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Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting (1993) erupted onto the British cultural scene during
the turbulent years leading to Scottish devolution, a period marked by uncertainty
over Scotland’s political identity and future. Set primarily in the working-class
urban area of Leith during the post-Thatcher era, and praised for its expression of
political nihilism and the Caledonian antisyzygy, the novel’s representation of
urban  life  is  equally  significant  for  its  championing  of  the  Gothic.  Through
depictions of  the decaying body politic,  fragmented and unreliable narration,
Scots vernacular and heroin addiction, Trainspotting presents the urban space as
a neglected and fractured one. In the representation of Leith, the novel gothicises
a modern landscape, and argues that the working-class bodies surviving within it
reflect the wider deterioration of Scotland under deindustrialisation and political
abandonment. 

W. W. Norton & Co edition (2012)

The novel opens in medias res, with Welsh immersing the reader in an ongoing
conversation narrated by a distinctly working-class Scottish voice rendered in
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Scots vernacular: ‘The sweat wis lashing oafay Sick Boy. Ah wis jist sitting their

focusing oan the telly, tryin no tae notice the cunt.’1 From its opening line, the
text plunges the reader into a world characterised by physical discomfort, social
unease, and latent threat. For Scottish readers, the use of vernacular may evoke a
sense of familiarity and cultural recognition; for non-Scottish readers, however, it
produces an immediate estrangement from the conventions of Standard English
that have traditionally  dominated British literature.  This  linguistic  strategy is
particularly effective because it compels readers to engage directly with the lived
realities  of  Leith’s  working-class  community,  rather  than  encountering  them
through the mediating lens of a standardised or anglicised narrative voice.

Alan Sinfield argues that Welsh’s use of dialect asserts ‘an impediment to the

middle-class and non-Scottish reader’.2 In this sense, the novel’s language is not
simply a matter of style but a political intervention. Rather than conforming to the
expectations of an English literary tradition, Welsh champions urban Scottish
voices that had long been marginalised within British literature. Alice Ferrebe
argues in support of this,  stating the literary use of Scots vernacular asserts
‘ a l t e r n a t i v e  k i n d s  o f  a u t h o r i t y ’  i n  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  S t a n d a r d

English.3 In Trainspotting, language becomes a weaponised rejection of bourgeois
literary culture and a defiant assertion of working-class Scottish identity in the
face of Thatcherism.

Leith’s urbanised setting is profoundly significant when considering this rejection.
Welsh is not presenting the Romanticised Scotland of Highland imaginations and
Walter  Scott’s  Waverley  (1814);  instead  he  exhibits  the  reality  of  housing
schemes,  neglected flats,  pubs and drug culture.  Leith’s  presentation is  of  a
forgotten gothic  space abandoned and left  derelict  by political  authority  and
economic change. This dark and bleak setting is the sobering result of 1980s
Scotland  following  mass  deindustrialisation  and  the  collapse  of  traditional
working-class  employment.  

Matt McGuire argues that Thatcher’s Conservative government brought ‘dramatic

consequences for Scotland, not least within its working-class communities’.4 The
closure of industries and the reduction of welfare support particularly affected
urban areas such as Leith. Welsh repeatedly connects heroin addiction to the
collapse of labour and social structure. In an interview, he stated that ‘drugs



replaced work […] gave people something to do and some structure to their life.’5

This  observation  is  crucial  to  understanding  the  novel’s  depiction  of  urban
Scotland and the thematic Gothic threat that the anglicised state had on the
Scottish working class. The degenerative heroin addiction of its characters is not
represented solely as individual moral failure, but rather as symptomatic of wider
economic and political collapse.

The famous ‘Choose Life’ speech articulates this social despair directly:

Choose life.  Choose mortgage payments;  choose washing machines;  choose
cars; choose sitting oan a couch watching mind-numbing and spirit-crushing
game shows […] Choose rotting away, pishing and shiteing yersel in a home. (p.
237)

Renton’s  monologue  parodies  the  anti-drug  rhetoric  and  consumerist  values
promoted  during  the  1980s  with  the  Choose  Life  campaign,  challenging  the
Thatcherite,  state-endorsed  ideology  of  success:  employment,  property
ownership, consumption, and conformity. Renton identifies these aspirations as
spiritually empty and oppressive. The repetition of ‘choose’ mocks the illusion of
free  will  within  consumer  capitalism.  Although Renton  appears  nihilistic,  his
speech reflects the frustrations of many working-class Scots who felt alienated
from the political and economic priorities of Westminster.

Importantly, Welsh links this rejection of consumer society to the urban setting
itself. Post-Thatcherite Leith becomes a space where social mobility has collapsed
and where addiction pacifies those within the vacuum left by unemployment and
economic stagnation.  The Skagboys’  lives  are defined by cycles  of  addiction,
criminality,  violence,  apathy  and  boredom.  Their  environment  offers  few
alternatives. In this sense, the novel’s urban setting operates as a modern Gothic
space: oppressive, decaying, and psychologically destructive.

Welsh’s depiction of the body is exemplary in presenting the Gothic sentiments of
the novel. Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection is prevalent from the first page, as
the novel consistently emphasises bodily fluids, illness, decay, and vulnerability.
Sick Boy’s sweating body in the opening passage immediately introduces the body
as something compromised, repulsive and poisoned. Throughout the novel, heroin
addiction physically mirrors the wider social deterioration of the working class.



Welsh’s fragmented narrative structure reinforces the frenetic and discordant
existence of his characters. Throughout the novel, readers encounter a succession
of narrators, shifting dialects and often contradictory perspectives, producing a
deliberately  disjointed  reading  experience.  This  formal  fragmentation  is
thematically  resonant,  mirroring the fractured lives  of  the Skagboys and the
instability that defines their existence on physical, social and cultural levels. The
broken communities they inhabit evoke a distinctly Gothic sense of incoherence,
presenting Scottish identity not as a unified national narrative but as a damaged
and uncertain assemblage of voices articulated through Scots vernacular.

Welsh  uses  the  body  politic  repeatedly  throughout  the  work  as  characters
experience  overdoses,  infections,  withdrawal  symptoms,  and  psychological
instability.  Their  bodies  bear  the  consequences  of  political  neglect.  Welsh’s
employment of these threats to physicality therefore transforms addiction into a
social and national metaphor. Johnny Swan, the group’s drug dealer, exemplifies
this bodily deterioration. After repeated drug use, he ‘ran oot ay veins and started
shooting intae his  arteries’  (p.  389),  eventually  losing his  leg to  gangrenous
infection.  His  ravaged  body  symbolises  the  destructive  consequences  of
addiction,  but  also the broader social  failures that  shape and perpetuate his
condition. Even after the amputation, Johnny remains trapped within the cycle of
dependency, continuing to pursue drugs and exploiting his disability as a means
of obtaining them. He masquerades as a veteran of the Falkland’s war to play on
the sympathies of others, furthering the imagery of infection in relation to social
decline. 

The grotesque imagery associated with characters such as Johnny contributes to
the novel’s distinctly urban Gothic atmosphere. The most disturbing aspects of
the  novel  arise  not  from the  supernatural  but  from the  recognisable  social
realities  in  which  Welsh’s  characters  are  trapped.  In  reworking  the  Gothic
tradition,  Welsh  replaces  haunted  castles  and  spectral  apparitions  with  the
horrors  of  poverty,  addiction,  violence,  and  social  abandonment.  This
modernisation of  Gothic terror relocates fear from the realm of  the uncanny
supernatural to that of everyday experience, exposing the anxieties generated by
political disillusionment, cultural marginalisation and the neglect of Scotland’s
urban  working  class.  The  novel  thus  reflects  the  consequences  of  economic
deprivation and Anglocentric political dominance, presenting a society haunted
not by ghosts of the past but by the enduring legacies of social and institutional



failure. In Trainspotting, the streets of metropolitan Scotland become the Gothic
landscape  itself,  populated  by  bodies  and  communities  marked  by  decay,
exclusion  and  despair.

Welsh further explores Scottish Gothic anxieties surrounding repression and the
erosion of cultural identity through the character of Begbie, the only member of
the group not defined by drug addiction. Begbie is a conflicted character who
repeatedly deploys violence and aggressive nationalism to conceal the shame he
feels towards his father and to assert a sense of control in a society that has
otherwise failed him. Renton openly rejects Begbie’s nationalism and violence,
describing Scotland as ‘a country ay failures’ whilst simultaneously perpetuating
the Scottish Gothic anxiety of being at war with oneself: ‘ah hate the Scots’. This
speech is one of the novel’s clearest expressions of political despair:

We are colonised by wankers. We cant even pick a decent, vibrant, healthy
culture to be colonised by […] The most wretched, servile, miserable, pathetic
trash that was ever shat intae creation. (p. 100)

Renton’s outburst reflects the crisis of Scottish identity during the pre-devolution
period. His anger is directed not only at England but also at Scotland itself. The
speech  expresses  frustration  with  political  passivity,  social  stagnation,  and
cultural decline. Rather than romanticising Scottish nationalism, Welsh instead
presents a fractured and conflicted conception of national identity, marked by
self-critique, disillusionment and internal division.

This tension reflects what many critics identify as a recurring concern within the
Scottish  Gothic:  the  instability  of  Scottish  identity  under  Union  and  the
Double. The characters in Trainspotting are shown as struggling to survive within
a nation rendered politically marginal and socially fragmented, where collective
purpose appears eroded. Their nihilism can thus be read not simply as individual
despair,  but as symptomatic of  a wider cultural  uncertainty about Scotland’s
future in the late twentieth century, particularly in the lead-up to devolution and
the political debates surrounding national self-determination.

Despite Welsh’s characters being victims of circumstance and their own vices,
their rejection of conventional social values imposed on them by the state can also
be interpreted as a form of rebellion. Through drug use, refusal of work, and
rejection of middle-class aspirations, the characters challenge the dominant ideas



of  capitalist  consumer  culture.  However,  Welsh  does  not  romanticise  this
rebellion.  Addiction  is  a  heavy  price  to  pay  in  order  to  reject  modernity.

Heroin in the novel functions similarly to Derrida’s Pharmakon.6 The drug allows
the  characters  to  escape  the  hopelessness  of  their  environment,  yet  it
simultaneously destroys their bodies, relationships, and futures. Welsh repeatedly
emphasises this contradiction. Renton reflects upon heroin as ‘more short term
ease, more long-term poison’ (p. 17). The temporary comfort offered by drugs
cannot remedy the plight of urban deprivation.

The novel’s bleakness therefore is presented in the trapped and doomed nature of
its  inhabitants.  Despite the political  rhetoric,  there is  no meaningful  political
movement. Despite the focus on Renton’s recovery, there is no social recovery.
Instead, Welsh presents urban Scotland as its own monolithic Gothic hero, one
that chases a feeling of control through self-destruction.

Nevertheless, Trainspotting remains a novel of political significance because it
forces the reader to consider the abject marginalised groups of addicts ignored
within mainstream British culture. By foregrounding the experiences of working-
class Scots turned to addiction to ease their disillusionment, Welsh challenges
idealised  representations  of  Scotland  and  exposes  the  consequences  of
deindustrialisation upon urban communities. The novel’s use of unreliable, erratic
narrators and degenerating imagery of the body contribute to this representation
of social collapse.Ultimately, Trainspotting presents urban Scotland as a Gothic
landscape shaped by Thatcherite neglect  and economic restructuring:  a cold,
unforgiving environment marked by the consequences of a political order that
disproportionately damaged working-class communities. The novel also gestures
towards the internalised self-critique often associated with the Scottish Gothic, in
which national identity is complicated by feelings of complicity, marginalisation
and self-directed  hostility.  Through its  focus  on  addiction,  bodily  decay,  and
fractured  identity,  Welsh  constructs  Leith  as  a  site  of  both  physical  and
psychological  deterioration,  standing  in  stark  contrast  to  the  romanticised
Highlands  that  have  historically  dominated  representations  of  Scotland  in
literature.

Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting (1993) erupted onto the British cultural scene during
the turbulent years leading to Scottish devolution, a period marked by uncertainty
over Scotland’s political identity and future. Set primarily in the working-class



urban area of Leith during the post-Thatcher era, and praised for its expression of
political nihilism and the Caledonian antisyzygy, the novel’s representation of
urban  life  is  equally  significant  for  its  championing  of  the  Gothic.  Through
depictions of  the decaying body politic,  fragmented and unreliable narration,
Scots vernacular and heroin addiction, Trainspotting presents the urban space as
a neglected and fractured one. In the representation of Leith, the novel gothicises
a modern landscape, and argues that the working-class bodies surviving within it
reflect the wider deterioration of Scotland under deindustrialisation and political
abandonment. 

W. W. Norton & Co edition (2012)

The novel opens in medias res, with Welsh immersing the reader in an ongoing
conversation narrated by a distinctly working-class Scottish voice rendered in
Scots vernacular: ‘The sweat wis lashing oafay Sick Boy. Ah wis jist sitting their

focusing oan the telly, tryin no tae notice the cunt.’7 From its opening line, the
text plunges the reader into a world characterised by physical discomfort, social
unease, and latent threat. For Scottish readers, the use of vernacular may evoke a
sense of familiarity and cultural recognition; for non-Scottish readers, however, it
produces an immediate estrangement from the conventions of Standard English
that have traditionally  dominated British literature.  This  linguistic  strategy is
particularly effective because it compels readers to engage directly with the lived
realities  of  Leith’s  working-class  community,  rather  than  encountering  them
through the mediating lens of a standardised or anglicised narrative voice.

Alan Sinfield argues that Welsh’s use of dialect asserts ‘an impediment to the



middle-class and non-Scottish reader’.8 In this sense, the novel’s language is not
simply a matter of style but a political intervention. Rather than conforming to the
expectations of an English literary tradition, Welsh champions urban Scottish
voices that had long been marginalised within British literature. Alice Ferrebe
argues in support of this,  stating the literary use of Scots vernacular asserts
‘ a l t e r n a t i v e  k i n d s  o f  a u t h o r i t y ’  i n  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  S t a n d a r d

English.9 In Trainspotting, language becomes a weaponised rejection of bourgeois
literary culture and a defiant assertion of working-class Scottish identity in the
face of Thatcherism.

Leith’s urbanised setting is profoundly significant when considering this rejection.
Welsh is not presenting the Romanticised Scotland of Highland imaginations and
Walter  Scott’s  Waverley  (1814);  instead  he  exhibits  the  reality  of  housing
schemes,  neglected flats,  pubs and drug culture.  Leith’s  presentation is  of  a
forgotten gothic  space abandoned and left  derelict  by political  authority  and
economic change. This dark and bleak setting is the sobering result of 1980s
Scotland  following  mass  deindustrialisation  and  the  collapse  of  traditional
working-class  employment.  

Matt McGuire argues that Thatcher’s Conservative government brought ‘dramatic

consequences for Scotland, not least within its working-class communities’.10 The
closure of industries and the reduction of welfare support particularly affected
urban areas such as Leith. Welsh repeatedly connects heroin addiction to the
collapse of labour and social structure. In an interview, he stated that ‘drugs

replaced work […] gave people something to do and some structure to their life.’11

This  observation  is  crucial  to  understanding  the  novel’s  depiction  of  urban
Scotland and the thematic Gothic threat that the anglicised state had on the
Scottish working class. The degenerative heroin addiction of its characters is not
represented solely as individual moral failure, but rather as symptomatic of wider
economic and political collapse.

The famous ‘Choose Life’ speech articulates this social despair directly:

Choose life.  Choose mortgage payments;  choose washing machines;  choose
cars; choose sitting oan a couch watching mind-numbing and spirit-crushing
game shows […] Choose rotting away, pishing and shiteing yersel in a home. (p.
237)



Renton’s  monologue  parodies  the  anti-drug  rhetoric  and  consumerist  values
promoted  during  the  1980s  with  the  Choose  Life  campaign,  challenging  the
Thatcherite,  state-endorsed  ideology  of  success:  employment,  property
ownership, consumption, and conformity. Renton identifies these aspirations as
spiritually empty and oppressive. The repetition of ‘choose’ mocks the illusion of
free  will  within  consumer  capitalism.  Although Renton  appears  nihilistic,  his
speech reflects the frustrations of many working-class Scots who felt alienated
from the political and economic priorities of Westminster.

Importantly, Welsh links this rejection of consumer society to the urban setting
itself. Post-Thatcherite Leith becomes a space where social mobility has collapsed
and where addiction pacifies those within the vacuum left by unemployment and
economic stagnation.  The Skagboys’  lives  are defined by cycles  of  addiction,
criminality,  violence,  apathy  and  boredom.  Their  environment  offers  few
alternatives. In this sense, the novel’s urban setting operates as a modern Gothic
space: oppressive, decaying, and psychologically destructive.

Welsh’s depiction of the body is exemplary in presenting the Gothic sentiments of
the novel. Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection is prevalent from the first page, as
the novel consistently emphasises bodily fluids, illness, decay, and vulnerability.
Sick Boy’s sweating body in the opening passage immediately introduces the body
as something compromised, repulsive and poisoned. Throughout the novel, heroin
addiction physically mirrors the wider social deterioration of the working class.

Welsh’s fragmented narrative structure reinforces the frenetic and discordant
existence of his characters. Throughout the novel, readers encounter a succession
of narrators, shifting dialects and often contradictory perspectives, producing a
deliberately  disjointed  reading  experience.  This  formal  fragmentation  is
thematically  resonant,  mirroring the fractured lives  of  the Skagboys and the
instability that defines their existence on physical, social and cultural levels. The
broken communities they inhabit evoke a distinctly Gothic sense of incoherence,
presenting Scottish identity not as a unified national narrative but as a damaged
and uncertain assemblage of voices articulated through Scots vernacular.

Welsh  uses  the  body  politic  repeatedly  throughout  the  work  as  characters
experience  overdoses,  infections,  withdrawal  symptoms,  and  psychological
instability.  Their  bodies  bear  the  consequences  of  political  neglect.  Welsh’s
employment of these threats to physicality therefore transforms addiction into a



social and national metaphor. Johnny Swan, the group’s drug dealer, exemplifies
this bodily deterioration. After repeated drug use, he ‘ran oot ay veins and started
shooting intae his  arteries’  (p.  389),  eventually  losing his  leg to  gangrenous
infection.  His  ravaged  body  symbolises  the  destructive  consequences  of
addiction,  but  also the broader social  failures that  shape and perpetuate his
condition. Even after the amputation, Johnny remains trapped within the cycle of
dependency, continuing to pursue drugs and exploiting his disability as a means
of obtaining them. He masquerades as a veteran of the Falkland’s war to play on
the sympathies of others, furthering the imagery of infection in relation to social
decline. 

The grotesque imagery associated with characters such as Johnny contributes to
the novel’s distinctly urban Gothic atmosphere. The most disturbing aspects of
the  novel  arise  not  from the  supernatural  but  from the  recognisable  social
realities  in  which  Welsh’s  characters  are  trapped.  In  reworking  the  Gothic
tradition,  Welsh  replaces  haunted  castles  and  spectral  apparitions  with  the
horrors  of  poverty,  addiction,  violence,  and  social  abandonment.  This
modernisation of  Gothic terror relocates fear from the realm of  the uncanny
supernatural to that of everyday experience, exposing the anxieties generated by
political disillusionment, cultural marginalisation and the neglect of Scotland’s
urban  working  class.  The  novel  thus  reflects  the  consequences  of  economic
deprivation and Anglocentric political dominance, presenting a society haunted
not by ghosts of the past but by the enduring legacies of social and institutional
failure. In Trainspotting, the streets of metropolitan Scotland become the Gothic
landscape  itself,  populated  by  bodies  and  communities  marked  by  decay,
exclusion  and  despair.

Welsh further explores Scottish Gothic anxieties surrounding repression and the
erosion of cultural identity through the character of Begbie, the only member of
the group not defined by drug addiction. Begbie is a conflicted character who
repeatedly deploys violence and aggressive nationalism to conceal the shame he
feels towards his father and to assert a sense of control in a society that has
otherwise failed him. Renton openly rejects Begbie’s nationalism and violence,
describing Scotland as ‘a country ay failures’ whilst simultaneously perpetuating
the Scottish Gothic anxiety of being at war with oneself: ‘ah hate the Scots’. This
speech is one of the novel’s clearest expressions of political despair:

We are colonised by wankers. We cant even pick a decent, vibrant, healthy



culture to be colonised by […] The most wretched, servile, miserable, pathetic
trash that was ever shat intae creation. (p. 100)

Renton’s outburst reflects the crisis of Scottish identity during the pre-devolution
period. His anger is directed not only at England but also at Scotland itself. The
speech  expresses  frustration  with  political  passivity,  social  stagnation,  and
cultural decline. Rather than romanticising Scottish nationalism, Welsh instead
presents a fractured and conflicted conception of national identity, marked by
self-critique, disillusionment and internal division.

This tension reflects what many critics identify as a recurring concern within the
Scottish  Gothic:  the  instability  of  Scottish  identity  under  Union  and  the
Double. The characters in Trainspotting are shown as struggling to survive within
a nation rendered politically marginal and socially fragmented, where collective
purpose appears eroded. Their nihilism can thus be read not simply as individual
despair,  but as symptomatic of  a wider cultural  uncertainty about Scotland’s
future in the late twentieth century, particularly in the lead-up to devolution and
the political debates surrounding national self-determination.

Despite Welsh’s characters being victims of circumstance and their own vices,
their rejection of conventional social values imposed on them by the state can also
be interpreted as a form of rebellion. Through drug use, refusal of work, and
rejection of middle-class aspirations, the characters challenge the dominant ideas
of  capitalist  consumer  culture.  However,  Welsh  does  not  romanticise  this
rebellion.  Addiction  is  a  heavy  price  to  pay  in  order  to  reject  modernity.

Heroin in the novel functions similarly to Derrida’s Pharmakon.12 The drug allows
the  characters  to  escape  the  hopelessness  of  their  environment,  yet  it
simultaneously destroys their bodies, relationships, and futures. Welsh repeatedly
emphasises this contradiction. Renton reflects upon heroin as ‘more short term
ease, more long-term poison’ (p. 17). The temporary comfort offered by drugs
cannot remedy the plight of urban deprivation.

The novel’s bleakness therefore is presented in the trapped and doomed nature of
its  inhabitants.  Despite the political  rhetoric,  there is  no meaningful  political
movement. Despite the focus on Renton’s recovery, there is no social recovery.
Instead, Welsh presents urban Scotland as its own monolithic Gothic hero, one



that chases a feeling of control through self-destruction.

Nevertheless, Trainspotting remains a novel of political significance because it
forces the reader to consider the abject marginalised groups of addicts ignored
within mainstream British culture. By foregrounding the experiences of working-
class Scots turned to addiction to ease their disillusionment, Welsh challenges
idealised  representations  of  Scotland  and  exposes  the  consequences  of
deindustrialisation upon urban communities. The novel’s use of unreliable, erratic
narrators and degenerating imagery of the body contribute to this representation
of social collapse.Ultimately, Trainspotting presents urban Scotland as a Gothic
landscape shaped by Thatcherite neglect  and economic restructuring:  a cold,
unforgiving environment marked by the consequences of a political order that
disproportionately damaged working-class communities. The novel also gestures
towards the internalised self-critique often associated with the Scottish Gothic, in
which national identity is complicated by feelings of complicity, marginalisation
and self-directed  hostility.  Through its  focus  on  addiction,  bodily  decay,  and
fractured  identity,  Welsh  constructs  Leith  as  a  site  of  both  physical  and
psychological  deterioration,  standing  in  stark  contrast  to  the  romanticised
Highlands  that  have  historically  dominated  representations  of  Scotland  in
literature.

(c) The Bottle Imp


