


Curiously, on the three or four occasions that | have attended the
society's meetings since | was, as the rule book has it, “admitted to
Honorary Privileges”, | never noticed any of this going on. Must have
been blind. Or deaf. Or both.

They seemed light-hearted, even frivolous, evenings at which
someone read an essay, there was a debate on some topic chosen
for its amusement value, claret and some very bad coffee were drunk,
and many cigars and cigarettes smoked.

It's worth saying something about the history and composition of the
society. It dates from the 18th century, a time when Edinburgh was
rich in dining and discussion clubs. It was founded by six students of
Edinburgh University for “the purpose of improvement in Literary
Composition and Public Speaking”.

This is still, if perhaps less seriously, its reasons for existing. Its hall
— these sinister candlelit vaults — was built in 1769 on a vacant plot
within the area of Old College, and remains the society’s property, to
the irritation, some say, of the university. Sir Walter Scott and Robert
Louis Stevenson were members. That pillar of the Scottish
establishment, the poet Hugh MacDiarmid, was an honorary member.

It has between 20 and 30 ordinary members, who are recent
graduates of the university or still students. (Many are, admittedly,
lawyers or intending to become lawyers.) There are just under 200
extraordinary members. These are people who have been members
and have chosen to maintain some association with the society.

Only a few extraordinary members ever attend. Many haven’t
attended for years. | would guess that a good many of them never
think of the society from one year to the next. If they do, they
remember it, probably affectionately, as something which provided
them with innocent pleasure in their youth.

A good many Scots judges are, or have been, members. This should
surprise nobody. Many attended Edinburgh University and a student
with a taste for debating such as befits an aspiring lawyer has always
been likely to wish to be elected to the Spec. It's the same in every
old university. The Dialectic Society in Glasgow has been the nursery
of many Labour politicians, including John Smith, Donald Dewar and
Lord Irvine of Lairg. Is that sinister? Only if you are a sucker for
conspiracy theories.

Again, it has to be admitted that in a small country like Scotland,
people who rise to positions of eminence are likely to have various
links with each other, common experiences in their past. They will
often have attended the same schools or university, and belonged to
the same clubs, or even served in the same regiments. This is almost
unavoidable. In fact | think you could remove that “almost”.

So we get, for instance, the accusations of cronyism directed at the
Labour party establishment which governs Scotland, and now Robbie
the Pict has identified the same things among the legal
establishment, thus leading Charles Kennedy to make, I'm sorry to
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