Scottish Studies Annual Seminar Overview, 2005

On the 27th of September 2005, the BSA Scottish Studies Study Group held its Annual Seminar. I am pleased to say that just over 30 people attended. The seminar is designed to be the group’s first formal event in any given academic year, to be followed by a small session at the BSA Annual conference in springtime, and a mini-conference of our own towards the summer.

Presented here is a short commentary on the seminar (or at least what I got from it). Apologies for not being able to cover all areas and contributions, but further below are details of access to the paper, for people to read and think over. Hopefully I can at least leave room for future thoughts, discussion, and dare I say action.

This year’s seminar was arranged to revitalise the study group and stimulate us on some of the ways forward for sociological research in Scotland. To do this, David McCrone (author of Understanding Scotland: the sociology of a nation) was asked to present a paper on the theme ‘The Same, but Different: Why Scotland?’ A good starting point, I think, in order to re-address, or re-imagine, Scotland as a sociological context. One consequence might be to inform how we move forward, both theoretically and empirically.

In brief summary, the paper argued for the sociology of Scotland. Not merely because it is as valid a social context as the next society, but because it can also reveal social processes that are less visible if we only imagine societies to be nation-states, or if we only imagine society in monolithic terms such as globalisation. I suspect that this is something we all agree with. Further to that, the paper expressed a concern that the very concept of society is being marginalized, citing Urry’s sociology of mobilities, which challenges the ‘sociology of the social as societies’ (Urry 2003:4). Instead, David McCrone suggests a more appropriate way of thinking is to treat societies as ‘semi-bounded, partial, overlapping systems and networks’ (see seminar paper).  For me, this flagged notions of ‘association’ that emerged from the Enlightenment, which then lead to the study of ‘ society’ and, ultimately, sociology. But the other important point from the paper is that there is a Scottish frame of reference, a ‘cultural prism’, which is connected to society and how it manifests itself, that is civil society. This is a key argument: that this prism (Scottish society) can help reveal broader understandings and consequences of larger, perhaps taken-for-granted, social processes. It is from this theoretical point that new empirical research can emerge. That is what I got from the paper.

To move on to the discussion session, thanks go to Anthony Cohen for his thoughtful and agreeable reflections as Guest Chair. As Frank Bechhofer highlighted, it is good to have a problem, but one of the dangers is that we reify the cultural prism, that there can be navel gazing, and that real societal and sociological problems are not being addressed. Frank further asked: is the Scottish context interesting to the ‘public’? So, are sociologists paying enough attention to ‘sociological problems’ that can be found in the everyday world, away from the ‘academy’? For example, policymaking in Scotland could benefit from more critical, sociological thinking, analysis and development; and Sociology, as research and teaching, would benefit from more engagement with policy issues that affect our lives in Scotland/UK. Other questions, raised by Gerry Mooney and Douglas Robertson, addressed this very point on public policy. Academics in Scotland are now (potentially) closer to government and policy makers than ever before, and probably closer than academics in other parts of the UK. That offers great potential for developing social science in Scotland and the UK. And this is one of the reasons that the cultural prism and civil society is relevant, because it has brought about the Scottish Parliament, which has revitalised the policy context in Scotland. Of course, it is not all about the ‘domestic’, and as Alex Law suggested, there could also be more comparative work. One can think of the potential for better understandings of society in England, Wales and Northern Ireland, through enlivened socio-cultural comparison with Scotland. Of course, policy concerns are not the total of ‘sociological problems’, but they are one of the visible refractions from modern Scotland’s cultural prism. And they present one opportunity to develop more publicly engaged sociological analysis.
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A copy of the paper will be available shortly on the Institute of Governance website, University of Edinburgh. Another paper is also useful for thinking further on these issues, McCrone, D. (2005) ‘Cultural capital in an understated nation: the case of Scotland.’ The British Journal of Sociology 56 (1), 65-82), also available online:

http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2005.00047.x
