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Adam Smith and the birthplace of capitalism, remained British.
Cairns Craig’s The Wealth of the Nation cuts directly against assumptions of
economic primacy and the fear of capital flight after independence. His argument
that ‘the accumulation of capital is not as important to the nation as the
accumulation of cultural capital’ (p. 291) will raise the eyebrows of even the least
canny of Scots, and surely speaks loudest to a constituency of middle-class
cultural nationalism that would never, on its own, be big enough to actually
secure political independence. Darren McGarvey’s reminder that class
positionality breeds divergent perceptions of cultural value – his example: the
mainly middle-class grief at the devastation by fire of the Glasgow School of Art –
is salutary: culture, and its associated capital, remains largely the preserve of an
educated elite.3 Craig’s book is not concerned with the invisibility of class in the
prestige cultural economy, however, but with the invisibility of culture in most
historical accounts of Scotland and the negative effect Craig believes this has had
on the national self-image. The Wealth of the Nation is chiefly concerned with the
uses and abuses of Scottish history and historiography, and its aim, from a
contemporary nationalist perspective, is to rediscover a useful Scottish past.
Revivalism is at the heart of Scotland’s relationship with its own history, and has
been the means through which the nation has survived as a distinct cultural entity
since 1707. If, for instance, Macpherson’s Ossian mourns the loss of the Gaelic
past, then that past is revived through its very memorialisation in Macpherson’s
poetry. From revivalism emerges the historical novel, Scott’s means of rescuing
the past from potential historical oblivion. Scotland and her capital city had, by
1814 and the publication of Waverley, become a ‘memory machine for the
recollection of the nation’s past’ (p. 33), just as Scottish culture has allowed the
rest of the world to nostalgically remember an imaginary past of romantic and
communal ideals that has been destroyed by linear history – a linear history that
bids us look backward as it marches us implacably into the future.
Scotland’s place in history, particularly the nation’s ambivalent relationship to
Whig history, and, as a nation without full statehood, its position ‘out of history’,4
has long consumed Craig, particularly Tom Nairn’s question as to why there was
no successful Scottish national movement in the nineteenth century. For Craig,
the answer is that, as an emigrant people, the Scots were too busy building
nations elsewhere to realise independence at home. The nineteenth century was

the high point of the Scots’ ‘Xeniteian Empire’, during which they projected their
values, culture and education system across the globe in what Craig calls a
‘spiritual empire’ (p. 180). Scotland was not, then, a colonised nation like Ireland,
but an imperial one, with the Union being ‘a treaty between two empires’, the
English and the Scots: ‘Scotland joined with England in 1707 not in order to join a
united sovereign state but in order to establish a Scottish empire’ (p. 73), an
argument elucidated more fully by the historian Michael Fry.5
This leads Craig in certain fascinating directions: the idea, for instance, that the
Scottish Enlightenment happened not in the eighteenth but the nineteenth
century, emerging as a result of the migratory world diffusion of the Scots and
their philosophical traditions. The conventional historical equation – that Union
with England produced the Scottish Enlightenment and that Enlightenment was
the philosophical basis for the British Empire – is turned on its head, with Craig
arguing instead that the Scottish empire of the nineteenth century arose from a
‘projective nationalism’ (p. 39), one that retrospectively constructed an historical
Scottish Enlightenment of the previous century. Emigration was not a sign of
Scottish decline, as normally assumed, but a mark of the nation’s vigour through
the universalisation of Scottish talent. What Craig doesn’t say is that the notion of
a Scottish empire weakens the present-day Unionist argument that Scotland is
‘too wee, too poor, too stupid’ to be independent, as well as demolishing
nationalist contentions of colonial oppression from the Saor Alba brigade.
Craig’s bid to challenge some of the more stubbornly negative appraisals of
Scotland’s past is, on the whole, immensely valuable, but it does lead him on
occasion into questionable territory. Most notably, when addressing
Enlightenment racism and its nineteenth-century legacies, Craig decides that the
racial theories defined in Robert Knox’s The Races of Men (1850) or manifested in
Scott’s Ivanhoe were ultimately ways ‘in which Scotland resisted the tyranny of
“history” as the only relevant category within which human experience could be
understood’ (p. 136). The stadial history that Craig believes such racial theories
to be resisting was, however, a product of the Scottish Enlightenment, and those
racial theories served to buttress the ongoing Enlightenment universalism behind
British imperialism. Understood as such, a Scottish empire has a less benign
tenor than the one marked out in Craig’s book.
When that empire began to decline in the early twentieth century with the retreat

of the British Empire, this undermined the political Union and set off the cultural
revival known as the ‘Scottish Renaissance’. While he fleetingly acknowledges the
achievements of particular writers, such as Nan Shepherd and Neil Gunn, Craig
sees the renaissance more generally as a nostophobic movement in denial of
Scotland’s post-Union past, specifically the nineteenth century that he wishes to

whatever its political state, has remained a distinct nation because of its cultural
wealth. However, as Britain lurches unpreparedly towards Brexit, dragging an
unwilling Scotland along with it, any talk of a future independent Scotland is
likely to remain fixed firmly on the economic wealth, or otherwise, of the nation.
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sees the renaissance more generally as a nostophobic movement in denial of
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