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My father was born in 1904 and at the end of the Great War when he was14 he started 
serving his time as an apprentice block printer at the famous United Turkey Red 
Factory on the banks of the river Leven in Alexandria.  Block printers were the elite 
in the textile factories that ran along that swift-flowing river, and I have been told they 
had the right to wear bowler hats to work as a symbol of their status at the top of the 
journeyman tree.  But while he was still a young man changes in technology rendered 
his trade obsolete and for the rest of his life he worked as a labourer.  He carried coal 
for a while, and I have often wondered how he managed it, because he was a small 
man, under eight stone, so he must have carried his own weight hour after hour up 
tenement stairs to keep bread on our table. When WWII came he was re-employed by 
the UTR, dyeing cloth, and when he was made redundant again at 60 he ended his 
working days as a porter in the Vale of Leven Hospital.  
 
He was a quiet man, the kind who endured without saying much about himself;  but I 
often wondered how he felt about the way his life had played out.  Then one day I 
discovered a clue.  I was rummaging under the bed in the recess in the kitchen when I 
came across a heavy bundle wrapped in cloth.  I pulled it out, opened it and found two 
heavy lead mallets with short wooden handles.  ‘They were yir Daddy’s mells when 
he wis a tradesman’, my mother told me, ‘for the block printing’.  I was a heedless 
child, but something about those mells silenced and saddened me.  Why had he kept 
them? I wondered. A sense of betrayal and disappointment clung to them; and I 
suspect it was from that moment I became aware of how time and change have always 
robbed the poor not only of their occupations, but of their pride and purpose as well.  
In the long flow of history the buffeting of the poor seems to operate like a natural 
law as impersonal as gravity.  Because we humans are a clever, revolutionary species 
who can’t leave anything alone for long, we are constantly inventing new ways of 
doing things and just as constantly discarding those who had mastered the old trades, 
like my father with his treasured mells.  
 
This is a theme deeply embedded in Scottish literature, the sorrow of it caught by our 
best writers.  At the end of Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s novel ‘Sunset Song’ they go up 
Blawearie Brae to dedicate the Memorial to the four Kinraddie men who fell in the 
Great War and the minister preaches a short, powerful sermon.  Here is a bit of what 
he says: 

With them we may say there died a thing older than themselves - these were 
the Last of the Peasants, the last of the Old Scots folk.  A new generation 
comes up that will know them not, except as a memory in a song... 
 
The last of the peasants - those four that you knew - took that with them to the 
darkness and the quietness of the places where they sleep.  And the land 
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changes - their parks and their steadings are a desolation where the sheep are 
pastured - we are told that great machines come soon to till the land, and the 
great herds come to feed on it - the crofter has gone, the man with the house 
and the steading of his own and the land closer to his heart than the flesh of his 
own body.  Nothing, it has been said, is true but change, nothing abides… 

 
‘Nothing is true but change, nothing abides’.  When I read those words I think of that 
sad wee bundle under my parents’ bed in Random Street.  
 
And it is the same note we hear in Sorley MacLean’s great poem about the clearing 
and depopulating of the Highlands and Islands, Hallaig. 
 Time, the deer, is in the wood of Hallaig. 
 

The window is nailed and boarded 
 through which I saw the West 
 and my love is at the Burn of Hallaig… 
 
 ….I will go down to Hallaig, 
 to the Sabbath of the dead, 
 where the people are frequenting, 
 every single generation gone… 
 
 their laughter a mist in my ears… 
 
 and their beauty a film on my heart...   
 
Tonight I want us not only to think about the impact of constant change upon the 
poor, but to feel it - and I don’t mean feel guilty.  I hope we can let the ancient 
predicament of the poor touch us in a way that will motivate us not to guilt but to 
imaginative action. And we might begin the meditation by running the movie in our 
minds. > The people expelled from the land crowding into the cities to service the 
new industries; yes, and the pride they discovered in learning to build ships and make 
steel and mine coal and print cloth.  Their lives were hard but they had the dignity of 
purpose and the pride of providing for their children. But since nothing is true but 
change, nothing abides, the industrial revolutions of the 20th Century cast them aside 
like outworn tools. <  Now I don’t want to be political this evening, because I want to 
nudge your thinking  in another direction, but it is worth reminding ourselves that 
while it is the poor who pay the price for these constant revolutions it is the rich who 
gather the profits.    Karl Marx did not think this was accidental; he claimed it was 
intrinsic to the system itself.  These are his words: 
 

Pauperism forms a condition of capitalist production, and of the capitalist 
development of wealth. It forms part of the incidental expenses of capitalist 
production; but capital usually knows how to transfer these from its own 
shoulders to those of the working class and the petty bourgeoisie. 

 
I remarked earlier that the impact of constant change on the poor seemed as neutral 
and relentless as gravity. Marx himself had an almost religious conviction that history 
would drive the process forward till the moment when the poor could take it no longer 
and they would rise up and smash the system that ground them down.  Marx’ 
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conviction was always closer to theology than to politics, but in this country history 
has gone in the opposite direction to the one he predicted, leaving the workless poor 
not in a state of revolutionary anger but of self-destructive passivity. And while it is 
true that the way capitalism works is the major cause of their predicament, the 
paradox is that some of our own well-meant attempts to mitigate the damage may, in 
the long run, have made the situation of the poor worse.  Maybe that’s why we came 
up with a new label to capture our confusion at what happened next.  In the old days, 
though the working poor were at the bottom of the system they were still part of it.  
Tragically, developments in the 20th Century ejected them from the system itself, so 
we had to coin a phrase to describe the new reality. We called it social-exclusion, 
from a Latin term that means to shut out or banish, because we now recognise that 
there are people in our midst who are no longer part of the complex and dynamic 
reality we call society and live as exiles in our midst.  And as I’ve hinted, while the 
direct cause was the industrial revolution of the 20th century, two attempts to 
ameliorate the situation actually served to harden it into permanence.  
 
The first fateful decision was the invention of a welfare system - intended to help 
those going through a hard time till they got back into work - that gradually morphed 
into a way of maintaining them in a state of permanent exclusion from the economic 
system itself.  And their exclusion was made symbolic as well as geographical by the 
second response, the comprehensive urban redevelopment plans after WWII that 
swept the poor from their ancestral habitats in the centre of our cities and relocated 
them to the edges, without asking them whether they wanted to go.  I was living in 
Gorbals in the 1960s when this process was getting into high gear and I opposed it at 
the time.  Rather than restoring and adapting the old stone tenements, they decided to 
flatten them, largely for symbolic reasons, and decant the poor into housing schemes 
miles away on the perimeter.  At the beginning of this lecture I asked you not to think 
about the situation of the poor in our country but to feel it.  Well, try to imagine your 
way into what that great organised banishment felt like to those who were told to pack 
up and go from the centre to the edges of our cities.  Symbolically, it conveyed a 
powerful message of – that word again – exclusion, exile.  Other cities did it too, 
including Edinburgh, though here the middle classes managed to fight off the worst 
depredations of the planners and preserve Scotland’s capital as a place people still live 
in – including some of the poor - and don’t just drive through on their way somewhere 
else.   
 
Now, whether or not you buy my historical analysis of the situation we face, the fact 
is that Scotland like the rest of the UK is an unequal and divided country in which a 
significant proportion of the population is excluded from the benefits that the rest of 
us enjoy.  They don’t live as long as the rest of us; and the lives they lead are 
characterised by alienation and all the ills associated with it.  And the paradox is that 
it costs us billions of pounds a year to sustain them in their immiseration.  Yet we 
know that divided societies are bad for all who live in them and not just the deprived.  
The three plagues of domestic violence, addiction and bad mental and physical health 
are the classic marks of unequal societies; and they not only create immense 
unhappiness, they consume our resources unproductively.   
 
All of that said, let me hasten to add that no one is complacent about the situation; 
certainly not the leaders of this city.  They might have been puzzled about how best to 
tackle the problem, but our leaders have never been complacent about it.  Baffled, 
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worried – yes; complacent – never.  That is why when Eric Milligan was Lord Provost 
he appointed a commission to explore the extent of social exclusion and propose 
possible remedies.  When we finished our work in 2000 we called our report One City 
not because we thought it described Edinburgh but because it was what we wanted it 
to become.  What I want to do in the rest of this lecture is to reflect briefly on some of 
the things that have been achieved.  Then I want to offer a snapshot of deprivation in 
the city today and why it should concern all of us.  And in conclusion I want to 
suggest a change of direction in how we might respond to the situation. 
 
A good way to think about the happy life all sane people seek is to see it as a balance 
between two different kinds of freedom: what we might describe as negative and 
positive freedom, freedom from and freedom for.  But it is negative freedom - 
freedom from - we should concentrate our public policies on.  We should identify and 
remove all those barriers to the good life that stop people flourishing.  By this 
criterion there has been enormous progress in Edinburgh and in the nation at large. 
The One City report identified particular communities whose freedom to be 
themselves was constantly hindered by prejudice or indifference.  If you were once 
excluded because you were physically disabled, or belonged to a sexual or racial 
minority, your life will have improved immeasurably in recent years, because as a 
society we have worked hard to remove these negative restraints. The City of 
Edinburgh has been in the forefront of that campaign and it is now enshrined in our 
Council’s policy to advance equality and human rights.  
 
Earlier I quoted Grassic Gibbon lamenting that nothing was true but change; but 
change can also give cause for rejoicing.  If I were a woman, or a gay man, or 
physically or mentally disabled, or a member of a racial or religious minority, I would 
rather be alive in Edinburgh now than at any other time in its history.  And for that 
our gratitude should go to the politicians and social reformers who fought hard to 
change attitudes and challenge prejudices.  As a result of their work, we are closer to 
being One City than at any other time in our history.  And lest you forget: homosexual 
acts between consenting adults were not decriminalised in Scotland till 1980, and we 
only got there then because Robin Cook managed to get an amendment smuggled 
onto a Westminster health bill.  So negative freedom, freedom from the weight of 
another’s prejudice or organizational indifference, is an essential aspect of the good 
society and we should be proud of how much we have achieved.  By an Act of 
Parliament, at a stroke, you can remove an artificial limitation on another’s freedom 
to marry the woman of her choice; or to gain access to a theatre in her wheelchair; or 
to find employment without being discriminated against for the colour of her skin.  
All of these obstacles on the road to happiness for many have been removed; but a 
giant called Poverty stands there still, blocking the way ahead for many more.  
 
But how do we free people from poverty? We can’t do it by Act of Parliament or anti-
discriminatory legislation.  Indeed, watching the Westminster government make 
things worse by its crude and unintelligent attempts to make things better should warn 
us against all simple and quick solutions to such a complex and enduring problem.  
But before exploring it further we should admit its extent, something the One City 
Report boldly did in 2000 and which the Council in its poverty profile has now 
brought up to date.    Say we decided to give the poor of Edinburgh a day out this 
summer, we would need to commandeer Murrayfield, Easter Road and Tyncastle to 
accommodate all 105,000 of them, almost a quarter of our population; though we 
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know that in our most deprived areas 33% of the population live below the poverty 
threshold.  And the most tragic impact of all this is on the lives of children, 18,000 of 
whom live in low income households in Edinburgh.  Report after report tells us that 
poverty is the most powerful determinant of a child’s future.  And let me repeat the 
paradox again: keeping children poor costs us all a fortune.  The Child Poverty Action 
Group estimates that the additional costs to education, child protection, health, 
criminal justice and other services as a result of Child Poverty in Edinburgh costs the 
tax payer £156 million a year.   
 
Some years ago we brought Camila Batmanghelidjh, Founder of Kids Company in 
London, to lecture at the Royal Society of Edinburgh on the impact of child poverty 
on the criminal justice system.  Everything she said was brilliant but one thing was 
devastating. She said that the scandal of the way we respond to the troubles of poor 
children is that we only really cascade money into their lives when they offend, then 
the sky’s the limit.  It is: we can spend more than £200,000 a year to keep a child in 
secure accommodation, when a fraction of that spend, imaginatively focused, might 
have kept him out trouble in the first place.  
 
It’s imagination I want to turn to next, but before releasing some bees from my bunnet 
I want to acknowledge the imaginative early intervention work that is being done in 
Edinburgh through its Early Years Change Fund and the Arts and Creative Learning 
team’s free music provision in the city’s schools.  I also want to acknowledge the 
honesty of the Council for making no attempt to cover up the inequalities and 
divisions that scar our wonderful city; and I am grateful to the One City Trust for 
inviting me to muse aloud tonight on how we might respond to them.  Please bear 
with me now as I offer a very specific response to the plight of the poor in this city.  
What I want to suggest is that if we get into the lives of those poor children early 
enough, and use our imaginations and our treasure to help them, we can build a reality 
round them that will prove to be stronger and more defining than the one that 
presently sentences them to failure and ill-health and the revolving doors of the 
criminal justice system.  What we should recognise is that our primary duty to 
children is not to prepare them for the vagaries of the job market, but to equip them to 
lead abundant and fulfilling lives no matter what the market may have in store for 
them. If the scientists at the Massachusetts’s Institute of Technology are right we are 
on the cusp of a revolution in production and services that will make previous 
industrial revolutions look like a walk in the park.  That’s the emerging world we 
need to strengthen our children to deal with, but before offering one way forward, I 
want take another look at that word poverty. 
 
I want to use it in both an economic and a spiritual sense, while noting that the former 
does not necessarily imply the latter. It is possible to be economically poor and 
spiritually and culturally rich.  Many unemployed communities in the Hungry Thirties 
though they were economically poor were culturally and morally very rich.  There 
was a strong self-improvement dynamic among working people who used public 
libraries to educate themselves - and produced working-class intellectuals like Jimmy 
Reid.  They often had a strong musical tradition, such as the brass bands in the Fife 
mining communities that produced musicians of genius like John Wallace, now 
Principal of the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland.  The tragedy of our deprived 
communities today is that they are excluded not only from the job market but from the 
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riches of our cultural inheritance, so they are radically poor in both senses of the 
word.  And that’s what I think we can change if we are daring enough. 
 
In a lecture on cultural policy I gave at the University of the Highlands and Islands a 
few of years ago, I said that the great killer in the communities of the socially 
excluded was empty time.  Time is a problem for any human who doesn’t know what 
to do with it. The very language we use to talk about it points to the danger it poses 
for those who lack the resources to use it well: ‘passing time’, ‘killing time’, 
‘spending time’, ‘doing time’ are all phrases that capture the problem of rational 
animals with time on their hands and no hunting or gathering or labouring with which 
to fill it.  What we did in the childhood of our species was to play.  We doodled on 
cave walls; we told ourselves stories; we whittled designs on spears; we drummed and 
sang and invented musical instruments; and in filling time in all those ways we 
created human culture; and from that rich complexity civilisation flowed. The tragedy 
of our day is that in too many places that process has gone into reverse and we have 
whole populations sitting around like characters in a Becket play waiting for 
something to happen because they no longer know how to play creatively. 
 
We have created a new class without the ability to use well the one thing with which 
they have been liberally endowed - Time.  It is the weight and burden of empty time 
that leads to the destructive life-styles that are such a feature of life in these 
communities.  That, I think, is the essence of Scotland’s biggest social problem: we 
have sentenced people to lifetimes of empty time but with no skill to use it well. The 
challenge is to realise that these excluded areas are unlikely to be turned round 
anytime soon if we go on using the current repertoire of short-term tactics.  A wiser 
approach would be to accept the economic emptiness of these areas and work to equip 
the children to fight their way out of it and thereby grow a different future for 
themselves. The poorer a community is the more cultural and creative resources we 
should pour into it – pretty much the opposite of what happens at the moment.  
 
Which brings me to Sistema Scotland, the movement I founded seven years ago that 
is now well on the way to transforming the communities in Raploch and Govanhill, 
and will start work next year in Torry in Aberdeen.  Following the model invented by 
a Venezuelan genius nearly forty years ago, we get children playing again by placing 
them in orchestras that take a stronger hold on their lives than the surrounding 
community that would otherwise imprint them with its own pattern of emptiness and 
despair.  We don’t argue about social policy or unemployment or drugs or neglect – 
though we confront those realities every day.  What we do is to get the community 
making music, thereby flooding it with beauty and purpose and hard work. This does 
a number of things.  First of all, IT IS TIME CONSUMING!  If empty time is the 
problem, FILL IT! Sistema fills time cooperatively, joyfully and with discipline.  We 
work the children hard.  The system, which is intense and immersive, happens every 
day as well as during school holidays.  And it gives the community back its pride.  
Parents love their kids, no matter how out of it they themselves are, and to see them 
succeeding encourages them to change as well. The young musicians of Raploch 
played alongside the famous Simon Bolivar Orchestra to a world audience in June last 
year at the beginning of the Cultural Olympiad in a wet field in Stirling,  and the 
community has been bursting with pride ever since. We took the Raploch Symphony 
Orchestra to Caracas in January this year and those fifty two children - ranging in age 
from 9 to 15 – broke the hearts of the thousand Venezuelans who heard them.   It is 
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also worth pointing out here that 13 children from Raploch now play in the National 
Youth Orchestra of Scotland and 13 in the National Youth Choir of Scotland, more 
than from any other single postcode in the land.  No wonder COSLA recently gave 
Stirling its Gold Award for Excellence for what’s going on in Raploch.  Even more 
extraordinary is the fact that Raploch is on the short list for the Royal Town Planning 
Association’s Competition for the best place to live in Scotland.  All this achieved in 
six years! 
 
Now I know that there are many interesting music initiatives in Scotland, but this is 
different.  This is not a cultural initiative that improves the lives of individuals and 
leaves their neighbourhood largely unchanged: it is a revolutionary way of achieving 
social transformation in whole communities that impacts on health, education, crime 
and all the other areas that cost us so much when things go wrong. To flood an area 
with music and convert 80% of its young people into orchestral musicians has a 
revolutionary impact.  Everything improves and we have the stories to prove it, but 
we are not relying on them alone.  The Glasgow Centre for Population Health, in 
association with Audit Scotland and Caledonian University, has begun a programme 
to evaluate the long term impact of our work in Raploch and Govanhill.  The 
researchers are looking for examples of similar programmes that have been subject to 
long-term evaluation.  The closest so far seems to be an American initiative, 
HighScope Perry, started in the 1970s that demonstrated a 13 fold return on early 
years preventative spend.  My mantra here is that we have to spend thousands to save 
millions, and we are beginning to prove that claim.  
 
Given the opportunity, Sistema Scotland has the potential to transform dozens if not 
hundreds of communities across Scotland.  And I would love the City of Edinburgh to 
enter into a partnership with us to open a Big Noise orchestra in one of its deprived 
communities and join our revolution of joy.  It would then become part of an 
international movement of cities throughout the world who have realised that 
something new has to be tried if we are not to go on rerunning old tragedies.  Our 
work over the last six years has already cemented a host of international connections. 
Stirling has had visitors from every continent except Antartica. We have two formal 
partnerships, mentoring emerging Sistema movements in New Zealand and South 
Korea. And we have many more informal ones. The Scottish Government’s early 
evaluation of our work has proved to be influential globally and more and more 
politicians and their officials from abroad are making pilgrimages to Raploch to find 
out how to do it. And here’s a wee story that proves something 
 
When we began establishing different sub-groups within Big Noise Raploch, in order 
to accommodate the different musical stages of the children, we decided to call our 
top ensemble the Rinconada Orchestra, in honour of a Sistema Centre in Caracas that 
has been a particular inspiration. So we were thrilled to hear that in New Zealand they 
have named their elite group the Raploch Orchestra, a move that caused even more 
rejoicing in Raploch.  This October we are organising an ambitious International 
Sistema Teachers’ Conference that will bring 150 practitioners from across the world 
to Scotland. Our aim is to establish Stirling as a world-class centre of excellence for 
sharing the Sistema philosophy and practice. Apart from our own core interest in 
transforming deprived Scottish communities, these international connections could be 
the conduit for developing a new kind of cultural diplomacy between Scotland and the 
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rest of the world; and I believe Edinburgh, with all its international connections, 
should be at the forefront of that cause.   
 
Let me leave my invitation there on the table for this great city to accept or decline; 
but here’s a final thought.  I live near some busy primary schools and when I go for 
my paper in the morning I see parents taking their children to school.  The parents 
trudge along, head down, but the children skip!  They skip because they are natural 
artists who turn the need to walk from one place to another into a dance.  In too many 
of our children that instinct to play has been suppressed by the  weight of poverty; but 
with daring and imagination we can start them dancing. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if 
we got all the children of this grey old city skipping again? 
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