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Being in charge of one's own life is key to health 

B 
RICKS in the Tate; chips on 
a Face book header. 
Traditionally, it doesn't 
take much for the 

conservative tabloids to get red­
faced about "wasting public money" 
on "the antics of modern artists". 

Ellie Harrison's The Glasgow 
Effect - which borrowed the 
name of a poverty phenomenon to 
describe her year-long exploration 
of an artist's livelihood in one city, 
subsidised to the tune of £15,000 
by Creative Scotland - rings all the 
usual editorial bells. As far as I can 
see from the artist's own body of 
work (which I like a lot; it's my kind 
of socially engaged art) , she naturally 
deploys a cheeky sense of humour. 

In retrospect, she might agree that 
illlustrating her project's Face book 
page with a graphic of soggy chips 
- while making ironic reference to 
a health crisis that results in the 
early death of thousands of poor 

Glaswegians every year -was 
probably not her best ever jape. 

Nevertheless, there are already 
many thousands of words of 
commentary out there - a testament 
both to the health of Scotland's 
public sphere, and maybe to the 
antennae of the artist herself. 

My contribution is to suggest that 
her project's accursed title might 
well be, in fact, absolutely relevant 
and appropriate. 

Indeed, if you dig into some of the 
research on the "Glasgow Effect" as 
a health problem, you can see quite 
quickly how Harrison's work might 
even provide some answers. 

In 2004, Harry Burns - then 
head of the Glasgow NHS Health 
Board, and later to be chief medical 
officer for Scotland - suggested one 
explanation for the health effect in 
Glasgow: how much of a sense of 
"control" someone has over their 
lives. 

The more stressed we feel 
about our inability to shape 
our environment, the more our 
"inflammatory, hormonal and 
immunological responses" are 
activated. This stress-induced 
activation, says Burns, "eventually 
leads to premature ageing and 
the early onset of heart disease or 

cancer". 
To state the obvious: the 

disempowering experience 
of poverty - whether in 
work, or at the hands of an 
increasingly heartless welfare 
system - is an enormous 
stress inducer. 

This doesn't by itself 
fully explain the Glasgow 
"effect" -where the city's 
areas of poor health are 
considerably worse by 

comparison with other UK 
cities suffering similar levels 

of deprivation. But if Burns is 

right, then maybe we should ask why 
Glaswegians' sense of lack of control 
has been so acute , for so long. 

In his furious response to Ellie 
Harrison's project, the Glasgow 
rapper Loki zoomed in on this 
control issue. "When Creative 
Scotland decides to bankroll one 
person's investigation into how being 
stuck in Glasgow with no road out 
affects your social life , career and 
mental health," he wrote in his Bella 
Caledonia blog, "then you better 
f'"""""' believe some Glaswegians 
are going to be fuming about it." 

So a sense of control is the big 
question here - preferably based 
on real control of the resources 
you need to shape your life. Now, 
can't we see Harrison's project as a 
powerful provocation about how we 
achieve this? 

From reading her blogs, she seems 
to know exactly what she's doing. 
"I believe it is the role of the artist 
to take extreme lifestyle decisions", 
she wrote in 2013, "which would 
not be possible for anyone in a less 
privileged position, and in doing so 
expose the contradictions in all our 
lives." 

What I think Ellie Harrison 
exposes is a coming crisis that most 
of us will have to face - in Glasgow, 
Scotland and across the developed 
world: What will it mean to do "good 
work" in the future? 

The Oxford Martin Institute 
predicts that 40 per cent of existing 
jobs in America and Europe- both 
white- and blue-collar- will be 
directly replaced by automation 
over the next 20 years, with the rest 
challenged by cheaper labour costs 
in emerging economies. 

The historic decline in wages 
for the vast majority of us is 
accelerating, and - if left unchecked 
- is about to head downwards off 
the cliff. We have to start thinking 
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radically about how we stop the 
unravelling of our societies in the 
face of these hugely disruptive forces. 

One answer that is gathering pace 
globally, with prototypes happening 
across Europe, South America and 
elsewhere, is the idea of a basic, or 
citizen's, income (BCI). 

This is a monthly payment given to 
each adult citizen, as of right- and 
set at a level which could support 
their living expenses at a modest but 
sustainable level. 

In a sense, this is what Ellie 
Harrison has been given: a payment 
for existing. There are more hard­
nosed arguments for a BCI, of 
course, than this. One is that it 
is a way of redistributing profits 
from the engorged one per cent 
- the managers and shareholders 
of corporate giants, who benefit 
both from weak labour markets 
and human-replacing tech - and 
puts some much-needed demand 
back into economies. Another is 
that it might ultimately be the most 
efficient form of welfare , cutting out 
the bureaucratic expense of endless 
means-testing. 

But the most profound argument 
for a BCI is that it will give the 
majority of people in developed 
societies some collective breathing 
space. Within that space, we can 
figure out what to do with ourselves, 
our energies, our skills and talents, 
as the changes of automation and 
globalisation bear down upon us. 

So for me, Ellie Harrison's project 
is anticipating what's to come. We 
will all have to relax our standards 
on what we regard as a legitimate or 
respectable "job", as the new pieces 
of our socio-economic future settle. 

Harrison's mix of occupational 
skills, community activism, 
education and self-expression is 
going to be more and more the 
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mainstream experience of "work" 
in our societies. We should learn 
from her, and from the new wave 
of socially engaged artists like her 
(including the winners of this year's 
Turner Prize, Assemble). 

Will these be lives where more 
of us will feel more in control of 
ourselves? And thus - if Harry 
Burns's theory is right- improve 
our health indicators? This is the 
question that the angry young Loki 
rightly keeps raising. Who gets the 
right to shape their own future? Are 
ideas of the future being imposed 
on poorer communities, suppressing 
those that might otherwise arise? 

He warns us that this kind of 
discussion may just add to that 
"exclusive bank of middle-class 
knowledge most people will never be 
able to alter or interact with". 

I find that viewpoint pessimistic 
-particularly given the educative 
role that Loki played in the Yes 
campaign. Wasn't this an experience 
where a whole nation (and not just 
the professional middle class) was 
grappling with expert knowledges 
about economics, defence, energy, 
broadcasting, whatever? 

So, between the big deadlines -
that is, between one referendum/ 
election and another - this is exactly 
the kind of stooshie we should be 
having. In a world where certain 
kinds of employment will not be 
returning to heal a broken ex­
working class, we must try to think 
unconventionally about the elements 
of a good, satisfying, purposeful life. 

And I'm happy that Ellie Harrison 
or any like-minded artistic comrades 
are bringing the topic to the boil 
by virtue of their free and creative 
action. Three cheers for them all. 

Pat Kane is a musician and writer 
( www.patkane. today) 


