice
system in Welsh’s Trainspotting and in Galloway’s The Trick Is to Keep Breathing, Joy
Stone’s experience with the mental health system follows a similar pattern.

Dietmar Bohnke has noted (referring to Sammy’s medical appointment) that the
person who is really seen as inarticulate is the doctor. It is he who speaks a lot without
saying anything that relates to Sammy’s situation, whereas Sammy says the things that
matter. This could be taken as an essence of Kelman’s work. It is in passages like these
where Kelman’s claim for the veracity of the likes of Sammy manifests itself most clearly
and shows that Sammy is as articulate - or maybe even more articulate than - anybody
else. (71-72)

Kelman has said, “the reality in the DSS is much worse than that. Thinking this is
some sort of fantasy is a perfect example of what Noam Chomsky calls “intellectual
myopia”.'® He is bome out in this assumption by Kasia Boddy’s entry on Scottish
literature in the Oxford guide to Contemporary Writing, where she says

There is a tendency, particularly in Kelman and Galloway’s work, to give

indiscriminately paranoid portraits of “authority figures” - the DSS, the police,

and doctors all seem to be in conspiracy.'

Sammy’s victimization is institutionalized. His time in prison and his drinking
have reduced him to a stunted adolescent. His grandmother treats him like “a wean”. (63)
Without any support except his friend Helen, it is hard not to have sympathy for Sammy’s
predicament. He is, however, in many ways, the originator of his own misfortune. He has
a young son from a marriage that didn’t work out. His son evidently cares for and loves
him and Sammy shows no antipathy toward his former wife: a woman (a “child” bride?)
whose parents seem to have had an inordinate amount of control over their daughter’s
married life. “The trouble with Sammy’s first wife was her mammy and daddy. Her
mammy says this and her mammy says that”. (151) Sammy’s problems, the reader
surmises, are more deep-seated than he is willing to acknowledge. Not only is justice
blind, but for Sammy love is too. It is evident that his binge drinking has got him into
trouble with Helen. They have had rows about his drinking. On the night she disappears
he has had a row with Helen. “She would be doubly annoyed. She would really fuck off
this time. That would be that”, he says after his létest drinking episode. Helen too has
problems, her three children have been taken from her by the authorities. “Terrible
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depressions, she got too, her downers could last for days™[...]. “She aye chose bingers”.
(23) The reader suspects that Helen hardly needed Sammy’s problems to add to her own
troubles and point to her own insecurities and depressions, as well as a job that pays too
little. Dependency is indeed contagious and Helen seems to know this. She feels they are
doomed and her problems are her own, self-inflicted. While Helen is off in the margins
and footnotes of the narrative and we never hear from her directly, Sammy seems to
portray her quite unambiguously. The “one thing he had going for him was her ... If she
hadnay went last week it was next week”. (173) Sammy can intellectualize his
dysfunction, yet all he does throughout the whole narrative is burn his bridges, one by
one. There seems to be a powerful amount of emotional injury to Sammy Samuels. This
injury is all-encompassing, born out of frustration, breathed in through the air. If you
expect little, then you are not disappointed. People are polite, they get knocked down.
They apologize. Ally, the rep, who argues Sammy’s case for compensation, tries to give
him hope, but for Sammy “hope doesnay spring eternal”. (248) Sammy does not believe
in the possibility of communal political action, an absence of entitlement that dooms him
(and Scotland) to more of the same. Substance abuse for Sammy is a prison sentence to
the emotions.

It is not surprising that an alcoholic ex-con like Sammy has “woman trouble”.
There is an emotional paralysis, an attitudinal numbing in the novel which affects all the
protagonists in the novels examined here and which could be extended to the country’s
attitudes toward diversity. Sexism, or the absence of the female voice, is evident in both
1982 Janine, How Late It Was, How Late, Trainspotting and from a feminist perspective
in The Trick Is To Keep Breathing. However, Welsh’s novel is the only one that alludes to
religious bigotry, racism and mentions homosexuality. Scotland itself could be accused of
living in suspended animation with regard to its attitudes to these issues.

A number of James Kelman’s novels share an absence of female voice. In 4
Chancer, Tammas has a “girlfriend” of sorts, whom he treats disdainfully, breaking dates,
not showing up, and a sister and brother-in-law with whom he lives, or rather stays with,
until he leaves. Kelman’s handling of female dialogue and narrative is more problematic
for the reader in a novel like The Busconductor Hines, however, which has a more
traditional storyline. Rab Hines is married with a son, and here one may examine more
closely how Kelman writes about women. Rab has a close relationship with his wife
Sandra but she always acquiesces to him. When they go out with Rab’s work buddies the
group is segregated by gender, even though Sandra objects. They live in substandard

Glasgow housing, which has rodents and dampness just waiting for a condemned notice
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for their building. It is a “no-bedroom” flat, with little chance for privacy, with no hot

running water and no telephone. Sandra’s choice of a flat, she argues, would have been
affordable and better. There is a veneer of reserve, both in their lovemaking, always told
from the male point of view, and in Sandra’s almost puritanical body language. Sandra’s
family feels she married beneath her. Christopher Whyte notes that she fits the profile of
the “helpmate, meek and supportive”. Her acquiescence fits a character type commonly
seen in Scottish working class literature. Her role is to maintain the domestic realm “as a
haven of peace, harmony and sexual ﬁdelity”.‘8 Rab’s shiftwork means weekend work.
Sandra’s part-time job pays poorly. The relationship, however, both sexually and
economically, is overshadowed by the work schedules of the pair. Sammy too is affected
by Helen’s night work, which pays poorly, and her weekend work schedule, and finds it
too tempting when he has money to stay home not to go to the pub. “[H]e liked going out,
he liked the pub, no just for the bevy, he liked the crack as well, hearing the patter”. (160)
Life is not beautiful; pubs and bars and endless cigarettes break the monotony. Like
Sammy’s relationship with Helen “[t]he bleakness of life is made bearable for Rab, by
Sandra” (97) Sammy sees his local bar Glancy’s as one of the “official hoping [and
waiting] rooms” where people pass the time “hoping for something”. (213) It could be
argued that waiting and hoping has been a collective as well as an individual activity for
Scotland.

Christopher Whyte has argued that Scotland has a “crisis in masculinity” (284)
and that while Kelman’s fiction operates on a different level from fictions like No Mean
City (1935) and does not exhibit the violence of characters like Frank Begbie in
Trainspotting, nevertheless, the “political and class claims made for his fiction in the
Eighties and Nineties can be seen as making a similarly authoritarian attempt to restrict
his reader’s possibilities of response”. (277)

Whyte has noted that in the

absence of an elected political authority, the task of representing the nation has
been repeatedly devolved to its writers. While one can hope that the setting-up of
a Scottish parliament will at last allow Scottish literature to be literature first and
foremost, rather than the expression of a nationalist movement, there is clearly
also an urgent necessity to nurture and promote competing representations of both
national and gender identities. (284)

Whyte’s “crisis in masculinity” could also be seen as a crisis in humanity. The

protagonists in all of the novels examined exhibit an inability to love, themselves as well

as others.

In an examination of Scottish literature, culture and politics, Peter Zenzinger has

argued that Scots are crippled emotionally and observes that it is “seen as the primary
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curse of Scottish life”. “It aggravates the sense of loneliness and isolation felt by the
modern urbanized Scot to the point of neurosis™.!® In order “to escape the bleakness of
life in a working-class community without work many Scots resort to alcohol,” he notes.
(230) Zenzinger points to accounts on the subject of alcoholism depicted in novels such
as Gordon Williams’ From Scenes Like These (1968), Agnes Owens’ Gentlemen of the
West (1984) and Like Birds in the Wilderness (1987) as illustrations of this bleakness. In
Ron Butlin’s The Sound Of My Voice (1987) the author examines the problem through the
second person narrative of an executive of a biscuit firm where his job’s monotonous
nature, the social obligations of business meetings and his own weakness have made him
an alcoholic (230). This sense of hopelessness is certainly a central theme in Gray’s
Lanark and 1982 Janine. On one level 1982 Janine may be seen as a long juvenile sexual
fantasy with which the narrator tries to repress his arrested emotional development.
Lanark’s dragonhide shell acts both as a protective covering and an isolating/insulating
outer layer. Thaw looks for love in all the wrong places and as Lanark explains to the
“author” in the “Epilogue,” “I never tried to be a delegate. I never wanted anything but
sunshine, some love, some very ordinary happiness”. (484) As Zenzinger observes, Jock
seems to be arguing for Scotland’s political independence, without which the country’s
major problems will never be solved. Zenzinger argues, however, that it is not only
political independence that the country needs but “true independence of mind”. (232)

It can be argued that the Scots suffer from having some kind of victim gene,
which these novels recognize. However, these are, after all, novels written with a larger
purpose in mind. Cairns Craig has argued that Kelman’s novels depict not just a picture of
a working-class community, but a working-class world which has “become atomized,
fragmented and in which individuals are isolated from one another, a world in which
political hope has been severed and only economic deprivation remains” (101).

Crucially, there is an international dimension to the dystopic impulses in Scottish
literature. There is something wrong in the world, not just in Scotland. Capitalism,
globalization and social justice make strange political bedfellows. “National identity”,
“nationalism” and “internationalism”, says Bohkne, “are very much interdependent
concepts, and maybe even more so in a Scottish context” because “culture and
particularly literature is at times instrumental in keeping alive the national identity of a
community”(28-29). Kelman’s use of vernacular language therefore has an international
dimension as well. There is, Bohkne argues, “a duality in twentieth century intellectual
nationalism in Scotland .... [that is] concemned with Scotland and its institutions but ...

expresses a “big picture” as it transcends purely Scotland”. (27)
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Kelman draws on the parallels between his own work and that of Irish, West

Indian or black writers in his Booker Prize acceptance speech. As he notes

the greatest weapon of the imperial culture is to wipe out the indigenous
people. Take away their language, Don’t let them speak it -or else inferiorize it.
Call it dialect, patois ‘not fit for the page’. [...] I’'m only one of many people
from all over the world writing from our own lan§uages. Language can’t be
separated from liberation and political struggles. *°

Scottish literature in this context is predisposed to articulating the struggle for preserving
and strengthening of the national and regional identity because of its 300-year-old history
as a stateless nation.“There is a sense in which Scottish fiction prospers in inverse
proportion to the difficulties of the cultural and political situation”,”! says Gavin Wallace.
Kelman’s work underlines the universal nature of what he is saying. While the location of
How Late It Was, How Late need not be Glasgow, the manifestation of global capitalism
has been particularly dismal in Scotland and Scottish authors have used the voice of those
most ill-equipped to handle this upheaval in their novels. What is perhaps unique in both
Gray’s and Kelman’s work is that neither can “keep politics off the page”. Although
Gray’s political stance is more nationalist and overt than Kelman’s, both writers focus on
universal decolonization and self-determination. Kelman has remained singularly
determinist in his choice of subject matter, be it life as a game of chance for Tammas in 4
Chancer or Patrick Doyle’s role in [mis]shaping young Scottish minds in 4 Disaffection
or the gradual elimination of traditional jobs in The Busconductor Hines. He has also
devoted substantial amounts of his own time to helping workers’ claims with respect to
asbestosis, while the state looks on, or averts its gaze. His work begs the questions: Why
aren’t the unions involved in social justice issues? Where are the agency advocates? Why
are the Churches not in the forefront of the plight of the homeless? Why is religious
bigotry still a topic for debate and racism, sexism and homophobia (if Westminister had
had its way) not? Maybe Alasdair Gray is right in claiming that “Britain is OF
NECESSITY organized like a bad adolescent fantasy”?* (139) In Lanark Gray
summarizes this nicely by observing that “[t]he world is only improved by people who do
ordinary jobs and refuse to be bullied. Nobody can persuade owners to share with makers
when makers won’t shift for themselves”.”

Kelman’s fictions are full of people who do ordinary jobs, but unfortunately, are
themselves bullied. The meek, unfortunately, do inherit the earth, and everything that is
wrong with it. It is a message that both Gray and Kelman are at pains to repeat in their

fictions over and over again, tackling stories that needed to be told, if only so their readers

and perhaps their country may be able to imagine better and move on.
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In my judgment it is a pretty poor thing to write,
to talk without a purpose
Charlotte Perkins Gilman'

In the above quotation, the American nineteenth-century feminist Charlotte
Perkins Gilman refers to her short story “The Yellow Wall-paper” which examines a
woman’s experience of mental illness within the discourses of medicine and “proper
femininity”. The story has attracted contemporary feminist critics’ attention because it
draws on the autobiographical experiences of the author and undermines the stereotyped
ideas of Victorian femininity. Gilman chose to send her completed story to the eminent
physician who initiated and supervised her treatment, which left her permanently
incapacitated, especially for systematic intellectual work (245-6). Although he never
acknowledged her account, he later modified his treatment of nervous ailments.
Essentially the story is a political protest, a mode of resistance against medical discourse
within patriarchy and the capitalist system. Although written a century earlier it exhibits
some parallels to this chapter’s subject of male authoritarianism replicated both through
the medical establishment, and within the education and religious systems which leaves
Joy Stone little self-esteem.

Authority is making Joy Stone sick - literally - “I swallowed my hand up to my
wrist”.> Joy is turning on her own body, punishing it in a masochistic, obsessive-
compulsive manner, considering suicide, starving and cutting herself and brushing her
gums until they bleed. It is an angered response. Joy Stone doesn’t menstruate anymore,
but she does bleed in other ways. While she never tells us she is anorexic-bulimic the
evidence is irrefutable. We find her rocking to and fro in the opening pages of the novel.
She is compulsively making lists, looking to women’s magazines for how she should
behave, making and baking food that she will never eat, painstakingly dressing and
primping and generally deceiving herself (“I tell lies all the time”). (25) Like Sammy
Samuels she is losing days and drinking too much. Every door seems closed to her,
making her feel “walled in like an adulterous nun ...” (36) These acts of physical
rebellion are Joy’s reaction to a world she can no longer tolerate, a rage in the act of
mourning for her dead lover and partner Michael. The novel works on several levels. Joy

has no place to grieve because Michael already has a wife. She is in danger of losing the
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house she shared with him and she feels too unwell to continue teaching. The narrative
can also be seen as an examination of loss of identity, lack of entitlement, the numbing
sensation of feeling “nothing there at all” (146, 166) which Caims Craig has argued
makes the body of Joy Stone representative of Scotland itself. He describes her body as
being the image “not only of a woman negated by a patriarchal society but of a society
aware of itself only as an absence, a society living, in the 1980s, in the aftermath of its
failure to be reborn”.®> While this might be true, at the same time, however, it objectifies
Joy Stone and condemns her to being a symbolic representation of Scotland.

The novel’s subject matter addresses contemporary woman’s insistence on being
seen and heard, but it also addresses something more immediate: an intolerable sexism in
Scottish society and the resultant effect it has had, and continues to have, on its
population. Written only ten years before the end of the twentieth century, but nearly
twenty years after such seminal works as The Female Funuch, Sexual Politics and
Patriarchal Attitudes, the novel points to a society in a kind of emotional deep freeze.
Social issues are not only stratified, they’re ignored. Janice Galloway has been extremely
vocal in her views as a feminist and on gender representation in the West of Scotland.
She notes:

There is coping with that guilt of taking time off the concerns of national politics
to get concerned with the sexual sort: that creeping fear it’s somehow self-
indulgent to be more concerned with one’s womaness instead of one’s
Scottishness, one’s working class heritage or whatever. Guilt here comes strong
from the notion that we’re not backing up our menfolk and their “real” concemns.
Female concerns, like meat on mother’s plate, are extras after the man and the
weans have been served”.*
There is little difference, however, between Galloway’s choice of subject matter and the
other male authors discussed here: all have a powerful political dimension, with Scotland
as their main concern. What Galloway is articulating are the realities of a hierarchical
society governed from outside its borders where women’s needs are overwhelmed or
subsumed by other more pressing agendas. As always with Galloway, her instincts and
her honesty are laudable. She, like Gilman, draws on autobiographical experiences in this
novel — a double bereavement and a period of hospitalization for depression’. The novel
too is a political protest, a mode of resistance against the medical discourse within
patriarchy and the capitalist system. Equality, like independence of mind, comes first
from the inside, something that Galloway instinctively knows to be true, but finds

difficult to achieve.
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In The Trick Is To Keep Breathing we meet Joy Stone as a young bereaved
woman, institutionalized for “reactive depression”. We share an insight into her
frustration and unhappiness with the institutionalized concepts of society and the cultural
constructs of gender. She is, however, no less troubled than Sammy Samuels or Jock
McLeish. Both are deeply disturbed and feel marginalized by society, internalizing their
rage. Sammy does this by drinking himself into a stupor and ending up blind. Jock does
it by acting out his repression through sexual fantasies that cause self-inflicted guilt.

Germaine Greer has observed in the introduction to The Whole Woman that it was
not her intention to write another book devoted to feminism. However, she states the
impetus was compelling as she observed some thirty years after the publication of The
Female FEunuch in The Whole Woman, that women were starving and mutilating
themselves in increasing numbers. Greer argues that “[mutilation] can perhaps be
explained as partly an angered response to being defined as our bodies. The woman who
cuts her body asserts undeniably and emphatically that there is a self that has power over
that body”.® She has observed that “food is a feminist issue” (56) and that a disordered
parental relationship and a sense of inadequacy are two contributing factors. In a world
where some women feel they have little power, refusing food is a weapon as well as a
source of power. As Joy Stone says, “I didn’t need to eat. [...] The first four days were
the worst. After that, it found its own level.” (38-39) In her comered isolation Joy Stone’s
refusal to eat is her only arsenal against the outside world.

Feminist literary critics Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore argue there is no
innocence for the feminist reader “or neutral approach to literature: all interpretation is
political. Specific ways of reading inevitably militate for or against the process of
change”.” While patriarchy and capitalism impose male privilege, Scottish history too it
could be argued is complicit in “masculinisation” of its culture and nationhood. The
Scots Presbyterian religion has been historically anti-female with its dominant male elect
and doctrine of hell, damnation and Original Sin. The disproportionate number of witch
burnings in Scotland, compared to those in England, goes some way to explaining the
demonizing of the female for the sins of the flesh and those who fought back or
descended into mental trauma.®
As Joy Hendry notes in her essay “A Double Knot In The Peeny”:

Being a woman is difficult enough. But being a Scottish woman is more difficult

still because of Scotland’s position as an oppressed colony of England, and a
nation with severe psychological hang-ups. (36)
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It would seem that in Scotland both sexes are fighting separate but similar battles in

different spheres and losing. Aileen Christianson observes:

given the patriarchal male-centred nature of Christianity and most other world
religions, and the oppressive nature of their relation to women it is inevitable that
the construction of the idea of the ‘nation’ should have been equally male-centred
and patriarchal, manifesting itself in the traditions of warrior nations, warrior clan
systems, with women as bearers of warriors or symbolic female figures of
nationhood.’”
It is impossible to talk about the subjugation of the sexes in Scotland without noting the
repressiveness of Scottish Presbyterianism. Not only does Joy Stone have to contend with
her Scottishness and patriarchy, but she is constantly hemmed in by Sunday school
catechisms, or what might be called secular Calvinism, on the right way to behave “where
good = value for money”, (81) “where good = productive/hardworking/wouldn’t say
boo”. (82) Ironically, however, none of these straightjacketed rules for life seem to dictate
or destroy her sex life, as they do for Jock McLeish. Joy Stone is a woman without a
place in society. She feels forced to play a role, but is never sure what that role comprises.
In fact she plays many roles, most of them unsatisfactorily: wife, mistress, child to her
friend Marianne’s mother. Unfortunately, her only non-acting role as a troubled and
disturbed young woman is the one for which she gets little credit or support. Scotland too
could be seen as having played many roles: human capital for the Industrial Revolution;
loyalists for a burgeoning empire; foot soldiers for two world wars and compliant
servants to royalty and the elite.

Institutional care and justice come up wanting in the majority of novels I have
examined, whether in social work or the justice system in Trainspotting or the medical
arm of the compensation authorities and the law in How Late It Was, How Late. Both
Renton and Samuels are made into scapegoats; Renton for not conforming to society’s
norms and Samuels for his prison record and his subsequent sight loss. They are not the
problem, however; the institutions are. Joy Stone’s immediate problem is she is suffering
from clinical depression and needs medical attention. Joy’s experience with the National
Health Service is, in itself, an indictment of the institution and its two-tiered [three-

tiered?] system.



47
Political economist Will Hutton argues in The State We're In that there is a

structural inequality imbedded in the health system:

Patients from large practices with large budgets [...] benefit from their GPs’
greater purchasing ability, especially if they lived in an area with high standards of
health — such as a middle-class suburb where the GPs could afford to pay more for
any given service; or where the hospital would be more willing to provide it,
calculating that the demands would be less than from poorer, less healthy areas.
Not only is the non-fee paying patient subjected to the disparities of socio-economic
factors, but also the system is built on the vagaries of a market economy required to
compete for health care business. As Hutton notes, “access to care becomes markedly

> 10 and “the health of the poor ... [becomes] worse”. (213) Doctors themselves

unequal’
are disgruntled. “They know how to treat doctors in New Zealand” says Dr. Stead (233)
leaving the impression of an under-funded system in Britain, with a lack of direction and
yet more migration by health practitioners. Compounding this already tortured problem is
a male hierarchy with the inherent power to diagnose and stigmatize. Joy’s initial
appointments with her general practitioner Dr. Stead are an exercise in arrogance and
humiliation. He is accusatory, abrupt, dismissive and patronizing. Consultations read like
spats. There is a satirical side to some of these exchanges, however, and they should be
read with that in mind. Joy Stone is another unreliable narrator who, as Galloway notes,
“is having a nervous breakdown so, of course, her perspective is going to be jaundiced”.!"

What Galloway is trying to convey, one supposes, is the powerlessness of the exchange

on the part of the patient - the drowning out of voice.

DOCTOR  Try. You’re not trying. You’re looking for something that
doesn’t exist, that’s why you’re not happy. Look at me.
I’m under no illusions. That’s why I'm in control.

PATIENT  How can I be more like you?
(52)
This paternalistic exchange could be read as being between England and Scotland at the
time the book was written in the late 1980s when the economy was faltering and

nationalistic aspirations were in doubt.
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Visits to the health visitor appointed by Dr. Stead have a contrary social construct

of paternalism. Here Joy instead becomes the model housewife fussing over biscuits and

tea as the health visitor comes in unannounced:

HEALTH VISITOR

PATIENT

... How are you coping?

OK [Brave smile] I manage.

HEALTH VISITOR The house is looking fine.

PATIENT

Thank-you. I do my best.
@21

It is totally baffling why this woman is here at all, or why the doctor referred her. Joy

receives little positive assessment of her depression. She never gets to communicate in

any depth with health professionals. She is silenced and marginalized by them. Her

experience on entry to Foresthouse mental institution only underlines the institution’s

dysfunction, not that of the patients. Doctors don’t listen or observe, they misdiagnose

and over-prescribe. Psychiatrists seem to think that she should heal herself rather than

they should heal her. She languishes at state expense for weeks in a mental hospital

without treatment. Doctors, not patients, are numbers in a queue, identified only in order

of service provided. Sanity and intellect often seem to be on the side of the patient, the

hippocratic oath left at the front door.

DOCTOR

PATIENT

DOCTOR

DIFFERENT

DOCTOR

PATIENT

So. Why do you think you’ve been sent to us?
. I’m here by invitation.

Yes, but why do you think you were referred?
What’s the problem as such?

... So. Why do you think you’ve been sent to us?

... I want to shout Someone else just did that.

Just minutes ago, the same thing.

This is the third time I’ve been asked

this same old stuff. Doesn’t anybody keep

any notes around here? Why do you all ask the same

thing? But I don’t. I cough and try to look reasonable,
mustering a reasonable voice.

A doctor just left. He asked me all that.
(111-112)
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In his essay “Ideology and ideological state apparatuses”, Louis Althusser
includes literature among the ideological apparatuses which contribute to the process of
“reproducing the relations of production, the social relations which are the necessary
condition for the existence and perpetuation of the capitalist mode of production”."
These practices, he argues, “are supported and reproduced in the institutions of our
society” (594) which he calls ‘Ideological State Apparatuses’(ISAs), as distinguished
from ‘Repressive State Apparatus’ (the police, the penal system, the army). ISAs
represent the education system and its ancillaries - the family, the law, media and the
arts. All these are necessary adjuncts to a functioning society. “The central ISA in cultural
capitalism is the education system, which prepares children to act consistently with the
values of society by inculcating in them the dominant versions of appropriate behavior as
well as history, social studies and of course, literature”. (594) What we see in the novels
discussed so far, and what we shall see in the Trainspotting chapter, is that the ideology
of the institutions examined is rarely questioned. What we find is a society where a
dysfunctional healthcare system is delivered to a clientele who feel they deserve nothing
better reproduces the class hierarchies in which it operates. In Toni Davidson’s Scar
Culture, discussed later, we witness the psychiatric arm of this system run amok, leaving
the patient like Joy Stone more disturbed at the end of the treatment than at the outset. A
lack of ownership, or accountability by the participants concerned, could be the
explanation for the institutional sense of despair prevalent in Scotland at the time, or it
could be argued that institutions mirror society. Joy’s experience in hospital and also in
her job as a drama teacher, leave her feeling that she is the problem not the institution. “I
teach children”, she says

I teach them :
routine
when to keep their mouths shut
how to put up with boredom and unfairness

how to sublimate anger politely
not to go into teaching

Rl

(12)
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Joy tells her story to five different doctors in all. No one diagnoses her anorexia
and bulimia, even though she is physically thin and obviously not eating. She is even
examined by a gynecologist to see if she is pregnant, because of her lack of menstruation.
This is one indicator, among others, which are never diagnosed. Most importantly, her
family history is never probed.

Janice Galloway has said that one reason why people care less about state-run
mental institutions is that “middle class people don’t end up in them. Maybe that’s the
reason private ones are different. It’s taken for granted that people who are in the NHS
wards by and large live in poverty and nobody ever addresses the fact that their poverty
might be one of the things that has led them to end up in a psychiatric hospital”. >

Joy’s stay in Foresthouse does not make her feel better. Vomiting and starving
herself offer a form of absolute control over her life where her medical care does not.
What Joy needs is positive assessment of her depression and someone to listen to her
problems which will help her to find an active solution to the clinical depression she is
suffering. She has closed herself off from society in order to hold herself together. She
talks to no one, except Marianne - who is in America - and then often by letter. As
Galloway observes “it’s always easier to talk to someone who isn’t there than it is to talk

to someone who is ....” (340). Hospitalization is not furthering her recovery.

Galloway, like Gray and Kelman, is concerned with class. Gray and Galloway are
probably closer in attitude in the two novels discussed. Both Joy Stone and Jock McLeish
have middle-class professions, but both seem uncomfortable in bourgeois society, Jock in
his relations with Helen and his championing of fair pay for Denny, a topic not normally
espoused by middle-class Conservatism. Joy Stone never overtly talks about class, but
there are indicators that class, as well as gender, are central concerns of their novels. Both
Jock and Joy come from working-class backgrounds though Joy’s is much more
disruptive than Jock’s. For Joy class is powerlessness, making her doubly marginalized.
While she is a professional, even her job as a drama teacher isn’t enough to give her a
sense of self-worth, except the limiting observation that her job is what “tells me what I
am”. (12) She argues that her job defines her, yet there is the nagging doubt of whether
she feels she belongs. Her weekends at the betting shop seem to pull her back into the
working-class milieu where young, attractive employees are easy targets for employers’
sexual appetites. In the psychiatric hospital it almost comes as a surprise when one of the

other patients declares accusingly “[t]hink you’re better than this place don’t you?” (222)
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Both sexes are subject to the fixed identity conferred by bourgeois ideology and

colonized nation. The class structure prbduces and dictates contradictory subject positions
for compliance or non-compliance. Kelman’s Sammy Samuels could be seen as freely
accepting his subjection: “Hope doesnay spring eternal”. '* Similarly Joy Stone also
accepts subjectivity when she says “I don’t menstruate, but I bleed other ways” (92), or
Jock’s plea for understanding (“I am not a bad man, I am a good man”). (56) Writing
specifically about women and patriarchy, Catherine Belsey notes that one way of
responding to this situation is “to retreat from the contradictions and from discourse itself,
to become “sick” - more women than men are treated for mental illness. Another is to
seek a resolution of the contradictions in the discourses of feminism”. (598) It would
seem Joy Stone does both, but with limited success.

However, Joy’s family is also making her sick. Her mother and sister Myra
dominate and abuse her. Myra has “hands like shovels. Myra left marks”. (59) Both read
ber diary and her sister Myra burns it. We leam of Joy’s mother’s attempt to drown
herself and her death from a fall shortly afterwards. Her female family history is littered
with the corpses of female suicides and suspected suicides, condemning Joy to the notion
of inherited insanity, as well as in the larger context denying the disease at the heart of the
family home. The male family history is less interesting: “coronary thromboses, bronchial
disorders, mining accidents. Even some natural causes. With my father it was booze
...”(199). This throws up the corollary that the female descends into madness and suicide,
while the male drinks himself to death. Joy’s sister Myra, who she’s been afraid of “ever
since I remember” (59) is old enough to be her mother. In fact, Myra and her mother were
pregnant at the same time, but Myra’s baby died. When Joy feels hard done by she thinks
about how much worse it would be if Myra had been her mother. Joy Stone has no role
models and precious little family support. Her closest friend Marianne is out of the
country. But it is to her that Joy turns with a feeling that safety in the distance between
them aids communication. Letters to Marianne are a lifeline. Marianne genuinely cares
for Joy’s health and her psychological well-being. Female friendship, it would seem, is
the ultimate therapy.

Galloway’s narrative encourages the reader to see Michael’s death as central to
the story, but it is not. The story is much more personal than that. It is about loss of
identity. At the same time the narrative device of threading their final days together in a
kind of cinematic panning with italics and the present tense - keeping the past alive -
could also be read as marginalizing Michael’s importance. The slow-motion sequence of

the events surrounding his death and a conviction that loving unconditionally has its own
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pitfalls proves that Michael fulfills a role, but is never really brought to life by the
narrator. Joy’s relationships with men and her dissatisfaction with them - and herself — are
what forms the focus of her story, as they do for Cassie in Foreign Parts. Even Joy’s
work as a drama teacher isn’t enough to give her a sense of self-worth. It is relevant that
the institutional structures of the school system and organized religion should combine to
make Joy feel invisible. It is, after all, Mr. Peach, the head teacher, who lectures on
reality, and the Rev. Dogsbody at the memorial service, who completes the task by
figuratively rubbing her out. “He’d run time backwards, cleansed, absolved and got rid of
the ground-in stain. [...] And the stain was me”. (79)

In Feminine Fictions Patricia Waugh theorizes that those excluded from or
marginalised by culture for reasons of class, gender, race, beliefs, appearance, or
whatever, never experience a sense of “full subjectivity”. They already sense the extent to
which subjectivity is constructed through institutional dispositions of power relations as
well as “fictional convention”.®

Gavin Wallace has observed that The Trick Is To Keep Breathing is in many ways
“a perfect analogue to Gray’s /982 Janine as an exploration of psychological collapse
from a female perspective”. 16 He concedes, however, that the female experience is
focused on an “entrenched male value system” which reflects “the regressively
masculine values inscribed in Scottish society and culture” and the “sinister chorus of
louder, external [voices] - those of insensitive psychiatric opinion, of authoritarian
employers, of exploitative women’s journalism” (ibid.) Joy, however, internalizes her
rage and abuses her own body, bingeing and starving herself, while Jennifer Wilson in So
1 Am Glad exhibits her rage by sexually abusing her lover.

Joy’s relationships with men are a minefield of broken dreams. In her ill-fated
seven-year romance with Paul her subservience to his needs reduced her to a non-person.
In her liaison with Tony, the boss of the betting shop where Joy works part-time she is the
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