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Plural Futures: Introduction 
by Ainslie Roddick

This publication brings together 
three texts, each proposing ways 
of situating ourselves in the 
remaking of more plural, local, 
story-filled Gàidhealtachd
futures. The first issue of a
new series of chapbooks printed 
and bound by hand in the
Making Publics Press in Skye, the
chapbook is both the form which
holds these important writings,
and the process of building
communities and conversations
around their contents.

The physical book is free for 
anyone who’d like a copy, on the 
(very flexible) condition that you 
might, where possible, bind a
copy yourself at the Making 
Publics Press.

You are invited to pop in,
have a strùpag, and learn the book 
making process as we print, trim 
and bind it together. We can chat 
about the ways Cass proposes a 
multiplicity of belonging in and of 
the Gàidhealtachd, and the work 
to be done as we listen to, and 
retell the full stories of erasure, 
exclusion and exploitation.

Practicing Mairi and Raghnaid’s 
Cultural Darning and Mending 
through convivial, creative 
activism, we can make copies for 
our nearest, furthest and dearest 
to hold in their hands, orienting 

their call for radical re-localisation 
and re-remembrance in relation to 
the place and community of 
Lochalsh and Skye.

We can share memories, disagree 
and speak of our own experiences 
and discomforts as we impress 
the spine of the book and trim its 
pink and red cover. Reflecting on 
James and Shiraz’s island-ethics 
we might also connect and 
expand our own cultural histories 
and revisit their boundaries, as we 
feed the 50-or-so loose sheets of 
recycled paper into the Perfect 
Binder and see them transformed.

We could talk about new books 
and missing books, and how 
stories shift, travel and change 
over time. Or we might talk about 
something else entirely. But in 
this collective, critical and 
intimate making, and in paying 
attention to how books enter the 
world, perhaps the legacies of 
these conversations can become 
plural and expanded.
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Speaking our Language: Past, Present
and Future

Cass Ezeji
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I. 

Many of us speak Gaelic in school or at work and switch 
to English at home. This doesn’t make those Gaelic 
speakers less legitimate. Others speak it at home with 
their parents and siblings, in front of a T.bh. Some of us 
only speak Gaelic with our sean-phàrantan. They are 
keepers of an oral tradition that was once passed down 
to them. The keepers of the songs that once sang you to 
sleep, the custodians of memories, bitter-sweet. They 
possess a Gaelic vocabulary that brims with na faclan 
that, for most, are long forgotten. Disappeared. They 
know the palpability and feeling of words. 

Elsewhere, Gaels compete in the Mòd every year (you 
win some, you lose some). Others prefer not to 
participate but love to sing puirt à beul in the privacy of 
their bedroom. Some young Gaels love to read Catriona 
Lexy Campbell’s novels where the Gaelic kissing scenes 
we’ve all been waiting for come to life. Elsewhere, Gaelic 
is spoken all day with the children they teach. When 
evening comes around on a Friday, they let off steam 
sìos a’ Phairc Bar. A nursery teacher plays her accordion 
with vigour, her long braids sway back and forth with 
every key change. Everyone cheers her on, Siuthad!
But not too much drink mind, she has a Hip Hop class
in the morning. 
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On Sundays elders attend Gaelic mass, 
youngsters play ball-coise in Partick, 
shouting across the pitch. The other team 
can’t understand, which you’d think would 
be an advantage ... 

In Edinburgh a recent school-leaver and 
talented actress texts her pals in Gaelic, 
tuning out of the sound of her parents 
speaking in Shona. 1 Tha mi a’ teacsadh :) xx 

Contrary to what my seventeen-year-old-
self anticipated, I also frequently text and 
email in Gaelic. 

We are a’ Ghàidhealtachd. 

II. 

Our identity is made up of many facets; 
where we are born, who our parents are, 
the ancestors we descend from and the 
languages we speak. It is also the places 
and cultural environments in which we 
are raised. I never considered the 
language I learned in school to be a part of 
my identity. I thought of it as a language 
belonging to someone else, it was not 
mine to claim. Gaelic rolled off my tongue 
slowly at first. I was a cautious and shy 
child. Eventually I began to speak with 
more confidence. I do not remember this 
sensation, nor do I remember the process 
of a’ Ghàidhlig becoming imprinted in my 
mind, forever ingrained. 

I was four years old when I began Gaelic 
Medium Education (GME), the first all-
Gaelic primary school, formed by the 
powerhouse Dr Donalda McComb. This is 
one of the cultural environments in which 

I grew up. I remember my Primary Two 
teacher and the games we used to play 
like tunnag, tunnag, gèadh. I remember the 
delight I took in the compactness of the 
alphabet. No need for ‘J, K, Q, V, W, X, Z’. 
They don’t exist in this world. I enjoyed 
school, I enjoyed speaking this seemingly 
secret language that my mum couldn’t 
understand. My childhood friends outside 
of school (also the mixed-race children of 
single-parent mothers) weren’t in on the 
secret either. Why not? 

On Friday’s we sang Gaelic songs in the 
school canteen. The smell of sausages 
and mashed potatoes still lingered long 
after àm dìnnear. Mr Alderbert, a sweet and 
gentle old man, played the piano and Mrs 
Hunter conducted us enthusiastically 
gesticulating to her mouth to remind 
some clann to smile. She was quite 
eccentric in many ways and that appealed 
to me as a nine-year old. The sun burst 
through the windows as we sang Thoir 
Dhomh Do Lamh. I felt invigorated. Alive, as 
we all sang together, our tiny, red-fleeced 
bodies side by side ’s ar casan ann am 
basgaid on the cold linoleum floor. I liked 
to sing Mairi Donn and Mòrag, ’s i Mòrag, 
which in my mind translated as: 

She’s been black every day that I’ve 
seen her, She was black last year
And she’s black this year
She’s been black ever since I’ve
seen her 

This made a lot of sense to me. I felt that 
there was a part of me in na h-òrain. 
Growing up, I struggled with being mixed-
race in an all-white school, but I knew that 
these words related to me in some way, 
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that they too had family from a distant 
continent. But when I asked about Mòrag 
Dubh and Mairi Donn, I discovered the 
reference wasn’t to the colour of their 
skin, but to the colour of their hair. Black-
haired Mòrag, Mairi the brunette. My 
curiosity lessened as I realised the stories 
I conjured about these girls who looked 
like members of my (then unknown) 
family who ran in the hills of a’ 
Ghàidhealtachd were all wrong. Where was 
a’ Ghàidhealtachd anyway? Perhaps I 
wouldn’t have been so curious, or 
constantly in search of answers if there 
had been more black and mixed-race role-
models in my life at that time. Perhaps 
there could have been more 
representation of the diversity of Gaelic 
speakers. I felt ‘different’ in school and 
somehow I had the sense that I didn’t 
belong in the ‘Gaelic picture’. 

I joined the choir briefly and left even 
quicker. My voice was too low and didn’t 
blend nicely with the higher, cleaner 
tones. I abandoned singing in Gaelic 
altogether and sang in English at school 
ceremonies, which I knew was a 
disappointment to some. I couldn’t find 
myself anywhere anns a’ chultar. I became 
disillusioned with Gaelic, or what I 
understood Gaelic to be. I left school at 
seventeen and never spoke or used Gaelic 
again. Cleachd i, neo chall i! 

I didn’t lose it though. Ten years later I’m 
experiencing what I like to call, ‘My Gaelic 
Renaissance Period’. My prime Gaelic 
years. Cho Fancaidh! I have begun to 
explore the curiosity that was once 
sparked singing in the Bun-sgoil canteen 
all those years ago. Because surely it 

wasn’t possible that I was the only
brown person in the whole world that 
spoke Gaelic? 

My perception of a’ Ghàidhealtachd was 
only as a faraway place, far from Bun-sgoil, 
far from Àrd-sgoil, way up North where 
cailleachs baked scones and switched off 
the radio on Sundays. It wasn’t in the city 
where I lived, it was old-fashioned, and it 
certainly wasn’t spoken by people like me. 
Through an important process of 
discovery, largely thanks to the work of 
Scottish history pioneer Dr David Alston, 2 
I now know that a’ Ghàidhealtachd is also 
more than that perceived truth. I am 
unlearning impoverished histories and 
biased narratives that omit vital 
information about our language and 
culture(s). I am filling in the blanks of a’ 
Ghàidhealtachd that I was never taught. 

From my perspective, a’ Ghàidhealtachd is 
not one place, rather it is many places and 
communities. It is not a monolith. It is not 
what popular history would have us 
believe. It is both the bustling cities of 
Glasgow and Edinburgh as well as the 
Northern parts of Scotland. Over time a’ 
Ghàidhealtachd has evolved, in changing 
places and ever-adapting generations. 
Even the way we speak is constantly 
evolving, for better or for worse. I feel that 
place has become of less importance and 
that a’ Ghàidhealtachd is in fact it’s people. 

As pupils of GME in particular, we should 
have been made aware of the 
aforementioned blanks that demonstrate 
how faraway places are really much closer 
to home. The lost identities and the evils 
of empire were never mentioned.
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The whole picture is a long and troubling 
history of Scotland and colonisation, of 
the exploitation and clearance of black 
Gaelic-speaking communities that 
eventually vanished. As Scots we were not 
only victims, or gallant abolitionists, we 
were also perpetrators. I was taught about 
the Sasannachs who imposed their 
language in the Highlands and Islands 
and of the horror of the Highland 
Clearances. I was never told though, about 
where many of those people went when 
they were cleared from the land. Where 
they went is important, it too is an 
extension of a’ Ghàidhealtachd. 

For example, many people from the 
Highland clans, such as MacDonalds, 
MacLeods, MacPhersons travelled to 
North Carolina where they settled in the 
colony of Cape Fear. There they enslaved 
others, forcibly removed them from their 
families, and even imposed Gaelic as a 
language and tool of their oppression, 
restricting their black slaves from 
interaction with the wider English-
speaking enslaving society (see Hunter 
1994: 32–35). Over time many of those 
enslaved and born into slavery in Cape 
Fear were monoglot Gaelic speakers, as a 
form of control (The Scotsman, 2018). 
English was the language that would 
eventually lead to freedom and the 
inability to speak it would potentially 
diminish their chances of escape. 3 
Following the end of the American Civil 
war, the Cape Fear colony vanished—a 
time of great dispersal, and then later, the 
Great Migration north (circa. 1910–1940) to 
cities such as New York. What remains, 
however, are the names. Look through a 
Harlem phonebook, filled with Scottish 

surnames. Surnames that have been 
passed through the generations of 
emancipated slaves, who travelled to find 
jobs and a better life. 

Others with recognisable clan names, 
including Campbells, MacIntoshes, 
MacKenzies, ventured to the Caribbean 
and West-Indies, leaving behind their 
wives and children (see The Herald (2015), 
Devine (2015), Mullen (2015)). 4 Alongside 
many other Scottish and British 
opportunists, they claimed their stake in a 
slave-based economy. Even our national 
poet Robert Burns nearly ventured to 
Jamaica on more than one occasion. 5 
Many of these men fathered children by 
local women. Some relationships were 
consensual however the majority were 
not. 6 Their colonial enterprise led to the 
transformation of the Highlands. Mixed-
race children were born illegitimately, and 
some men took on ‘parallel families’ 
unbeknownst to their Highland wives. 
Most of the mixed-race children of slave 
owners worked on the plantations but 
some of the ‘luckier' ‘tawny children’ were 
sent ‘back home’ to Scotland to receive an 
education in places such as Inverness 
Academy. I wonder what it must have 
been like for those children, split between 
two lands, to be seen as ‘other’ in both, the 
implications of which would have been 
immense. The options were either to 
survive abroad in Scotland with the hope 
of a future or to work until death at home 
in the Caribbean. 

Highlanders exploited these people on 
colonised lands. They exploited the men 
and the women, the mothers of their 
children. Their actions and the 
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consequences of these actions are 
irreversible. Forever entangling the history 
and blood of the Caribbean and Scotland: 
Jamaica, Barbados and Guyana. 

The economy of their Highland 
communities back home became reliant, 
even contingent on the ‘success’ of the 
empire, as did the sustenance of their 
(first) wives, their white children and their 
cultural capital. Nowhere is this more 
apparent than in the publishing of the 
first Gaelic dictionary. The first Gaelic 
dictionary was both campaigned for and 
published using money from slavery in 
the Caribbean. At once, one of the most 
marginalised groups in Scotland, also 
profited from and spread their customs, 
culture and language. Their ‘success’ was 
ultimately achieved by the 
marginalisation and oppression of black 
people. If you are incredulous or 
uncomfortable, good, these are the facts 
and we need to know them. Whilst I know 
this is not Scottish history in its entirety 
by any means, it is history that needs to 
be known and understood, particularly in 
its relationship to a’ Ghàidhealtachd and 
how we define this term. 

There is no doubt that I would have taken 
no comfort in knowing that the Gaelic 
speakers I was searching for in history 
were either slaves or ‘free-women of 
colour' who lived precariously. However, it 
would have had a profound impact on the 
way I engaged with the language. To be 
reflected in history is to exist. 

To understand Gaelic’s position in the 
creole societies of the past is for our 
language to have lived other lives, to have 

roots that spread beyond one place. It is to 
have multiple stories—not all of which are 
positive. To be erased means that we were 
never there, that the atrocities never took 
place, that the entanglements didn’t 
happen at all. This means that only part of 
the story is told. We must ask ourselves, 
who has ownership of these stories? Who 
gets to tell history has a profound impact, 
it shapes us. Therefore, we must engage 
with the full history-with the truth. 

III. 

During my ‘Gaelic renaissance’ I have, for 
the first time, met other Gaels who also 
have African and Caribbean heritage. Most 
of them are younger than me and were 
also unaware of these histories. They are 
talented singers, actors and accordion 
players, storytellers with aspirations for 
the future of our language. They claim 
Gaelic as their own yet unfortunately, they 
are still met with the inevitable: 

"That’s the last thing I was expecting." 
"Very unusual!"
"How did that happen?"
"It’s so funny to hear you speaking
the Gaelic."

Despite the passing of centuries, these 
comments aren’t too dissimilar to the 
testimonies in papers such as, ‘Did you 
hear about the Gaelic-speaking African: 
Scottish Gaelic folklore about identity in 
North America’ (Newton, 2010). 7 This 
paper describes the shock and disbelief 
locals experienced on hearing black 
people speaking Gaelic fluently. It 
saddens me that we are still viewed as a 
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novelty, an impossibility, even. I wonder 
how long it will take for this perception to 
disappear completely. It has already been 
so long. Black people have belonged in 
Scotland for centuries and so too have 
non-white Gaelic speakers existed for just 
as long. 

Today the socio-cultural landscape of a’ 
Ghàidhealtachd has become ever more 
diverse. It should no longer be thought of 
as being made up only of white people, 
more attention needs be paid to who is 
speaking our language. GME teaching and 
Gaelic media must also be representative 
of its speakers and make moves to be 
part of Scotland’s multiculturalism. This 
is who we are and this is who we have 
always been. 

Each of us adds to the rich tapestry of a 
complex, lyrical and endangered 
language. It is up to us to ensure its 
endurance and to see it prosper. This can 
only happen by embracing the diversity of 
its speakers and normalising non-white 
faces speaking our language. We must do 
this with a full understanding of the past 
and its implications, with all the blanks 
filled in. We must go forward with a 
clearer vision of the full Gaelic picture. 

Faclair–Dictionary 

T.bh–TV
Sean-pharantan–grandparents.
Faclan–words.
Puirt à beul–mouth music.
Sìos a ’Phairc Bar–down the Park Bar. 
Siuthad!–on you go!
Ball-coise–football.

Tha mi a’teacsadh–I’m texting.
Tunnag, tunnag, gèadh–duck, duck goose. 
Àm dìnnear–dinner time.
Clann–children.
Thoir dhomh do lamh–give me your hand. 
Casan ann am basgaid–legs in a basket.
Na h-òrain–the songs.
Anns a’chultar–in the culture.
Cleachd i, neo chall i!–use it, or lose it!
Cho fancaidh!–how fancy!
Bun-sgoil–primary school.
Ard-sgoil–secondary school.
Cailleachs–old women.
Sasannachs–the English. 
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Footnotes
1 A Bantu language of Zimbabwe.

2 David Alston is one of the �rst Scottish 
historians to research and draw attention to 
the prominent role of Scots in the slave trade 
and the plantation economies of the 
Caribbean: www.spangle�sh.com/
slavesandhighlanders/

3 An early textual account of Gaelic-speaking 
African Americans comes from Lady Anne 
Grant of Laggan (Grant, 2013): ‘Emigration has 
been going on these �fty years and upwards; 
and there are numbers of people born in 
America, who never spoke a word of English in 
their lives. Not only so; but where they have 
grown wealthy, and have been able to 
purchase slaves, they have taught them their 
own language. I myself have seen negroes, 
born in such families, who could not speak a 
word of English,’ quoted in Newton (2010: 230).

4 See also: www.�agupscotjam.uk.

5 To quote from Morris (2014: 343), ‘It is now 
more widely known that Scotland’s “national 
bard” was preparing to travel to Jamaica in 
1786 to work as what he calls a “negro driver” 
on a slave plantation.’

6 ‘... sexual abuse was endemic on plantations 
and many of the "mixed race” children 
consequently born to enslaved women lived 
out their own lives in a state of slavery. Their 
number, recorded after 1817 in the slave 
registers, is an indication of the extent of 
sexual abuse ...’ Alston (2015: 58-59).

7 For example, see this excerpt from an 
anecdote of an encounter between two Gaelic 
speakers, the ‘host’ of white Scottish descent 
and the ‘visitor’ of black African descent, 
quoted in Newton (2010: 102): ‘Lo and behold! 
What was it? ... The host stood aghast, and 
when he found his speech he ventured in 
Gaelic, “You can’t be Satan, for it is said that 
he can speak all languages but the Gaelic.” ... 
He had no English.’
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Introduction 

This essay reflects a creative response to Ceist an 
Fhearainn/The Land Question in the context of the 
Gàidhealtachd, informed by a socio-cultural criticality 
and praxis rooted in a creative ethnology of place. It is 
an essay in two parts: first, we trace the contours of our 
various involvements and entanglements with cultural 
activism and consider the context of the wider 
movement for land reform; second, we share some 
examples of a playful approach to cultural activism in 
context, introducing the idea of ‘cultural darning and 
mending.’ Using archives, maps, placenames and local 
knowledge, this future-oriented creative ethnology is an 
invitation to rediscover and reimagine our connection 
to the landscape, a ‘bringing to life’ of the relations 
between people, place, language and culture. As we 
argue, this process of ‘re-membering’ (McIntosh, 2003) 
is a vital step in the wider process of consciousness-
raising for land reform, drawing on our pasts to 
‘assemble socially and environmentally just futures for 
sustaining people and places’ (McCullagh, 2020). 

First, a further introduction to us, the authors: Mairi, 
who is based in Abriachan on the north side of Loch 
Ness, has a background in academic research and 
teaching in the fields of ethnology, cultural 
anthropology and human ecology. In recent years,
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she has been working independently as a 
freelance educator, writer, facilitator and 
activist organiser, contributing to various 
festivals and events. While not a fluent 
Gaelic speaker, she has studied Gaelic in 
different contexts and would describe 
herself as a lifelong learner. Raghnaid, a 
Gaelic speaker originally from Lochalsh 
but now based in Farr in Strathnairn on 
the south side of the loch, has a 
background in Gaelic education and 
works as a translator. She is involved in 
community initiatives in Strathnairn, 
including the fèis for local school-aged 
children, where she has run several 
creative place—responsive projects; 
Fearnag Growers/Lios na Feàrnaig, a 
community allotment project; and Farr 
Conversations, which hosts talks and 
events. Raghnaid is also a writer and 
independent publisher. 

We first met each other during the heady 
years running up to the referendum for 
Scottish independence in 2014, both 
actively and variously involved in 
campaigning in support of independence 
at local and national levels. Mairi, at that 
time based in Edinburgh, was 
volunteering as a core organiser for the 
non-party and creative campaign National 
Collective 1 and the colourful ‘Yestival’, 
touring village halls across the country; 
Raghnaid, along with her neighbours, 
helped initiate ‘Farr Conversations’, a talk 
series set up to ‘oil the wheels of 
engagement with issues affecting 
Scotland by hosting lively nights in one 
Highland hall.’ Mairi has since moved to 
the Highlands, working in collaboration 
with Raghnaid on a range of different 
projects. These projects, alongside our 
various blogs, articles and essays are 

documented on our personal websites. 2 

Whose Land is it Anyway? 

In 2015, very much carrying on the energy 
and spirit of the grassroots referendum 
campaign, Raghnaid organised an 
evening event for Farr Conversations 
called ‘Whose Land is it Anyway?’—a 
prompt to think about the land and our 
relation to it, at a time when land 
legislation was a live issue in the 
parliament. Land activist Lesley Riddoch 
came as the guest speaker, joining 
musicians Julie Fowlis and Eamon 
Doorley. Julie, working with Raghnaid, set 
about finding forgotten songs from 
Strathnairn in preparation for the night: a 
hunting song, a milking song, songs in 
praise of the Macgillvary chiefs, a lullaby. 
Julie re-paired song words with new tunes, 
finding old recordings among the 
archives. A map of the area was created, 
showing Gaelic songs and also stories of 
the area—a small memento for those who 
came along on the night. The cover design 
was a take on the old blue and black 
Bartholomew maps, with Gaelic on one 
side and English the other. In an article for 
the West Highland Free Press (Sandilands, 
2020), Raghnaid reflects, 

The village hall was packed and I 
recall the rustling of those two 
hundred maps being opened ... Here 
was a chance to bring to light some of 
the detail and character particular to 
the place. In privileging songs, stories, 
droving routes, names that were too 
long to fit on council road signs, 
making this map felt like an affirming, 
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quietly radical thing to do. 

One of the songs was a hunting song by 
Aonghas Cameron of Stratherrick, Seinn 
Iùro bhinn O Ho: 

’S toil leam àirigh nam badan
far am b’èibhinn leam cadal,
’s am biodh fasgadh ri gailleann
aig aighean ’s aig laoigh.
Agus frìth nan damh donna
’s nan ceannardan troma,
leam bu mhiann dol nan coinneamh
nuair a chromadh a’ ghrian ... 

I like the wooded high pasture
where I am glad to sleep,
where there’d be shelter from storms
for heifers and calves. 
And the deer forest of the red stags,
of the heavy antlered heads,
how I loved to meet them
when the sun descended ... 

It was beautiful to hear the songs, warm 
and soaring and about love of place, 
brought back into the airspace. At the end 
of that night, a friend said to Raghnaid, ‘if 
you know the stories, you love the place, 
and if you love the place you look after it.’ 
This simple sentiment is at the heart of 
why such activism is important: it invites 
people into an ethical and reciprocal 
relationship with the land, its past, people 
and their stories. It asks people to take 
agency in their own place, to ‘dig where 
they stand,’ 3 to be part of a story that is 
slowly accruing and unfolding. Raghnaid 
describes this work as ‘cultural darning 
and mending’: the act of finding those 
disparate and disconnected threads from 
the past, weaving them back together 

with purpose. The suggestion being that 
whatever the deconstruction or 
diminishment that may occur, the 
individual may make imaginative 
connections that cut across time, 
allowing them to reimagine their heritage 
whole. This process allows us, perhaps, to 
begin to create the circumstances 
necessary for transformation and change. 

The following evening, Raghnaid headed 
over to the west coast where Mairi was 
busy co-hosting a ‘Changin Scotland’ 
weekend of ‘politics, culture and ideas’ at 
The Ceilidh Place in Ullapool. In a 
spontaneous last-minute decision, Mairi 
invited Raghnaid on to the stage to join a 
panel discussion about cultural 
sustainability in the Highlands alongside 
Pàdruig Moireasdan from North Uist and 
artist Mhairi Law, now living in Lewis. Here 
Raghnaid shared her experience of the 
night before and talked about the idea of 
‘taking cultural ownership’ as a form of 
cultural activism. A lively discussion 
followed about the dynamic potential of 
creative map-making as a way to connect 
with cultural memory, language, local 
stories and the environment and to spark 
the touchpaper of new tradition-making. 4 

Lesley Riddoch later wrote about her 
experiences in Farr in her book Blossom 
(2014), remarking upon just how many 
people turned out to this small rural hall, 
the energy of the local organisers (and the 
quality of the home-baking). She recalled 
that discussions lasted long into the 
night. She also mused that grassroots 
campaigners in local communities such 
as this ‘weren’t crying out for change, they 
were creating it.’ There is such energy in 
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gatherings such as these in Farr and 
Ullapool; connections are made, 
enthusiasm and inspiration found or 
renewed. Folklorist Hamish Henderson 
(1919-2002) described convivial ceilidh 
gatherings as moments of ‘resolve, 
transformation and insurrection,’ where 
‘poetry becomes people’ (1985: 1). These 
are the spaces where the sparks of 
change are to be found, where
community action is resourced by
culture and creativity. 

Our Land 

In the years following the referendum 
campaign, the OUR LAND campaign burst 
onto the scene, an initiative created by 
Common Weal, Women for Independence, 
the Scottish Land Action Movement, the 
Radical Independence Campaign (RIC) 
and fronted by land activists Andy 
Wightman and Lesley Riddoch. The aim 
was to raise public consciousness of the 
case for radical land reform in Scotland 
and to highlight the limitations of the 
Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2016-
legislation that was hard-won by 
dedicated MSPs (Gibson, 2020). A festival 
of activities and events took place, 
including a gathering at community-
owned Abriachan Forest, a flash mob and 
bike ride on an estate in Duns in 
Berwickshire, a mass picnic on disputed 
and derelict land in Angus and, in Farr, a 
kayak demonstration on a local loch. 

Activism can be a complex, subtle and 
creative process. People are often inspired 
not so much by the nuts and bolts of what 
is important (e.g., facts and figures, 

legislation) as by what is interesting and 
exciting, what captures the imagination. 
Creative cultural activism gives energy 
and colour to movements of all kinds; art 
and creative expression—in all forms of 
visual representation as well as music, 
literature and theatre—can galvanise 
those involved and communicate to those 
outside what the movement is all about. 
Performance can bring people together in 
conviviality and common purpose, 
creating a space to imagine and rehearse 
alternative realities. Perhaps the most 
effective example of this is the cèilidh 
play The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black 
Oil (McGrath, 1974), toured by theatre 
company 7:84 in the 1970s. 

This play reflected back to communities 
in the Gàidhealtachd their own history and 
culture, often for the first time. It is widely 
held to be a significant cultural moment, 
a tipping point that connects the radical 
roots of land agitation in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries with the modern 
story of community land, leading to the 
early buy-outs in the 1990s (Hunter, 2012). 

Inspired by OUR LAND and our shared 
experience of creative activism during the 
referendum campaign, we decided to start 
our own modest project based in the 
Highlands, which came to be called 
FEARANN/LAND. 5 The name is a nod to our 
inspiration from the publication As an 
Fhearann – From the Land (MacLean & 
Carrell, 1986), itself based on an exhibition 
in An Lanntair on the Isle of Lewis to mark 
the centenary of the Crofting Act. Our idea 
was to host events and to create a 
platform where people could share 
knowledge, ideas, blogs, projects and
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resources—with the hope of inspiring 
more people to engage creatively with 
land and culture debates across the 
Highlands, opening up networks for 
creative collaboration. The first event we 
held was in Abriachan as part of the 
citizen response Architecture Fringe 6 
festival Common Senses in 2018. The event 
celebrated twenty years of the Abriachan 
Forest Trust, which took forest land into 
community ownership in 1998. 7

A generation later, what could we learn 
from the story of this place? Through 
talks, workshops and an exhibition, we 
asked, what will the Highlands of the 
future look like? Futures designer Zoë 
Prosser, who had been researching what 
we can learn from community land, gave a 
talk and workshop emphasising that we 
can all contribute to the community land 
movement in small but significant and 
creative ways. 8 Mairi gave a talk on visual 
culture, imagined landscapes and the 
‘radical roots’ of land reform in the 
Highlands, 9 while Raghnaid shared 
research of a local clearance at 
Dunmaglass, looking at the ease with 
which people can be disassociated from 
the history of their own place, the 
processes at play, the missing narratives 
and what replaces them. 10 That evening 
we were joined by musicians Hamish 
Napier, Griogair Labhruidh and others for 
a ceilidh with songs, poetry and music. 

Later that summer, Mairi was invited to 
join the Community Land Scotland 
Conference 2018 to contribute to a 
workshop exploring approaches to 
creative cultural activism, and to take 
part in an afternoon panel discussion 
‘Land and Culture—A Sense of Place’ 

alongside Issie MacPhail from the Assynt 
Crofters, Polly MacInnes from Sleat in 
Skye, Lucy Conway from the Isle of Eigg 
and chaired by Agnes Rennie from the 
Galson Trust in Lewis. This was another 
convivial and energising gathering, where 
Mairi met artist Rachel Skene, at that time 
working for the Garbh Allt Community 
Initiative, who that year purchased the 
3000-acre West Helmsdale crofting estate 
from landowner Sutherland Estates (one 
of areas worst affected by the Highland 
Clearances). The following year, Rachel 
came to Abriachan for the second 
FEARANN/LAND gathering to offer her 
thoughts on how visual art can engage, 
create a dialogue, provoke and inspire.
We were also joined by artist Adam 
Scarborough from the Inverness-based 
CiRCUS Art Collective 11 to share his 
experience working with the Centre for 
Creative Cultural Activism in New York. 12 

Ceist an Fhearainn/
The Land Question 

It might be expedient here to give some 
context to Ceist an Fhearainn itself. To quote 
Highland historian Jim Hunter (2013), 
‘Scotland has the most concentrated, 
most inequitable, most unreformed and 
most undemocratic land ownership 
system in the entire developed world.’ 
While land reform is not solely a Highland 
or rural issue—and to frame it as such 
allows those who wish to resist reform to 
marginalise, trivialise and contain it 
(Wightman, 1999)—the sheer scale of 
privately-owned land in rural areas is 
remarkable. In the Gàidhealtachd, 
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contemporary land ownership patterns 
are still rooted in historical injustices, tied 
both to the legacy of the Clearances and, 
as recent research has highlighted, to the 
international slave trade across the globe 
(MacKinnon & MacKillop, 2020). The 
ongoing legacy of this coloniality of power 
is destructive in a myriad of ways. In the 
Gàidhealtachd, the effects of clearance are 
still felt, with a fragile economy, rural 
housing crisis and the decline of the 
Gaelic language (Ó Giollagáin, 2020). In 
his essay, Real People in a Real Place, Iain 
Crichton Smith (1982) spoke of historical 
‘interior colonisation’ alongside a growing 
materialism which, he believed, had left 
Gaels in a cultural milieu increasingly 
‘empty and without substance.’ As Hunter 
(2007) and MacKinnon (2019) have noted, 
such a view resonates with post-colonial 
perspectives made by writers and 
scholars of indigenous peoples across the 
globe. 13 This is not to suggest or promote 
an equivalence here between the 
experience of the descendants of 
enslaved people and others who 
experienced colonisation by modern, 
imperial states; rather, such perspectives 
describe symptoms of human-ecological 
disconnect, alienation and loss of meaning
—an indicator of just how far our human 
psyche and culture has become divorced 
from our natural environments. 

There are also visible reminders of this 
destructive process in the landscape 
itself. After years of sheep and deer 
farming, huge areas of the Highlands are 
in a state of degradation, landscapes that 
ecologist Frank Fraser Darling famously 
described as a ‘wet desert’.
The overpopulation of red deer, now a 

hundred-year old problem, represents a 
major obstacle to any attempts at 
reforestation, with overgrazing making 
natural regeneration all but impossible 
(Planterose, 2019). As the REVIVE Campaign 
for Grouse Moor Reform 14 has shown, almost 
a fifth of Scotland’s land is retained for 
recreational blood sports in the form of 
grouse shooting, with devastating 
consequences for the environment and for 
biodiversity. These environmental 
problems are in part compounded by the 
global tourism industry which exploits a 
dominant visual culture, largely shaped 
by a 19th century European Romantic 
imagination, in which the Gàidhealtachd is 
imagined as a wild, people-less landscape 
with majestic stags and castles—a 
dreamlike place that belongs to the past 
(McFadyen, 2019a). Such a vision has its 
provenance in an elite way of seeing, and 
ultimately serves the vested interests of 
landed power (Small, 2019). With the 
reform of ownership patterns, it becomes 
possible to imagine alternative possible 
futures through the processes of 
ecological restoration, repopulation
and regeneration. 

In the Gàidhealtachd, arguments for 
environmental and cultural regeneration 
can sometimes sit in conflict, with a 
tension arising between those activists 
who believe that culture and language are 
vital to renewal and those who prioritise 
landscape conservation (and who may 
find arguments for culture and language 
revitalisation alienating). This tension is 
sensitively discussed by Hunter in his 
book On The Other Side of Sorrow: Nature and 
People in the Scottish Highlands (2014 [1995]). 
For example, the idea of ‘rewilding’ (and 
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its various interpretations) has become 
popular in recent decades, but the use of 
this language can strike a discord with 
those communities who have experienced 
the effects of clearance, and there is a risk 
that such rewilding projects perpetuate 
existing and paternalistic patterns of land 
ownership. Hunter makes the case that 
rewilding and ‘repeople-ing’ must go hand 
in hand; these aims are not mutually 
exclusive. While community ownership of 
land does not necessarily mean it will be 
well-managed, it is a vital step towards 
breaking up systems of power. Through 
devolving power to communities, this 
ownership model encourages local 
responsibility, embracing the kinds of 
relationships between people, resources 
and power that foster community 
resilience, ecological stewardship and 
democratised decision making. 

Local Culture 

In recent years, Ceist an Fhearainn has 
taken on a renewed sense of urgency in 
the context of climate and ecological 
breakdown. Research has shown that 
across the globe there is a causal link 
between the loss of cultural and biological 
diversity. In many cases, damage to 
culture and language comes first, 
followed by a disregard and abandonment 
of local knowledge. This severance leads 
to a profound human-ecological 
disconnect, as well as damaging 
environmental consequences. As Love 
(2019) articulates: 

As we face a potential emergency in 
biodiversity loss from human activity 

and human-caused climate change, 
these complex interactions of 
language and biodiversity are a 
reminder that our cultural lives are 
wrapped up in the natural world too. 
Just like an animal species, our 
languages evolved in the context of 
the environments that surrounded 
them. When we change those 
environments, we threaten much 
more than just the physical living 
things that thrive there. 

Language and its creative expression 
through song, story and poetry encodes 
human experience and memory, forming 
a cultural ecology which passes on 
knowledge of flora and fauna, geological 
forms and weather patterns, revealing the 
ecological rhythms that encompass us. 
Writing in the 1970s, folklorist and 
ethnomusicologist Alan Lomax,
in his ‘Appeal for Cultural Equity’
(1972: 22) wrote: 

A grey-out is in progress which, if it 
continues unchecked, will fill our 
human skies with smog of the phony 
and cut the families of men off from a 
vision of their own cultural 
constellations. A mismanaged, over-
centralized electronic communication 
system is imposing a few 
standardized, mass-produced, and 
cheapened cultures everywhere ... The 
human species not only loses a way of 
viewing, thinking, and feeling but also 
a way of adjusting to some zone on 
the planet which fits it and makes it 
liveable; not only that, but we throw 
away a system of interaction, of 
fantasy and symbolizing which, in the 
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future, the human race may
sorely need. 

Lomax’s call for cultural equity takes on 
new meanings in our contemporary world; 
the ‘future’ he speaks of here is our today. 
In the context of land reform, recovering 
ways of ‘viewing, thinking and feeling’ 
becomes not just a matter of cultural 
democracy, but an ecological and 
existential imperative. 

One of the responses to our current 
multiple and interrelated global crises is 
the call for re-localisation (Hodge, 2019). 
This movement urges people to consider 
the health of the entire planet and to take 
action in their own communities and cities
—in words often attributed to Scottish 
ecologist Patrick Geddes (1854-1932), to 
‘Think Global, Act Local’ (MacDonald, 
2020). Localism is not just about natural 
resources, but about local culture more 
broadly—celebrating those diverse forms 
of creativity and collective consciousness 
that restore and sustain us as human 
beings. Such an emphasis on the ‘local’ 
can be perceived or interpreted by some 
as parochial or inward-looking; worse, it 
can be seen as dangerous nationalism, 
and, as we have learned from history, has 
been appropriated or co-opted to these 
ends. The kind of localism advocated here, 
however, is absolutely antithetical to any 
form of populist or exclusive xenophobia. 
As Mairi (McFadyen, 2019b) wrote in an 
article for online magazine Bella Caledonia: 

Advocating for local culture is not 
about reifying places and forms of 
non-capitalism as untouched or 
outside of history as part of some sort 

of romantic hankering for paradise 
lost, it is to stand up against the 
destructive and homogenising forces 
of capitalist modernity.
A re-engagement with the ‘local’—in all 
its multiplicity and contradictions—is 
part of a radical agenda:
the revitalisation of ecology and 
democracy, working towards a shared 
vision of a thriving, equitable and 
convivial society. 

A ‘Storied Landscape’: 
Taking Cultural Ownership 

Below, we share examples of Raghnaid’s 
creative practice, a creative ethnology that 
embodies something of Trevelyan’s 
‘archive of the feet’ (1913, in Gange, 2017)—
a pursuit she playfully calls her ‘B-road 
Studies’ (Sandilands, 2020). Ethnology is 
a form of interdisciplinary anthropological 
research and practice that, at its heart, 
seeks to understand how we, as humans, 
make life meaningful (Kockel & McFadyen, 
2019). It is often concerned with a 
relationship to the past and how we ‘make 
sense’ of it in the present. As a practice, 
ethnology values human relationships 
and emotional connections, recognises 
the diversity of human experience and 
understands the importance of our 
ecological connection to place; as such, it 
has much in common with human 
ecology. A creative ethnology is future-
oriented. An applied creative community 
ethnology can inspire a radical re-
engagement with local place, not by 
looking backwards and re-performing 
fixed heritage, but through the act of 
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future-heritage making. This creative 
process influences how people use their 
present understanding of pasts for future 
forecasting or future assembling
(see McCullagh, 2002; NicCraith &
Kockel, 2002). 

In Gaelic culture, there is the cultural 
concept of dùthchas, a word which conveys 
both a ‘sense of place’ and belonging 
linked to the stewardship of the land, 
dùthaich. While there is a legal element to 
dùthchas in terms of land tenure, we 
invoke it here in terms of culture and an 
expansive sense of cultural ownership. 
Dùthchas also speaks to our cultural 
inheritance—our cultural or collective 
memory, our heritage, or dualchas. These 
words are all connected: together they 
form a matrix of belonging in which land 
and culture are inseparable. As Raghnnaid 
(Sandilands, 2020) writes, ‘a story that 
belongs to a place is an invite; an invite to 
take cultural ownership of the environment 
around you.’ Reflecting on her experience 
with her own family, she writes, ‘finding 
stories of people and places ... has been a 
means to make this place feel like home, 
more vividly our own.’ To seek out the 
intimate history of a place is to find 
connection there, a sense of belonging, 
agency and care. This requires an active 
engagement, attentiveness and a ‘storied 
relationship’ to the land, rather than a 
solely sensory awareness of it
(Lopez, 1997).

In her experience, local stories and 
legends have an immediate appeal for 
children; they invite young minds to 
inhabit the whole landscape, ‘from the 
tops where the heroes live to the loch bed 

and the kelpie there,’ at a time when their 
imaginations are ‘in sympathy with the 
magic’ in such stories, to quote children’s 
author Mollie Hunter (Hunter, 1976:99). In 
her own community of Farr, Raghnaid has 
drawn on the tales of the legendary Fionn 
MacCumhail and his band of warriors, the 
Fianna, to help animate the imaginations 
of local children. This was a strong oral 
tradition in Scotland, as it was in Ireland; 
it marked people’s minds and there are 
traces of it still in the landscape. In 2017, 
Raghnaid decided to theme the local Fèis 
Farr 15 on Fionn’s adventures, an excuse to 
dive into the archives and pull out the 
early maps: 

A little scribed mention of ‘Cathair 
Fhionn’ on the first edition OS maps of 
the area, excised from the next 
edition, was the first clue. The 
Canmore online archaeological 
catalogue mentioned several sites 
nearby connected to this lore; as well 
as the ‘cathair’, the stone seat for the 
victorious Fionn, there was a fold 
where the Fianna readied for battle, 
Clach na Brataich, the banner stone and 
tumuli of the fallen. 

To paraphrase ethnologist Tiber Falzett, 
Raghnaid would like to think that there is 
a ‘quiet but revolutionary power to finding 
the beauty and shared value of stories 
within the small places we call home.’ 16 
She reflects, ‘everyone knows the Disney 
stories, but what child doesn’t need to 
know about their very own giant and pan-
Celtic superhero, Fionn MacCumhail, 
fighting Vikings just up the road?’
(in McFadyen, 2018). With the help of the 
talented Angus Macleod, the drama officer 
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for Fèisean nan Gàidheal, the stories she 
found that year were the catalyst for 
drama, role-play and games, shadow 
puppet re-tellling, songs, banner making 
as well as visits to the sites themselves. 
Coming upon the old stone fold of Buaile a’ 
Chòmhraig for the first time was a 
memorable thing: a large circle of white 
lichen covered stones, disappeared in 
plantation wood and largely forgotten for 
a generation. 

Cathair Fhionn, Clach na Brataich and 
Buaile a’ Chòmhraig

The following summer, the fèis children 
created a giant charcoal map, Am Mapa 
Mòr, of the area. With the help of artist 
Catriona Meighan, they spent a series of 
afternoons outside in the community 
woods, hearing stories in Gaelic and 
English and drawing them into the 
landscape, along with their familiar 
places and wildlife; of ospreys, red divers 
and squirrels. Sitting by the sìthean, the 
fairy hill at the back of the wood, one boy 
was busy knocking his charcoal stick on 
the paper. ‘It’s the sound of the fairy 
blacksmith’s hammer’ he said. This is just 
one example of the open, instinctive ways 

children take to hearing stories of their 
own place, those set in the sphere of their 
first world. 

Creating Am Mapa Mòr 

The map key gave a précis of the mythic 
stories and details of the landscape 
features that were drawn into this map, 
among them: Fionn and the Vikings 
fighting on Drumashie moor, An Rìgh Bàn 
and An Rìgh Dubh/the Fair King and the 
Black King, bringers of the dawn and 
night; Fairy hills noted by local historian 
Andy Cumming in his papers; standing 
stones; the Kelpie in Loch Ruthven and the 
crannogs in the same loch (one of which 
reappeared in the dry summer and is 
uniquely marked on Am Mapa Mòr); red 
throated divers for Lochan nan Eun Ruadha/
Lochan of the Red Birds, who still nest 
there; and Pìobairean Srath Èireann/the 
Strathdearn pipers—the name given for 
the strong winds from the south east that 
blow across the Monadh Liath. Mairi later 
invited Raghnaid to speak about these 
projects as part of a Traditional Arts, 
Outdoor Learning and Learning for 
Sustainability day for teachers, educators, 
tutors and practitioners at The Shieling 
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Project 17 in Glenstrathfarrar, near Beauly. 
The Shieling is pioneering in its 
educational approach, bringing together 
history, Gaelic culture, language, 
archaeology, ecology and rural skills to 
help build new relationships with the 
land. Raghnaid shared a wonderful story 
about her wee boy and his wild 
imagination, who asked one day: 

‘A bheil famhaire nas motha na crann-
gaoithe?’ (Tha tuathanas gaoithe air a’ 
bheinn pìos bhuainn)
‘Chan eil mi cinnteach, dè do bheachd a 
fhèin?’ arsa’ mise.
Fhreagair esan ‘Uel, nan robh, dhèanadh 
iad fidget spinners matha dha Fionn.’ 

‘Mum, are giants bigger than wind 
turbines?’ (there is a wind farm on the 
hills nearby) ‘I’m not sure. What do 
you think?’ I said.
He answered, ‘If they were, they would 
make a good fidget spinner for Fionn.’ 

This fun is not just for the wee ones. 
Gaelic broadcaster and storyteller 
Ruairidh MacIlleathain (Roddy Maclean) 
came to Farr to give a talk on the links 
between landscape features and the 
legends of Fionn for adults. In the 
geographic area of the Gàidhealtachd, there 
are generations who have grown up 
without access to this matrix of belonging 
through language and culture. For Mairi’s 
Inverness-born husband Simon, hearing 
Ruairidh’s talk opened up the landscape 
to him in a new way. Since then, he has 
been fascinated by placenames: learning 
basic Gaelic toponymy has revealed new 
layers of meaning in the landscape, 
transforming his understanding of his 

home place through discovering, for the 
first time, what John Murray calls the 
‘poetry of place’ (Murray 2014; 2017). 

At a FEARANN/LAND event in 2019, 
Raghnaid gave a talk on An Sealbhanaich: 
an Unmapped Placename in Strathnairn, 
showing us that in placenames there 
exists a rich cultural memory, a lexis of 
intricacy and colour that serves to give 
‘àiteal den t-siubhal fhada,’ a ‘gleam of the 
long journey’ (Thompson. 1995: 48). This 
suggests that seeking to understand 
placenames could serve both to 
illuminate the present and to orientate us 
towards alternative futures.
An Sealbhanaich itself is a large plateau in 
the hills between Strathnairn and 
Strathdearn, which today is just another 
bleak grouse moor; the only signs of 
human life are butts and traps of different 
sorts, and wind turbines. The name An 
Sealbhanaich has its roots in Sealbhan: a 
herd, drove, number of cattle or of small 
cattle (sheep and goats). A possible 
translation could be ‘the place of the 
herds’ or ‘the place of the herding’. This 
would suggest an area rich in 
transhumance. There were sheilings here; 
one stone fold remains. It was once 
forested with pine and birch—many bog 
pines are visible in the peat hags. 
Travelling roughly in a circle, starting from 
the north east, some of the placenames 
around the basin of An Sealbhanaich run
as follows: 

Càrn na h-Easgainn–cairn of the bog/fen 
Càrn na Loinne–cairn of the shimmer/
heat haze 
Càrn nam Bò-àirigh–cairn of the
shieling cattle 
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Càrn Mòraig–Morag’s cairn 
Càrn Dubh-chromagach–crooked
black cairn 
Càrn Caochan Ghiubhais–cairn of the
pine streamlet 
Càrn na Sguabaig–cairn of the sharp 
gusting wind 
Cnoc na Saobhaidh–hillock of the
fox’s den 
Càrn Dearg–the red cairn 
Càrn Bad an Daimh–cairn of the place of the 
stags 
Beinn Bhreac–the speckled hill 
Creag an Dubhair–crag of the shadow 
Meall na Fuar-ghlaic–rounded hill of the 
cold hollow 
Beinn Dubh–the black hill 
Càrn Ruidhe Rèithe–cairn of the level flow 
Bèinn nan Cailleach–hill of the old women 
Creag an Eòin–crag of the bird 
The Uisge Dubh–black water, the main 
water course coming from the plateau, 
with some of the smaller burns that feed 
it being; 
Caochan na Buidheig–streamlet of
the buttercup. 
Caochan Breac–the speckled streamlet 
Caochan Dubh–the black streamlet 
Allt Uisge Geamhraidh–burn of the
winter water 
Caochan na Caillich–streamlet of the
old woman 
Caochan na Cloiche Glaise–streamlet of the 
grey stone 
Allt na Slànaich–burn of the healing 
Allt an Rànain –burn of the stag’s bellow 

Hand-made map of An Sealbhanaich 

In her blog, Raghnaid (Sandilands,
2020) writes: 

These names tell of other times and 
speak of human capacity, a diversity 
of habitat and wildlife, an awareness 
of conditions in the sky and underfoot, 
old beliefs maybe ... This place had its 
own function. The people had purpose 
and a busy working life and spoke 
another language, Gaelic. 

The making of a simple hand-made map 
as a means to counter a forgetting, by 
filling out names and considering unseen 
connections between the past and the 
present, is a process of remaking that 
suggests that the liberty is ours to 
imagine things otherwise. Rather than the 
usual reasons for a map—as a means to 
measure, as a record of physical 
ownership, as a way of getting from A to B—
it is possible to make comment on larger 
matters of belonging, cultural ownership 
and the environment. 

On ‘Cultural Darning and Mending’: Creative Responses to Ceist an Fhearainn/
The Land Question in the Gàidhealtachd



33

Re-membering, Re-visioning, 
Re-claiming 

Based on her research in the Outer 
Hebrides, Fiona MacKenzie’s book (2013), 
Places of Possibility, suggests that 
community land ownership ‘ ... can open 
up the political, social, environmental, 
and economic terrain to more socially just 
and sustainable possibilities.’ We suggest 
here that the act of taking cultural 
ownership is a vital step in 
consciousness-raising for land reform, a 
way-marker on the path towards making 
any collective claim of right to the land. 
McIntosh (2003) maintains that there are 
four vital stages to the land reform 
process: awareness-raising, establishing 
pioneering patterns and examples, the 
passing of legislation, and capacity 
building for sustained community 
empowerment. The first stage is public 
awareness-raising, which has three steps 
nested within it: ‘re-membering, re-
visioning and re-claiming.’
He writes (ibid.): 

In the first step, it is necessary for 
communities to re-member (and the 
hyphen is deliberate, implying putting 
back together) their own story. It is 
necessary for folks to validate, or 
legitimise, their social history, and
not just the official version as told,
or more often, not told, in the
school curriculum. 

The restorative act of cultural darning and 
mending can be seen as part of this first 
stage of re-membering, this ‘putting back 
together’ that McIntosh speaks of. ‘Only 

having grasped and owned the power of 
their story,’ he writes, ‘can a people move 
to step two in awareness-raising, which is 
the re-visioning of alternative ways in 
which things could be.’ Re-membering 
builds cultural confidence at a 
community level, creating the 
circumstances necessary for re-visioning 
new possibilities and alternative futures. 
This leads to step three, which is re-
claiming what is necessary to bring that 
vision to fruition, to bring about 
transformation. The final stage is the 
strengthening of local democratic 
processes, the learning (or re-learning) 
what it really means to live in a 
community of place. 

In Frank Rennie’s view, ‘there can be no 
real development without a consideration 
of a sense of place.’ Reflecting on the 
community land movement since the 
early buy-outs in the 1990s, he writes: 

The importance of the links between 
development and place...is 
fundamental and self-reinforcing to 
the principle of the ownership and 
management of land by the 
community that lives in that place. 
From a wide range of perspectives, 
whether it is providing a token 
measure of restorative justice for the 
clearances, the incubation of new 
local employment, or simply having a 
voice in what the land outside your 
window looks like and is used for, 
community land trusts are proving to 
be an effective vehicle ... Perhaps, in a 
circuitous way, the broader 
appreciation of the values of place, the 
acknowledgement that humans are a 
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fundamental part of the ecology of a 
place...means that we are slowly, 
finally, coming to a mature 
recognition of a sense of place as 
being a valid measure of 
‘development’ (Rennie 2019) 

The shared values of local place, then, are 
fundamental to the very principle of 
community land ownership. If we include 
the broad recognition of a place to include 
a range of factors that encompasses 
environmental, social, political and 
cultural histories, Rennie writes, then 
every place is different. The differences 
may be subtle, but even for neighbouring 
places, those differences can be profound. 
There is much we can learn from the 
Gaelic concept of dùthchas here, 
understood as a cultural, ethical and 
reciprocal relationship with place. To seek 
out the intimate history of a place—to find 
the stories in the landscape—is to find 
connection, a sense of belonging and care: 
‘if you know the stories, you love the place, 
and if you love the place you look after it.’ 

Conclusion 

Our ability—collectively or as individuals—
to enact any kind of change is intimately 
tied to our ability to make sense of the 
immediate world around us. We need to 
understand the past to be able to re-
vision socially, environmentally and 
culturally just futures that sustain people 
and places. Creative, cultural, convivial 
activism can help us see the world 
through a new lens, bringing to light that 
which has been hidden from view. It can 
challenge the inevitability of injustice, 

giving people hope that change is still 
possible. Creating spaces for conviviality 
opens up opportunities for people to 
gather and connect, to learn together, to 
create and rehearse alternative realities—
a catalyst for further action. Community 
activist Chris Erskine (2014) suggests that 
this is a simple process of ‘connection, 
creation, change.’ Our playful approach to 
cultural activism, grounded in a creative 
ethnology of local place, is an invitation 
not only to observe and question the 
world, but to take participative, creative 
action: to take agency, to ‘dig where you 
stand’ and to enliven the relations 
between people, place, language
and culture. 

The act of ‘taking cultural ownership’ as a 
response to the Land Question/Ceist an 
Fhearainn is fundamental to the process of 
moving forwards towards a re-visioning 
and re-claiming that embraces the kinds 
of relationships between people, land, 
resources and power that foster 
community resilience, ecological 
stewardship and local democracy. As part 
of this process, community action is best 
served and resourced by culture, creativity 
and conviviality. What we call the craft of 
‘cultural darning and mending’ is a vital 
part of this process: making our own 
cultural discoveries actively connects us 
to our pasts, while a renewed sense of 
connection with place inspires us to think 
imaginatively and creatively about what 
our worlds once were and what they could 
be in future. Just as on that evening in 
Farr Village Hall, this creativity can be 
composed of small, quietly radical acts—
such as creating a new map, the key to 
which speaks of the people, songs and 
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stories of a place, and finding new 
cultural bearings that orientate towards 
the future.
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Footnotes
1 National Collective self-described as an ‘open 
and non-party [...] group of artists and 
creatives’ who support Scottish 
independence, with the aim of ‘imagining a 
better Scotland’. The group was active from 
2011-2015. See www.nationalcollective.com

2 See Raghnaid’s website A’ Siubhal nam Frith-
Rathadan: www.raghnaidsandilands.scot; see 
Mairi’s website Northlight: 
www.mairimcfadyen.scot 

3 The phrase ‘The Dig Where You Stand’ is 
adopted from the international public history 
and adult education movement promoting 
public participation in research in local history, 
especially labour history. See Sven Lindqvist 
Gräv Där Du Står (1978): Byrne (2012); 
McIntosh (2001).

4 See, e.g., Crawhall (2009).

5 See www.fearann.land

6 See www.architecturefringe.com/

7 For the story of the Abriachan community, 
see Stewart (2000).

8 For a transcript of this talk plus images,
see FEARANN/LAND website: www.fearann.land/
blog/2019/3/27/zo-prosser-futures-
researcher

9 For a transcript of this talk plus images, see 
FEARANN/LAND website: www.fearann.land/
blog/2018/6/20/how-we-see-our-landscapes

10 A blog based on this talk can be found on 
Raghnaid’s website: 
www.raghnaidsandilands.scot/
blog1/2018/5/21/the-dunmaglass-cairn

11 CiRCUS are a voluntary collective of 
practising, professional artists and producers 
committed to making contemporary art 
accessible to a broader Highland audience.

12 See www.c4aa.org/about

13 James Hunter (2007) was one of the �rst to 
connect postcolonial scholarship to 
understanding aspects of the experience of 
the Gaels.

14 REVIVE is a coalition of like-minded 
organisations working for grouse moor reform 
in Scotland. See www.revive.scot

15 See www.feisean.org/en/feisean-en/what-
is-a-feis/

16 A phrase used by ethnologist Tiber Falzett in 
a social media post in memory of Gaelic 
storyteller Seumas Watson (1949-2018) of 
Queensville, Nova Scotia.

17 The Shieling Project is a social enterprise and 
community-based o�-grid education centre in 
Glenstrathfarrar. See McFadyen (2018). 
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o.

"It is no easy task to find ways to include our multiple 
voices within the various texts we create"
(bell hooks 1989) 

Ile Maurice No. 16, Shiraz Bayjoo 
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i.

It was the Southern winter the previous 
year. We met on the lands of the people of 
the eastern Kulin Nation, in a place where 
the people of the Woi Wurrung and Boon 
Wurrung languages are the Traditional 
Owners and Custodians of Country, a 
place we now call Melbourne, also known 
as Birrarangga, (‘river location’; that river 
being the Birrarung/Yarra). We pay our 
respects to their Ancestors and Elders, 
past, present, and emerging, and 
acknowledge that their sovereignty was 
never ceded. This place is located within 
the larger (now flooded) bayarea of Narrm 
(sometimes Naarm),
also called Port Philip Bay. The oceanic 
currents connect this bay area, Birrarung 
and these lands to the global archipelago, 
from which we all came.

We met in the city as contributors to an 
international symposium and exhibition—
representation, remembrance and the 
memorial—which was part of a creative 
practice and research project directed by 
Indigenous Australian artist, Brook 
Andrew. Gathered there were artists, 
curators and researchers from Turtle 
Island/North America, Brazil, Cambodia, 
and Rwanda, amongst other places, as 
well as people from various Indigenous 
nations from around Australia. Other of us 
belonged to smaller island places such as 
Mauritius/Mascarenhas and Skye/
Hebrides, often perceived as outliers in 
the larger (de)colonial context.

In this context we also met the former 
director of ATLAS Arts, Emma Nicolson, 

which led to our ‘State of Islands’ proposal 
for a creative collaboration and residency 
in Skye.

That was the Northern summer the 
following year.

ii. 

At the heart of this creative and critical 
practice is the theme of the global 
intersections of place/s and emplacement/
s. This includes working collaboratively 
with land and with the broader cultural 
and material dimensions of place/s. 
Doing and making (*a’ dèanamh), from 
so-called ‘minor’ place/s, includes being 
with the positionality, relationality and 
ontology of place, and it is where the 
hyper-local can also be conceived of as an 
oceanic landscape and Orbis-lens on 
deeper structural relationships: of wealth 
and inequity; on the commodification of 
people and place, on justice, on racism,
on ecological and environmental crises.

From the emergent beginnings of our 
creative collaboration, and certainly 
before travelling to Skye, it became clear 
through our conversations—in 
understated but understood ways—that 
within and between our living histories 
and experiences of place/s and 
dislocation/s, we also had a shared 
cultural (even structural) feeling and 
understanding about the complex matrix 
of effects, entanglements, intersections, 
and relationships with oceanic empires. 
We sensed that our small island 
homelands—Mauritius and Skye, similar 
in size to each other, and apparently
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‘minor’, incidental, or marginal places 
compared with ‘major’ places, (is)lands 
such as Britain and Australia—are also 
powerful intersections of the cultural, 
social and ontological emplacements and 
structures within the global archipelago.

Our shared focus, therefore, is on ethical 
relations and ethical storytelling with 
place, which has been a common theme 
to our work,
(Bayjoo 2015; Oliver 2021a, 2021b)

Where do you start a personal story 
about global intersections? There is 
no plot as such, and it would be a 
mistake to pinpoint an individual as 
central to anyone else’s story, other 
than their own. But there are 
relationships, to carry a story, to 
thicken some truths; whilst there is 
no plot, everything is still relevant.
(Oliver 2021c: 280)

iii.

For a healthy plurality of futures, for 
possibilities and relevance for our 
environmental and human ecologies and 
diversity, we urgently need to be 
imagining and making our ‘futures 
landscape’ differently from that of merely 
reproducing (in the name of innovation) 
the anthropocentric exceptionalism, the 
colonial and extractive relationships, and 
cultural biases that have brought such 
continuing and gaping inequities in the 
global archipelago.

Sociologist Gurminder Bhambra, working 
with the idea of ‘connected histories’ from 

Sanjay Subrahmanyam, has this to say:

By allowing ourselves to rethink 
boundaries, both spatial and 
temporal, we can then ‘redraw maps 
that emerge from the problematics we 
wish to study rather than invent 
problematics to fit our pre-existent 
cartographies’ (Subrahmanyam 2005: 
4). [ ... ] ‘Connected histories’ allow the 
deconstruction of dominant 
narratives at the same time as they 
are open to different perspectives and 
seek to reconcile them systematically 
both in terms of the reconstruction of 
theoretical categories and in the 
incorporation of new data
and evidence.
(Bhambra 2007: 33)

Connected histories for our project is a 
matrix, more as a constellation of cultural 
context and material experience, cultural 
and elemental, social and mineral, not a 
map. Our connected histories and futures 
are to be understood broadly as 
interdisciplinary and as a material matrix 
of possibilities, therefore an important 
lens for practicing our relationships with 
the everyday, to ‘rethink’ and ‘redraw’ 
boundaries, and for revitalising ethical 
relations within and throughout our 
global archipelago. As has been suggested 
to us elsewhere, creative practice research 
and ethical storytelling, ‘remains a 
cornerstone to understanding and 
transforming oppressive stories of empire 
into emancipatory possibilities.’ 1
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iv.

The Hebridean islands form a small North 
Atlantic archipelago within global, oceanic 
intersections. Oceans connected-up the 
human world long before air travel and 
the internet, and the elements powered 
our human mobilisation and imagination, 
but also expanded colonial and industrial 
exploitations. This is also part of the 
Anthropocene, colonialism, and 
industrialism, with ongoing impacts on, 
and intersections across the global 
archipelago. An island is hyper-local, it is 
more that its location. Our shared focus is 
on islands as environments of 
collaboration and learning, with cultures, 
histories, and country (*dùthaich/
dùthchas), for ethical storytelling and 
interpretations of wider ecologies, human 
and more than just human.

With the paradigmatic onset of the 
Anthropocene and the growing evidence 
of significant negative human impact on 
the planet, there has also been 
accelerated disruption of the many 
emplaced human relationships with land 
and environment across the globe. Stories 
of the Anthropocene, its origins and 
interconnections are crucial to engaging a 
deeper material understanding of its 
consequences and impacts, including 
ecological crises. A key story in this is our 
cultural and ecological relationship with 
land. Our environments and their uses, for 
example, have been commodified 
significantly, which has fuelled profound 
wealth and power as well as deep social 
and cultural inequity, major 
environmental degradation, and 

disruptions of our ecosystem. It is vital 
that we have our ethical stories of (is)land/
scapes and place/s and emplacement/s 
to remember, repair and reimaging
our futures.

Our creative practice is about material 
collaboration with place/s and is a 
formative manifesto on (is)land 
relationships, creative and empathetic. 
The common theme here is of ‘place/s’ as 
multiple and of universal human and 
ecological importance—resonating with 
ATLAS’ articulating of plural futures.

v. 

Ethical storytelling is (connected histories 
and plural futures):

/cultural—it is a configuring of our 
understanding that places and stories 
already have histories and presence 
and are not singularly for extraction
or exploitation
/social—it is adaptive, empathetic, 
abundant
with possibilities
/relational—it is about 
acknowledgements and relationships
/environmental—it is also situational, 
respectful of place as ecology
and dwelling
/healthy—it is focussed on wellbeing 
and truth-telling
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Footnotes
1 Personal correspondence with writer
Colm McNaughton.

* Denotes use of Gàidhlig language 
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