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Abstract 

Based around the concepts of landscape and identity, this thesis examines several 
contemporary debates in the Shetland Islands with a view to finding out more 
about where people in this group of islands currently ‘are’ in terms of their geo-
graphical and cultural location, from both a local and non-local perspective. 

Drawing on a multi-method approach, including textual analysis, participant 
observation and semi-structured interviews, the study points to the often complex 
and contentious relationship between power structures and notions of local versus 
national interests, particularly in the areas of landscape management and nature 
conservation.  

The image of Shetland is also discussed in some detail, revealing the im-
portance of how this island group is perceived both outside the islands and 
among people living in Shetland. It becomes evident, in this context, that ideas 
associated with ‘northness’ and ‘remoteness’ can be understood as something 
quite problematic while, at the same time, such ideas can also be used as an asset 
with which to brand the islands to external markets. 

The study is set against a backdrop of devolved power structures, nation build-
ing and the upcoming referendum on Scottish independence. From a broader 
perspective, the thesis ties in with a more general discourse in which local and 
place specific studies are gaining increasing importance in what is frequently 
referred to as a rapidly globalizing world.  
 
Key words: Shetland Islands, landscape, identity, devolution, Scottish Natural 
Heritage (SNH), place branding, land use planning, northness, island studies, 
cultural and geographical location  
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...while walking this land, I am the pen on the 
paper; while drawing this map, my pen is  
myself walking the land.  
 
         Tim Robinson 1996 
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Preface 

Thorny issues 
At the turn of the millennium, the Scottish Tourist Board introduced a series 
of new signs along many roads in Scotland. The overall idea behind this 
initiative was to help tourists and others find the way to sights of cultural, 
historical and natural significance across the country, from Dumfries and 
Galloway in the south to Shetland in the north.  

In addition to showing various place names, a logo in the form of a thistle 
had been added to the new signs. In Shetland, in particular, it did not take 
long before there was some local response to the initiative. Some people, 
perhaps in the name of popular resistance, took it on themselves to ‘put 
things right’ by painting over the thistles. These actions were later reported 
in the columns of the Shetland Times, where they were also commented on 
in the letters’ page of the newspaper. One writer described the novel situa-
tion like this, in a letter submitted to the paper: 

“I am interested to note the arrival of all our new beauty spot signs, in their 
tasteful browns, showing our visitors the way to unmissable sights. I have also 
been interested in the thistle motif, presumably an aspect of Scottish Tourist 
Board branding… I don’t know what the situation is in the rest of Shetland, 
but clearly in Northmavine there is some popular resistance to the idea of the 
thistle as a symbol of the locality. Somebody has been going around spray-
painting them out. Of course nobody would endorse such behaviour, which   
is mere vandalism, but at what point exactly did the thistle assume symbolic  
importance for the folk of Shetland?”1 

 
Why do some people question the new road signs? What is it the signs 
communicate, apart from helping tourists and visitors find the way to various 
sights, and what difference does the added thistle make? How can a set of 
road signs be such a big deal – if, indeed, they are a big deal – and what is   
it that really is at stake here? There are many ways of answering these   
questions. In this preface, I will offer one brief explanation by telling    
something about the history of the thistle and how it has come to gain its 
symbolic significance in this part of the world. Such a story will also say 
something about Shetland and its place in the greater scheme of things,    
 
                                                      
1 The Shetland Times 2000.02.11a. 



 

today as well as earlier in history. It will also touch upon matters of identity 
construction and provide a general background to a series of local reactions 
to some recent landscape and nature conservation initiatives in the islands, 
some of which will be returned to and elaborated on later in this study.  
However, for the time being, let us just focus on the thistle by taking a 
somewhat closer look at how and why it has become such a thorny issue     
in this particular group of islands caught between the North Sea and the  
Atlantic Ocean. 

The legacy of the thistle 
According to popular mythology, the thistle was chosen to represent Scot-
land because of its role in saving the Scots from a Viking invasion, way  
back in history. While there are certainly many versions of how this came   
to happen, most stories tend to focus on the events surrounding the Battle   
of Largs in 1263. At this time, much of Scotland was already part of the 
Danish-Norwegian kingdom. Orkney and Shetland, for instance, had already 
been a Scandinavian earldom for several centuries and large tracts of land   
in the north of Scotland as well as along the Scottish west coast were also 
under Norse rule.2 

In connection with the stories of a large-scale Viking invasion at Largs   
in northern Scotland, it has been suggested that it was in fact a proposition 
made by the Scottish king Alexander III to attempt to buy back the Western 
Isles and Kintyre from the Vikings that re-awakened the Norse interest in  
the region. This subsequently made the Norse king Håkon IV decide that    
he and his men would attack the parts of Scotland still not ruled from    
Scandinavia in an attempt to finally conquer all of Scotland. However, as the 
events unfolded, and as we shall see, instead of conquering Scotland they 
were badly defeated.  

Before that happened though, the Norsemen are said to have set out to 
surprise the Scots by a nightly attack. As they landed their ships near Largs 
and went ashore – on a summer’s night in 1263 – they immediately took off 
their footwear for a silent approach on the Scots, who were resting and   
renewing their energies for the all important battle that was to follow the 
next day. Slowly and quietly the Vikings crept up closer to overwhelm them 
in their sleep. The cunning plan might well have succeeded, had not a     
leading – and barefoot – Viking trod on a spiky thistle and cried out in    
agony. The Scots, of course, were awakened by the shouting and swiftly rose  
 

                                                      
2 Discussions on early Shetland history, with a particular emphasis on the islands’ northern 
connections, can be found in e.g. Baldwin 1978; Crawford 1984, 1987, 1995; Donaldson 
1990; Waugh 1996. 



 

to attack the Norsemen, who hurried back onto their longboats and sailed off 
north to their Scandinavian homelands. As a result of this rather unexpected 
turn of events, the threat against Scotland had come to an end. Once the  
pivotal role of the thistle was realised, or so the story goes, it became   
known as the ‘guardian thistle’ and soon afterwards it was also adopted as  
an emblem for Scotland. 

So far so good. These thirteenth century events still make for a good 
story, and still today the thistle remains a well-known and popular symbol 
for Scotland. It can be found in many contexts and is always associated   
with ‘things Scottish’ whenever it turns up in the decorative patterns on  
souvenirs and postcards and, not least, in the logos and symbols used by a 
number of public sector bodies and institutions. However, national symbols 
and their mythologies may also come with their own sets of complications. 
Scotland, or for that matter every other nation, is not in any straightforward 
way a ‘given’ or uncontested entity. Borders have changed many times   
over the years, and places that historically were not part of Scotland are   
now Scottish, and vice versa. Shetland, with its strong historical links with   
Scandinavia, and particularly so with Norway, but which today finds itself 
within the realm of Scotland, is one such example. 

The first Norse settlers are known to have arrived in Shetland towards   
the end of the 8th century AD.3 From this time onwards, numerous markers 
of social and political change have been found in the material culture in     
the islands, and from a slightly later date this change can also be traced       
in the written sources.4 Politically, Shetland remained part of the Norwegian 
Earldom of Orkney until 1195 when – after some political upheavals – it 
became administered directly from Norway. Despite the embarrassing    
defeat at Largs in the middle of the thirteenth century, the Northern Isles5 
continued to remain outside Scottish rule until the end of the 1460s. At this 
time, Christian I, who was then king of Denmark and Norway, pawned both 
groups of islands in an attempt to make up the dowry for his daughter    
Margareta when she married James III of Scotland. As a direct consequence 
of this, the formal ties with Scandinavia were broken, and both groups of 
islands came under the Scottish Crown in 1472.6 Over the years, it has    
been suggested by several commentators that King Christian made several 
later attempts to reunite the islands with his kingdom, but as this was never 

                                                      
3 Edwards et al. 2004, p. 261. 
4 E.g. Fojut 1993; Housley and Coles 2004; Richie 1993; Smith 1985; Turner 1998. 
5 The Northern Isles is a name and form of expression which includes both Orkney and Shet-
land. 
6 For some more detailed accounts of the events leading up to and resulting from the pawning 
of the islands in the second half of 15th century, see e.g. Crawford 1969 and Withrington 
1983. For an interesting study into how these events have subsequently been dealt with (rather 
differently!) by Scottish and Norwegian historians, see Øien 2002. 



 

successfully carried through both Shetland and Orkney have remained part 
of Scotland ever since.7 

Following the signing of the Act of Union in 1707, the Northern Isles   
along with the rest of Scotland became an integrated part of Great Britain.8 
In spite of this, the thought that redemption might still remain a possibility 
and that the islands, should this happen, would once again become part       
of Scandinavia has continued to flourish from time to time. Occasionally, 
independence for the islands has also been high on the local political agenda. 
In Shetland this was particularly evident in the 1970s and early 1980s,   
when the arrival of the oil industry went some considerable way in boosting 
both the local economy and the confidence among quite a few people in the 
islands.9  

Assessing the situation in Shetland in more recent years – and doing so 
not least in the light of the ongoing process of devolution and the upcoming 
referendum on Scottish independence – it would appear that it is the ties  
with Scotland, rather than with Scandinavia, that have attracted the most 
attention. However, things are not always quite as straight-forward as they 
may seem, at first glance, and as evidenced for instance by a number of  
recent suggestions put forward by local politicians and others, who have 
argued that the islands should either vote against Scottish independence and 
remain part of the UK, strive for greater autonomy for the Northern Isles, or 
even declare independence.10 

Doing away with a weed? 
Some three years after the first new road signs had been put in place, the 
Shetland Times presented its readers with a rather humorous description of  
a recently held meeting, featuring several local councillors, all of whom 
would be very well-known to the newspaper’s readership. The topic was at 
least partly – and yet again – the thistle and its recent appearance on road  
 
                                                      
7 Arguments going against this particular version of history have been presented on a number 
of occasions by Shetland Archivist Brian Smith, e.g. Smith 2007. 
8 The Act of Union marks the union of the Scottish and English Parliaments in 1707. As such, 
it also marks the historical formation of Great Britain. The signing of the Act could be seen as 
a thoroughly centralistic move, resulting in both monarchy and parliament from now on being 
seated in London, at Buckingham Palace and Westminster respectively.  
9 One outcome of this was the political claims for more independence, as advocated by the so-
called Shetland Movement. Jonathan Wills (1991) has given a detailed account of its rise and 
fall together with a discussion of the movement’s political implications during the years in 
which it was still active. The Shetland Movement was also discussed by Jonathan Church in 
his doctoral thesis, which deals primarily with Shetland in the years immediately after the first 
landing of oil in the late 1970s and its subsequent effects on local communities in the islands.  
10 The Shetland Times 2012.01.27, 2012.03.23, 2012.08.10. 



 

signs across the islands. Having first introduced the debate as one between 
‘members of a Viking persuasion plotting against the hated Scots invader’, 
the newspaper continued: 

“Nordic freedom fighters Iris Hawkins and Jim Irvine are part of a rebellious 
band bent on banishing the Scottish thistle from all the brown tourist board 
road signs which have sprung up around Shetland over the last few years. 
They support the idea of slapping a sticky Viking galley emblem over the  
thistle to give the signs a more ‘Shetland’ individuality. Council officials 
reckon this could be done for £5000 in the highly unlikely event that the  
Scottish government and the Scottish Tourist Office will allow it. Shetland   
Islands Tourism backs the plan, even though the thistle is the only officially 
recognised symbol of quality assured facilities and attractions. 

Mrs Hawkins has been out to get the thistle for two years now while       
the more lawless anti-thistle front first surfaced three years ago when they   
defaced a sign in Northmavine. She told Wednesday’s SIC internal trans-
portation forum that a lot of people had been quite annoyed when they saw the 
thistle symbol appearing in Shetland. ‘It’s nothing but a weed’, she said, and 
to have it obliterated for just £5000 ‘would make an awful lot of difference to 
the folk of Shetland.’”11 

 
Other members of the council were clearly of a different opinion, among 
them Unst councillor Mark Ritch who stated that he could not take the issue 
seriously at all and therefore wanted nothing to do with it. Not surprisingly, 
he referred to the entire topic as a complete waste of both time and money. 
“It makes us look incredibly parochial and insular”, he said, “at the end of 
the day, if our culture is not strong enough to put up with a thistle, we have 
no culture at all.”12 

It did not take very long before this article resulted in quite a few reac-
tions from readers of the Shetland Times. Some people fully supported the 
idea of getting rid of the thistle from the road signs, once and for all and the 
sooner the better. A few weeks into the debate this was exemplified in    
several letters submitted to the paper, one of which urged the readers to 
“look back into our history and see what the Scots did to these islands…” 
Drawing on a history of Scottish influences that seemed to have brought  
nothing good to the islands, this writer concluded his letter by stating that   
he would “wholeheartedly support the removal of the thistle and its replace-
ment with a galley or a puffin, or even a Shetland pony.”13 

Other readers took a different stance. One writer explained how he, as a 
‘born and bred’ Shetlander, had never had a problem with also being Scot-
tish and therefore could see no need to replace the thistle. “Let’s keep the 
thistle on the tourist signs”, he reasoned, “and remind people that Shetland is  
  
                                                      
11 The Shetland Times 2003.01.17. 
12 The Shetland Times 2003.01.17. 
13 The Shetland Times 2003.02.07a. 



 

 
This photo, published by local media in August 2004, was accompanied only by 
the following, very brief, comment: “The distinctive and controversial Thistle at 
Mavis Grind has been obliterated by a daub of paint in common with other    
‘Scottish’ signs for a number of years – but the ad hoc addition of the Shetland 
flag for some could be seen as a step in the right direction.”14 15 Reproduced by 
kind permission of Gordon Stove. 

 
an important part of one of the most scenically diverse and beautiful coun-
tries in the world.”16 Other writers opted for a more ‘middle of the road’ 
approach, in which the thistle logo be kept on the signs but complemented 
by something with a more local ‘feel’ or ‘flavour’ to it. 

The comment made by Mark Ritch, that “if our culture is not strong 
enough to put up with a thistle, we have no culture at all”, was also met by a 
series of arguments. Among them, it was suggested that it is precisely     
because of their strong cultural tradition that people do not want or need      
to be represented by emblems and symbols from elsewhere. It was in this 
vein too that one writer suggested that rather than depending on the Scottish  

                                                      
14 The Shetland Times 2004.08.13. 
15 The Shetland flag is blue with a white cross. The flag’s blue background is meant to echo 
the colour of the Scottish saltire, while the white cross represents the isles’ enduring relation-
ship with Scandinavia. After several decades of informal use, the flag was granted official 
status by the Court of the Lord Lyon – Scotland’s heraldic authority – in the beginning of 
2005 (The Shetland Times 2005.02.04, 2006.02.24). The first ever Shetland Flag Day took 
place on 21 June 2007 (The Shetland Times 2007.06.15). 
16 The Shetland Times 2003.02.07b. 



 

 
In April 2009, one of the road signs at Mavis Grind had once again been subject to 
‘improvements’, this time by the addition of a sticker promoting a popular, 
Northmavine-based rock band, and covering part of the already spray-painted 
thistle logo. Photo by the author. 

 
thistle for branding Shetland, the unique position of the islands not only in 
geographical but also in historical and cultural terms should be more fully 
exploited. This writer considered it particularly unwise to pitch matters Scots 
and Norse against each other, especially if Shetland is better represented by 
something that is neither of the two.17 

However, the debate did not end here. More council meetings were on  
the agenda and more reports from these soon appeared in local media. For 
instance, in an article relating to a meeting on the local initiative to create     
a single brand image for Shetland, councillor Drew Ratter (after having first 
made a reference to the thistle logo as something that had been super-
imposed on the islands) suggested that the council should hesitate no longer 
but go ahead and put up its own galley signs, regardless of whether the  
Scottish Executive18 or VisitScotland19 approved of the idea: “I move that  
we spend £5000 and do it”, Mr Ratter said, and pushing his argument a bit 

                                                      
17 The Shetland Times 2003.01.24. 
18 The Scottish Executive was established in 1999 as the executive arm of the devolved   
Scottish Parliament. The term Executive was changed to Government following the 2007 
Scottish Parliament election. However, the term Scottish Executive remains its legal name 
under the Scotland Act 1998.  
19 At the end of 2002, the Scottish Tourist Board changed its name to VisitScotland. 



 

further he added that “if the Scottish Executive sends up the army we can 
deal with that when it happens.”20 

I have no idea whether this or similar statements ever reached the Scottish       
Executive or the Tourist Board headquarters in Edinburgh. Maybe it did,     
in one form or another, or maybe it did not. Either way, it was not long after 
this rather forthright suggestion that the then Scottish Minister for Tourism, 
Mike Watson, launched the idea that Shetland Islands Council and Shetland 
Islands Tourism should start working together with VisitScotland to deve-
lop a new logo to be used in the islands. He explained his point of view in a 
written statement quoted in the local paper: 

“I fully appreciate that Shetland want to preserve the unique historical and 
cultural links with Scandinavia. However, it is important to preserve a con-
sistent message to the consumer throughout Scotland, and changing the      
current thistle logo to something with a Scandinavian connection would    
contradict this.”21 

 
After elaborating some more on his statement – in a possible attempt to  
finally disarm the rather stubborn ‘Nordic freedom fighters’ in the local 
council as well as elsewhere in the islands – Mr Watson went on to say that 
he could see “no reason why a means of using the thistle logo along with 
some form of distinctive Shetland symbol could not be found.” Responding 
to this idea, in the same article, Tavish Scott (Shetland’s representative in  
the Scottish Parliament since its opening in 1999 and, between 2008 and 
2011, leader of the Scottish Liberal Democrats) agreed that the idea of a  
logo which combined the thistle and a distinct Shetland image was indeed 
worth considering. He concluded by stating that “if someone can devise a 
combined logo, which preserves the thistle but has a strong Shetland image 
as well, we will have the best of both worlds.”22 

Signifying identities 
The thistle, as a symbol for Scotland, clearly means many different things to 
different people. In Shetland, its multiple meanings appear to have given  
rise to a bundle of strong feelings closely related to questions of who should 
represent whom, by the use of which symbols. However, just as the opinions 
aired in local media failed to reach any conclusive consensus as to what 
Shetlanders would want to do with the thistle logo – if, indeed, anything      
at all should be done – the ultimate logo that, in the words of Tavish Scott,  
 

                                                      
20 The Shetland Times 2003.02.14. 
21 The Shetland Times 2003.04.18. 
22 The Shetland Times 2003.04.18. 



 

would “combine the best of both worlds” still remains to be seen. No galley 
emblems, or any other emblems with a more local ‘feel’ or individuality, 
have so far been introduced to complement the thistle logo.23 

It could be argued that questions of identity are a constant feature of local 
debate. It could also be argued that such debates may take on many different 
shapes and forms, and that this debate about a series of new road signs  
represents only one example out of many. While it is quite clear that the 
thistle logo has not captured the interest of everyone in the islands – and 
quite a few would probably consider the entire topic a complete waste of 
both time and effort – it nevertheless seems to matter to some people to   
such an extent that they sometimes decide to take matters into their own 
hands. This has become particularly evident, for instance, at Mavis Grind, 
where the very same road sign (after ‘improvements’) has reappeared in 
local media on a number of occasions. 

To conclude, I believe there are probably more thistle signs along the 
roads in Shetland today than there were at the turn of the millennium, when 
the brown ‘beauty spot’ signs were first introduced by the Scottish Tourist 
Board and discussions about their significance for people in this group of 
islands first started. Based on my own observations – and based on the    
observations of others – it would also seem that quite a few of them are still 
being more or less systematically spray-painted over or ‘adjusted’ in ways 
that some people consider appropriate. 

This preface has offered a brief historical background to the thistle sym-
bol as seen mainly from a Shetland perspective. It has also touched upon 
several other aspects of Shetland and its place in the greater scheme of 
things, today as well as earlier in history. One of the main reasons for tell-
ing this story, and for placing it here, at the very beginning of this study,   
has been to provide the reader with some useful background information     
to this thesis, where questions of landscape and identity will be explored in 
some further detail. 
  

                                                      
23 That said, recent collaboration between VisitScotland and Promote Shetland seems to have 
put Shetland more firmly on the map, both nationally and internationally. In the beginning of 
2013, VisitScotland launched what was soon to become their first ever ‘viral’ campaign, 
featuring two Shetland ponies wearing Fair Isle jumpers, to promote their Year of Natural 
Scotland 2013 campaign. From a local perspective, it is hoped that this campaign, which 
draws on two of the most well-known Shetland exports, will encourage more people to come 
to the islands (The Shetland Times 2013.01.25a). One of the photographs from this campaign 
can be seen on the cover of this study. See also Year of Natural Scotland 2013. Retrieved 
from: <http://www.visitscotland.com/about/nature-geography/year-of-natural-scotland/> (Last 
accessed 22 October 2013). 
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1 Introduction 

place A portion of geographical SPACE. Space is organised into places 
often thought of as bounded settings in which social relations and   
IDENTITY are constituted (cf. TERRITORY; TERRITORIALITY). 
Such places may be officially recognized geographical entities or       
more informally organized sites of intersecting social relations, meanings 
and collective memory. The concept of place, the uniqueness of particular 
places and place-based identities are hotly contested concepts in the   
contemporary context of increasing GLOBALISATION and the per-
ceived threat of growing PLACELESSNESS.24 

Placing the study 
This thesis examines aspects of landscape and identity in contemporary 
Shetland. At the very heart of this project, therefore, lies an interest in     
investigating how a number of landscape initiatives have been designed and 
carried out in this group of islands in recent years, as well as taking a closer 
look at some of the debates spurred by them. The thesis also highlights   
several situations in which local identities have been debated among people 
in the islands and, when deemed relevant to do so, notions of landscape    
and identity are discussed and analysed together. In addition to this, a keen 
interest in islands and island studies runs as a sometimes strong under-
current to the main themes at hand. 

Almost all of the data collected for this study originates from one particu-
lar group of islands. While this undoubtedly makes for a distinctly place-
specific study, it is equally clear that many of the issues addressed here 
could also be linked to similar debates elsewhere, whether aired in academic 
circles or in other parts of society. 

One important stepping-stone for this project has been the fundamental 
assumption that all life is, in one way or another, always ‘placed’. This idea 
is likely supported by a majority of contemporary human geographers, who 
approach space not as a fixed or neutral background to human activities but 
as playing an active and structuring role in those very processes. Drawing on  
 
                                                      
24 Johnston et al. 2000, p. 582. 



 20 

this notion, and working around the basic principle that events and ex-
periences are always rooted in a context, I have taken as one of my starting 
points that the local and place-specific is really where it is at – the only  
place to be even – as this, at the end of the day, is where each and every  
understanding of the world around us must always begin and end. Another 
key assumption rests on the idea that debates about landscapes to a large 
extent are also debates about identities. By the same token, any agreement 
about landscape matters can also be seen as an agreement about identity, in 
much the same way that struggles over landscapes are often struggles over 
identities. 

In this thesis, I explore a number of situations in which landscapes and 
identities are communicated – or perhaps remain uncommunicated – not 
only between different people but also between different functions of soci-
ety. Some of the examples used to this end have been with me since I started 
to work on this project, while others have emerged during the course of  
conducting this study. It should also be emphasised, from the beginning, that 
the present thesis does not primarily seek to problematise or develop the 
concepts of landscape and identity but to use these concepts and their diverse 
meanings as one way of coming to grips with and better understand certain 
aspects of contemporary Shetland. 

Having said that, and having come to Geography and to this research  
project from the field of Archaeology, it is only fair to say that this has     
had some important implications for my initial thinking on how to best go 
about conducting this project. My choice of study area, for instance, must   
be largely attributed to my experiences as an archaeologist and landscape 
surveyor with the Old Scatness Broch and Jarlshof Environs Project, 
launched by the Shetland Amenity Trust and the Department of Archaeo-
logical Sciences at Bradford University in the mid 1990s.25 

Prior to this, I had first come into contact with landscape research as an 
undergraduate student in Dublin in the early 1990s. Some years later these 
studies, in combination with the courses I had followed in Sweden, resulted 
in two Master’s degrees, the first one in Archaeology and, a couple of years 
later, in Human Geography.26 However, it was very much in connection with 
my direct and hands-on experiences in the far south of Mainland Shetland   
in the second half of the 1990s that I more actively began to consider writing 
a thesis. At that time, I was also becoming increasingly interested in finding  
 
                                                      
25 This thesis is not part of the Old Scatness project, dealing as it does with contemporary 
rather than strictly archaeological aspects of the Shetland Islands. However, interim reports 
from the Old Scatness project can be found in Nicholson and Dockrill 1998 and in several 
papers presented in a volume edited by Housley and Coles 2004. The first comprehensive 
volume of three covering the excavation, conducted between 1995 and 2006, was published a 
few years ago, see Dockrill et al. 2010. 
26 Malm 1995, 1997. 
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out more about contemporary Shetland, and not least what the areas (or land-
scapes) we were surveying from a predominantly archaeological perspective 
meant to people living in the islands, today.  

Gradually, I realised that I wanted to learn more about how these places 
and landscapes are talked about and made sense of in a local context, and 
also how people’s identities are expressed and acted out in relation to where 
they live. In other words, I felt an urge not so much to move away from the 
archaeological landscape but to find out more about what was in the making, 
in the here and now of present-day Shetland. This thesis can be seen as one 
way of exploring these questions. 

Once I had embarked on this project it was not long before my original – 
and in all honesty rather naive – idea that Shetland would represent an    
altogether and at all times clear-cut and well-defined study area proved very 
wrong indeed. I now know for a fact that study areas and field sites, even 
when located on islands, are never in any way ‘self-evident’ areas with fixed 
beginnings and absolute endings. Their boundaries will always remain    
porous and ever-shifting. It follows from this that Shetland, just like any 
other place, is never an uncontested entity.  

I have to admit that I was also quite mistaken in assuming that in such a 
relatively small place there would only be a very limited number of studies 
to take into consideration when designing my own project. As it turned out, 
quite a few scholars from across the social sciences have conducted much   
of their research in these islands. It also became evident that an abundance  
of research, rather more distant to my own field of enquiry, has been carried 
out in Shetland over quite a long period of time. When taking a closer look 
at some of the social scientific work, and focusing specifically on projects 
dealing with contemporary aspects of living in the islands, I found that   
some scholars had come to the islands for just one study27, while others     
had returned on several occasions and even made Shetland their home for 
substantial periods of time.28 Others, who have also dealt with contemporary  
 
 
                                                      
27 One case in point is the American sociologist Erwin Goffman, who spent almost two years 
in the north of Shetland gathering data for his unpublished doctoral thesis (1953) but seem-
ingly never returned to the islands after completing his study. Some brief remarks about the 
islands and his work there can however be found in his seminal book The Presentation of Self 
in Everyday Life published a few years later (Goffman 1959). Other researchers in this cate-
gory are e.g. Church (1989) and Gervais (1997). 
28 Anthropologist Anthony Cohen lived in Whalsay, off the east coast of Mainland Shetland, 
for recurring periods of time from the early 1970s to the early 1980s while researching con-
temporary life in the island. With him in Whalsay was his wife, Bronwyn Cohen, who during 
their stays completed a Ph D on Norse influences among Shetland intellectuals in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries (Cohen, B 1983). Also after leaving the islands, Anthony 
Cohen has continued to publish research with a bearing on Shetland in general, and Whalsay 
in particular, e.g. Cohen 1978, 1980, 1982, 1987, 2000. 
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aspects of living in the islands, are Shetlanders who write about the islands 
from a wide range of perspectives, whether as academic researchers, local 
historians or as novelists and poets.29 

In addition to studying a number of these earlier works, some limited    
archival studies were included in the overall design of this project from an 
early stage.30 This was done primarily to add to my knowledge of some of 
the longer historical trajectories embedded in contemporary Shetland land-
scapes and identities. However, in the process of writing up the thesis, this 
material has really only been used in passing. Hence, rather than forming  
the main part of any individual chapter, the archival material has been used 
mainly as background information for my coming to grips with some of    
the contemporary aspects associated with the work at hand. From this, it 
follows that in much the same way that the archaeological survey work has 
functioned as an important stepping-stone for my thinking about Shetland 
landscapes and identities in the first place, the archival material too has 
gradually taken on a more implicit role in this project. 

Most data collected for this thesis is clearly contemporary in character. 
However, as notions of both landscape and identity are often fundamental   
to the experience of self and everyday life, it has not always been easy to 
decide which examples should be included in the study, and quite a few  
have been discarded along the way. Basically, what I have wanted to do, is 
to find examples that are useful in terms of illustrating people’s often diverse 
understandings of landscapes and identities and which, at the same time, 
have also struck a chord with people in the islands. As a result, I have  
sought to ‘pin down’ as accurately as possible a number of examples       
with local relevance – usually on the basis that they have provoked local 
debate – and to use these as a means of exploring what could be seen as key 
aspects of landscape and identity politics in this part of the world. 

Having had regular access to Shetland’s main newspaper almost since the 
beginning of this project has been extremely helpful, not least in the context 
of determining which issues are considered important locally and, indeed, 

                                                      
29 The relatively recent status of Higher Education Institution granted to the UHI Millennium 
Institute will likely result in a host a new research projects with a bearing on life and culture 
in this part of the world. The University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI) is a partnership  
of colleges, two of which are located in Shetland (Shetland College in Lerwick and NAFC 
Marine Centre in Scalloway). The colleges provide university level courses in e.g. heritage, 
hospitality and tourism, and culture studies. There is also the new Centre for Nordic Studies, 
run in partnership with Orkney College. 
30 Main facilities used to this end include the Shetland Archives, the Shetland Library and the 
Shetland Museum (all three located in Lerwick) and the National Library of Scotland (located 
in Edinburgh). Brief visits were also made to the Scottish Life Archive and the National  
Archives of Scotland (both in Edinburgh) and to the George Washington Wilson Collection at 
the University of Aberdeen. 
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which issues are considered less relevant.31 Access to this paper has also 
enabled me to collect both news articles and letters submitted to the readers’ 
page of the paper, some of which will be drawn upon later in this thesis. 
Other printed media of relevance to this project includes a number of pol- 
icy documents and planning guidelines, particularly pertaining to Scottish 
Natural Heritage (SNH) and Shetland Islands Council (SIC). I have also 
explored other types of printed material, not least to find out more about a 
place branding initiative as well as to learn a bit more about some aspects   
of a recently proposed, and still highly contentious, windfarm project in    
the islands. 

Another set of data originates from several periods of fieldwork carried 
out mainly after my time as an archaeologist and landscape surveyor in the 
islands.32 Among this material is a number of recorded and transcribed   
semi-structured interviews conducted with people both in Shetland and   
outside the islands, a majority of whom have a professional interest in nature 
conservation and landscape management.  

I have also engaged in participant observation as another means of getting 
closer to where people currently ‘are’ with regard to landscape and identity 
matters. On some occasions, this approach has involved actively taking    
part in people’s activities, while at other times it has been primarily geared 
towards open-ended discussions in more or less informal settings. As part   
of my fieldwork, I have also collected maps and other representations of    
the islands with a view to putting these in relation to the overall theme of  
my study. Finally, to keep up with this type of discussion, and to do so for 
quite an extended period of time, I have kept an eye on certain websites and 
social media sites, such as Shetlink Forum. 

I have settled for a multi-method approach to analyse the collected data 
and to offer an account of several contemporary views on landscape and 
identity as understood both in everyday life and in academic and other   
more ‘specialised’ contexts. The term ‘multi-method’ basically means just 
what it says and implies using at least two methods to analyse the collected 
data.33 Doing so, it is thought that potential weaknesses associated with each 
method can be reduced – and their respective strengths enhanced – so as to 
better avoid biases and misunderstandings of what is being observed, or 

                                                      
31 Established in 1872, the Shetland Times is by far the longest running and most widely read 
newspaper in the islands. With more than 11,000 copies sold each week, it reaches virtually 
every household in Shetland and thus in many ways could be said to constitute an important 
‘voice’ in and of the community. Since 1996, the paper also runs a website under the same 
name. 
32 These periods of fieldwork took place in the summer of 1998, during a short spell in the 
spring of 2000, in the autumn and early winter of 2003 and, finally, in the spring of 2004. 
More recent visits to the islands have taken place in 2008, 2009 and 2010. 
33 This approach may draw on qualitative or quantitative methods, or a combination of both. 
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heard, during the course of conducting the research.34 In the present study, I 
rely on a combination of semi-structured interviews, participant observation 
and textual analysis to gain access to several versions of landscape and   
identity as constructed and communicated both by people living in Shetland 
and by people living elsewhere. 

Having worked according to a multi-method approach for a number of 
years, it has become increasingly clear that this not only makes it possible 
for the researcher to gain access to multiple versions of reality but that it 
may also encourage the use of broader sets of data. I would suggest that this 
is particularly useful when it comes to analysing how certain views and 
opinions are shaped, shared and sometimes given physical expression in the 
course of everyday life. Further to this, a multi-method approach is also 
likely to make it both necessary and possible to focus simultaneously on 
what is being said and done in a variety of contexts. This, in turn, may result 
in a more ‘grounded’ understanding of the issues at hand compared to what 
might be the case should the researcher rely on one method only. 

Before moving on to present a brief out-line of this thesis, I would like to 
emphasise that the purpose of this study is not in any way to capture the 
‘essence’ of Shetland’s landscapes and identities (should there be such an 
essence) but rather to describe, on the basis of my fieldwork and collected 
data, what appears to be some of the more significant ways in which      
landscapes and identities are talked about and enacted in the day-to-day  
activities of people living in this group of islands. Therefore, and rather than 
attempting to link these expressions into a thoroughly neat and coherent 
system, I seek to present my findings as one repertoire of sources – out of 
many – for better understanding certain aspects of contemporary Shetland. 
On a number of occasions, it is evident that these discussions could also be 
brought to bear on similar situations elsewhere.  

Finally, it could of course be argued that one such ‘finding’ was singled 
out already in the preface to this study, where the ‘Scottish thistle’ came 
under some rather fierce debate by a number of concerned parties. Further 
examples of how landscapes and identities are currently debated, and some-
times become intricate parts of people’s everyday life, will be highlighted 
throughout this thesis. 

                                                      
34 Discussing the use of multi-method approaches in population geography, John McKendrick 
has contrasted what he sees as research projects “more appropriately conceived as a series    
of discrete projects of different methods” where more than one method is used to address 
related but ultimately different questions, with research projects that use more than one 
method to address a particular research question, and which (in the latter case) may be seen as 
“a variation on the principle of triangulation” (McKendrick 1999, p. 42). Such ‘triangulation’, 
it is argued, may go some considerable way in countering biases and misunderstandings. 
Multi-method research has also been discussed from a broader social scientific perspective in 
e.g. Brewer and Hunter 2006. 
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Outlining the thesis 
The next few paragraphs contain a brief outline of the work at hand. After an 
introduction (in this chapter) to the concept of identity in academic research, 
followed by some brief reflections on how the process of devolution and the 
upcoming referendum on Scottish independence may have an impact on 
people’s sense of belonging and their (national) identity, the thesis will 
gradually begin to zoom in on the Shetland archipelago. 

Chapter 2 starts with an exploration of my first encounter with Scotland, 
and Shetland, followed by an overview of some recent academic approaches 
to the study of landscape. This overview is intended to complement the   
section on identity presented in the introductory chapter and, as such, it 
serves as a backdrop to some of the discussions that will follow throughout 
this thesis. 

Chapter 3 contains a description of Shetland and a discussion about island 
studies more generally. This chapter also presents some initial thoughts      
on the seemingly rather ‘difficult’ geographical location of this group of 
islands, followed by a brief summary of some social scientific research   
projects carried out in Shetland during the past few decades. In this context, I 
also address some methodological concerns, focusing specifically on what it 
might entail to conduct fieldwork in a setting that – at least in the beginning 
of the project – is far from familiar, or straightforward. Towards the end     
of this chapter, a handful of local examples are used to highlight certain  
notions of ‘northness’ and how these can be seen as playing a key role in 
describing where this group of islands and the people living there really are, 
from both a geographical and cultural point of view. 

Chapters 4 and 5 are almost entirely dedicated to examining the role of 
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and its predecessors in protecting nature 
and landscape values in Shetland. In the first of these two chapters, I focus 
mainly on one specific report, containing a detailed landscape character  
assessment, and relate this to a set of semi-structured interviews carried out 
with people involved in nature conservation and landscape management on a 
professional level. The report is also discussed in relation to my own reading 
of the text. The subsequent chapter is mainly concerned with one specific 
area in the south-west of Mainland Shetland and especially so with a couple 
of events (or stories) associated with this area being part of Shetland’s    
National Scenic Area. After unpacking some aspects of a story involving    
an alleged helicopter used in connection with the designation of this area 
more than 30 years ago, the bulk of this chapter examines a more recent 
planning dispute in which some rather diverse opinions expressed by     
statutory agencies on the one hand, and by members of the local community 
on the other, have come to the fore. 
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Chapters 6 and 7 explore a number of socio-economic circumstances and 
their possible implications for where people in Shetland currently ‘stand’ on 
a number of issues related to where they live and, by extension, who they    
are. As a result, and even though debates about places and landscapes are 
never far away, questions of identity and belonging will be dealt with more 
explicitly in these two chapters. 

Chapter 6 primarily looks to the recent past to get a better grasp of the 
present, by focusing specifically on the arrival of the North Sea oil industry 
in the 1970s and its subsequent effects on life in the islands. This chapter 
also contains some brief explorations into the emergence of what could be 
referred to as ‘green thinking’ in the islands, based partly on direct inter-
action in the field with members of the local community, followed by some 
brief reflections on a proposed future windfarm development in Mainland 
Shetland and how this debate has unfolded among people in the islands, and 
beyond. 

Chapter 7 deals mainly with a number of contemporary issues with an  
eye also to the future. Setting out by looking at tourism and the making of 
Shetland into an increasingly popular holiday destination, this chapter  
moves on to discuss a recent place branding initiative and its potential role  
in creating a ‘new’ Shetland, post-oil. In this context, I also touch upon   
several survey results and other studies in which Shetland has come out on 
top, or almost on top. Based largely on these and similar examples, and 
prompted by what would seem on the basis of my more recent visits to the 
islands to be a growing interest in debating local identities, the chapter    
goes on to explore, in some further detail, what this fascination with identity 
politics may consist of and why certain questions of who you are and where 
you live would seem to attract such a great deal of attention at this particular 
point in time. 

Finally, chapter 8 contains an overview of my thesis, followed by some 
concluding remarks on landscapes and identities, cultural and geographical 
location, ‘northness’ and – from a more general perspective – some brief 
reflections on islands and why they are ‘good to think with’ (also) in the 
context of geographical research. 

Identity matters 
Social scientific research has a longstanding tradition not only in terms of  
investigating a wide range of societal phenomena, but to do so using various 
analytical tools – or concepts – related to the social world. In recent years, 
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one such key concept with which an increasing number of scholars have 
been concerned is that of identity.35 

That said, it is quite clear that social scientists, for a long period of time, 
have thought of identity more as an explanation, in itself, than something 
that calls for further interpretation and analysis. Another key assumption  
that has continued to haunt academic understandings of identity for quite 
some time is that discrete groups of people – or what is often referred to as 
‘ethnic groups’ – generate their own distinctive cultures in social and geo-
graphical isolation. According to this wide-spread model, ethnicity (and 
ethnic identity) is primarily understood as a taken for granted basis of   
common cultures, which may or may not come into conflict with each other 
over a wide range of issues including power, natural resources, territory and 
so on. According to the same model, the identities of cultural groups are  
also generally thought to be largely homogenous and distinctly different 
from those found in other groups of people, living in other parts of the 
world.36 

It was not until the beginning of the 1990s that substantial numbers of   
researchers from across the social sciences began to dispute this view,    
suggesting instead that identity be understood as something that is formed   
in relation to significant others, hence representing the outcome of various 
types of interaction between self and society. Gradually, the idea that     
identities exist in splendid isolation was scrapped and replaced by the view 
that individuals assume, or take on, different identities at different times and 
that they tend to do so in relation to others.37 

Stuart Hall has written extensively on identity and identity politics since 
the early 1990s. In one of his articles, he refers to identity as a meeting point 
(or ‘point of suture’) between, on the one hand, the particular discourses   
and practices that keep us ‘in place’ as social subjects and, on the other  
hand, the processes which produce, or construct, subjectivities.38 Elaborating 
on this theme, he has argued that: 

                                                      
35 It is worth noticing that in much of this research, which has exerted quite a strong influence 
on the social scientific research community, there has often been a separation between ‘social 
identity’ and ‘national identity’. E.g. Bauman 1996, 2000, 2001, 2004; du Gay et al. 2000; 
Edensor 2002; Giddens 1991; Hall 1992, 1996; Hall and du Gay 1996; Jenkins 1996; Rapport 
and Dawson 1998. 
36 E.g. Barths 1969. 
37 While it is probably true to say that work in Cultural Studies from an early date has been 
particularly attuned to the problematic character of identity and the multiple ways in which 
identities are communicated (e.g. Hall 1992, 1996), there have also been several influential 
studies dealing with this topic within the field of social psychology, drawing specifically on 
variants of discourse analysis and ethnomethodology (e.g. Edwards and Potter 1992; Potter 
and Wetherell 1987; Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995). 
38 Hall 1996. 
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“…identities are never unified and, in late modern times, [identities are] in-
creasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply constructed 
across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices and 
positions. They are subject to radical historicization, and are constantly in the 
process of change and transformation. (…) Though they seem to invoke an 
origin in a historical past with which they continue to correspond, actually 
identities are about questions of using the resources of history, language and 
culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or 
‘where we came from’, so much as what we might become, how we have 
been represented and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves.”39 

 
Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has also spent a fair amount of time exploring 
the notion of identity and some of the underlying reasons as to why it has 
become such an immense fascination in our own era. In his studies, he has 
found that we seem increasingly ‘forced’ into re-making our identities, in 
ways we have never had to do in the past. This contrasts sharply with the 
situation – not that long ago – when, according to Bauman, most people    
felt that they had a fixed sense of identity. Today, however, with huge 
movements of populations, global economies, and an increasingly more  
fluid labour market, identities associated with virtually every aspect of life 
often seem much less static: 

“...if the modern ‘problem of identity’ was how to construct an identity and 
keep it solid and stable, the postmodern ‘problem of identity’ is primarily how 
to avoid fixation and keep the options open. In the case of identity the catch-
word of modernity was creation; the catchword of postmodernity is recy-
cling.”40 

 
In the light of these and similar statements, it would appear that our selves 
are increasingly understood as fragmented and composed of several com-
peting identities, rather than consisting of one fixed self, or ‘core persona’. 
This insight makes it both problematic and contentious to ‘pin down’ exactly 
what is someone’s identity (in the singular). At the same time, and as the 
fascination with who we are would seem to fill an ever increasing amount   
of our time, questions relating to identities and selves appear to have become 
much more of an individual affair than a collective endeavour. As a result   
of this, and in some of his more recent musings on this theme, Bauman     
has argued that our present fascination with identity matters owes much to   
it being a surrogate for community which, in his view, is often no longer a 
realistic option for people living in a rapidly globalising world, signified    
by privatisation and individualisation on a scale never seen or experienced 

                                                      
39 Hall 1996, p. 4. 
40 Bauman 1996, p. 18. 
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before.41 Further explorations of this notion of identity as well as its intricate 
relationship with contemporary globalising tendencies have led Bauman to 
suggest that: 

“...the frantic search for identity is not a residue of the pre-globalisation times 
not-yet-fully-extirpated but bound to become extinct as globalisation pro-
gresses; it is, on the contrary, the side-effect and by-product of the combina-
tion of globalisation and individualising pressures, and the tensions they 
spawn.”42 

 
Bringing together some of these strands, it appears that what once was an 
aspect of the collective has increasingly become something of an individual 
project, as lifestyle markers and brands have gained an almost larger-than-
life importance in our lives, forever opening out to yet another re-negotiation 
among interchangeable selves and identities. Thus, in a world apparently 
mesmerised by extreme make-overs, we are consuming identities in ways 
never before thought possible or, indeed, never before thought necessary or 
needed.  

In recent years, there has not only been a growing interest in studying 
identities, but the role that places and landscapes play in shaping and      
influencing identities has also been increasingly recognised by a growing 
number of academic researchers. As a result, concepts of space and geo-
graphy – of where things and selves are in relation to one another – have 
been increasingly drawn upon to provide both metaphorical and conceptual 
vocabularies to be used in the articulation of identity, self and other. 

Still, it was not until some years into the 1990s that places and identities, 
and the forging of the two, began to attract the attention of a more significant 
number of geographers.43 In several of these studies, it was emphasised     
that place identities are not solely derived from individuals’ attachments to 
their immediate surroundings but that such identities often tend to relate to  
 
 

                                                      
41 For some more detailed accounts on this matter, and in which discussions on contemporary 
identities are also linked to what Bauman has termed ‘liquid modernity’, see Bauman 2000, 
2004. 
42 Bauman 2001, p. 20. 
43 Some early examples include Hooson 1994; Keith and Pile 1993; Massey and Jess 1995; 
Pile and Thrift 1995. A relatively early compilation of studies into local and regional identi-
ties in Scotland can be found in Rose and Routledge 1996. However, it is worth noticing    
that this interest is not something entirely new to academic geography. Several humanistic 
geographers in the 1970s and 1980s dealt with similar themes although their theoretical and 
epistemological underpinnings often tended to be rather more behaviouristic or experiential  
in character, e.g. Buttimer and Seamon 1980; Tuan 1974, 1977. 
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people’s ‘dis-identification’ with the spaces of others.44 This would seem to 
imply that identities are typically fashioned through the symbolic contrasts 
experienced between ‘our space’ and ‘their space’, in much the same way 
that we would often seem to identify ‘who we are’ in relation to those ‘who 
we are not’.  

In terms of spatial concepts, it appears that notions of cores and peri-
pheries, or centres and margins – which may be used both symbolically and 
in a more material sense – are increasingly drawn upon to explore the     
production and reproduction of identities. A relatively early study in this 
vein was conducted by Rob Shields, in which he examined the contestation 
and negotiation of certain place-based identities linked to sites located 
mainly in Canada and the UK.45 In this book, and very much in line with    
its title, Shields concluded that the salience and significance of identity is 
perhaps best grasped by looking at peripheries rather than cores, thereby 
emphasising the importance of studying ‘places on the margin’.46 

That said, there are several other themes in geographical research that 
have also played a significant role in introducing the concept of identity  
onto the geographers’ list of key words. One such theme concerns the debate 
on the perceived tensions between ‘place’ and ‘placelessness’, which has 
resurfaced on several occasions in the past few decades.47 At times, such 
debates would seem to regard ‘place’ – as opposed to ‘placelessness’ – as an 
unambiguous source of stability, security and unproblematic identity. On 
closer scrutiny, however, I would want to suggest that this particular       
understanding of place (and the understanding of identity that tends to go 
with it) sometimes comes close to a rather distinct sense of nostalgia and 
looking back in time that borders on what could be described as a rather 
reactionary form of nationalism, or introverted obsession with certain   
(privileged) aspects of ‘heritage’, ‘history’ and so on. 

Doreen Massey is one geographer who has been particularly influential in 
this area of research for a number of years. In her analyses of how places are 
always in one way or another linked to other places through webs of power 
relations, she has explored (and coined) the idea of ‘power-geometry’ as a 
means of highlighting the interrelationships between places and people on 

                                                      
44 This theme has been pursued not only by geographers. Social theorist Homi Bhabha, for 
instance, is one writer who has drawn extensively on these and similar thoughts in much of 
his writings, and who has often done so from a distinctly post-colonial perspective, e.g. 
Bhabha 1994. 
45 Shields 1991. 
46 However, whether a certain place, or island, should be considered remote, or peripheral, is 
always a matter of perspective. Those who live on Easter Island, for instance, call their home-
land Te Pito Te Henua, which means ‘the navel of the world’. Clearly, anywhere on Earth can 
become the centre. Cf. Schalansky 2010, p. 14. 
47 Augé 1995, cf. Relph 1976. 
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both local and global scales.48 Elaborating on the further implications of  
such power-geometries and their role in how places are continuously made 
and claimed, combined with a more recent focus on ‘relational’ geographies, 
she has concluded that there is, indeed, a wide range of processes involved  
in identity formation: 

“There is a widespread argument these days that, in one way or another,   
identities are ‘relational’. That, for instance, we do not have our beings and 
then go out and interact, but that to a disputed but non-the-less significant   
extent our beings, our identities, are constituted in and through those engage-
ments, those practices of interaction. Identities are forged in and through      
relations (which include non-relations, absences and hiatuses). In consequence 
they are not rooted or static, but mutable ongoing productions.”49 

 
It is quite evident from Massey’s point of view that ‘identity’ and the many 
practices associated with it can be seen as something that is both material 
and discursive in character.50 In my own thesis, I will explore a number of 
situations where identity politics are clearly an important aspect of people’s 
everyday life. The significance of several spatial concepts, such as remote-
ness, insularity and northness will also be touched upon in the course of   
this study, as will several other aspects assessed to have a bearing on how 
landscapes and identities are talked about and made sense of in a variety of 
contexts in present-day Shetland.  

The place of devolution 
Before moving on to the next chapter, I would like to add a few words on the 
current socio-political situation in Great Britain.51 First of all, I want to say 
something about the process of devolution, especially as regards Scotland,  
as well as providing a brief historical background to the set-up of a devolved 
Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh in 1999.52 After that, I shall spend a few  
 
                                                      
48 Massey 1993, 1999. 
49 Massey 2004, p. 5. 
50 Massey 2004. 
51 Strictly speaking, Great Britain refers only to the British ‘mainland’ while the United King-
dom (or more correctly the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland) consists 
of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. There are also several islands which are 
closely linked with the United Kingdom but do not form part of it, namely the Channel   
Islands and the Isle of Man. These islands, which are independently administered juris-
dictions, and which are not part of the UK or the EU, are known as Crown Dependencies. 
52 The past decade has produced a veritable avalanche of studies dealing with various aspects 
of devolution. Overviews addressing devolution from a ‘pan-British’ perspective can be found 
in e.g. Bogdanor 2001; Perryman 2009. For a more Scottish perspective on devolution, see 
e.g. Macdonell 2009. 
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moments contemplating the rather complex nature of identity politics in  
contemporary UK and finally, before bringing this chapter to a close, I will 
refer very briefly to the upcoming referendum on Scottish independence     
to be held in the autumn of 2014.53 

Devolution, as a political process, is primarily based on the principle of 
subsidiarity. This means that decision-making powers and responsibilities 
should ideally be placed with – or devolved to – the most appropriate level 
of governance. It follows from this that devolution, first and foremost,    
concerns the delegation of power from a central body to a number of local 
bodies. More specifically, it is hoped that such moves will enable decisions 
to be made at a more local level and, in effect, closer to where they are   
most likely to have an impact. In addition to this, it is thought that such  
devolved institutions will help facilitate closer links between democratic 
representation, decision-making processes and political effectiveness. In 
Great Britain, the most apparent and clearly visible markers of this process 
are, so far, the set-up of a Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh in 1999 and the 
inauguration of the Welsh Assembly in Cardiff shortly afterwards.54 In this 
context, it is also worth emphasising that not all decision-making powers 
have been devolved. Many responsibilities remain with the UK Parliament at 
Westminster, including foreign policy, defence and the monetary system. 
These responsibilities are known as ‘reserved’, as opposed to those that have 
now been ‘devolved’. 

It could easily be assumed that devolution is a sign of our own era, alone. 
However, the history of devolution is a long and convoluted one, and from   
a Scottish perspective it could be argued that it dates back at least to the 
1707 signing of the Act of Union, which merged the until then co-existing 
Parliaments of Scotland and England into one single Parliament of Great 
Britain, seated at London’s Westminster.55  

Leaving several centuries of Scottish and British history aside, it was not 
until 1973 that the Royal Commission on the Constitution recommended the 
introduction of some form of legislative devolution for Scotland (together 
with a less substantial degree of devolution for Wales). Gradually, through-

                                                      
53 E.g. Hames 2012; Keating 2009; Murkens 2002. 
54 Stormont, the parliament in Northern Ireland, has a very different history from that of its 
counterparts in Wales and Scotland. This situation owes much to the drawn out and highly 
complicated political situation in Northern Ireland. However, devolved government was 
introduced in Northern Ireland following the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, but has since 
had to be suspended on several occasions. In May 2007, and as the DUP leader Ian Paisley 
and Sinn Fein’s Martin McGuinness agreed to share power, devolved government again 
returned to Stormont. England still does not have a devolved parliament or assembly although 
the matter has been discussed for a number of years. 
55 The Principality of Wales has been ruled from Westminster since the end of the thirteenth 
century. In 1801 Ireland was also included in the British state, a move that resulted in Great 
Britain becoming the United Kingdom. 
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out the 1970s, the pressure for reform of the existing system grew further 
and towards the end of that decade the Labour government put forward new 
legislation aimed at establishing a Scottish Assembly.56 A referendum was 
held in Scotland shortly after the new Act had been passed, but due to    
various factors – and due not least to the rather shaky political situation in 
which the new legislation had been put forth – the proposition was turned 
down by the electorate. It has been suggested by several commentators that 
this outcome was later instrumental in the defeat of the Labour government 
in the subsequent general election, held in May 1979.57 

As it were, the newly elected Conservative government of 1979 did      
not support devolution in the form proposed in the 1978 Act, and since      
the Thatcher administration did not approve of the idea of devolution in the 
first place – seeing it primarily as leading to the break-up of the United 
Kingdom – the whole issue was postponed for many years. However, while 
Westminster itself took only very limited interest in pursuing the matter, 
opinion polling in both Wales and Scotland continued to show that some 
scheme of self-government was still desired by substantial segments of the 
population. This, in turn, inspired campaigners to continue working for 
greater self-governance, whether through devolved power structures in some 
form or other, or in terms of full independence.58 

According to Mike Raco, one of the main catalysts towards the         
emergence of devolved governance in the late 1990s was the widely       
perceived lack of congruence between the needs and political aspirations    
of the populations of Scotland and Wales, and the spatial structures of the 
UK political system.59 Also, in the mid-1990s the Scottish Constitutional 
Convention, which had been set up almost ten years earlier by local        
authorities, churches, voluntary organisations and almost all political parties 
in Scotland, published its final report.60 In the following years, this report 
was to form the basis of the new devolution policy as presented in the     
Labour Party manifesto ahead of the general election in 1997. As a result, 
there were some fairly strong connections between many of the discussions 
on devolution that were on the agenda at that time and the Third Way     
politics that was advocated by Tony Blair and New Labour in the run-up to 
the 1997 general election.61 

Soon after this election, the newly installed Labour Government began 
preparing for new referenda to take place in both Wales and Scotland, and  
in September of that year a new referendum was held in Scotland. This   

                                                      
56 The Scotland Act 1978. 
57 Brown et al. 1996; Hearn 2000. 
58 Cf. Brown et al. 1996; Hearn 2000, Nairn 1981. 
59 Raco 2003, p. 78.  
60 Scottish Constitutional Convention 1995. 
61 Blair 1998. 
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time around it resulted in a clear majority voting for the set-up of a Scottish 
Parliament.62 Based on this result, it was not long before the Scotland Bill 
was introduced in Parliament, and in November of 1998 it became the (new) 
Scotland Act. Less than a year later, on the first of July 1999, the Scottish 
Parliament opened the doors to its temporary ‘home’ on Edinburgh’s Royal 
Mile, while still awaiting the official opening (proper) of the new parliament 
building at Holyrood.63 Introducing the newly devolved parliament and   
explaining its mandate, the Public Information Service of the Scottish     
Parliament wrote: 

“On 1 July 1999 the Scottish Parliament assumed its full powers and duties. 
Some legislative powers, previously held by the UK Parliament at West-
minster, were given to the Scottish Parliament through a process called de-
volution. 

The Scottish Parliament is designed to embody and reflect the sharing      
of power between the people of Scotland, the Members of the Scottish       
Parliament (MSPs) and the Scottish Executive. 

The Scottish Parliament is made up of 129 MSPs. Like the UK Parliament, 
the Scottish Parliament passes laws. It also scrutinises the work and policies 
of the Scottish Executive.”64  

 
In the first referendum on Scottish devolution, held in 1979, Shetland voted 
overwhelmingly against the set-up of an independent parliament based in 
Edinburgh.65 There were several reasons for this, one of which undoubtedly 
goes back to the long-standing reluctance on behalf of many islanders to any 
external power having a strong influence on what is regarded (in the islands) 
as island matters. Thus, it was generally argued that whether power was 
seated in Edinburgh or London (or, indeed, in Brussels or anywhere else) it 
would ultimately make very little difference – if any difference at all – as it 
would still be located very far away from the islands.  

Another reason why a majority of Shetlanders decided to vote ‘no’ in the 
1979 referendum may relate to the rather substantial incomes from the oil 
industry that were beginning to flow into the islands at this time, coupled 
with the fact that a devolved Scottish Parliament did not seem willing to 
guarantee any more revenue for the islanders from the landing of the North  
 
                                                      
62 Almost three quarters of the Scottish electorate (74.3 per cent) voted in favour of a de-
volved Scottish Parliament, e.g. Scottish Parliament Public Information Service 1999. 
63 The new parliament building at Edinburgh’s Holyrood was officially opened in October 
2004. For a more detailed account of some of the symbolic implications of the new Scottish 
Parliament, see Lorimer 2002. 
64 Scottish Parliament Public Information Service 2001. 
65 At the time, approximately 73 per cent of the Shetland electorate said ‘no’ to a Scottish 
Parliament, while a mere 27 per cent voted in favour of devolution. In this context, it is also of 
some interest to note that Shetland along with the Western Isles were the only two regions in 
the UK to vote against the EEC membership in 1973 (Cohen 1980, p. 174). 
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Sea oil into Shetland than did the present Westminster administration. The 
proposed changes towards devolved power structures therefore seemed to 
have very little to offer, and although Shetland had been promised their own 
Member of the Scottish Parliament the overall idea of a Scottish Parliament 
was forcefully turned down by the Shetland electorate.66 

Almost two decades later, in the 1997 referendum, the outcome was   
quite different. With 62 per cent of the Shetland electorate voting in favour 
of a Scottish Parliament, and a slightly smaller majority agreeing that this 
Parliament should also have tax-varying powers67, the result was now a clear 
yes-vote.68 

Same but different? 
Clearly, a substantial amount of research carried out by social scientists in 
the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has been concerned with 
identity formation and identity politics, and particularly so in a national  
context. Concepts such as ‘belonging’, ‘self’ and ‘identity’ have also played 
a significant role in this research from an early date, and in some respects 
still continue to do so.69 In more recent years, there has also been a signifi-
cant increase in terms of the importance given to places and landscapes 
when it comes to investigating how people express their identities and  
senses of belonging.70 A similar trend can also be detected among several 
social scientists concerned with identity politics in contemporary Scot- 
land.71 I would like to suggest that this interest not only coincides with but   
is likely, to some extent, to have been propelled by the ongoing process of 
devolution. 

At the same time, it would appear that national identities (not only in the 
UK) have become increasingly problematic to define, as conventional   
states and nations ‘corrode’ by the forces of globalisation, thus shifting the  
 
                                                      
66 For a more detailed discussion on these matters see Cohen 2000, especially pp. 154-155. 
67 Under the terms of devolution legislation, the Scottish Parliament has the power to vary 
(increase or decrease) the base rate of income tax in Scotland by a maximum of 3 per cent. 
68 Scottish Referendum Live – The Results (Shetland). Retrieved from: <http://www.bbc.co.uk 
/politics97/devolution/scotland/live/shetland.shtml> (Last accessed 20 October 2013). 
69 For some early influential texts dealing with these concepts, and doing so in various UK 
settings, see e.g. Anderson 1983; Bell and Newby 1971; Cohen 1982, 1986. 
70 There are quite a few studies into the distinctiveness of identities, places and landscapes 
and their relationships in and between different parts of the United Kingdom. Two such stud-
ies that spring to mind are the collections by Rapport (2002) and Gilbert, Matless and Short 
(2003). The first of these compilations addresses this topic from a predominantly anthropo-
logical perspective, while the latter mainly consists of texts written by human geographers. 
71 E.g. Basu 1997, 2007; Edensor 1997, 2002; Harvey et al. 2002; Lorimer 1999; Macdonald 
1997; MacDonald 2002; Mackenzie 2004; Rose and Routledge 1996; Withers 1995, 1996. 
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focus away from the common assumption that states and nations are at all 
times well-bounded social, economic and cultural systems which, in that 
capacity, may constitute the very basis of peoples’ identities and senses of 
belonging.72 However, what seems to be replacing these more or less place-
bound identities is not necessarily some kind of cultural standardisation 
whereby everyone shares the same global post-modern identity because we 
all consume the same material and cultural products but rather, if we are to 
believe Stuart Hall, “we are confronted by a range of different identities, 
each appealing to us, or rather to different parts of ourselves, from which it 
seems possible to choose.”73  

The similarity between this statement and the above-mentioned individual 
projects of identity formation is quite evident and yet, in most everyday  
interaction, peoples’ identities (at least when it comes to their national    
identities, and at least in this part of the world) would seem to be of very 
little immediate relevance. Or, to borrow a few lines from Scottish novelist 
William McIlvanney: 

“Having a national identity is a bit like having an old insurance policy. You 
know you’ve got one somewhere but often you’re not entirely sure where it  
is. And if you’re honest, you would have to admit you’re pretty vague about 
what the small print means.”74 

 
In Scotland (and in the UK more generally) it was not until the 1990s that 
debates about identity politics really took off, and did so in many different 
contexts.75 That said, and in spite of a growing number of British scholars 
emphasising the need for more empirical studies in this area, academic   
studies into how people use and display their national identities in everyday 
interaction are still relatively few and far between.76 It follows from this that 
most theorists of national identities retain a strong tradition of documenting 
the rhetoric of politicians and other opinion-makers without spending very 
much time trying to learn more about how those messages are picked up   
and put to use by everyday listeners in their construction of what, in the 
words of Anthony Cohen, could perhaps most accurately be described as 
quite a broad spectrum of ‘personal nationalisms’.77 
 

                                                      
72 Cf. Appadurai 1996. 
73 Hall 1992, p. 303. 
74 McIlvanney 1999, quoted in Kiely et al. 2001, p. 34. 
75 In the past decade, this interest has resulted in a wealth of literature addressing national 
identities from a range of perspectives. Scottish examples include e.g. Calder 2002; Devine 
1999, 2012; Devine and Logue 2002; MacDougall 2000; MacGinn 2013. 
76 For some studies seeking to address this situation, see Bechhofer et al. 1999; Kiely et al. 
2001; McCrone et al. 1998; Samuel 2000; Wilson and Stapleton 2006. 
77 Cohen 1996. 
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The devolved power structures can also be seen as one important reason 
why, in the past few years, British commentators have put increasingly more 
emphasis on discussing identity politics, and doing so particularly in terms 
of quantifying how people consider themselves (and others) in relation to 
national identities.78  

Based on quite a substantial body of survey data, it is possible to compare 
how people across the UK think of and position themselves in relation to 
their national (or state) identities. One such series of comparisons has been 
put together by Michael Rosie and Ross Bond, in a study into the possible 
changes in how Scots see themselves in the wake of devolution, but which 
also compares figures and survey results from across Great Britain and 
(when applicable) from the UK.79 
National identities across the UK 

% choosing Scotland England Wales Northern Ireland 

British 50 67 60 45 

English 3 63 14 2 

Scottish 86 3 1 1 

Welsh - 2 67 - 

Northern Irish 1 1 - 27 

Irish 2 2 1 30 

Sample size 1605 2786 1085 1800 

Note: The columns do not add up to 100, as respondents were asked to make up to 
three choices.80 

 

According to Rosie and Bond, some 86 per cent of people living in Scot- 
land consider themselves Scottish. When viewed from a UK perspective, 
feeling Scottish stands out as an unusually well-established identity. This is 
greater than the proportion of people living in Wales who say they are Welsh 
(67 per cent) and it is also greater than the proportion of people living in  
 

                                                      
78 Bromley et al. 2003; Brown et al. 1996, especially pp. 189-213. 
79 Rosie and Bond 2003. More recent surveys, conducted by e.g. the Economic and Social 
Data Service (ESDS) and British Future, show similar results. 
80 Table quoted from Rosie and Bond 2003, p. 118. 
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England who see themselves as English (63 per cent). Another interesting 
feature that stands out in this table is that people living in the UK often seem 
to acknowledge more than one identity. 

A second question, in which respondents were asked to specify their one 
preferred identity, was therefore put to people living in Scotland, Wales and 
England as a means of following up on the survey results presented in the 
first table.81 Hence, respondents were asked the following question, which   
is also known as the ‘Moreno’ question after the political scientist Luis   
Moreno, who first used it in an opinion poll for The Glasgow Herald in 
1986: 
 
Which, if any, of the following best describes how you see yourself? 

(Scottish / English / Welsh) not British 

More (Scottish / English / Welsh) than British 

Equally (Scottish / English / Welsh) and British 

More British than (Scottish / English / Welsh) 

British not (Scottish / English / Welsh)82 
 
A summary of the results is presented in the following table: 

‘Moreno’ national identity in Great Britain 

 x not 
British 

more x than 
British 

equally x 
and British 

more British 
than x 

British 
not x 

Scotland (%) 36 30 24 3 3 

Wales (%) 23 22 29 11 11 

England (%) 17 13 42 9 11 

Note: In each case, x refers to Scottish, Welsh or English as appropriate.83 

 

                                                      
81 This second question was not asked to respondents living in Northern Ireland as, in the 
words of Rosie and Bond (2003, p. 136), “the ‘non-state’ identity in that part of the UK is 
highly, and violently, contested.” See also note 84, below. 
82 The Moreno question is quoted from Rosie and Bond 2003, p. 119. Its use and application, 
especially in relation to identity politics in Scotland during the latter part of the twentieth 
century, has been discussed in some detail by Brown et al. 1996 and McCrone et al. 1998.  
83 Table quoted from Rosie and Bond 2003, p. 119. 
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When analysing the results of the Moreno question, it would appear that 
people living in Scotland put more emphasis on their national identity than 
do people living in England and (to a slightly lesser extent) in Wales, who 
more often than people in Scotland emphasise their state identity, as in see-
ing themselves as ‘British’.84 One way of reading this table, and of linking   
it to the previous table, would be to say that while roughly half of those in 
Scotland with a mixed Scottish-British identity claim to be ‘more Scottish 
than British’ when asked to specify their one preferred identity, those with 
mixed identities in Wales and England are more likely to give equal weight 
to both identities.85 

This tendency among people in Scotland towards emphasising their      
national (or Scottish) identity at the expense of their state (or British)     
identity seems to have increased even more with devolution.86 In the light of 
this, it probably came as no big surprise that the 2007 Scottish Parliament 
election resulted in the first ever Nationalist politician being elected First 
Minister. As a result of this, and with Green support, the Scottish Nationalist 
Party (SNP) replaced the Scottish Labour Party, which lost its grip on power 
for the first time in 50 years.87 

Following the victory of the SNP in the 2011 election, which for the first 
time gave the party an overall majority in the Scottish Parliament, it was   
not long before First Minister Alex Salmond expressed his desire to hold a 
referendum on Scottish independence no later than 2014 or 2015. A few 
months later, the British Prime Minister David Cameron presented plans for 
a UK-led referendum in the hope, perhaps, that this might prevent Scottish 
Nationalists from singlehandedly setting the terms, questions and timing of 
this referendum. 

The whole matter (again) took a new turn in the beginning of 2012, when 
politicians clashed over whether the Scottish Parliament really has the power 
to hold a referendum on independence. According to some commentators, a 
referendum seeking to change the constitutional status of Scotland would   
 
                                                      
84 Being British is an expression of state identity. However, it is not always quite as simple   
as that since, strictly speaking, the term ‘British’ does not encompass Northern Ireland which 
lies outside the British mainland (Great Britain) but still forms part of the United Kingdom. It 
follows from this that there is a lack of an all-inclusive term with which to describe the     
state identity for the UK as a whole, as there is no such term as ‘United Kingdom-ish’, or 
‘UK-ish’, even if from a geopolitical point of view that is often (but not always) what is  
implied by the term British. Interestingly, and to offer some kind of solution to this problem, 
people living in Northern Ireland can now choose to carry either an Irish or a British passport, 
or both, as dual nationality is allowed by both the UK and Ireland. 
85 Cf. Brown et al. 1996, p. 197. 
86 Rosie and Bond 2003; Williamson 2009. 
87 In their manifesto for the 2007 election, the SNP pledged to hold an independence       
referendum during their first term in Parliament. However, due largely to the SNP’s status as 
a minority government, no referendum was held at that time.  
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not be legally binding for the UK Parliament as referenda in the United 
Kingdom are advisory only. The UK Government also pointed out that no 
such mandate had been devolved to the Scottish Parliament, and that the 
constitution is one of the reserved matters for the UK Parliament under the 
Scotland Act 1998. 

However, it did not take long before the Secretary of State for Scotland 
Michael Moore and Prime Minister David Cameron indicated that they   
were willing for the UK Parliament to devolve the power to hold a binding 
referendum, but disagreed with the Scottish Nationalist Party over its timing 
and composition. Meanwhile, Alex Salmond and the SNP asserted that      
the Scottish Parliament already had the right to implement a referendum   
and therefore needed no further powers from Westminster to do so. Later    
in 2012, the UK government offered to legislate to provide the Scottish  
government with specific powers to hold the referendum. At the same time, 
the sensitive issue of the exact wording on the ballot paper was settled and  
in the spring of 2013 the Scottish government announced that the referen-
dum will be held on 18 September 2014. 

Based on the above, it appears that a wide range of issues associated with 
identity formation and identity politics concern not only of a small group of 
specialised researchers and theorists, but that they attract increasing attention 
from many parts of society, and do so for many different reasons. Looking at 
the situation in the UK as a whole, it appears that the process of devolution 
and the subsequent demands for some form of independence (as expressed  
in both Scotland and Wales) have already taken on a central role in many of 
these discussions. With the upcoming referendum on Scottish independence, 
it is reasonable to assume that these issues will remain on the agenda for 
quite some time. 

That said, identity politics may also be influenced by other factors, which 
are not necessarily (or solely) related to nationhood, but which could be de-
scribed as local or regional identities, or identities associated with certain 
places and landscapes. In the present study, I will bring together a bundle of 
examples, mainly from the Shetland Islands, to investigate how identities 
and landscapes are sometimes expressed and enacted as people go about 
their daily lives. In this context, I will also seek to explore what positions 
people tend to take in relation to these concepts and how such standpoints 
may also go some way in explaining their positions in various other contexts, 
whether local or national in character. As part of this thesis, I also hope to 
find out a bit more about what it is that makes this island group something 
special or – if you like – a place apart. 
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Page 41: Map of Shetland showing the location of some of the places and islands 
referred to in the thesis. Map made by Stefen Ene 2013. 
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2 Scot-land-scapes 

Landscapes are culture before they are nature; constructs of the imagi-
nation projected onto wood and water and rock. (...) But it should be  
acknowledged that once a certain idea of landscape, a myth, a vision, 
establishes itself in an actual place, it has a peculiar way of muddling 
categories, of making metaphors more real than their referents; of becom-
ing, in fact, part of the scenery.88 

A view from above 
In his book The Art of Travel, popular philosopher and bestselling author 
Alain de Botton suggests that there is something of a psychological pleasure 
in the take-off. He also describes how the swiftness of the plane’s ascent 
may function both as a physical symbol of transformation as well as signi-
fying some rather more metaphysical changes in our lives. On a similar  
note, he goes on to explain how the take-off and the immense feeling of 
weightlessness that comes with it may inspire us to imagine other decisive 
shifts in our lives, where we too might one day find ourselves surging high 
above much of what now looms over us.89 

I flew into Scotland for the first time in June 1995. Years later, when I am 
finally in the process of writing up this thesis, I cannot remember having 
paid much attention to any metaphysical (or, indeed, any other) changes 
taking place in my life on that particular day, nor do I recall any major   
problems or worries that would have loomed over me at the time. Neither, of 
course, had I read Alain de Botton’s book to know what transformations to 
be on the look-out for. In fact, at that time I believe his book was still to be 
written. I do know, however, that I had a seat near one of the wings of       
the aircraft and that I passed at least some of the time peering out of the  
window. Perhaps I tried to match what my eyes saw on the ground with  
what my mind half-knew would be there, in an act – again referred to by 
Alain de Botton – as very much resembling what it is like to try and decipher 
a familiar book written in an entirely new language.90 

                                                      
88 Schama 1995, p. 61. 
89 de Botton 2002, p. 41. 
90 de Botton 2002, p. 41. 
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It was only after we had passed the North Sea and the plane began to    
descend that I caught my first glimpses of Scotland. There were some very 
distinct likenesses between the ‘new’ land I was looking down uopn and 
Ireland, where I had spent quite a bit of time when I was younger, years  
before embarking on the project I was now about to take on. On the one 
hand, when seen from above, Scotland, or Ireland, or indeed almost any 
other piece of land, invariably looks like one of those gigantic jigsaw puzzles 
or patchwork quilts so often alluded to that by now they have become rather 
worn metaphors. So, this is Scotland, I thought to myself. Here it is. Or 
there. 

Watching the landscape gradually unfold, it was not long before I could 
begin to make out what the patterned ground below me was made up of. I 
caught sight of all sorts of things; roads and cities, fields, quarries, hills, 
forests, scattered farms, villages, rivers and much more. Taking in these 
visual sensations, I also knew that I was still too high up, too far removed, to 
see what was actually going on down there, on the ground, or to say very 
much about what was really in the making. The big picture, which on the 
one hand can only be gained from above and from afar is, on the other   
hand, much too distanced to say almost anything about what kind of 
thoughts are  on people’s minds, what it is they aspire to and hope for, what 
they worry about or maybe argue over, and what make them laugh. While 
approaching the airport, my mind was still wandering. 

Adding to my thoughts this day was the fact that I was on my way to   
start working as an archaeologist and landscape surveyor in the Shetland 
Islands, and only flew into Scotland to change planes. Very soon I would be 
crossing the North Sea yet again, only this time from a different angle. In  
the meantime, I tried to recall some bits of what I had learnt some years  
earlier, as an undergraduate student in Dublin, about the earlier human    
history of the British Isles and Scotland in particular. If I remembered     
correctly, I was arriving into what had once been the land of numerous     
generations of hunters and gatherers, who often lived on or nearby some of 
the raised beaches along the Scottish coast. Those groups of people had   
later been followed by communities of early agriculturalists and cairn   
builders, of Picts and Celts and, later still, of the dispersed settlements of 
Vikings.91 Apart from their material remains, I knew that the Vikings had 
also left behind a legacy of words and place-names that were still in use 
across many parts of Scotland. Thinking about the job I was about to take 
on, I also wondered if I would have some serious reading up  to do, unless it 
proved correct that much of at least the later phases of Shetland’s prehistory 
largely resembles the structures and material culture found in Scandinavia. 
Should that be the case, or so I argued, I would probably feel at home almost 

                                                      
91 Megaw and Simpson 1992. 
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instantly. To be sure, I could hardly wait to finally see for myself what it 
would be like. 

At the same time, and as my mind kept wandering, I tried to gather some 
of my thoughts on Scottish history. Concluding what little I knew of its  
unfolding over the last few centuries, it seemed like a complicated and at 
times turbulent affair, filled with stories of fierce battles and dramatic 
changes of power. In addition to the recurring battles over power, Scottish 
history also seemed to be marked by many testimonies of social and eco-
nomic upheavals. In due course, I was to realise that some of these stories 
still play an important role in terms both of how Scots see themselves and 
how they have come to understand their place within the broader framework 
of the United Kingdom.  

One such major event is that of the Highland Clearances, which took off 
in the latter decades of the eighteenth century and continued well into the 
first part of the nineteenth century. During this period, thousands of families 
were evicted from rural areas and replaced by large numbers of sheep as 
these were considered, by the landowners, to be far more profitable. The 
Clearances affected much of Scotland but probably had the greatest and  
most dramatic impact on the social geography of the Highlands and Islands.92 
The physical outcome of this turbulent era can still be traced in the many 
abandoned farmsteads and settlements scattered across the Scottish land-
scape. Over the years, there have been numerous studies into this particular 
phase in Scotland’s history and, to any student of Scottish history, it soon 
becomes evident that this period has played a key role, both past and present, 
in defining and making sense of Scottish identities.93 

Today, Scotland is perhaps thought of as the land of one of Europe’s 
newest parliaments, or even more so as the location of numerous whisky 
trails, prestigious golf tournaments and clan culture. But maybe, most of all, 
it is thought of as a series of highly scenic and spectacular views. At least 
this would seem to be how many of us, for a long period of time, have come 
to know this part of the world. Once Scotland is mentioned, it usually does 
not take very long before a series of images depicting wild mountains, 
brooding lochs and spectacular glens spring to mind. Indeed, so powerful is 
this idea of the quintessential Scottish landscape that it often seems to have 
become the answer to what Scotland really is – thus echoing the statement 
made by Simon Schama and quoted at the very beginning of this chapter. 
And right enough, on this very first in-flight, as well as on later journeys, I 
also looked around to see if I could catch more than a mere glimpse of the 
unfolding Scottish landscape. 

                                                      
92 The Highland and Islands of Scotland come with different meanings in different (mainly 
administrative) contexts. However, the area broadly corresponds to the Scottish Highlands, 
plus Orkney, Shetland and the Western Isles.  
93 E.g. Hunter 1976, 1995; Withers 1988, 1990. 
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Imagining the Highlands and Islands 
To a large extent, the landscapes of the Highlands and Islands have taken   
on the role of representing all of Scotland. In order to better understand   
how and why this has come to be, it is necessary to find out a bit more about 
the history of this part of the world. In doing so, it appears that several inter-
connected factors have contributed in producing the image, or idea, of the 
Highlands and Islands that most of us have today. One such factor, which I 
have already hinted at, is the major socio-economical changes that took 
place throughout much of Scotland in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. This period, which is often referred to as the Highland 
Clearances, is generally understood as a dark and troubled period in Scottish 
history. Judging by the amount of literature devoted to this era, there is also 
little doubt that the Clearances have had a profound influence on Scottish 
society for a long period of time and that this continues right through to the 
present day.94 

One of the main reasons why the Clearances could get under way in      
the first place has to do with the Scottish system of land tenure, which    
historically has had some very pronounced feudal underpinnings.95 Another 
reason was the rapidly rising wool prices at the time which, together with a 
sharp increase in the demand for meat products, resulted in a dramatic 
change in land values. These developments were to have some serious    
implications for substantial segments of the rural population in Scotland, and 
especially so for the crofters and tenant farmers living in the Highlands and 
Islands, as land which had formerly been used for the rearing of cattle could 
suddenly be let at twice or even at four times the rent when grazed with large 
quantities of sheep. Already by the end of the eighteenth century this had 
resulted in vast areas of the Highlands and Islands having been turned into 
sheep pasture, forcing large numbers of the crofting population to leave the 
land.96 

 
 

                                                      
94 In recent years, there has been quite a dramatic increase in studies dealing with this period, 
not least in relation to contemporary identity politics, e.g. Basu 1997, 2007; Edensor 1997, 
2002; Lorimer 1999; Macdonald 1997; MacDonald 1998, 2002; MacDougall 2000; Mac-
kenzie 2004; MacLeod 2002; Robertson 2002; Withers 1988, 1990, 1995, 1996, 2000. 
95 For a long period of time, Scotland’s system of land tenure has been based on an ancient 
form of feudal landholdings, whereby the crofter – or tenant farmer – has not owned the land, 
but paid rent to a laird – or landowner – in exchange for some of the profits made off the land 
(or, in costal locations, the sea). It was not until after the set-up of the Napier Commission in 
the 1880s and the subsequent introduction of the 1886 Crofters Act that some aspects of the 
tenancy arrangements were looked into and crofters were given some initial means of legal 
protection from the landowners. 
96 E.g. Hunter 1976, 1995; Withers 1988, 1990. 
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However, not everything was plain sailing for the new sheep farming    
industry. By the second half of the nineteenth century, imported goods from 
across the Empire began to flood the British market, resulting in sudden 
price drops in both wool and mutton produce. Due to the plummeting prices, 
profits made from extensive sheep-grazing were drastically cut short and,   
as a direct consequence, many lairds97 found that they would have to look  
for other ways of securing their incomes.  

One such response to the changing economic circumstances was the      
introduction of large ‘sporting estates’, which began to emerge across many 
parts of Scotland round about this time. Simply put, sporting estates are large 
areas of privately owned land that have been set aside for various sporting 
activities, such as fishing, deer stalking and game-bird shooting. These   
estates are a phenomenon primarily confined to the Scottish Highlands, 
rather than to the outlying islands where game was a much more restricted 
resource and the means of travelling there, for visiting tourists, would have 
posed much more of an obstacle. The sporting estates would of course   
never have taken off in the way that they did had this initiative not coincided 
with a brand new trend among the British upper classes, which at this time 
began to take an interest in travelling to Scotland to pursue various outdoor 
activities. Catering to this new trend and lifestyle, as well as responding      
to the early tourism that followed in its wake, the sporting estates were to 
become an instant and lasting success.98 

This trend, in which the ‘great outdoors’ was turned into a new and    
profitable asset, and which resulted in the birth of Scottish tourism, also led 
to a gradual change in attitudes towards the landscapes of the Highlands and 
Islands. Before this transformation, people living in England or Lowland 
Scotland had generally regarded the landscapes in the far north and west     
of the country as barren and desolate and generally little known areas,     
predominantly consisting of unprofitable land. However, with the changing 
attitudes, it was not long before these areas were transformed into celebrated 
destinations for an increasing number of visitors. At the same time, people 
living in the Highlands and (to a lesser extent) in the Islands were increas-
ingly seen by the new visitors as representing some fascinating ‘quaint folk’ 
with unusual and almost ‘exotic’ traditions.  

 
 
 

                                                      
97 The term laird is a Scottish word (from the old Scots laverd) usually connoting a landlord 
of a landed property or estate, or more generally a landowner. The term, which comes with 
several meanings in Scottish history, has been discussed and explained in further detail by 
McCrone et al. 1995; Samuel 2000. 
98 It has been argued that this trend, in which the more remote parts of Britain rather than 
Continental Europe were seen as favoured destinations, also went some considerable way in 
forging the nation state, cf. Johnson 2007. 
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Sightseeing in the Scottish Highlands, exploring stretches of untouched wilderness 
or encountering a landscape made up of several millennia of history and culture? 
Photo by the author. 

 
When Queen Victoria established a Scottish home for the Royal Family 

on the Balmoral Estate this undoubtedly added some very explicit royal 
splendour to this part of Britain.99 It was also in close connection with those 
changing attitudes that Scottish cultural identity in its entirety became more 
and more synonymous with the myths and symbols associated with the 
Highlands and Islands. 

Yet, this celebration of the Highlands and Islands – and, by extension, the 
celebration of the culture and traditions of those living there – was of course 
deeply ironic in that it coincided with the Highland Clearances and the    
economic and social mayhem this led to for many people living in this     
part of Scotland.100 Elaborating on this paradox, geographer Hayden Lorimer 
has concluded that the imagery and vocabulary often used in capturing this 
region comes with a long and convoluted history of spatial and temporal 
‘dislocation’: 

                                                      
99 Balmoral Castle has acted as the Scottish home of the Royal Family since it was purchased 
for Queen Victoria by Prince Albert in 1854. The royal presence undoubtedly added an extra 
dimension to the already celebrated ‘majestic landscapes’ often pointed to as indicative of the 
far north and west of Scotland. 
100 Many of the evicted families ended up in the rapidly industrialising cities elsewhere in 
Scotland or Britain, while others emigrated to North America or to some of the British colo-
nies around the world. 
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Picturing a story of scenic landscapes with lonely picturesque cottages, or finding 
evidence of systematic, large-scale evictions? Photo by the author. 

“Evolving cultural traditions of anthropological voyeurism, nether-world mys-
ticism and tartan-bedecked ‘Balmorality’ have each contributed to a synthesis 
of now familiar place-meanings. Essentialised as a wilderness of mountain-
flanked glens and mist-shrouded islands, inhabited by a quaint, noble and 
once warlike race, the Highlands have been commonly represented as the   
remote province of Britain’s ancient ‘Other’.”101 

 
It would appear, then, that ever since the time of the Enlightenment and the 
coming of the early modern era, Scotland has been actively made into the 
Highlands and Islands through a very distinct blend of market economy, 
colonial power, increasing urbanisation and escapism in the form of early 
tourism, coupled with a substantial dash of romanticism. To a large extent, 
this particular ‘take’ on the Highlands and Islands still seems to persist, and 
for many people living in these areas (if not throughout Scotland) such an 
understanding of what these landscapes represent continues to play an    
important role in their everyday life and everyday economy. Not to mention, 
of course, that this is also very much how the outside world has looked upon 
Scotland for a considerable period of time.102  
 

                                                      
101 Lorimer 1999, p. 517f. 
102 The processes involved in making Scotland a favoured destination, particularly renowned 
for its scenic landscapes, have been discussed in some detail by e.g. Gold and Gold 1995; 
MacDonald 2002; McCrone et al. 1995; Shurmer-Smith 1993; Withers 1988. 
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The Highlands and Islands also come with a long history of being heavily 
romanticised in literary and artistic representations, ranging from an abun-
dance of landscape paintings and novels, to postcards and tourist guides,     
to television series and blockbuster films. For instance, in the mid-1990s, 
when Scotland was in the middle of campaigning for a new referendum on 
Scottish devolution, two Hollywood-produced films set in the Scottish  
Highlands reached large audiences worldwide. These films were Braveheart 
and Rob Roy, the first of which won five Academy Awards in 1995, includ-
ing one for ‘Best Picture’ of that year, while the latter was nominated for  
two Academy Awards in 1996. Both films drew heavily on the familiar and 
long-lasting legacy of the Scottish fighting spirit, epitomised in both films  
by Highland clans challenging and resisting the mighty English landowners 
and kings.103 

A somewhat different variation on this theme was evident in the tele-
vision series The Monarch of the Glen, which played around with and made 
good use of virtually every available cliché of what life is like for laird     
and crofter alike in the invented parish of Glenbogle, somewhere in the Scot-
tish Highlands. When taken together, it would seem that the iconography of  
this part of the world can be put to use in a wide range of contexts and with a 
multitude of purposes in mind: 

“It is not simply that the iconography of the Highlands or of Scotland carries a 
unique message which speaks only to the powerful who might use it as a holi-
day playground. The iconography ‘leaks’ in such a way that it can be turned to 
radical uses, in respective nationalist and oppositional discourses. (…) The 
ability of different political forces to ‘read’ into the landscape a suitable mes-
sage is the key here.”104 

 
Returning briefly to the situation in Scotland in the years leading up to the 
1997 referendum, as well as in the years immediately after the set-up of a 
devolved Scottish Parliament in 1999, it is quite clear that substantial parts 
of this ‘old’ iconography was used to communicate contemporary political  
 

                                                      
103 Mel Gibson’s film Braveheart about the life and death of Scottish patriot William Wallace 
has been discussed in some detail by Tim Edensor, in a text focusing specifically on its role  
in boosting national sentiments in the run-up to the 1997 referendum, see Edensor 2002, 
especially pp. 139-170. The film has also been examined in terms of its authenticity and role 
in present-day identity politics by Caulkins et al. 2004, pp. 103-121. And, speaking about 
William Wallace, it has been argued elsewhere that it was by no means a coincidence that the 
referendum for a Scottish Parliament was held on 11 September 1997 – 700 years to the day 
after Wallace’s Scottish Army defeated the English invaders at the Battle of Stirling Bridge, 
e.g. Williamson 2009, p. 58. More recently, in the autumn of 2013, the publication of a new 
book in the Asterix series – Asterix and the Picts – has been seen by some as a commentary 
on the upcoming referendum on Scottish independence. 
104 McCrone et al. 1995, p. 204. 
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agendas.105 In this context, it is also interesting to note that a number of   
alternative readings of the Highland and Islands, which actively resist the 
idea of these areas as largely representing asocial and apolitical scenic    
vistas, have been drawn upon in recurring debates about the present-day land 
ownership situation in Scotland.106  

These debates, coupled with a wide-spread interest in the current land 
ownership situation, also prompted the newly established Scottish Parlia-
ment to recognise this as one of the most important and pressing issues    
with which to start working, once devolution had been implemented. Thus, 
when the Land Reform (Scotland) Act was finally passed by the Scottish 
Parliament in the beginning of 2003, many Scots considered this a great   
step forward while others undoubtedly saw it as a piece of legislation long 
overdue.107 Other issues that have been high on the political agenda, and 
which are clearly linked to the new Land Reform legislation, include the 
establishment of the first ever National Parks in Scotland in 2002 and the 
implementation of the Scottish Access Code in February 2005. 

When this reform work was commented on in the Shetland Times, it was 
concluded that this brand new set of acts would bring into force some of the 
most fundamental and far-reaching changes made to Scots property law in 
the past 800 years.108 

Perspectives on landscape research 
In the previous chapter, I described how the concept of identity has become 
an increasingly common concern across the social sciences, where it often 
provides a powerful and effective lens through which to analyse a range of 
aspects related to the social worlds and realities of people. In the past few 
decades, the concept of landscape has also attracted increasing attention 
among researchers from across the social sciences. However, when assessed 
in a slightly longer time perspective, this concept tends to display some  
more clear-cut affinities with the discipline of geography. This is not to say 
that landscape matters in the past have never been the concern of scholars 
who are not geographers or, indeed, that every geographer has always taken 
a rock solid interest in ‘everything landscape’. 

The concept of landscape also – and importantly – comes with a long   
history in several fields outside academia. This is probably most noticeable 

                                                      
105 Paterson 2002. 
106 E.g. Callander 1998; Cramb 2000; Wightman 1996, 1999, 2010. 
107 At the turn of the millennium it was estimated that 343 people or bodies owned more than 
half of all private rural land in Scotland, with 85 estates accounting for one third of the land 
area of the Highlands and Islands, cf. Toogood 2003, p. 156. 
108 The Shetland Times 2004.11.26. 
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in the art world, although it also plays a prominent role in much fictional 
writing. In addition, landscape figures widely in many situations linked to 
everyday speech and communication. As a result, meanings attributed to  
this concept may vary rather significantly between different contexts as well 
as between and across time and space. Occasionally, this has been com-
mented on by some members of the research community as something quite 
problematic, possibly even rendering the concept devoid of any analytical 
potential. The opposite could of course also be argued, thus emphasising the 
open-ended character of the concept as a desired and sought-after quality, in 
itself. 

Elaborating on this latter line of argument, Stephen Daniels has suggested 
(in what could perhaps best be characterised as a milestone article) that it    
is precisely this ‘open-endedness’ of the concept that makes for its true   
analytical potential.109 It would seem to follow from this that we, as aca-
demic researchers, should not necessarily try to pin down the precise    
meaning of this concept but seek to embrace its many contradictions and 
make active use of them in our studies. Drawing on similar ideas, David 
Matless has suggested that the power of landscape lies, precisely, in it being 
simultaneously a site of economic, social, political and aesthetic value, each 
embedded within rather than preceding each other.110  

Some years later, David Matless further expanded on this idea by listing  
a few examples of how landscapes can be put to work, including as vehicles 
of social and self identity, as sites for claiming or exercising authority, as 
resources for generating profit and as spaces for different kinds of living.111 
A similar approach to this concept, and one which puts some rather distinct 
emphasis on human action and agency, can be picked up in some of the  
writings by William J Thomas Mitchell, where he suggests that landscape  
is, in fact, better understood not as a noun, as we have grown used to under-
standing the word, but as a verb. “We should ask”, he writes, “not just what 
landscape ‘is’ or ‘means’ but what it does, and how it works as a cultural 
process.”112 He continues: 

“In contrast to the usual treatment of landscape aesthetics in terms of fixed 
genres (sublime, beautiful, picturesque, pastoral), fixed media (literature, 
painting, photography), or fixed places treated as objects for visual con-
templation or interpretation [we should] examine the way landscape circulates 
as a medium of exchange, a site of visual appropriation, the focus for the  
formulation of identity.”113 

 

                                                      
109 Daniels 1989. 
110 Matless 1998, p. 12. 
111 Matless 2003, p. 231.  
112 Mitchell, W J T 1994, p. 1. 
113 Mitchell, W J T 1994, pp. 1-2. 
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I am inclined to side with Daniels, Matless and Mitchell, as well as with 
numerous other commentators, when it comes to approaching this inherently 
complex concept. I would also want to suggest that this complexity, in itself, 
and rather than diminishing the usefulness of this concept, may go some 
considerable way in making this particular area of investigation all the more 
interesting and rewarding to work with.  

However, and in spite of the substantial number of researchers sharing 
this and similar understandings of landscape, not everyone is of the same 
opinion. Pondering some aspects of contemporary landscape research, and 
focusing specifically on what looks like one particularly long-standing con-
flict among landscape researchers, it is quite evident that anthropologist  
Barbara Bender gives air to some of her views – and frustrations – in the 
following quote: 

“There are still those who would like to reserve the word ‘landscape’ for a 
particular, elitist way of seeing, an imposing/imposed ‘viewpoint’ that 
emerged alongside, and as part of, the development of mercantile capital       
in Western Europe… If, instead of this narrow definition, we broaden the  
idea of landscape and understand it to be the way in which people – all people 
– understand and engage with the material world around them, and if we   
recognise that people’s being-in-the-world is always historically and spatially 
contingent, it becomes clear that landscapes are always in process, potentially 
conflicted, untidy and uneasy.”114 

 
To uncover some of the reasons why this conflict emerged in the first place, 
and to better understand some of the different points of view expressed       
by different landscape researchers, it is necessary to look into at least     
some aspects of this concept in Western thought and tradition. Doing so, 
however briefly, it soon becomes evident that ideas surrounding landscape 
matters come with a very long legacy indeed. There is also little doubt that   
a majority of academic landscape writing has focused almost exclusively on 
landscape description. It follows from this that a trajectory of landscape  
research will show that certain conventions and ways of looking at land-
scapes – often from on high – have held a prominent position among many 
geographers and others involved in this type of research, and that this has 
been the case for a long period of time.115  

                                                      
114 Bender 2001, p. 3. 
115 While this approach dates back to the early days of academic geography, it has often been 
attributed specifically to the works of Carl Sauer and the Berkeley School, as well as to John 
Brinckerhoff Jackson’s idiosyncratic writings and, in England, to the historical studies of 
landscape by William G Hoskins. A highly readable account of the historical development of 
landscape research, and a discussion of some of its implications for present-day researchers, 
can be found in Johnson 2007.  
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This particular situation, as well as the possible effects of its lingering 
legacy, was also clearly hinted at in the above quotes by William J Thomas 
Mitchell and Barbara Bender. 

It could be argued that the concept of landscape emerged as a distinct way 
of seeing and looking upon the external world (among Europeans) during  
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.116 As such, the concept is firmly rooted 
in the historical conventions of geometry and perspective, which originated 
in the beginning of the Renaissance period. It was not long before this highly 
controlled conception of space inspired the development of a brand new 
tradition in painting, namely that of landscape painting. In this new genre, 
selected ‘scenes of nature’ were transformed on the canvas into preferred 
and often highly idealised ‘scenes of landscape’.117 In this context, it may  
not be all that far-fetched to suggest that the sense of order and control, 
which was achieved through the composition of space according to the   
certainties of linear perspective and geometry, often coincided with some 
very real power exercised over fields and farms on the part of the owners of 
these paintings.  

Seeing that this approach comes with such a long history it would seem 
reasonable to suggest that the bird’s eye view, which I tapped into in the 
opening paragraphs of this chapter to describe my first impressions of Scot-
land, is not only a popular means of approaching Scottish landscapes but     
is also highly symptomatic of much academic work on landscape-related 
issues, more generally. It follows from this that the distanced or detached 
approach to those landscapes, in which a certain type of preferred repre-
sentations of the Highlands and Islands have been particularly prevalent, is 
not confined solely to Scottish landscapes but reflect an ideal that can be 
found also in numerous other contexts and settings.  

Further to this, it is evident that this approach to studying landscapes,     
in which they are typically characterised as that which can be seen and   
experienced from a given vantage point, has recently come under some   
increasing scrutiny by quite a few scholars working within the broad field    
 
 
 

                                                      
116 For some particularly influential studies (in geography) into the role of this concept in 
shaping the ways in which a particular class has chosen to represent itself and its property, see 
Cosgrove 1984, 1985; Cosgrove and Daniels 1988. John Berger is another key figure, who 
has debated the role and emergence of this concept mainly from an arts perspective, e.g. 
Berger 1972, 1980. 
117 Some commentators have referred to this development as a semiotic or discursive shift, 
whereby nature was transformed into landscape, while in that process effectively leaving out 
its active land-shaping qualities, cf. Olwig 1993, p. 320; Setten 2003, p. 137. 
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of landscape research.118 In this context, it has also been argued that land-
scapes when seen as primarily representing a view or a detached surface  
may severely foreclose any possibility of exploring the lives of ordinary 
people making that landscape – whether from a contemporary, historical    
or, indeed, prehistorical perspective. Elaborating on this theme, and doing  
so very much in response to several ongoing debates within the research 
community at the time, archaeologist Christopher Tilley has penned down 
what he means by this forever difficult-to-pin-down concept: 

“A landscape is a series of named locales, a set of relational places linked     
by paths, movements and narratives. It is a ‘natural’ topography perspectivally 
linked to the existential Being of the body in societal space. It is a cultural 
code for living, an anonymous ‘text’ to be read and interpreted, a writing    
pad for inscription, a scape of and for human praxis, a mode of dwelling and a 
mode of experiencing. It is invested with powers, capable of being organized 
and choreographed in relation to sectional interests, and is always sedi- 
mented with human significances. It is story and telling, temporality and    
remembrance. Landscape is a signifying system through which the social is 
reproduced and transformed, explored and structured – processes organized. 
Landscape, above all, represents a means of conceptual ordering that stresses 
relations...”119 

 
Looking more specifically at how human geographers have approached this 
concept, it is evident that several epistemological changes over the years 
have had quite a pronounced impact on how landscapes are conceptualised 
and put to use. Focusing on developments during the past few decades in 
particular, it seems that the so-called cultural turn, with its pronounced   
emphasis on the discursive construction of social life, geographical repre-
sentation and identity politics, has had a particularly strong influence on 
these changes.120  

In due course, as researchers and others came into increasing contact  
with these (and other) new theoretical underpinnings, it became evident that 
landscapes could no longer be seen as something strictly detached from  
ourselves, nor could they be observed and appropriated solely for our own 

                                                      
118 Several feminist geographers were particularly fierce, and early, critics of this approach   
to studying landscapes, often commenting on the distanced position of the researcher as re-
presenting a distinctly ‘masculinist’ or ‘phallic’ gaze, objectifying the landscape in much    
the same way that this gaze may also objectify the female body. See Nash 1996; Rose 1993, 
esp. pp. 86-112. 
119 Tilley 1994, p. 34. While this paragraph was undoubtedly written from a predominantly 
phenomenological perspective, it could be argued that Tilley’s definition of landscape also 
comes close to a number of textual, processual and relational aspects of the concept. 
120 It could be argued that the cultural (or critical) turn in geography, as indeed elsewhere      
in academic society, was in many ways a turn away from explanation and towards an ex-
ploration of meaning. For an early outline of what this ‘new agenda’ could mean for cultural 
geography, see Peter Jackson 1989. See also e.g. Cook et al. 2000; Mitchell 2000. 
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traditional and often rather insulated academic requirements. Instead, it    
was increasingly suggested that landscapes should be seen as having as one 
of their main functions to control meaning and to channel it in particular 
directions, while at the same time recognising that such meanings are con-
tested every step of the way.121 Others emphasised what they considered      
to be the textual qualities of landscapes, by arguing that landscapes not    
only can be read but that they are also written (or authored) and that these 
qualities often lend themselves to exploring a multitude of situations across 
both time and space.122 Similar ideas can also be traced in the two quotes by 
Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley in the above. 

Gradually, it became increasingly clear within different strands of aca-
demic debate that interpreting landscapes through strictly visual and textual 
methods is, at best, incomplete. In this context, it has also been argued that 
too much emphasis on visual interpretation may reify the landscape, thereby 
not only making it into something predominantly detached and ‘other’ from 
both the researcher and the researched, but that such an approach may      
also echo some of the shortcomings this research tradition initially set out   
to address. More recent approaches, seeking to address these and similar 
issues, have therefore often affiliated themselves with what has become in-
creasingly referred to (not least in a British context) as non-representational 
theory.123 

Such non-representational work on landscape tends to draw attention 
away from considering landscapes as fixed and static entities, and towards 
emphasising the embodied, practical, habitual and situational qualities of   
the concept. Thus, rather than understanding landscapes as some inert back-
ground or setting for human action, or as a distinct pictorial or discursive 
form of representation, it tends to regard landscapes as something that is  
first and foremost about practice.124 David Crouch is one geographer who, in 
the past decade, has published a number of articles broadly corresponding   
to this agenda. Among his main concerns has been a thorough exploration  
of how people (including researchers) encounter landscapes by investigating 
a variety of more or less ‘mundane’ or ‘unremarkable’ situations, including 
gardening and caravanning, but also artwork.125  

 

                                                      
121 Mitchell 2000, p. 100. 
122 E.g. Barnes and Duncan 1992; Duncan 1995; Duncan and Duncan 1988; Hirsch and 
O’Hanlon 1995. 
123 Searching for relational rather than representational understandings, non-representational 
theory can be seen as a critique of the representational, or textual, focus often displayed by 
proponents of the so-called ‘new’ cultural geography, cf. Nash 2000; Thrift 1996, 1999; Thrift 
and Dewsbury 2000. 
124 Cresswell 2003. 
125 Crouch 1999, 2001, 2003, 2010; Crouch and Toogood 1999. 
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At the bottom line, it appears that such studies seek to find ways to better 
understand were people ‘are’ with regard to a number of aspects associated 
with landscape.126 Other scholars, drawing on similar non-representational 
foundations, have argued that landscapes may be (better) understood as a 
“process”127, or “event”128, that may potentially “animate”129 the embodied 
space. Others again, perhaps leaning more explicitly towards a Latourian 
vocabulary, have sought to carve out what could be described as a “material 
semiotic approach to landscape.”130 

While such more or less non-representational approaches to researching 
landscapes could be seen as a critique of the emphasis by many researchers 
especially in the 1980s and 1990s on the representational aspects of land-
scape, the same could also be said about another approach to landscape   
research, which has attracted a growing number of (mainly Scandinavian) 
researchers in the past few years. What I have in mind here is what Kenneth 
Olwig has referred to as the ‘substantiveness’ of landscape.131 

According to Olwig, the term substantive refers to the “real rather than 
apparent” and, as such, it calls for a renewed focus on the materialities of 
landscape not least from a legal and customary point of view.132 In other 
words, and by redirecting emphasis to alternative representations and con-
tents of landscapes, this approach seeks to bring into greater focus the social 
and material context in which the politics of representation take place. In 
keeping with this approach, and as a critique of understanding landscapes 
primarily as a specific and ideological “way of seeing”, other researchers 
have voiced a need for a more pronounced focus on practice – and rather  
less on romance and aesthetics – if we are to learn more about what it is 
landscapes are used for, how they are used, under which circumstances,    
and by whom and for whom they are put to use.133 Other scholars, however, 
who have not taken quite as wholeheartedly to these ideas, have described 
this approach as an attempt to “reclaim a measure of Sauerian cultural geo-
graphy, by linking its intellectual heritage with a northern European history 
in which the term landscape is associated with locality, community and cus-
tomary law.”134 

                                                      
126 Cf. Macpherson 2010. 
127 Rose 2002. 
128 Massey 2006. 
129 Rose and Wylie 2006. 
130 Hinchliffe 2003. 
131 Olwig 1996. 
132 Olwig 1996, p. 645. 
133 A more detailed account of the ‘substantiveness’ of landscape can be found in several 
papers published in Geografiska Annaler 89B 3 (2007). 
134 E.g. Wylie 2007, p. 97. 
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Here and now 
The concept of landscape is clearly both ambiguous and contention and, as 
such, it has also been subject to numerous interpretations over the years. As 
a result, it is not easy to tell where this research tradition might be going in 
the future, or even where its main focus lies today. However, out of this vast 
body of research, I have identified three (interrelated) themes as particularly 
relevant to the study at hand. 

Firstly, and during the course of writing this thesis, I have come to under-
stand landscapes as always subject to change, continuously under scrutiny, 
contested, and implicated in the ongoing formulation of social life. I would 
also want to suggest that such an understanding of landscape should seek to 
take into account the relational qualities of the concept. From this, it follows 
that one of the key aspects to more fully understand the place of landscape  
is not to present it as the sum total of history, but to recognise it as what 
could be described as a material moment in a recurring flow of information, 
ideals and actions. Thus approached, landscapes can be seen as both a     
crucial point in and of power and as a place where actions can contribute to, 
as well as be restricted by, current ideals and practices.135 

Secondly, and largely tying in with the above, I have grown increasingly 
interested in what it is landscapes do in a multitude of social settings. Such 
questions, which typically seek to tap into how landscapes are put to use     
in particular circumstances, differ quite a lot from some of the earlier      
approaches to landscape, which for a long period of time mainly considered 
landscape as a view or a vista from on high,136 or as representing an ideo-
logical “way of seeing.”137 What landscapes do, how we look upon them,  
and various notions of power may however be linked, or interconnected,  
and it would seem that a combination of all three (albeit to slightly different 
degrees) has attracted quite a lot of attention by many contemporary geo-
graphers and others working with landscape-related issues across the social 
sciences and the humanities. Thus, rather than doing away with what has 
sometimes been described as an all-too-visual approach to landscape, several 
attempts have been made to explore landscapes in ways that take into      

                                                      
135 Cf. Cresswell 2003; Crouch 2010; Matless 1998, 2003; Schama 1995. 
136 Already from an early date such morphological studies of landscape were often seen as 
indicative of what academic geography was really all about. As a result, the studies by Carl 
Sauer and other pioneering geographers retained a strong influence on the discipline for much 
of the twentieth century, and perhaps most notably in the area of regional geography. 
137 E.g. Cosgrove 1984, 1985; Daniels 1989; Daniels and Cosgrove 1993; Duncan and Dun-
can 1988. Although these studies were initially produced in response to, and as a critique of, 
much geographical writings on landscape in the past, it was not long before this approach also 
received some rather fierce criticism for putting too much emphasis on the visual aspects 
associated with the concept. 
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account the visual aspects of the concept, how it may relate to power, and 
what it is landscapes do in a variety of social settings.138 

Also in this context, and rather than attempting to ‘cut out’ the visual, 
Karl Benediktsson has argued for the political dimension of the visual to be 
taken account of and actively incorporated into contemporary landscape 
research. In his view, therefore, it is important that the “complex issue of 
landscape aesthetics” should not be sidestepped but that we, as academic 
researchers, take seriously “the fact that everyday understandings of the 
landscape concept among the common folks does tend to emphasize the 
scenic aspect.”139 What is called for, then, would seem to be a more in-
formed debate about how this concept is currently put to work, on the 
ground, in a wide range of different everyday situations and practices.140 
When taken together, it appears that the power of landscape lies in it being 
simultaneously a site of economic, social, political and aesthetic value, each 
embedded within rather than preceding each other.141 

Thirdly, and closely related to the other two themes, there is what could 
be referred to as the temporal or spatio-temporal aspect of landscape, in 
which landscapes are seen as playing an active role for societies to locate 
their memories, or fix their ideas.142 Because of their capacity as ‘memory 
containers’, societies may construct and represent their identities through 
landscapes, thereby effectively rendering them a major instrument of both 
identity construction and identity contestation. In pursuing this line of argu-
ment, by actively giving weight to numerous past associations, Mitch Rose 
has called for us to: 

“...reorient the study of landscapes away from analysing landscapes as       
systems of presence to exploring them as dreams of presence; that is, as       
intimate collections of material sensations where other dreams of presence 
(dreams of who we are, of where we belong and of how we get on with life) 
are consigned.”143 

 
Mark Dorrian and Gillian Rose seem to be touching on a similar idea: 

“Landscapes are always perceived in a particular way at a particular time. 
They are mobilised, and in that mobilisation may become productive: pro-
ductive in relation to a past or to a future, but that relation is always drawn 
with regard to a present.”144 

                                                      
138 E.g. Hinchliffe 2003; Massey 2006; Rose 2002; Rose and Wylie 2006; Wylie 2006, 2007. 
139 Benediktsson 2007, p. 204, 207. 
140 Benediktsson 2007, p. 207. 
141 Cf. Matless 1998, p. 12. 
142 Moore and Whelan 2007; Rose 2006. 
143 Rose 2006, p. 539. 
144 Dorrian and Rose 2003, p. 17. 
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In summary, what interests me the most about this concept, is the particular 
point of tension where the political and the embodied aspects of landscape 
meet – and sometimes are acted out – in numerous everyday situations. To 
carry further this interest, I have wanted to find ways to deal with several 
different aspects of how people understand landscapes, and put landscapes  
to use, without foregrounding one at the expense of the other. In order to    
do so, my choice of methodology – and field study area – is likely of key 
importance. By drawing on a multi-method approach I hope to be able to 
present not only a number of examples of when different approaches to  
landscape have figured in local (and sometimes not so local) debate, but to 
incorporate these sometimes diverse strands into a more rounded picture of 
one specific location, the people living there, some of their understandings  
of landscapes and identities and, finally, why these issues continue to matter 
in the beginning of the twenty-first century. 

It is evident that the latter half of this chapter has turned into a rather 
theoretical introduction to the study of landscape. A similar, theory-driven 
approach to the concept of identity was presented in chapter 1. By now, it is 
probably also quite clear that the two concepts have some rather important 
similarities, and that their study share a number of philosophical and       
epistemological underpinnings. It is probably equally evident, by now, that I 
consider both landscapes and identities to be relational in character and   
constructed through social interaction and engagement. It follows from this 
that I regard landscape – in much the same way that I consider identity – not 
as some fixed or reified entity but as situated and socially constructed     
narratives, capable of being both continuously transformed and understood 
in conflicting ways at any one time. 

Having used these and similar ideas as stepping-stones for my exploration 
of the issues currently at hand, it is only fair to say that the present study is 
based on the fundamental principle that landscapes and identities are both 
contingent and subject to constant renegotiation and reinterpretation. Any 
investigation of either of the two will therefore require interrogating their 
respective roles in a variety of social, cultural and geographical contexts. 
That said, I believe it should probably be pointed out right from the very 
beginning that theory (in the form of philosophical and epistemological  
musings) will not have a strong explicit presence in the remainder of this 
thesis. However, were it not for the historical and theoretical issues debated 
in these opening chapters, this study would not have taken the form that it 
has. As a matter of fact, without these ideas as a springboard and source of 
inspiration, I very much doubt if this thesis would have come about in the 
first place. 
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3 To the islands 

Some time in the fourth century B.C. a Greek navigator named Pytheas 
left the warm waters of the Mediterranean and sailed west through the 
Strait of Gibraltar to Cape St Vincent, up the Portuguese coast, across the 
Bay of Biscay and the entrance to the English Channel, and then up the 
west coast of Britain: he had vowed to sail northwards till he could sail no 
farther. (…) Just as he had begun to think that no more land existed ahead 
of him he described a break in the horizon: a jagged tooth where until 
then there had been just a thin, indeterminate line. Encouraged, he sailed 
on. In due course, he saw the white foam of waves hurling themselves 
against bastions guarding the unknown. Here, then, was land once again: 
this, he told his crew, is Farthest North; Worlds End. He named it: Ultima 
Thule.145 

Island studies 
According to Scottish writer Martin MacInnes, islands are often at very the 
beginning of stories, indicators of worlds, signs of what is or has been or 
could become. As such, they are useful for both scientists and storytellers   
in theorising as well as in pattern-seeking. 146  

Islands are often seen as separate entities, as distant and far away places, 
or as cut-off and more or less isolated parts of the world. Perhaps it is the 
sheer fact that islands are always surrounded by water that make them stand 
out, a little apart and a little bit different from the rest of the world? Or is it 
the adventure so often associated with going to islands that make us, as out-
siders, think of them as something quite different, and special? Whatever  
the reason, their distinct qualities seem to catch our attention and appeal to 
our curiosity, and over the years they have lured many travellers across the 
seas and onto their shores in search of something new and ’other’. Islands 
have also been selected by many researchers as their chosen field sites and, 
in that capacity, and for a long time, they have been drawn upon to investi-
gate a vast number of processes and phenomena.  

                                                      
145 Hogg 1961, p. 105. 
146 MacInnes 2012. 
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For many years, islands were chosen by researchers primarily on the     
basis that they represented secure and well-defined field sites that, due to 
their longstanding isolation from other land masses, had remained largely 
uncontaminated by human interference and human culture. From this, it  
follows that many scholars, especially from the natural sciences, often turned 
to islands and the particular spaces provided by them in their quest for what 
could be described as a kind of ‘natural laboratories’. However, quite a few 
social scientists have also taken a keen interest in islands, often focusing on 
island communities to explain various social and cultural phenomena.147 In 
many of these studies, island communities have been seen as representing 
distinct and bounded ‘cultures’, defined by their very island location. Such 
investigations are particularly common in anthropological work, where   
island studies come with a long tradition dating back to the early years of  
the discipline. In this context, it is something of a paradox to find that    
(human) geographers, by and large, have taken a much more modest interest 
in islands and, as a result, have also produced far less influential island   
studies. 

While working on this thesis I have had reason to dwell on this ‘mystery’ 
more than once and gradually, as I have tried to come to grips with this 
situation, I have begun to wonder if islands, quite simply, are too easily  
defined – or too geographically obvious – to represent any real challenges   
to the geographer? Or, could it be that the seemingly inherent ‘matter-of-
fact-ness’ of islands, or their islandness if you like, has prevented much 
ground-breaking geographical work from taking place in such settings?148 
The contrast becomes particularly stark when compared to anthropological 
island studies, which in many ways and for quite some time could be seen as 
constituting an entire anthropological sub-discipline.149 

 
 

                                                      
147 For a recent account of social scientific research in island settings, see Baldacchino 2007. 
148 This is not to say that there has never been any geographical studies conducted in island 
settings – of course there has been – but it remains difficult to find studies by geographers in 
which the actual island location has played any significant part in the analysis. However, it 
should be acknowledged that the past decade has witnessed something of a sea change with 
regard to island studies from across the discipline of geography. This is exemplified, for 
instance, in several geographical journals, which have devoted thematic issues to the study of 
islands, e.g. Geografiska Annaler 85 B, 4 (2003); Journal of Historical Geography 29, 4 
(2003); Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie 95, 3 (2004); Geografiska An-
naler 87 B, 4 (2005); Geographical Review (2007). 
149 Classical studies by Bronislaw Malinowski and Margaret Mead, carried out in the Pacific 
in the early twentieth century, are useful examples in this context and were instrumental in  
the very formation of anthropology as an academic discipline. Over the years, some of these 
studies have also inspired some rather heated debates among anthropological researchers (and 
others), e.g. Hylland Eriksen 1993. 
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Another feature worth mentioning here concerns the fact that there is     
no overall legal or geographical definition of what actually constitutes an 
island.150 In school, of course, we have all been taught that Greenland is     
the biggest island in the world, while Australia (an even bigger island) is a 
continent.151 At the other end of the spectrum, definitions are equally un-
clear. When, for instance, is an island too small to be called an island, and 
when does it become a mere rock, or a skerrie? Or, why not take an entirely 
different approach by suggesting, with Pete Hay, that all islands, irrespective 
of their size and location, continue beneath the sea; linking island to island, 
and island to continent.152 On a similar note, it could also be argued, with 
Godfrey Baldacchino, that all of us, at the end of the day, are islanders, and 
that there are really no such things as mainlands, only islands.153 

Turning to the Shetland Islands, it soon becomes evident that this group 
of islands – in similarity with many others – has attracted an impressive 
number of researchers onto its shore, and has done so for quite a long period 
of time. Many of these researchers have focused primarily on the distinct 
geology and the often unique specimens of flora and fauna to be found in  
the islands, while others have explored Shetland’s history and archaeology. 
In my own thesis, the majority of these studies will be referred to only in 
passing. Instead, a rather smaller number of studies examining various    
aspects of contemporary Shetland will be referred to on a more regular basis. 
In addition to these academic studies, I will also draw on other types of texts 
produced in the islands, focusing specifically on what has been published   
by local media in recent years.  

While most of this thesis is concerned with aspects of landscape and iden-
tity in contemporary Shetland, much of this chapter is spent looking into 
some other aspects of my chosen field study area. After an initial ‘facts and 
figures’ exercise aimed primarily at establishing where Shetland is, followed 
by some brief thoughts on how this island group is often dealt with by    
cartographers, a fair bit of attention is paid to a number of ideas (and ideals) 
associated with the process of doing fieldwork. In this section, I will also 
reflect on some aspects related to the collecting of data and the subsequent 
putting together of a coherent text out of the many inconsistencies that 
spending time in the field would often seem to add up to. Before bringing 
this chapter to a close, I will also present some preliminary thoughts on  
Shetland’s perceived and sometimes contested location by exploring some 
aspects of where this group of islands really is, in geographical as well as in 
cultural terms.  

                                                      
150 Dodds and Royle 2003, note 1. 
151 Some writers, drawing on the symbolic qualities frequently attributed to islands, have 
pointed to Planet Earth as representing an island, in itself. E.g. Sörlin and Öckerman 1998. 
152 Hay 2006, p. 23. 
153 Baldacchino 2008, p. 48. 
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Facts and figures 
According to census data from 2001, there are 95 inhabited islands in     
Scotland with a total population of just under 100,000 people. These islands 
fall into six local authority areas: Shetland, Orkney and the Western Isles (all 
of which have their own councils) and Highland, Argyll and Bute, and North 
Ayrshire, which are mainland councils with island communities. A statistical 
analysis of the number of populated islands around the Scottish coasts      
and their respective population numbers indicates that although many of 
these areas have been seriously affected by falling population numbers for a 
long period of time, the overall number of populated islands has in fact   
risen from 87 to 95 in the ten year period between 1991 and 2001, thus   
indicating that some of these islands must support very small populations 
indeed.154  

As regards the demographic situation in Shetland, a quick look at some 
earlier census records indicates that the population in these islands has    
fluctuated rather dramatically over the years. In the middle of the nineteenth 
century, for example, the population exceeded 31,000. This number is likely 
to represent an all-time high in the islands’ population curve. During the 
second half of that century the population number began to dwindle, and by 
the mid-1960s it had dropped to just over 17,000.155  

With the arrival of the oil industry in the early 1970s, this downward 
trend was abruptly turned on its head and in the following ten years, between 
1971 and 1981, the population rose by approximately 35 per cent as work 
provided by the new industry attracted large numbers of people, particularly 
from mainland Britain, to move to the islands.156 Towards the end of the     
oil construction phase, in the early 1980s, population numbers began to fall 
yet again, due largely to the outward migration of many construction work-
ers. Since then, the population has been relatively stable and amounts to 
approximately 22,000 persons.157 Of those, almost one third lives in Lerwick, 
the capital of Shetland and by far the biggest town in the islands. 

 
 

                                                      
154 The Scottish Islands Federation, Scotland’s Island Populations. Retrieved from: <http:// 
www. scottish-islands-federation.co.uk/population.htm> (Last accessed 19 October 2013). 
155 Fenton 1978, p. 9; Tait 2000, p. 33. 
156 The North Sea oil industry also provided many young Shetlanders with well-paid jobs ‘at 
home’, thereby preventing many of them from leaving the islands to find employment else-
where, see Wills 1976, p. 36. 
157 Shetland Islands Council 2008, p. 11. That said, there are some rather widespread concerns 
in the islands about the increasing outmigration of especially younger people and the con-
sequences this may have for the local community in the years to come, e.g. the Shetland 
Times 2008.08.22, 2012.08.31. 
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Moving beyond strict population numbers, it should be pointed out that 
the islands off the coast of Scotland are quite diverse, not least in terms of 
their cultural and historical heritage. While the Northern Isles have retained 
strong cultural and historical links with Scandinavia, the islands along the 
Scottish west coast have far more pronounced affinities with Ireland. Also, 
while the Western Isles have the largest concentration of Gaelic speakers in 
Scotland, there is no Gaelic spoken at all in neither Orkney nor Shetland. In 
fact, apart from a very limited number of Gaelic-sounding place names,  
there is only scant evidence to support any substantial Celtic influence in 
either of these island groups. Instead, the Scandinavian connections remain 
strong to this day, culturally as well as linguistically.158 

When it comes to the name Shetland, it appears that many names and 
forms of spelling have been in use over the years. Scottish ethnologist   
Alexander Fenton, who published extensively on a wide range of topics  
related to the Northern Isles, collected some of them. I would like to quote 
from at least two of his findings: 

“They have several Names beside the common designation of Shetland; by 
some they are named Zetland, and by others Hetland, and Shethland; some 
Seamen give them the name of Thylinsel: the Norwegians call them Yealte-
land; and the people are called by them and the Danes, Yealtines: and their 
speech Yealta mole. Some call them Yetlands, and in the old Language of the 
Natives, they are named Yealta land.”159 
 
“There are few Counties that have gone by more Names than these Islands; 
they were called in Icelandic, Hialtaland, from Hialt, the Hilt of a Sword; this 
might possibly be corrupted into Hetland, Hitland, or Hethland, though some 
tell us this signifies a high land. They have been likewise, and are still in some 
Maps, called Zetland and Zealand, in reference, as has been supposed, to their 
Situation. By the Danes, and by the Natives, they are stiled Yealtaland; and 
notwithstanding the Oddness of the Orthography, this differs very little, if at 
all, from their manner of pronouncing Zetland, out of which Pronunciation 
grew the modern Names of Shetland and Shotland. (…) The natives call 
themselves Yalts and their language Yaltmoll.”160 

 
 
 

                                                      
158 Until the nineteenth century, an ancient Scandinavian language called Norn was spoken in 
parts of Shetland. Today, many Scandinavian (and especially Norwegian) influences are still 
easy to detect in the local dialects spoken in both Shetland and Orkney, and Scandinavian 
influences can also be found in numerous place names as well as in social and cultural events 
organised in both groups of islands. For some further discussions about the islands’ linguistic 
characteristics, including some of its implications for people’s sense of self and identity, see 
e.g. Gammeltoft et al. 2006; Waugh 1996.  
159 Monteith 1845, p. 11 quoted in Fenton 1973. 
160 Campbell 1774, p. 679, 685 quoted in Fenton 1973. 
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During the nineteenth century, ‘Zetland’ seem to have gradually become the 
favoured form of spelling although there was never any overall consistency 
in how the name of the islands was spelt. Legal documents, for instance, 
continued to make use of both the ‘Zetland’ and the ‘Shetland’ form well 
into the twentieth century.161 From a more local perspective, it was not until 
the mid-1970s, when the then Zetland County Council merged with the  
Lerwick Town Council, that the name ‘Zetland’ was changed into ‘Shet-
land’. This move also coincided with the set-up of the Shetland Islands 
Council, which took place at this time. Having said that, however, there     
are instances when the ‘Zetland’ form still remains in use. This would seem 
to be the case not least in many historical archives and libraries throughout 
Scotland, which were often established in the nineteenth or early twentieth 
century, and where the old ‘Zetland’ form of spelling often remains in use, 
both in the handwritten catalogues and in many contemporary search en-
gines. 

While these two forms of spelling may seem almost interchangeable, 
there are other names attributed to the islands, which do not always go down 
quite as well or as easily with all members of the Shetland community. One 
such example is the relatively common habit, especially among people from 
outside the islands, of referring to the archipelago as the Shetlands. This 
form of expression has never been very popular locally, just as the Orkneys 
does not go down well among most Orcadians, who much prefer to speak of 
their islands as the Orkney Islands, or just Orkney.  

At the opposite end of the spectrum are some more popular expressions, 
such as Da Boannie Isles and Da Auld Rock, both of which are sometimes 
used by Shetlanders (and others) when referring to this group of islands.162 
While the former expression clearly refers to the scenic qualities often    
associated with the Shetland archipelago, the latter expression possibly   
alludes not only to the islands’ very old and distinct geology but also reflect 
some of the qualities allegedly found in the people living there. 

 
 

                                                      
161 Fenton 1973. 
162 Another name attributed to these islands, and one which was also referred to in the opening 
quote of this chapter, is that of Ultima Thule. While this name has also been associated with 
several other locations, where it has sometimes been linked to values and ideologies of a 
rather sinister nature, it remains a rather common name attributed to the Shetland Islands still 
today. Its shorter form, Thule, can also be found in many contexts across the islands. 
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Where in the world? 
In cartographic terms, there is little doubt that a correct map would place 
Shetland north of Scotland and west of Norway, at a point where the       
Atlantic Ocean meets the North Sea. In this map, the distance between      
Shetland and Aberdeen to the south, Bergen to the east and the Faroe Islands 
to the north-west would be almost identical and measure approximately 350 
kilometres. This map would also show that the distance between London  
and Shetland is greater than that between Shetland and Iceland.  

Zooming in, it would soon become evident that Shetland is an archipelago 
consisting of approximately one hundred islands, some of which are very 
small indeed. Sixteen of the islands are currently inhabited and consist of 
Mainland, by far the largest and most populated of the islands, together   
with the islands of Unst, Yell and Fetlar to the north; Bressay, Whalsay and 
Out Skerries (two islands) to the east and north-east; Trondra, East and West 
Burra, Vaila, Papa Stour, Muckle Roe and Foula along the western seaboard; 
and, finally, to the south and half way to Orkney, Fair Isle.163 A seventeenth 
island, Noss, a National Nature Reserve off the east coast of Bressay, is 
nowadays only inhabited by one or two bird wardens during the summer 
months. 

These are the hard and indisputable geographical facts. However, when 
examining both old and more contemporary maps of Shetland, it becomes 
quite clear that many cartographers and others responsible for depicting    
this group of islands often have some considerable difficulties with these 
rather simple and straightforward facts. The location of the islands – in the 
middle of the sea and a long way off from the nearest landmass – seems for 
one reason or another to have prompted several of them to try and adjust 
their positioning. As a result, many maps of Britain fail to show Shetland in        
its true geographical location. Instead, and almost invariably, the islands 
appear in a box, often in the North Sea, and perhaps most frequently in the 
Moray Firth on the Scottish east coast. The islands have also been known to 
appear alongside – rather than north of – Orkney, or tucked away in the  
Solway Firth on the west coast of Scotland. At other times, they have been 
lined up next to the Hebrides if, indeed, they have not been left off the map 
altogether. 

 
 
 

                                                      
163 Fair Isle is currently the most isolated populated island not only in the Shetland archi-
pelago, but in all of the United Kingdom. The island, which was acquired by the National 
Trust for Scotland in 1955, is currently the home of approximately 70 people (including  
children attending secondary school in Lerwick). 
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While these maps could easily be dismissed as examples of some rather 
sloppy cartography, they can also be viewed, from the perspective of critical 
cartography, as potential sites of power/knowledge relationships.164 In a  
similar vein, they could also be understood as exerting “social influence 
through their omissions as much as through the features they depict and  
emphasise.”165 

As a leading and in many ways pioneering critical cartographer, Brian 
Harley’s principal focus was on historical maps. One of his main arguments 
was that maps, for a long period of time, have been seen and treated as 
largely unproblematic, objective and neutral products of science, and that 
this perspective tends to set aside the fact that they are laden with power  
and, as such, represent a particular and socially constructed form of know-
ledge: 

“Both in the selectivity of their content and in their signs and styles of re-
presentation maps are a way of conceiving, articulating, and structuring       
the human world which is biased towards, promoted by, and exerts influence 
upon particular sets of social relations. By accepting such premises it becomes 
easier to see how appropriate they are to manipulation by the powerful in    
society.”166 
 

Harley’s aim was by no means to invalidate maps but to identify certain 
attributes of maps that are often overlooked or taken for granted. In several 
of his publications, therefore, he called for a new approach to the study of 
maps that, in contrast to the scientific view that considers maps in essential-
ist terms, would look at maps as social constructions, or as expressions of 
power/knowledge relationships.167 Although his work mainly concerned  
historical maps, it is evident that many of his thoughts have a bearing also  
on contemporary maps. In the present context, this becomes particularly 
evident in relation to what could be described in terms of ‘silences’, ‘dis-
placements’ and ‘omissions’ in maps. Or, in Harley’s own words: 

“Deliberate distortions of map content for political purposes can be traced 
through the history of maps, and the cartographer has never been an             
independent artist, craftsman, or technician. Behind the map-maker lies a     
set of power relations, creating its own specification. Whether imposed by    
an individual patron, by state bureaucracy, or the market, these rules can be 
reconstructed both from the content of maps and from the mode of carto-
graphic representation. By adapting individual projections, by manipulating 
scale, by over-enlarging or moving signs or typography, or by using emotive  
 

                                                      
164 E.g. Harley 1988, 1992; Kitchin and Dodge 2007; Pickles 2004. 
165 Harley 1988, p. 290. 
166 Harley 1988, p. 278. 
167 Harley 1988, 1992. 
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Not only Shetland is located at 60 degrees north. Bergen, Stockholm, Helsinki and 
St Petersburg are also on, or very near, this latitude, as are Anchorage in Alaska 
and the southern-most tip of Greenland. (After Johnston 1999, edited by Stefan 
Ene 2013.) 
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colours, makers of propaganda maps have generally been the advocates of a 
one-sided view of geopolitical relationships.”168 
 

More recently, but evidently very much in line with Harley’s arguments, 
geographers Rob Kitchin and Martin Dodge have found that “maps are   
imbued with the values and judgements of the individuals who construct 
them and that they are undeniably a reflection of the culture in which those 
individuals live.”169 Expanding on this theme, Kitchin and Dodge have also 
wanted to stretch our understanding of the generative capabilities of maps  
by referring to the verb form, mappings. Based on this type of reasoning, 
they have further suggested that maps are fundamentally ‘of-the-moment’, 
brought into being through practices, and constantly in a state of becoming 
and of being remade and, as a result of this, that mappings should be under-
stood as processes of constant ‘reterritorialization.’170 

Returning to the Shetland maps, it is quite clear that such ‘omissions’   
and ‘dis-placements’ are not only a feature of the past but something that 
continues to occur with some regularity. On a daily basis, this is perhaps 
particularly noticeable in national media and news coverage, and especially 
so in weather reports, where the positioning of Shetland is frequently at  
odds with where the islands really are. From time to time, this situation 
would seem to act as a reminder for quite a few people in the islands of    
just how far away they are from everywhere else – and how far removed 
they are from the rest of the UK in particular. In other words then, and    
even though the design and lay-out of these maps may at first seem rather 
innocuous, or even innocent, they still seem to communicate a rather dis-
tinct sense of where your place is, not least in relation to the location of  
others.171 

It is evident that this situation has been quite a nuisance to a lot of people 
in the islands for quite some time. Repeatedly finding the islands squeezed 
into a small box on the corner of the map or, worse still, not being able to 
find the islands anywhere at all, has resulted in what could perhaps best      
be described as a certain preoccupation with the geographical location of   
the islands. From time to time, this slight obsession with maps and other 
representations of the islands can also be traced in local media as evidenced, 
for instance, by these rather telling titles: 

 
 
 

                                                      
168 Harley 1988, p. 287. 
169 Kitchin and Dodge 2007, p. 332. 
170 Kitchin and Dodge 2007. 
171 E.g. Billig 1995. 
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Road atlas of Britain omits Northern Isles172 

Ooops! Left off the map once more...173 

Capital mix-up by map maker174  

Shetland has been left off the map yet again175 

Boxing clever176 
 
This cartographic interest (some would perhaps say preoccupation, or even 
obsession) has also prompted a few local initiatives, which clearly play      
on some of the ways in which Shetland is frequently portrayed by others, 
who often do not seem to have the slightest idea about the islands’ actual 
location. One such example dates back to the early 1990s, when the local 
Tourist Information Office in Lerwick decided to produce their own version 
of British geography. Playing on the well-known local experience of ‘dis-
placement’, they set out to make a ‘reverse map’ of Britain. In this new  
map, which was printed on tea towels that were for sale in the Tourist Office 
at the time, Shetland was shown at the very centre of the map with the rest  
of the British Isles squeezed together in a small box, positioned somewhere 
to the north-east of the islands.  

In her analysis of the ‘tea towel initiative’, social psychologist Marie-
Claude Gervais described how this reverse map of Shetland both managed  
to encapsulate something of the islanders’ frustration with the outside world, 
while at the same time telling something about their often playful efforts to 
resist marginalisation.177 In other words, the tea towels not only challenged 
some rather well-known geographical ‘facts’, but made active use of the 
peripheral location of this group of islands in such a way that their perceived 
uniqueness and difference could be appropriated and turned into an asset by 
those living there.  

A similar map-making initiative took place in Harris at the turn of the 
millennium. However, contrary to the Shetland tea towels, this initiative  
was designed as a community project and resulted in the joint production of 
the so-called Harris Tapestry, which depicts local life and history in an  
Outer Hebridean context.178 In discussing this project, anthropologist Fiona 
Mackenzie suggests that the end result, as well as the process leading up      
 

                                                      
172 The Shetland Times 1999.08.06. 
173 The Shetland Times 2000.12.22. 
174 The Shetland Times 2003.09.12. 
175 The Shetland Times 2004.12.03. 
176 The Shetland Times 2005.04.15. 
177 Gervais 1997, p. 153. 
178 Mackenzie 2005. 
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to it, may be seen as having contributed rather significantly in creating a 
platform for people in this island from which to express their knowledge  
and history, as a community. In this sense, the tapestry and its coming      
into being could be seen as a series of images of collective or community 
identity, while at the same time emphasising an otherwise neglected “island-
centred way of seeing”.179  

Based on the above, the Shetland tea towel initiative could be understood 
as one way of actively supporting an otherwise neglected “island-centred 
way of seeing” in much the same way that it could also be described as a 
rather playful strategy with which to resist marginalisation. Similarly, I 
wonder if it could not also, perhaps, be seen as in some sense representing  
an act of what has become known as counter-mapping. 

The main purpose of counter-mapping is to take issue with relations of 
power and knowledge and, as such, it represents a type of initiative aimed   
at turning preconceived notions of what a place really is – and where it is – 
on its head. In its most well-established form, it has been used to support 
claims to traditional land rights by indigenous communities in developing 
countries.180 However, the concept also lends itself to describing local re-
sistance and playfulness as displayed, for instance, in the making of new and 
distinctly ‘other’ cartographies.181 Another, more recent, initiative that also 
takes a keen interest in maps, is the Facebook group called Get Shetland On 
the Map! which, for a few years, has kept a close eye on how the islands are 
positioned in a wide range of mainly contemporary maps, found in a wide 
range of contexts and settings. According to this group: 

“There are a few things which fairly annoy Shetlanders. Sure there are the 
constant references to the Islands as ‘The Shetlands’ instead of simply    
‘Shetland’ or ‘The Shetland Islands’ but perhaps even more annoying, is     
the complete inability to get Shetland correctly positioned on a map or indeed 
at all. What is most annoying is that this is usually done by those who frankly 
should know better. The purpose of this group is to highlight these faux pas 
and marvel at the sheer ridiculousness of it all!”182 
 

Towards the end of this chapter, I will come back to the issue of where Shet-
land really is, in a discussion about the islands’ perceived and actual ‘north-
ness’, and why this would seem to be an important resource with which       
to describe, or place, this group of islands from both a geographical and  
cultural perspective. 
  

                                                      
179 Mackenzie 2005, p. 119, cf. Crouch and Matless 1996. 
180 Börjeson 2003. 
181 Harmon 2004. 
182 Get Shetland On The Map! Retrieved from: <https://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid= 
210391018446&ref=ts> (Last accessed 19 October 2013). 
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A few years ago, this version of ‘counter-mapping’ – or alternative geography – 
appeared in a brochure aimed specifically at the Orkney and Shetland markets. 
Reproduced by kind permission of Serco NorthLink Ferries. 
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Many readers probably had quite a good laugh when the “Shetland Tube” made a 
timely appearance in the Shetland Times on 1 April 2011.  

According to the reporter, “Shetland has not traditionally been a popular desti-
nation among trainspotters. But all that could be about to change for the SIC has 
conjured up an innovative solution to the headache of how to connect disparate 
rural communities – an underground tube system spanning the length and breadth 
of the isles.” Reproduced by kind permission of the Shetland Times. 
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Exploring the islands 
For many years, fieldwork has represented something of a trademark for 
several academic disciplines. Consequently, it has also been a key aspect of 
numerous studies, where it has often been drawn upon as a rarely questioned 
means of acquiring new knowledge. More recently, however, the complexity 
and often contested character of doing fieldwork has become increasingly 
recognized and debated across mainstream academia. As a result – and   
instead of focusing almost exclusively on the outward movement and ob-
servational techniques of the researcher – fieldwork is now increasingly  
understood as reflecting the realities of social life, and involving both the 
researcher and the researched. Today, such aspects by far outweigh the pre-
vious and long-standing emphasis on the strictly observational.183 

This active rethinking of fieldwork, coupled with an overall revisioning  
of some of the processes involved in doing work in the field, has resulted in 
a growing recognition of the positionality of the researcher and some of     
the (often contested) aspects involved in the production of knowledge.184 
However, rather than pursuing some of the more theoretical aspects of 
fieldwork, I would like to begin this section by taking a brief look at some 
other researchers’ experiences of conducting fieldwork in Shetland, and to 
do so by focusing specifically on some of their early efforts to ‘find their 
feet’ in an entirely new setting. 

Erving Goffman makes a good starting point. As a young graduate in   
Sociology, he first came to Shetland in the late 1940s to start working on   
his doctoral thesis. Intending to conduct what has often been described as a 
micro-sociological study on communication conduct and face-to-face inter-
action in a small island community, he settled down in his chosen study area 
by introducing himself as an American college student interested in gaining 
first hand experience in the economics of island farming. To explain his   
real purpose for being there seemed impossible. Should he have told the 
residents about the actual reason for his coming to their island and          
explained to them what he really was studying, or so he believed, they   
 
                                                      
183 Fieldwork and its role in knowledge production has been widely discussed across the 
social sciences for several decades. The anthropological literature on this topic is, without 
exaggeration, vast. After what can only be described as a slow start, geographers have spent 
the past few decades catching up on this debate. Indications to this end can be found in, for 
instance, several geographical journals that have dedicated entire issues to this topic, e.g. 
Professional Geographer 46 1 (1994); Geographical Review 91 1-2 (2001); Cultural Geogra-
phies 10 3 (2003). 
184 Similar topics have also been discussed by a number of scholars exploring what has, at 
times, been referred to as the ‘non-representational’, or ‘more-than-representational’ (in aca-
demic research). For some contrasting and/or complementary views on this theme, see Dews-
bury and Thrift 2000; Lorimer 2005, 2008; Lossau 2005; Macpherson 2010; Nash 2000; 
Thrift 1996, 1999. 
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would not have accepted him quite as readily into the community. In other 
words, he suspected that someone asking formal questions about social and 
communicative interaction, or someone who showed an unnatural interest   
in matters of that kind, would find it very difficult to be accepted by local   
people and, as a result, his possibilities to operate seamlessly within the 
community while conducting the study would have been severely ham-
pered.185 

Consequently, not only did Goffman operate ‘under cover’ but he also 
took it on himself to alter the names of everyone he had spoken to in an  
attempt to make them anonymous in his thesis. In fact, every piece of infor-
mation that might identify or give away the community in which he had 
conducted his fieldwork had to be carefully changed – from the names of 
individuals and families to the names of local establishments, communities, 
their neighbourhoods and so on. Finally, he even renamed the group of   
islands in which the study had taken place, in an attempt to stay true to his 
original intention of making sure that everybody’s identities were kept    
secret. Therefore, when he came to describing his selected study area, he 
wrote: 

“More than a hundred miles off the coast of Britain there is a cluster of islands 
containing about twenty thousand inhabitants. These persons are supported  
by a poor economy of small-scale sheep farming and fishing. Less than        
ten per cent of the five hundred square miles of land on the islands is under 
cultivation, and, except for home-knitting for the luxury market, almost    
nothing is manufactured. Until recently, the population had been declining 
very rapidly. The policy of the national government, for various reasons,     
has been a protective one, helping to maintain British standards of living by 
means of agricultural subsidies, statutes governing the rental price of small 
holdings, and an extremely high per capita payment to the islands for upkeep 
of required social services. 

The persons who live on the islands are drawn together by a distinctive 
dialect, a rich cultural heritage, and what amounts to a thousand years of 
shared historical identity and development. The name for the cluster of is-
lands – let us call it Bergand – is the name that an inhabitant of any one of the 
particular islands in the cluster is likely to identify himself by. Bergand has 
been under British rule for only three centuries. Until the last war, respectable 
Englishmen thought of Bergand as a source of seamen and servants, and the 
islands enjoyed – along with many other clusters of people in Britain – the 
status of a subordinate minority group. These factors making for distinctive-
ness are, of course, reinforced by the natural barrier of water between the 
mainland of Britain and the islands. In many ways, then, Berganders form a 
society unto themselves.”186 

 
 

                                                      
185 Goffman 1953, p. 5. 
186 Goffman 1953 pp. 12-13. 
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Bergand was Erving Goffman’s name for Shetland and the Berganders who, 
according to Goffman in many ways “form a society unto themselves”, are 
otherwise known as Shetlanders. His in-depth study of the everyday life and 
routines of a Shetland community, from which the above quote is taken,   
was undoubtedly the first of its kind to have been conducted in the islands, 
but as readers of his thesis we are never told where his study actually took 
place. As a result of this extreme (but at the end of the day largely futile) 
discretion, Goffman never explicitly stated why Shetland was chosen as his 
privileged site of investigation in the first place or, indeed, whether it really 
was his privileged site of investigation. In effect, it could be argued that 
place, or geography, did not matter to Erving Goffman. On the other hand,   
it could also, and perhaps more correctly, be suggested that such issues   
mattered tremendously to him, not least since it threatened to give away and 
possibly even harm his informants.187  

It can of course never be more than a qualified guess, but I do get the  
feeling that he must have spent quite some time and effort working around 
this problem, which probably faces almost every researcher to some extent 
but which is likely to become an even more pressing issue when your study 
is conducted in a small and close-knit community. 

More than 35 years after Erving Goffman’s arrival in Shetland, American 
anthropologist Jonathan Church penned down his first impressions of the 
islands. Getting off to what appears to have been quite a bad start, he put  
into words a rather intense feeling of detachment, coupled with several   
worries and doubts as to where he had managed to get himself landed (in 
more than one sense), as he arrived into Lerwick on the ‘North Boat’ from 
Aberdeen one early morning in the mid-1980s: 

“The buildings seemed to flatten into the landscape as the ferry docked     
early in the morning at the Holmsgarth terminal. The terminal was new and 
reflected the style of industrial design that marked the architecture of oil from 
Aberdeen to Shetland and then, further out in the North Sea, to the oil rigs. 
(…) Amid the treeless landscape all the houses and commercial buildings 
situated on the steeply rising hills looked two dimensional. The new commer-
cial construction of the harbor facilities didn’t contrast with the old Lerwick 
of the haaf and herring curers; rather, on this quiet and still Wednesday   
morning with few cars and fewer people, these buildings seemed spread  
willy-nilly over the landscape. Walking down the gangway of the St. Clair  
 

                                                      
187 It was only some years after completing his doctoral thesis, and in conjunction with the 
publication of his widely read book The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goffman 
1959), that it became evident that the fieldwork for his thesis had in fact been conducted in 
Shetland. A close reading of the text will point to Baltasound, in the island of Unst, as his 
chosen field locale. Over the years, numerous researchers have come to Shetland to look     
for the true location of Goffman’s pioneering study and also to try and identify some of his 
informants. (Personal communication with Brian Smith, Shetland Archives, May 2004). 
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ferry I was sure for an astounding second that I had come to a land of no 
depth, a flatness – less a place of the living than a strange movie set to be 
found visible on only a single surface. (…) I was wrong of course. This was a 
land of the living, but I hadn’t developed my own sense of the flesh of this 
world.”188 

 
Getting to know a new place takes time. For this reason, it is likely that the 
somewhat unnerving feeling of having arrived in an ‘unknown flatness’, 
which you must learn to understand, is fairly common not only among field 
researchers but in travellers to ‘new’ places more generally. I also believe 
that this is a feeling that many researchers – and other travellers – find rather 
daunting and therefore try to leave behind as quickly as possible. And yet, 
such feelings are probably quite significant to our deeper understanding      
of what fieldwork and doing research in a particular setting is really all 
about. Learning to come to terms with things, and beginning to find one’s 
feet and one’s bearings in an entirely new environment, are important     
aspects of what it is to spend time in the field, in much the same way that 
such experiences are also an integral part of social life, more generally. 

Based on the above, it would seem reasonable to suggest that fieldwork 
must always, to some extent, rely on the continuous efforts on behalf of the 
researcher to bring together sets of relationships and engagements developed 
in one context with those arising in another. In other words, for any period  
of fieldwork to be successful it should reflect some accommodation to    
people’s everyday realities in that ‘new’ place or setting, even if such     
experiences are perhaps only (too) rarely spelled out in the final report on  
the project at hand. A similar line of thought can be found in the following 
quote by Anthony Cohen, where he describes some of his own experiences 
of doing fieldwork while, at the same time, pointing to some of the inherent 
difficulties of coming to terms with things – and with oneself – in what is 
often an unfamiliar setting: 

“Most anthropologists would agree that their experience of fieldwork has 
taught them much about themselves, quite apart from what they may         
have learned about the societies they have studied. One finds limitations     
and capabilities within oneself which had not previously been revealed or          
acknowledged. But the self intrudes in a more significant way than through 
this personal discovery. It is the storehouse of experience which is used         
to apply a sense to what one sees and hears, to render it intelligible, to shape     
it. In the process of ‘observation’ the ethnographer processes data so that, 
rather than simply watching what other people do, one watches oneself  
watching them, just as all bounded entities – cultures, ethnic groups, and so 
forth – watch each other through the lenses of their own conceptual systems.  
 
 

                                                      
188 Church 1989, pp. 1-2. The haaf, as referred to by the author, was a traditional form of 
seasonal fishing carried out from open boats, usually so-called sixareens. 
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So far as field work is concerned, there is no alternative to this mediation if 
we accept that our task lies in interpretation rather than in a vacuous recording 
of actions.”189 

Methodological concerns 
The point of fieldwork, in qualitative research, is not to prove beyond doubt 
the existence of particular relationships but rather to interpret and describe a 
system of relationships. This is usually done by showing how certain things, 
events and people fit together in a web of mutual influence or interdepend-
ence, and describing these connections based on what the researcher knows 
by virtue of ‘having been there’. One may argue, therefore, that the closer 
we, as academic researchers, get to the conditions in which meanings are 
attributed to objects, events and people, the more accurate our descriptions 
and interpretations are likely to be – although we cannot of course ever get 
quite close enough, as we simply cannot become the other.190 

Adding to this discussion, which has attracted the interest of considerable 
numbers of social scientific researchers in the past few decades, social an-
thropologist Karin Norman suggests that we do not learn about others solely 
by observing and participating in their realities, but that we must also pay 
attention to how we experience and embody our own understandings of the 
world around us. Elaborating on this theme, and touching upon some of     
the potential difficulties associated with it, she notes that:  

“...relating one’s own personal memories and experiences and the emotions 
they evoke may still seem out of place because it is difficult to make         
them theoretically relevant. They can easily be transformed into anecdotes    
or confessions. Personal experience and inner motives are nonetheless part    
of the anthropological project. (...) I may not be a better fieldworker for all 
that, but it does influence the way I act and the interpretations I make as I     
go along. Trying to be aware of this should make me more aware of how I  
delimit the field and formulate analytical problems, and the kind and degree of 
involvement I establish with my informants. The details of my life become 
connected with those of my informants, although it is not the ‘story of my life’ 
that is the important issue. It is rather the emotions and motives entrenched   
in this ‘story’ and how these veer and steer me towards others and what I want 

                                                      
189 Cohen 1987, p. 203. 
190 E.g. Amit 2000; Katz 1994; Rose 1997. It has been suggested by several writers that field-
work should be viewed as a unique form of research, not least when it comes to better under-
standing how knowledge is made, contested and transformed by the body, the mundane and 
the everyday. Thus approached, the field becomes first and foremost a social terrain in which 
we, in our roles as researchers, may forge bonds between the academy and the ‘outside’ 
world, e.g. Nast et al. 1994. 
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to know about them, how I am able or unable to perceive and understand the 
experiences of others.”191 

 
The relationships that the researcher develops with categories of informants, 
or with particular individuals, while spending time in the field will have a 
strong influence on how the researcher understands a particular place or 
situation. It follows from this that fieldwork, in addition to taking part in the 
everyday activities of others, also has a lot to do with gaining and making 
active use of a wide range of insights on a rather more personal level. 

I would want to suggest that the longer you stay ‘in the field’ – and the 
more immersed your stay is – the more likely you are to think about and 
analyse your experiences in the actual process of conducting your fieldwork. 
Many insights gained in this way will therefore rely on what could be     
referred to as embodied or lived knowledge. At the same time, analysing the 
gathered field material (and, indeed, deciding what is, and what is not, your 
actual field material) is likely to pose increasingly larger problems the more 
time you have spent in the field. It is also likely to become increasingly clear 
that there is no such thing as a local way of doing things, or one local way  
of understanding a particular event or any other phenomenon. Instead, there 
are manifold ways in which one and the same thing can be done, or talked  
about. Even the same person (whether researcher or researched) may har-
bour more than one opinion, is sometimes hesitant, changes her mind and so 
on.192 

On a similar note, it is likely that the more time you spend in a new place, 
and the better you get to know a community or a place or a person, the   
more aware you will become of just how little you actually know and under-
stand. Thus, with increasing familiarity with the field and with the people 
living there, the more difficult it becomes to produce any generalising  
statements for fear of simplifying the intricate webs of relationships that   
you are gradually beginning to identify. Eventually, you may feel reluctant 
to say anything at all. And to be sure, several times during the writing up    
of this thesis I have most definitely been at this point, where I have felt   
virtually unable to say almost anything at all. However, the way I have come 
to see things, even if I still sometimes have a hard time convincing myself,  
is that there are really only two options available in those situations. Either 
you keep silent, or you decide to air your own version, however partial or 
selective it may be judged by others. 

 
 

                                                      
191 Norman 2000, p. 140. 
192 It has been argued elsewhere that fieldwork rather than representing something we can 
stand back from and address from ’on high’ should be seen as mediated by and constituted 
through a myriad relationships between ourselves and others, e.g. Crouch and Malm 2003. 
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Significant parts of this thesis draw on material derived from spending 
time in the field as one way of learning more about several aspects of     
landscape and identity in present-day Shetland. It probably cannot be 
stressed enough that what is considered in this study to represent viable and 
useful examples are always, at the end of the day, based on some more or 
less subjective preferences – in much the same way that interpretations of 
such widely contested concepts as those of landscape and identity must   
always differ between people. That said, and with a view to recognise some 
of the more subjective aspects of my study, I have settled for a multi-method 
approach based on a combination of textual analysis, semi-structured      
interviews and participant observation.193 

It has been described elsewhere how working according to a multi-
method approach can be particularly useful in that the diverse methods    
used to investigate a specific problem – or set of questions – enables the 
researcher to ‘triangulate’ their findings with the findings from other types  
of collected data examined by one or several other methods.194 This type of 
triangulation is not, however, primarily aimed at identifying one true version 
of a certain situation, or problem, but rather to take into account some of   
the inconsistencies and contradictions that our understandings of ourselves 
and others and the world around us are always made up of.  

Sociologist Jennifer Mason has summed up some of these concerns nicely 
in the following quote: 

“At its best, I think the concept of triangulation – conceived as multiple  
methods – encourages the researcher to approach their research questions 
from different angles, and to explore their intellectual puzzles in a rounded 
and multi-faceted way. This does enhance validity, in the sense that it       
suggests that social phenomena are a little more than one dimensional, and 
that your study has accordingly managed to grasp more than one of those   
dimensions. However, the use of the term ‘triangulation’ for this best case 
scenario is possibly misleading since it is commonly understood to be a   
technique for checking out one method against another. The general message, 
then, is that you should not expect the use of multiple methods or triangu-
lation to provide an easy or well-trodden route to the demonstration of validity 
of method.”195 

 
 
 

                                                      
193 Participant observation is not defined, in this thesis, as a single method but rather as a 
blend of methods and techniques involving both interaction in the field with the subjects       
of the study, direct observation of relevant events, some informal interviewing, and the   
collection of documents and artefacts. 
194 McKendrick 1999; Brewer and Hunter 2006. 
195 Mason 1996, p. 149. 
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Another key aspect of this thesis, which was also touched upon in the     
beginning of this chapter, relates to the fact that this project is concerned 
with a particular group of islands. As a result, various approaches to the 
study of islands – both as physical locations and as metaphors – have had a 
fairly strong influence both on my thinking about the issues at hand and, 
ultimately, how the study should be conducted. In this context, I can only 
agree with several other researchers, who have pointed out that islands often 
are ‘good to think with’.196 

Among the ideas put forth by researchers working in the broad field of  
island studies, there are two themes in particular that have had a more direct 
impact on this study. The first of these themes calls for more specific and 
localised island studies.197 This theme could also be seen as in some sense 
reflecting statements made at the very beginning of this thesis, where I noted 
that I was about to embark on a distinctly place-specific study, based on the 
overall assumption that events and experiences are always rooted in a     
context, while at the same time recognising that many issues addressed in 
this study could also be linked to similar debates and situations, elsewhere. 
The second theme stresses the importance of islands and the study of islands 
to gain further insights into the nature of place and place attachment, or what 
Pete Hay has referred to as the “geographic terrain of attachment”.198 

From my own perspective, while working with a range of issues with a 
bearing on what could be described as reciprocal relationships between, on 
the one hand, people’s identities and, on the other, various images and ideas 
associated with one specific place, or landscape, I can only conclude that I 
have found these and similar ideas to be very inspirational. 

North × 3 
Before moving on to the next chapter, I would like to return to one specific 
theme that seems to play a significant role in the demarcation and enactment 
of local identities, and to have done so for quite some time. This theme  
could perhaps most accurately be referred to as ‘northness’ and in the next 
few paragraphs I will explore some aspects of what this notion might entail 
in a Shetland context.  

As already mentioned, I first came to Shetland in 1995, to work with the 
Old Scatness Broch and Jarlshof Environs Project. When recalling some of 
these early days in the islands, there is one incident in particular that springs 
to mind almost immediately. As it were, we used to go into Lerwick on a  
 

                                                      
196 E.g. Baldacchino 2008; Gillis 2004. 
197 Stratford 2008, p. 161. 
198 Hay 2006, p. 31. 
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more or less weekly basis to stock up on food and drink for the coming  
week and, whenever there was enough time, we would sneak off to take a 
look around the town itself. During one of those brief visits, I hurried into 
the Tourist Information Office to pick up a few maps and timetables as I  
was planning to do a bit of travelling to some of the outlying islands before 
heading back to Sweden towards the end of the summer. However, once I 
walked through the door, I caught sight of something else.  

That ‘something else’ turned out to be a certificate. If I wanted to buy it,  
a handwritten sign on the wall next to a framed copy of the certificate     
informed me, I could have my name printed on its dotted line. The certificate 
in question stated that the holder (or buyer) had crossed the latitude of 60 
degrees north. By bringing it back home, the visitor would have solid proof 
of just how far north he or she had ventured. At the time, I found it quite 
difficult to understand why anyone would want to buy such a certificate, or 
indeed why crossing this particular latitude was considered to be something 
special. Nor did I know where, more precisely, this latitude actually crossed 
the isles.199  

It was not long after this discovery that I began to notice that the idea     
of ‘being north’ – if indeed not ‘being the northernmost’ – holds some very 
specific significance in this group of islands. As I was soon to learn, this 
northness is frequently pointed out, whether in the mentioning of the post 
office and the fire station in Baltasound (as the northernmost post office   
and fire station in Britain), in references made to the house at Skaw (as      
the northernmost house in Britain), or in advertisements for the Valhalla 
Brewery (as the northernmost brewery in Britain) – to name but a few 
‘northerly’ places in the islands. And all of these statements are certainly 
correct – Shetland is the northernmost part of Britain and a lot of things in 
these islands are, by sheer definition, the most northerly of their kind, at  
least in a strictly British context.200  

However, it was not until a few years after I had first come across the  
certificate in the Tourist Information Office that such alternative maps as 
those represented by the tea towels first came to my attention. It also took 
some time before I had come across a sufficient number of news articles and 
letters in the Shetland Times, discussing various issues associated with the 
geographical location of the Shetland archipelago, to begin to make out a 
pattern. Today, I would suggest that these and similar expressions should be  
 

                                                      
199 Several years later, I found out that a sign bearing the unambiguous inscription 60°N had 
been put in place near Channerwick, along the Lerwick-Sumburgh road (The Shetland Times 
2005.06.17). I must have crossed the latitude line numerous times that first summer in Shet-
land, just as I have crossed it many times again on later visits to the islands. 
200 Some 150 years ago, it was not unusual to find Shetland described as the northernmost part 
of the British Empire, e.g. Edmonston 1856, p. 91. 
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understood not solely in terms of representing a particularly strong interest, 
or fascination, with the islands’ geographical location, but that they should 
also be seen as reflecting a distinct sense of self and identity. 

At times, it would appear that this fondness of, shall we say, ‘being north’ 
is particularly evident in references sometimes made by people in Shetland 
to parts of the world located outside the islands. As it were, people who 
came to Shetland in the past had to arrive though the so-called South Mouth 
of Lerwick harbour. For centuries, this mouth (or inlet) constituted the    
main access route into Shetland and, as such, it was also regarded as one of 
Shetland’s most vulnerable points. Over time, this inlet has taken on the 
symbolic quality of representing the boundary as well as the point of tension 
between the inside and the outside of Shetland. In due course, it has also 
become something of a ‘boundary marker’ between self and other, as Shet-
landers have frequently used this geographical feature when describing, 
characterising and at times caricaturing incomers to the islands – hence   
referring to people from outside the islands as sooth-moothers and their 
place of origin as da Sooth, which basically refers to any location outside  
the islands and not necessarily places that are located strictly to the south of 
Shetland.201  

A couple of decades ago, Anthony Cohen penned down the following few 
lines, in an attempt to describe how Shetlanders have often come to view 
sooth-moothers, or sooth folk: 

“Sooth folk are [to the Shetlander] a breed more to be pitied than envied; they 
are handless – incapable of self-sufficiency; wasteful, in that they do not make 
use of whatever resources are available to them; loud-mouthed, in that they 
are forever voicing their opinions; and deluded, in that they firmly believe 
their opinions to be correct. Their lives are frantic and unordered, lacking    
the essential regulation of the natural calendar which imposes an undeviating 
routine on the fisherman and crofter. They are, literally, irresponsible, in that 
they have abdicated their own obligations for decision and self-regulation by 
becoming dependant on policemen and priests and politicians. An encounter 
with, or discussion of, a ‘Sooth man’ thus frequently finds Shetlanders re-
affirming the ideal typical conception of the Shetlander’s identity.”202 

 
Even if this description may come across as somewhat over-exaggerated, 
similar references to sooth-moothers, or sooth folk, are still quite common  
in the islands. This, too, was undoubtedly the case in the beginning of 2005, 
when Shetland suddenly attracted the attention of both national and inter-
national media, and all because of one word used during a press gathering  
 

                                                      
201 Gervais 1997, p. 199. 
202 Cohen 1987, p. 466. 
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before Up Helly Aa.203 The word in question was ‘sooth-moother’ and the 
media reactions were far from approving. According to the Sunday Herald, 
for instance, Shetland had had its reputation seriously tarnished by this   
remark, which had been used by the ceremonial leader of that year’s fes-
tivities when telling a group of international press representatives that none 
of them, because they were non-Shetlanders, would be welcome to attend 
certain parts of the festival: 

“Journalists representing the Press Association, the BBC, Norwegian tele-
vision and a host of newspapers made the expensive journey to Shetland two 
weeks ago for the annual fire festival celebrating the islands’ Norse heritage, 
held in Lerwick on the last Tuesday of January. 

However, the event turned sour for them when Peter Fraser, the 2005 
Guizer Jarl – leader of the Jarl’s Squad and focal point of the day’s activities – 
refused to allow anyone but local media access to the site where a replica   
Viking galley is burned at the celebration’s climax. 

During a press conference the day before the event, Fraser dismissed all 
the other journalists as ‘soothmoothers’ – a derogatory Shetlandic term for 
people from lands to the south – and said that they were not welcome at the 
Up-Helly-Aa celebrations.”204 

 
This remark was also commented on in local media and it prompted several 
readers to submit letters to the Shetland Times, some of which were clearly 
quite upset, while others considered the use of the ‘s-word’ rather more as    
a joke that should not be judged too harshly. However, in response to the 
wide-spread negative publicity – and in spite of Mr Fraser’s apologies – it 
did not take very long before the fire festival committee and the local tourist 
office had decided that the Guizer Jarl and his squad of Vikings would not 
be used as ambassadors to promote Shetland as a tourist destination that 
year.205  

About a year later, there was another incident with a pronounced bearing 
on the islands’ cultural and geographical location. This time, a reporter at  
the Birmingham Post had written an article about Shetland in which he   
basically dismissed the islands as one particularly bleak and windswept  
outpost, plagued by astronomical suicide rates, alcoholism, drug abuse and 
domestic violence. The article, once it reached Shetland, was bound to cause 
reactions.206 

                                                      
203 Up Helly Aa is a series of fire festivals held throughout Shetland each winter; the first and 
largest of which is always held in Lerwick on the last Tuesday of January. One particularly 
spectacular part of the celebrations involves the setting fire to a replica Viking longship, or 
galley (e.g. Brown 1998; Church 1989; Jones 2011). 
204 The Sunday Herald 2005.02.06.  
205 The Shetland Times 2005.02.11. It has been described elsewhere how Shetland’s tourist 
industry, several years later, was still dealing with some of the fall-out from this incident, e.g. 
McMillan 2008, pp. 246-247. 
206 The Birmingham Post 2006.04.14. 
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Right enough, a few weeks after the article had first been published in 
England, it received a two-page reply in the Shetland Times.207 Among the 
many quotes from the original article, in which Shetland had been referred  
to as the most depressing place in all of Britain, there was a description of 
the islands as a very far away place indeed, in both time and space:  

“It is in the arctic circle. I was up there four weeks ago and I was walking on  
a beach in a force eight gale. With the snow blowing and the temperature at 
minus six it was pretty bleak.”208 

 
The article continued: 

“They feel distant from the rest of the modern world in many ways. Some of 
the houses are very isolated. Crofting is a major form of income – parts of the 
island seem to be locked in a time warp of 50 to 60 years ago.”209 

 
In the following weeks, a number of articles appeared in local media.210  
Several letters were also submitted to the Shetland Times, in which some 
readers were clearly at pains to point out all the misinformation and errone-
ous data that had riddled the original Birmingham article. When it emerged 
that the reporter had in fact never been to Shetland and that his account was 
an entirely invented story, the local tourist office and the Shetland Times 
soon decided to join forces and invite him to the islands so that he would get 
a chance to see Shetland for himself and realise that it is quite a different 
place from the doom and gloom he had described in his article. It was further 
argued that such an initiative might even result in a new, more positive   
article in the Birmingham Post and, should this be the case, at least some-
thing good would have come out of the story.211 

The visit took place only a couple of weeks later and reached the front 
page of the Shetland Times, where the invited reporter was depicted in a 
large colour photograph standing on top of the spectacular cliffs at Eshaness, 
in north-west Mainland. There was also another two-page spread in the   
paper, where he was given the opportunity to apologise for his original   
article.212 At the end of the day, all involved parties seemed pleased with the 
outcome and soon afterwards a new, more positive, account of the islands 

                                                      
207 The Shetland Times 2006.04.28. 
208 The Birmingham Post 2006.04.14, quoted in The Shetland Times 2006.04.28. 
209 The Birmingham Post 2006.04.14, quoted in The Shetland Times 2006.04.28. 
210 National media also followed up on the story, including the Sunday Times and the Daily 
Express as well as BBC Radio Scotland, BBC Scotland, Grampian Television and the Press 
Association. 
211 The Shetland Times 2006.05.12. 
212 The Shetland Times 2006.05.26a, 2006.05.26b. 
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appeared in the Birmingham Post, this time under the rather more attractive 
headline “Welcome to Shetland and a windy surprise”.213 

By bringing together this diverse set of examples, I have wanted to show 
that ‘northness’ may refer not only to where Shetland is but that it may    
also have a bearing on what Shetland is, both in a local context and further 
afield. Although it is quite evident that the idea of ‘being north’ is firmly 
rooted in the geography and physical location of this group of islands, it 
often signifies something significantly more. In the light of the above, it 
would also seem that the image of Shetland is of great significance to many 
people living in the islands, in much the same way that it is also important  
in relation to how others, elsewhere, may look upon the islands and – by 
extension – those living there. 
  

                                                      
213 The Birmingham Post 2006.05.26. 
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4 Assessing the Shetland landscape 

I think our society has got hung up on the terms scenic and picturesque. I 
think we are moving on from that, and trying to be more objective, as far 
as we can. We are moving beyond a purely visual appreciation of land-
scape to the experience of the place, and this can include the physical, 
tangible things that you can measure – the landform, vegetation, buildings 
– or the non-tangible – the spatial relationships (...) Scale, pattern, diver-
sity, form, balance, movement, texture, colour, and openness all inter-
relate, so you can actually work out how that landscape character is 
formed, by the relationship between those different aspects.214 

Landscape characteristics 
The Shetland landscape is predominantly made up of metamorphic and 
sedimentary rocks with rather poor drainage. In combination with past      
and present climate conditions, this has resulted in large areas of the islands 
being covered in peat, which typically support various types of heathers, 
coarse grasses, lichens and mosses. Due also to the geological complexity 
and the mainly acidic bedrock in the isles, more productive habitats such as 
arable land, eutrophic lochs, salt marshes and machair tend to be relatively 
scattered and fragmented in character.215 

The scientific importance granted places like Shetland is often described 
in terms of their floras and faunas exhibiting much clearer taxonomic and 
evolutionary features than do their continental counterparts. This is so       
not least because their isolation has allowed for only very limited external 
influences to obscure their distinct ‘native’ features. Further to this, the 
northerly location of this particular group of islands is such that the growth 
period of both terrestrial and marine plants is relatively short. Another    
consequence of Shetland’s latitude, and one which has often been of key 

                                                      
214 Hughes 2002, p. 11. 
215 The word machair is Gaelic in origin and refers to an extensive, low-lying fertile plain. 
Nowadays, it is used as a recognized scientific term for a specific coastal feature, defined by 
some as a type of dune pasture. The term may however also be used to signify the whole 
system, from the beach to where the sand encroaches on the peat further inland. Machair is 
one of the rarest habitats in Europe. 
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importance to many scholars in their choice of these islands as their        
scientific base, is the high proportion of northern species to be found there 
(not least when assessed from a strictly UK perspective).216 Thus, given  
Shetland’s relative position in-between Scotland, the Faroe Islands and 
Scandinavia, a number of species reach the northern or, indeed, southern 
limits of their range in or around this group of islands. This applies         
particularly to birds, but is true also of several terrestrial and marine plants. 
Such populations tend to be vulnerable and because they appear in relatively 
small numbers may not be replaceable, should they be lost.217 

In chapter 2, it was concluded that Scotland’s landscapes come with         
a long history in terms of certain characteristics having been more celebrated 
than others. To a large extent, the landscapes demonstrating such features  
are located in the far west and north of Scotland – in the areas generally 
known as the Highlands and Islands. As we have already seen, these land-
scapes have frequently taken on the role of representing all of Scotland. It 
has also been suggested by some commentators that these landscapes have 
often been dealt with in a predominantly detached and distanced manner, 
thus emphasising their natural rather than their social or cultural dimensions. 
As a result, the Highlands and Islands have gradually taken on a distinct  
aura of representing ‘pure nature’, in spite of all other dimensions that     
may also be attributed to these landscapes. 

To explain this situation and its coming into being in some further detail, 
a number of academic researchers have turned to the Scottish heritage     
industry to illustrate some of the ways in which certain types of landscape 
have been actively drawn upon to promote a distinct sense of Scottishness.218 
In summary, what these writers have found, is that certain trends within the 
heritage industry as regards landscape matters to a large extent have drawn 
upon a pronounced ‘objectification’ or ‘commodification’ of the land. As a 
direct consequence of this, certain aspects of Scottish history have been 
highlighted at the expense of others which, as a result of this, have remained 
largely invisible, or obscured, to those visiting these areas. Elaborating       
on this theme, some commentators have even argued that the historical   
experiences of the Scottish Highlands and Islands could be seen as reflecting 

                                                      
216 The interest in Shetland’s flora and fauna comes with a long history. Some aspects of the 
work carried out by a number of early naturalists in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
have been discussed by Berry and Johnston 1980, pp. 233-241; Flinn 1989; Johnston 1999, 
pp. 257-272; Johnston 2007. 
217 Berry and Johnston 1980, p. 251; Johnston 1976, p. 59. 
218 E.g. Basu 1997, 2007; Gold and Gold 1995; Lorimer 1999; MacDonald 1998, 2002; 
McCrone et al. 1995; Smout 1993; Toogood 1995, 1996, 2003; Withers 1988, 1990, 1996, 
2000. 
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those usually associated with colonised countries in other parts of the 
world.219 

The main purpose of this chapter is to discuss the Shetland landscape as 
seen through one specific report, A Landscape Assessment of the Shetland 
Isles, published by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) in 1998.220 While this 
discussion will tie in with some of the arguments introduced in chapter 2,  
the key focus here will be on how certain landscape values are communi-
cated through one particular policy document. To this end, I will refer to my 
own reading of the report and also to a number of semi-structured interviews 
conducted with several people involved in landscape management and    
nature conservation on a professional basis in Shetland as well as in main-
land Scotland.221 

The principal aim of this chapter is to identify some of the objectives of 
one particular landscape initiative, and to do so by focusing specifically     
on its coming into being and its subsequent effect (if any) on the landscape 
in which it was first carried out. I have also wanted to incorporate some      
of the more personal reflections of my respondents into this discussion. This 
concern has required an approach allowing the respondents to talk as     
freely as possible about their own experiences of conservation and planning 
issues more generally. Working with semi-structured interviews has been 
quite useful in this sense, not least because of its informal character and  
often open-ended questions, which may encourage a deeper and sometimes 
more personal exploration of some of the topics raised during the course of 
the conversation.222 

My main objective is to explore different perceptions, understandings  
and experiences of landscape conservation – in Scotland in general and in 
Shetland in particular – and to do so with each respondent. A total of four 
recorded conversations have been selected and later analysed for the purpose 
of this chapter.223 Two of the respondents were selected because of their  
involvement in nature conservation at the regional level (albeit in different  
 
                                                      
219 It has been argued that such ‘colonial processes’ typically included the imposition of  
drastic agricultural changes coupled with minimal property rights for local inhabitants, forced 
evictions and the establishment of categories of land intended for the use of social elites, and 
epitomised by the introduction of vast sporting estates primarily aimed at providing the upper 
classes with high quality deer stalking grounds, e.g. Toogood 2003, p. 155. 
220 Gillespies 1998. 
221 For this purpose, I have carried out a number of semi-structured interviews, each lasting 
between one and one and a half hours. 
222 The use of interview data, and the use of semi-structured interviews in particular, has been 
discussed in further detail by e.g. Kvale 1999; Potter and Wetherell 1987; Ryen 2004; Wiles 
et al. 2005. 
223 The interviews were typically carried out at the respondents’ workplaces, after initial 
contacts had been established either by telephone or email. Each interview was recorded, and 
later transcribed.  
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capacities), whereas the other two were selected based on their involvement 
in similar issues at the national level (again, in different capacities). The two 
‘regional’ respondents were one representative from the national nature  
conservation authority (SNH) in Shetland and one conservation manager 
working for the local council in the islands (SIC). The ‘national’ respondents 
consisted of one representative from SNH, based at the head office in     
Edinburgh and responsible for developing national policy on landscape  
management and nature conservation matters, while the second respondent 
in this category is a landscape consultant and landscape architect. For the 
purpose of this study, the latter was contacted because of his company’s 
involvement in conducting the landscape character assessment which, as we 
shall see, to a large extent is the main focus of this chapter.224 

Whereas the choice of working with semi-structured interviews has     
certainly been very informative and helped uncover certain types of infor-
mation – some of which I very much doubt that I would have come across in 
any other way – it is also worth bearing in mind that this methodology 
comes with its own set of problems. For one, it has resulted in quite a     
substantial amount of (semi-structured!) information that may not be all that 
easy, or straightforward, to make active use of. For instance, quoting from 
this material has proved rather problematic and will therefore only be done 
to a relatively limited extent.225 That said, I consider the insights gained from 
conducting these interviews, as well as the preparatory work leading up       
to the interviews coming about in the first place, to be crucial for my under-
standing of the issues at hand. So much so, in fact, that these insights will 
appear not only in this chapter but can be traced throughout this study, 
whether between the lines or spelled out in the written text. 

Another problem, and one which probably has more to do with the actual 
setting of the interviews and the topics dealt with during the course of     
conducting them, rather than having very much to do with my choice of 
methodology, relates to the fact that Shetland is a very small place, and 
whether or not I seek to make my respondents anonymous it will still be 
relatively easy to work out who said what. This might seem an insignificant 
problem, but as I was occasionally asked not to pass on some of the infor- 
 

                                                      
224 The interviews were never aimed at achieving a representative sample of views and    
opinions, for which they would be far too few, but rather to tap into the widest possible 
breadth of this particular discursive field among conservation professionals at both regional 
and national levels, and to do so as efficiently as possible given the rather limited time I had at 
my disposal. 
225 Some readers would probably argue that this, in itself, involves quite a few methodological 
concerns, not least since my choice of quotations must always rest on my own subjective 
preferences. On the other hand, it is necessary to be selective and it could even be argued that 
this process, in itself, constitutes the very basis of actually pursing a doctoral thesis or, indeed, 
any other type of text in whatever form or context it is produced. 
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mation that was given to me during the interviews to anyone else, this has 
been quite an issue at times. With hindsight, I realise that I should probably 
have tackled this rather differently, there and then, during the course of the 
interviews. Although consent was asked for before each interview – and 
granted by the respondents – it was not until quite some time later that it 
dawned upon me that whereas a Scottish thesis only relatively rarely reaches 
beyond the confines of the academic world, a Swedish thesis is always much 
more readily available through public libraries and so on. Consequently, my 
asking for consent without taking into account the differences between the 
two traditions has resulted in certain aspects of the collected data being 
rather difficult to deal with. 

Recognising this dilemma, and having spent a fair amount of time think-
ing about how to best go about solving this situation, I have come to the 
conclusion that certain topics that were dealt with during the course of the 
interviews will not be included in my study. I have also decided not to name 
any of my respondents in this chapter. It is also worth emphasising, yet 
again, that all interpretations put forth in this chapter as, indeed, throughout 
this study, are mine and mine alone. Similarly, I am of course to be held 
personally responsible for any misinterpretation or misunderstanding com-
municated in this work. 

Planning for nature and landscape 
The land use planning system by which the UK government seeks to main-
tain a balance between economic development and environmental quality 
throughout the UK is generally known as Town and Country Planning. This 
system was first introduced shortly after the end of the Second World War, 
when the so-called Town and Country Planning Act came into force.226 From 
this time onwards, Town and Country Planning has been the responsibility 
of local authorities, guided by national advice as set out in a series of     
Planning Advice Notes (PANs) and National Planning Policy Guidelines 
(NPPGs).227 

In more recent years, international agreements such as the Convention    
of Biological Diversity and various climate conventions put forth by the 
United Nations have gained a gradually more prominent role in matters 
linked to nature conservation in the UK as, indeed, in many other parts of  
the world. In addition to this, a rapidly growing body of EU legislation plays 

                                                      
226 The Act effectively nationalised the right to develop land by requiring that all proposals, 
except for a small number of specific exclusions, should secure planning permissions from 
their local authority before going ahead. 
227 In due course, and as Scotland’s National Planning Policy Guidelines are revised, they will 
be published as part of the new Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) series. 
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an increasingly important role in those matters.228 As a result, contemporary 
nature conservation is underpinned by an increasingly complex fabric    
made up of government legislation and European and other international 
directives, each demanding that a wide range of protection, interpretation 
and monitoring systems are put in place. 

Although national planning legislation is increasingly linked to inter-
national agreements and recommendations, many activities in this area take 
place on a much more local level. This is exemplified, for instance, by       
the rapidly growing involvement of voluntary organisations in various issues 
related to nature conservation and land use planning.229 Looking at the   
situation in Scotland alone, the total membership of environmental groups 
and organisations at the turn of the millennium amounted to approximately 
377,000. Based on these statistics, it is interesting to note that out of Scot-
land’s total population of just over 5 million, almost ten per cent are     
members of such voluntary environmental groups and organisations. This    
is an impressive number not least when compared to, for instance, the total 
membership of the National Farmers’ Union of Scotland, which at that time 
had dropped to just below 11,000.230 

When approaching nature conservation and landscape management from 
a rather more long-term perspective, Scottish Natural Heritage is only one 
player in a succession of organisations committed to nature protection and 
nature conservation in Scotland. Indeed, it was not until the amalgamation  
in the early 1990s of the Nature Conservancy Council for Scotland (NCC) 
and the Countryside Commission for Scotland (CCS) that Scottish Natural 
Heritage was established.231 Today, SNH has grown into a relatively large 
organisation, employing around 900 staff, with offices in most parts of Scot-
land. 

Before devolution, Scottish Natural Heritage was an agency under the 
Scottish Office in London. But what kind of organisation is it today, and 
what is the present-day relationship between SNH, the Scottish Government 

                                                      
228 European initiatives in this area include the fairly recent introduction of Natura 2000 sites 
across the European member states. By the end of 2006, the UK Government also signed and 
ratified the Council of Europe’s European Landscape Convention. 
229 The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), the National Trust, the Ramblers 
Association and the World Wildlife Fund for Nature are examples of such voluntary organisa-
tions. In addition to these, the National Trust for Scotland, the John Muir Trust and the   
Scottish Wildlife Trust are strictly Scottish organisations with a similar remit that also keep 
attracting a steadily growing number of active members. 
230 Warren 2002, p. 184. 
231 Until 1991, Scottish nature conservation was under the control of bodies covering all of 
Great Britain: the Nature Conservancy (1948-1973) and the Nature Conservancy Council 
(1973-1991). The Nature Conservancy Council for Scotland (1991-1992) was an interim 
forerunner of what was to become Scottish Natural Heritage. 
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and the Scottish Parliament?232 According to a corporate strategy document 
published about ten years ago, Scottish Natural Heritage is both a govern-
ment organisation and a government agency.233 More recently, SNH has  
been described as a non-departmental public body, and it has also been   
recognised as a Scottish  charity.234 The other year, SNH described itself as 
the Scottish Government’s adviser on landscape: 

“Our landscape remit is wide-ranging, guided by our Landscape Policy 
Framework and lead by our team of landscape specialists. This work draws on 
and complements SNH’s efforts for nature and its enjoyment, recognising   
the connections between landscape, cultural heritage and history, recreation, 
geology, habitats and biodiversity.”235 

 
It would seem that the nature of landscape management and nature con-
servation can be quite a complex matter. This also became evident when I 
asked some of my respondents about their views on the current set-up and 
tasking of SNH:  

CM: “How would you describe Scottish Natural Heritage?” 
 
R1: “It’s difficult. We’re government statutory advisers on all issues relating 
to conservation of wildlife and habitats and landscapes, and also on promoting 
awareness and understanding amongst the population. It doesn’t come off the 
tongue easily.” 
 
CM: “So, what’s your remit?” 
 
R1: “We are an agency rather than a departmental body. We are semi-
autonomous… we’re funded through government… they pretty much hand 
over the money and tell us where our remit lies and leave us to get on with 
it.”236 
 
CM: “In your opinion, would you say that SNH has changed a lot in the wake 
of devolution?” 
 

                                                      
232 As pointed out already in the Preface to this study, the Scottish Executive was established 
in 1999 as the executive arm of the devolved Scottish Parliament. Following the 2007 Scottish 
Parliament election, the term Executive was changed to Government. In this study I will make 
use of both terms, depending on context. It is worth noting, however, that the term Scottish 
Executive remains its legal name under the Scotland Act 1998. 
233 Scottish Natural Heritage 2003. 
234 Scottish Natural Heritage 2006. 
235 Scottish Natural Heritage’s landscape role. Retrieved from: <http://www.snh.gov.uk/ 
protecting-scotlands-nature/looking-after-landscapes/landscape-role/>  
(Last accessed 20 October 2013). 
236 Interview with R1 2003.11.20. 
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R2: “I think all that’s happened really since devolution is that our work is   
under much closer scrutiny from Members of Parliament and, you know, 
that’s no bad thing. Questions can get raised in Parliament that have to be   
answered, but they are usually answered through the Scottish Executive, that’s 
a sort of parent of SNH really. We are what they call a non-departmental  
government body, or an arm’s length government organisation, so we are 
funded by government but we’re independent enough to act as an advisor to 
the government.”237 

 
To be honest, I am not sure whether any of these answers left me any wiser. 
Adding to my confusion, I soon realised that some people were referring to 
Scottish Natural Heritage as a quango.238 This acronym has been used in the 
UK and elsewhere for some time, usually to describe an organisation that 
plays some role or other in the process of national government without   
being – or belonging to – a government department, but which nevertheless 
performs certain governmental functions and often does so with state fund-
ing or some other form of financial support.  

Introducing the landscape programme 
In recent years, there has been a pronounced interest throughout Scotland in 
a wide range of issues associated with ‘nature’ and ‘landscape’. One very 
tangible outcome of this widespread interest was the introduction, in 2002, 
of Scotland’s first ever national parks.239 This initiative was followed by the 
Land Reform (Scotland) Act and the Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act, 
which came into force in 2003 and 2004. The beginning of 2005 saw the 
implementation of the brand new Scottish Access Code. In this context, it is 
no major surprise that a series of landscape character assessments were also 
produced round about this time, when Scotland was, in a sense, ‘becoming’ 
Scotland.  

Initiated already in the middle of the 1990s, the National Programme for 
Landscape Character Assessment represents one of the biggest projects 
launched by Scottish Natural Heritage. Its key purpose was to identify the 
main characteristics of Scotland’s landscapes, thereby gathering useful land-
scape information for local authorities to draw upon when putting together 

                                                      
237 Interview with R2 2003.12.01. 
238 This term originated as a humorous shortening of Quasi-NGO, that is, an ostensibly non-
governmental organisation, which performs governmental functions, often with some funding. 
Today, one may find the acronym being variously (and rather confusingly) spelt out as    
either Quasi-Autonomous Non-Governmental Organisation or Quasi-Autonomous National 
Government Organisation. 
239 The National Parks (Scotland) Act came into force in 2000. To date, two national parks 
have been designated in the Scottish Highlands: the Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National 
Park, and the Cairngorms National Park. 
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their respective development plans. It was also thought that the assessments 
would prove useful in terms of determining sensitivities to particular types of 
landscape change. To meet these requirements, the programme specified 
some of the forces for change affecting the identified landscapes, as well as 
assessing the capacity of any given landscape to cope with such changes.    
In this way, it was argued, the assessments would become instrumental in 
virtually all forms of physical planning in Scotland, in local as well as in 
regional contexts.240 

It is useful to know that landscape character assessments, as a technique 
for identifying, describing and making judgements about landscapes, is only 
one in a succession of techniques that have been used by land use planners 
and conservationists across the UK for quite some time.241 For many years, 
the main focus of this type of study was on landscape evaluation. In other 
words, the key purpose was to identify (and, if possible, to quantify) what 
makes one area of landscape stand out as ‘better’ or more ‘valuable’ than 
another. By the mid-1980s, the term landscape assessment emerged as a 
concept and a tool with which to separate the classification and description 
of landscapes from that of landscape evaluation. Based on this new per-
spective it was considered important by the Countryside Commission, on the 
one hand, to distinguish between what made one landscape ‘different’ or 
‘distinct’ from another and, on the other hand, what made one landscape 
‘better’ or more ‘valuable’ than another.242 It could be argued that the gradual 
rejection by the Countryside Commission of statistical approaches to      
landscape classification helped facilitate the development of more qualitative 
methods in this area.243 More recently, these thoughts have been elaborated 
into the working method now generally referred to as landscape character 
assessment.244 

                                                      
240 It has been alleged that the programme represents one of the most comprehensive studies 
of its kind carried out anywhere in Europe, e.g. Scottish Executive 1999. 
241 Previous guidelines include Countryside Commission 1987; Countryside Commission    
for Scotland 1991; Countryside Commission 1993. The most recent guideline to date was 
published in 2002 as a joint initiative by the Countryside Agency and Scottish Natural    
Heritage. However, this publication, which summarises the aims and methods deployed by the 
National Programme for Landscape Character Assessment, had not yet been published at the 
time when Shetland’s landscape character assessment was produced, see Countryside Agency 
and Scottish Natural Heritage 2002. 
242 Countryside Commission 1987. 
243 Selman and Swanwick 2010, p. 15. 
244 In the most recent guideline, this type of assessment is described as “an appropriate way to 
look at landscapes because it provides a structured approach to identifying character and 
distinctiveness as well as value”, Countryside Agency and Scottish Natural Heritage 2002, p. 
3. A similar perspective was put forward in the opening quote of this chapter, where Rebecca 
Hughes of the landscape group at SNH gave her view on how landscape character is formed 
and how it should best be studied. 
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Still, it could be argued that landscape character assessments, in similarity 
with their predecessors, often seek to be as objective as possible by reducing 
the degree of subjectivity to a minimum. Such objective elements are     
typically associated with the land itself, its description and susceptibility     
to GIS technology. However, some degree of subjectivity cannot be entirely 
ruled out from the assessments since, at the end of the day, certain judge-
ments have to be made.245 This situation has also been commented on by 
Rebecca Hughes of the landscape group at Scottish Natural Heritage, when 
describing some of the procedures involved in producing the assessments. 
Commenting on the methodology used in the programme, she has explained 
it like this: 

“We work to a common methodology when we are assessing and identifying 
landscape character, using a standard field record sheet. When you go on a 
field survey there will be at least a two-person team to assess that situation 
and to create a record from a single viewpoint. You will go to several other 
points and look into that same piece of landscape and identify where it        
becomes one landscape character moving into another type. We have tried    
to find terminology to help us assess the landscape via a series of paired      
descriptive terms, such as harmonious vs. chaotic. If there is a difference       
in opinion between surveyors it is discussed until we can come to a common 
description.”246 

 
In addition to the information on landscape types, landscape character     
assessments also include a systematic identification of areas in Scotland 
considered to be currently under threat, for instance from afforestation or 
mineral development. In response to such threats, a number of suggestions 
have been put forward aimed at safeguarding those areas through special 
landscape initiatives. In general, these suggestions are delivered as guide-
lines, with instructions for how certain landscape characteristics should be 
conserved, enhanced or developed as considered appropriate. 

Many planning authorities throughout Scotland have contributed eco-
nomically or in other ways to the completion of the landscape character  
assessments in their respective areas. In this way, almost every planning 
authority has been introduced to, or been directly involved in, at least some 
aspects of the work that has gone into the assessments.247 In some cases, such  
 
 

                                                      
245 Cf. Smout et al. 1999, p. 176. 
246 Hughes 2002, p. 11. 
247 Apart from involving local planning authorities, Scottish Natural Heritage also sought      
to involve other organisations such as the Forestry Authority, Forest Enterprise, Historic 
Scotland, Scottish Enterprise, the Scottish Executive Rural Affairs Division as well as various 
local groups. These parties were involved either through consultation or by membership of 
project steering groups. 
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involvement determined the scope or scale of the study, while in other cases 
it resulted in detailed considerations of a particular force for change.248 As 
regards the landscape character assessment for Shetland, no forces for 
change were at the forefront of the study and it appears that the local council 
played quite an insignificant role in its production. I will come back to this 
shortly, as it would seem to have had some important implications not only 
for how the assessment was received in the islands but also in terms of how 
it has been put to use in the past decade. 

Some years ago the national programme was completed, comprising a   
total of 29 regional studies covering all of Scotland. Each study was carried 
out to a broadly similar brief to ensure a degree of consistency, although 
some assessments may vary in order to reflect the diversity of uses for which 
they are intended as well as to account for the aspirations of individual   
project steering groups. Also, the scale and level of detail of individual   
assessments sometimes vary so as to take into account the requirements of 
particular project partners, or to accommodate the needs of local planning 
authorities. A majority of assessments were carried out at 1:50,000 scale but 
in some cases, when there was a need for more detailed information, assess-
ments were carried out at 1:25,000 scale. 

A total of 3,967 individual character areas were identified from the 
1:50,000 (and occasionally 1:25,000) maps produced from the 29 assess-
ments.249 The individual character areas were subsequently grouped into 366 
landscape character types in the original assessments, ranging for instance 
from 30 types in the Border Region to only three in Clackmannanshire. A 
separate study was then carried out to investigate the common features of  
the landscape character types across Scotland and to group them together 
into higher order types. As a result, the original 366 landscape character 
types were grouped into 106 more generalised categories known as Level 2 
types and then again into 52 higher level categories known as Level 3 types. 
This hierarchy, it is argued, allows for the character of the landscape to be  
 

                                                      
248 In the early stages, landscape character assessments were primarily seen as a professional 
process in which the work was carried out by professionals for the use and benefit of pro-
fessionals. However, over the years, and especially towards the end of the project, there      
has been a growing recognition of the need to involve a much wider constituency of people 
who may have a particular interest in the landscape, such as local authorities, landowners, 
residents, recreational users and environmental groups – often referred to as stakeholders. 
Such involvement has been considered particularly important given the new emphasis on 
community planning, cultural strategies and Best Value performance plans and indicators, cf. 
Countryside Agency and Scottish Natural Heritage 2002, p. 2. The relatively recent adoption 
of the European Landscape Convention by the UK Government is likely to add further em-
phasis to the role of stakeholders in this type of process. 
249 Countryside Agency and Scottish Natural Heritage 2002, p. 6. 
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examined at a number of different scales, from the broad national level, to 
the regional level, and sometimes all the way down to the local level.250 

Reading and contextualising the report 
Selected as one of four pilot studies, Shetland was among the first areas to  
be surveyed and have its specific landscape character identified, described 
and mapped out in accordance with the overall aims of the National        
Programme for Landscape Character Assessment.251 In Shetland, the pro-
gramme resulted in the identification of seven landscape character types: 
major uplands, peatland and moorland, undulating moorland with lochs, 
inland valleys, farmed and settled lowlands and coasts, farmed and settled 
voes and sounds, and coastal edge. 

I first came across the Shetland assessment in 1998, shortly after it had 
been published. When reading the report for the first time, or at least parts  
of it, I felt quite uncertain what to make of it. However, I soon realised that   
I would probably have to spend quite some time learning more about this 
report, including its coming into being and possible implications for con-
temporary land use planning in the islands. For someone with an interest     
in Shetland landscapes, and with a particular focus on the ‘here and now’    
of those landscapes, there was simply no escaping this report.252 

First of all, it should be pointed out that landscape character assessments 
are predominantly aimed at those concerned with land management and 
landscape planning on a professional basis. More specifically, this series of 
assessments is intended to provide a ‘landscape context’ for council officials 
and SNH staff based throughout Scotland.253 As such, the assessments are 
considered particularly useful in various land use related matters. However, 
it soon becomes evident that the assessments may speak not only to certain 
groups of planning professionals, but that they can also be appropriated by 
many others, for many different reasons. I may, for instance, claim this   
report for my own ends, as an individual interested in Shetland, or as an  
academic researcher investigating contemporary understandings of Shetland 

                                                      
250 The types at each level are described as an amalgamation of the types below. It has      
been argued that the three different levels represent the hierarchy of landscape character in 
Scotland, based on a bottom-up grouping rather than a top-down division, see Countryside 
Agency and Scottish Natural Heritage 2002, pp. 46f. 
251 Gillespies 1998. 
252 It was some time before I realised that landscape character assessments have only very 
rarely caught the attention of social scientists. For some exceptions to the rule, see Darkin 
2003; Rohde 2004; Smout et al. 1999; Syse 2010. 
253 Hughes and Buchan 1999, p. 3. 
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landscapes.254 However, this particular quality does not set this series of  
reports apart from any other text. Practices and contexts surrounding any 
given text – in whatever form it may have, and in terms both of where it is 
displayed and  by whom it is read (or not read) – will inevitably have effects 
on the text itself, its authors and its prospective ‘audience’. From this, it  
follows that in much the same way that any type of text can be appropriated 
for a wide range of different reasons, landscape character assessments may 
also be read in more than just one way.255 

Initially, when flicking through the assessment, I found it to represent a 
considerable contribution in terms of bringing together large quantities of 
data on the general condition of Shetland’s natural heritage, and doing so in 
an overall systematic and objective manner. I also noticed that it consisted  
of a written description of Shetland’s landscapes, complemented by a series 
of thematic maps and photographs from across the islands. It also became 
evident that the techniques used for identifying the landscape types and 
character areas seemed to be resting quite firmly on certain visual regimes 
(or ways of seeing), such as the picturesque, the sublime and the panoramic 
all of which date back to the early modern era.256 This approach is certainly 
not unique to the Shetland assessment. Visual qualities are often at the fore-
front of landscape studies, quite irrespective of who has conducted the study 
and for what purpose it was carried out. 

Some years later, I found it quite interesting to learn that Rick Rohde, in a 
discussion about the landscape character assessment carried out in the Isle  
of Skye round about the same time as the assessment got under way in Shet-
land, had found that the landscape character types defined in that report   
also seemed to be primarily associated with certain visual qualities of the 
landscape.257 He also suggested that the Skye assessment showed only     
limited concern with the experiences of actually living and working in these 
landscapes, and that the landscape character types appeared to have been 
selected largely because of their accessibility during the course of com-
pleting the landscape programme. He further concluded that although this 
emphasis on identifying a landscape’s visual characteristics may undoubt- 
 
 

                                                      
254 Some more detailed aspects of my reading of this assessment were presented at the Land-
scapes and Politics conference in Edinburgh in 2002. See also Crouch and Malm 2003. 
255 This is sometimes referred to as intertextuality. The term was first coined by Julia Kristeva 
in the 1960s but has since been developed by numerous scholars, e.g. Barthes 1977; Game 
1991; Hall 1997. Basically, what is meant by the term is the process whereby one text plays 
upon other texts, ultimately referring endlessly to further elements within the realm of cultural 
production. It follows that intertextuality is a feature of any text (including this thesis) 
whether written or otherwise produced.  
256 Cf. chapter 2, especially pp. 46-51. 
257 Rohde 2004. 



 102 

 
The report identified seven different landscape character types. This photo shows 
an example of the landscape character type referred to as Peatland and moorland 
and, more specifically, the sub-category (or landscape character area) of Yell 
peatland. There is also a brief description accompanying this picture and the land-
scape character area in question: ”Most of Yell is covered by extensive undulating 
peatland and heather moorland. The distinguishing landscape features of this area 
are its island location, extent and uniformity. The gently rounded and undulating 
landform allows extensive views over the land. (…) Overall, this is a barren and 
wild natural landscape.”258 Reproduced by kind permission of Scottish Natural 
Heritage. 

 

edly go some way in creating economic value, particularly through tourism, 
it may also result in potential conflicts between people living in these areas 
and those travelling there for their holidays.259  

Returning to the Shetland assessment, it appears that a majority of photo-
graphs were taken from the road, thus supporting Rohde’s suspicion that 
accessibility played a key role in determining which landscape images (and, 
in effect, which landscape character types) would be included in the final 
report. In addition, the photographs often seem to depict Shetland as a pre-
dominantly pristine and empty place – thereby transforming the islands into 
a location distinctly different and ‘other’ from what most people living in  
the islands would experience on a daily basis. It could be argued that this  
 

                                                      
258 Gillespies 1998, p. 77. 
259 Rohde 2004, p. 216. 
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Another example of the Peatland and moorland landscape character type, this 
time exemplified by the sub-category (or landscape character area) of Eshaness 
and Papa Stour maritime heathland: “These areas are characterised by their 
vegetative cover of maritime heathland and their exposed sea location. (…) The 
Papa Stour heathlands are the result of the stripping of the previous peatland 
cover leading to the development of a distinct vegetation type. Eshaness features a 
more mixed vegetative cover, which includes areas of maritime heathland along-
side maritime grassland and peatland.”260 Reproduced by kind permission of Scot-
tish Natural Heritage. 

 

effect is further strengthened by the use of images that typically show very 
few – if, indeed, any – people in them, and that this approach only rarely 
gives the reader any sense of what ordinary, everyday life must be like in 
this part of the world.  

When taken together, this mode of representing the landscape would also 
seem to point towards a rather set visual agenda in which certain motifs are 
repeatedly drawn upon to represent the ‘quintessential’ Shetland landscape. 
Perhaps it is only symptomatic then that although there are only very few 
direct references made in the written text to the illustrations used in the   
report, and the illustrations typically lack any written descriptions to go with  
 
 
  

                                                      
260 Gillespies 1998, p. 81. 
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This photo shows a landscape character type referred to as Farmed and settled 
lowlands and coast, exemplified here by the sub-category (or landscape character 
area) of Coastal crofting and grazing lands: “Occurring in various locations on 
the coastal lowlands, this character area consists of grazing land through which 
there are scattered crofts and dwellings. (…) There are many areas of degraded 
heather moorland and abandoned improved land. There are numerous derelict 
crofts. The overall impression is of a relatively unmanaged, windswept, coastal 
crofting landscape.”261 Reproduced by kind permission of Scottish Natural Herit-
age. 

 
them, the written text and the illustrations nevertheless seem, to a very large 
extent, to enhance one another.262 

In addition to what would seem to be a rather set visual agenda, I also 
found that the report had a tendency towards describing the role (and value) 
of Shetland’s landscapes in terms of their representing an important aspect  
of Scotland’s natural heritage. In due course, I began to ask myself what 
connotations this might have in a place like Shetland, where not everyone    
is necessarily at ease with being labelled as first and foremost Scottish. In 
other words, could this labelling of Shetland’s landscapes as an important  
  

                                                      
261 Gillespies 1998, p. 99. 
262 It has been argued elsewhere that this effect is largely achieved through a reliance on the 
rhetoric of descriptive facts which, further aided by a strong faith in the objective recording of 
any chosen scene below or in front of the observer, tend to support the dominant and often 
taken-for-granted understanding of landscape as something detached and distinctly ’other’ 
from the ’eye’/’I’ of the spectator. See Crouch and Malm 2003, pp. 264-265. 
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Finally, a photo depicting the landscape character type of Farmed and settled voes 
and sounds: “This landscape type represents the portions of Shetland’s productive 
land, which are related to the enclosed coastal waters of the voes and sounds. 
These areas have generally been farmed and settled for a long period and their 
character is a result of successive settlement and land use in the same area. (...) 
The balance between settlement and land use can be satisfying and coherent in 
some areas, whilst in others the settlement or development can appear incon-
gruous, due to its nature or extent, the underlying qualities of the landscape hav-
ing been lost or disrupted.”.263 Reproduced by kind permission of Scottish Natural 
Heritage. 

 
and integral part of Scotland’s natural heritage be understood, at least by 
some people, as a statement with potential consequences for their opinions 
about Scottish Natural Heritage and their initiatives more generally? 

In this context, it has been interesting to note that several commentators, 
studying other aspects of place-making and identity construction in Scotland, 
have also paid some attention to the contents of conservation text, arguing 
for instance that what is frequently communicated as ‘our heritage’, ‘national 
heritage’ or even ‘world heritage’ may in fact result in the distancing of  
such heritage from its local meaning and geographical context.264 As regards 
the situation in the far north and west of Scotland, it has even been suggested 
that such descriptions may effectively remove local people from the scene, 

                                                      
263 Gillespies 1998, p. 103. 
264 E.g. Basu 1997, 2007; MacDonald 1998; Syse 2010. 



 106 

thereby (again) transforming the landscapes of the Highlands and Islands 
into an empty and depopulated ‘wilderness’.265 

Some years ago, Mark Toogood has also addressed some of the reasons 
why Scottish nature conservation agencies so often seem to have failed to 
engage meaningfully with people and organisations outside of scientific   
and official circles.266 In his opinion, and focusing specifically on the     
situation in the Scottish Highlands, part of this problem relates to the fact 
that SNH – much like its predecessors – represent a particular form of 
knowledge and practice, which brings together a complex set of scientific 
and aesthetic preferences that often do not correspond with the views and 
opinions held locally. In effect, and very much in keeping with this particu-
lar form of knowledge, nature conservation agencies often have a long    
history of having communicated mainly an abstract and static view of nature 
that ultimately, and in Mark Toogood’s view, “lacks any resonance with the 
sense of place and relationship to nature that is inextricably bound up with 
the social interaction, identities and practices of Highland culture.”267 

In a more recent study into landscape planning on a micro level in the 
west of Scotland, Karen Syse has found that the ways in which power is 
executed by people representing governmental and non-governmental     
environmental agencies can explain not only (some of) the many conflicts 
found between local communities and Scottish Natural Heritage, but that     
it may also have quite a lot to say about the feelings of disempowerment 
frequently expressed by members of local communities. As part of her    
argument, Syse suggests that power has gradually shifted from place to 
space and, in that process, individual local knowledge has been largely  
overlooked and exchanged for institutionalised expert knowledge. 268  

She further points to the often limited interaction between Scottish    
agencies responsible for monitoring rural landscapes and the people living  
in those areas as one particularly important reason why so much information 
is neglected, which might otherwise have contributed towards making    
several nature conservation and landscape management initiatives more  
effective.269 

Some of these arguments resonate with some of the concerns raised by 
Karl Benediktsson (and others) in chapter 2, and which could be summarised 
as a critique of any ‘detached’ approach to landscape on the grounds that 
they run the risk of obliterating local communities from the history of the 
very landscapes in which they live and from which they are also, in many 

                                                      
265 Toogood 1996.  
266 Toogood 2003. 
267 Toogood 2003, p. 163-164. 
268 Syse 2010. 
269 Syse 2010, p. 479. 
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different ways, making a living.270 With some of these thoughts still fresh    
in mind, it is time to return to Shetland’s landscape character assessment. 
One key question that needs to be asked is why nature conservation and 
landscape management initiatives almost invariably seem to be at odds    
with the views and considerations held by local communities and, also, 
whether the present report should be seen as yet another example of just  
how problematic the implementation of new strategies, based on a rather 
particular blend of scientific and aesthetic preferences, can be in a local  
setting? 

Talking it through 
Once the national programme for landscape character assessment had been 
completed, Scottish Natural Heritage was keen to ensure that the results 
were incorporated into local authority plans and strategies across Scotland. 
More specifically, it was hoped that the assessments would be included in 
local development plans and that they would also prove an effective means 
by which to raise the general awareness of Scotland’s landscape diversity. 
As such, the programme would not only have an influence on planning   
procedures across Scotland, but add to the knowledge about Scottish nature 
more generally. In this way it was hoped that the programme would help 
creating long-term benefits not only for the natural heritage, but that it  
would also prove beneficial for communities across the country.271 

I wanted to ask some of my respondents about their views on the im-
plementation and outcome of the landscape character assessments. To begin 
with, I was also interested in finding out more about how these assessments 
had been put to use from a more general, Scottish perspective: 

R2: “Well, the influence is far and wide really and they get used as a standard 
reference document for environmental impact assessments. They also get used 
in terms of council policies and spatial planning... (…) Some councils make   
a big thing of landscape character and others don’t. I don’t know what the 
situation in the Shetlands is like…”272 

 
While that may sound rather promising, other respondents seemed to have 
taken a more sceptical view: 
 
 

                                                      
270 Benediktsson 2007, p. 208. 
271 Scottish Executive 1999. 
272 Interview with R2 2003.12.01. 
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R3: “You know, these assessments are very helpful if you want to know and 
understand about the landscape and you are trying to do something and       
nobody finds what you are trying to do controversial. But if what you are    
trying to do is controversial, then it gets quite difficult because at the end of 
the day this type of document has no legal status. (...) Basically, what it does, 
it creates a map of the country but it doesn’t tell you what you can and can’t 
do. It only gives you guidelines, and this makes for problems because people 
like things clear and developers like things clear...”273 

 
Elaborating on this theme, this respondent continued: 

R3: “I think SNH try to make too much of it sometimes, stopping things   
happening. I mean we live in modern times, so we can’t stop... Basically, I 
suppose I think our national environmental agency, SNH, and our national 
heritage agency, Historic Scotland, are too conservative.”274 

 
This and similar comments prompted me (perhaps rather naively) to ask one 
of my SNH respondents whether they really are too conservative: 

R2: “You know, we accept that landscapes change, but that change needs      
to be guided and managed in the most responsible manner possible, and that’s 
what we are trying to do... We might use the phrase ‘to conserve and enhance 
landscape’ as one of our key themes, but it’s always within the framework of 
change.”275 

 
While this type of rhetoric can certainly be quite interesting in itself, I was 
still wondering how the landscape character assessments had turned out in 
‘real life’ and, more specifically, what impact it had had in Shetland. Having 
discussed the landscape programme with quite a few people in both Shetland 
and mainland Scotland, and having read numerous other landscape reports 
and a few articles in local media, I had come to the conclusion that only very 
few Shetlanders seemed to have been involved in the actual work leading   
up to the publication of the landscape character assessment. Consequently, 
there seemed to have been very few suggestions made by people in the   
islands while the assessment was still under way: 

R1: “When the final draft was produced, we did a big display of it at the local 
library to make people aware of it and allow them to comment on it. We 
didn’t get a lot of feedback, and I can’t even remember whether it was      
positive or negative, but as I said, there was very little. (...) We did have 
forms, we were asking folk to tick boxes. I can remember seeing one or two  
of those, where people complained about the sort of style of modern houses  
in Shetland, but they were usually from tourists and visitors rather than locals. 

                                                      
273 Interview with R3 2003.10.30. 
274 Interview with R3 2003.10.30. 
275 Interview with R2 2003.12.01. 
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As you might expect, really, because the locals don’t like to criticise things 
their neighbours are doing.”276 
 
CM: “Is that right?” 
 
R1: “Oh yeah. Shetlanders have their way of doing things and you mustn’t try 
to tell them, you can try to persuade them, offer them alternatives, but there   
is no way they will be forced.”277 

 
It also appeared that the completion – and subsequent implementation – of 
the programme was not always quite as straightforward as Scottish Natural 
Heritage might have hoped for: 

R1: “You know, from our point of view, it would be very useful if the SIC 
would include that report in their development plan, with the statutory   
document which says how they are going to decide on planning applications 
and developments and what have you, but there seems to be a lot of resistance 
to including anything about categorising landscapes into the development 
plan.”278 

 
That comment seemed to suggest that the implementation of the various 
guidelines and recommendations put forth in the landscape character       
assessment were more or less optional. Could it really be that local councils 
across Scotland were in a position to choose whether or not they wanted      
to make use of the assessments, or for that matter any other guidelines or 
management directives issued by SNH, in their respective development 
plan?  

R2: “Well, essentially [the landscape character assessment] is not the law but 
it ties in on an equal basis to planning legislation in the sense that planning 
legislation governs the policy of local instruction plans, so in that sense it’s 
tied into some sort of legislation.”279 
 
R4: “Now, I suppose that’s part of the problem for this council. It’s always 
said to the Scottish Executive ‘well, there’s no legal requirement to do it, and 
you’re not giving us any money to do it, so therefore we won’t do it’.”280 

 
Gradually, these and similar comments made me wonder about the attitudes 
in Shetland politics more generally towards nature conservation and other 
similar issues. Was there really a genuine lack of interest among Shetland 
councillors, and perhaps also among people in the islands more generally, in 
this type of question? And, if so, why was that? 

                                                      
276 Interview with R1 2003.11.20. 
277 Interview with R1 2003.11.20. 
278 Interview with R1 2003.11.20. 
279 Interview with R2 2003.12.01. 
280 Interview with R4 2004.05.10. 



 110 

R1: “Well, the attitude in Shetland in terms of protecting from pollution, for 
instance, is very much that ‘we will protect our land from other people       
polluting it, but if we want to do something that’s polluting and it’s good for 
the economy, then we’re going to do it’. You can see this in the council’s 
Corporate Plan. There’s a section there on environmental protection and it 
says ‘we will protect our environment from outside influences’.”281 

 
The same respondent continued: 

R1: “Now, of course, there are councillors who are more sympathetic to con-
servation than others, but as a whole the council is always very reluctant.  
This may change in the future, but I think the impetus would have to come 
from the people of Shetland, telling their councillors that this is the way to 
go...”282 

 
Another respondent described the situation in rather more complex terms, by 
referring to some of the inherent difficulties associated with this type of  
issue in a place like Shetland: 

R4: “Well, obviously, there has always been a commitment by the council  
towards sustainability, but it’s not real in the sense that there are no docu-
ments, no action plans, simply because they never actually got around to     
doing that. But then the whole issue of environmental sustainability and    
biodiversity and so on is difficult in a place like this where the communities 
traditionally have always struggled against the environment, you know, to 
make a living. There’s a lot of primary industry here, that’s basically what we 
do, and there’s obviously very little secondary industry. So, that’s on the    
one hand, and on the other hand they’ve said ‘well, look, we have a fantastic 
environment here because we have looked after it well for the last about a 
thousand years’. Now, there is a contrary view that says that there’s a fantastic 
environment here in spite of what’s been done to it, and the only reason     
why the impact has been minimal is because the sheer population pressure     
is relatively low.”283 

 
Re-reading some of these comments made me recall an article I came across 
in the local paper some years ago. It was entitled Bureaucracy gone mad, 
says members and referred to a recent meeting by a number of Shetland 
councillors. Although this article does not address the landscape character 
assessment per se, I nevertheless want to quote this piece here, to place the 
assessment and the rather mixed feelings with which it has been met into a 
somewhat broader context: 
 

                                                      
281 Interview with R1 2003.11.20. 
282 Interview with R1 2003.11.20. 
283 Interview with R4 2004.05.10. 
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“A government directive was roundly rubbished by councillors at a special 
meeting on Tuesday. 

The Scottish Executive is bringing in new legislation which requires all 
councils to carry out environmental assessments on every policy, programme 
and strategy they create. 

But due to the massive costs and staff time involved in such a move   
councillors agreed that more time should be allowed to gain experience of 
preparing environmental assessments. 

They also wanted to properly consider the cost implications of the pro-
posals before more plans, programmes and strategies had to be assessed. 

Councillor Iris Hawkins said: ‘I think if we carry on the way we are going 
this country will grind to a halt. It’s just bureaucracy after bureaucracy. 

‘I always thought this council was a slow animal anyway, but it’s going to 
get a whole lot slower if all this is going to happen. We all want to protect the 
environment but I think we should be saying enough is enough.’ 

West Side councillor Florence Grains said: ‘We seem to be having less and 
less control and the Scottish Executive seems to be saying ‘this is what you 
will do’.’ 

‘I think we are putting the cart before the horse,’ said councillor Gordon 
Mitchell. ‘We need to put the brakes on.’ 

Councillor Cecil Eunson added: ‘This is what I’ve been advocating for 
long. Instead of bowing to everything that comes from Edinburgh we should 
be questioning it.’ 

It was agreed that the council’s response should be put in a letter from 
convener Sandy Cluness.  

Members also decided to set up an informal meeting with MSP Tavish 
Scott to discuss the amount of material coming from Edinburgh daily.”284 

 
In summary, it would appear that Scottish Natural Heritage is not the only 
agency having a hard time implementing some of its recommendations and 
guidelines in Shetland. Tensions between ‘national’ and ‘local’ interests, or 
priorities, are evident also in this case, and probably relate not only to the 
issue at hand but tie in also with questions of identity and notions of who 
you are, where you live and how things should best be done. 

Landscape futures 
The bulk of this chapter has focused on a landscape character assessment 
produced by Scottish Natural Heritage more than ten years ago. Having  
initially placed the report in a wider context of other nature conservation and 
landscape management initiatives, I subsequently moved on to present a 
more personal reading of the report, which indicated that the power of re-

                                                      
284 The Shetland Times 2005.05.06. The so-called Strategic Environmental Assessment Direc-
tive, which was “roundly rubbished” by Shetland councillors, was implemented throughout 
Scotland in 2006. The Directive placed a requirement on all public sector bodies to assess the 
environmental implications of all new plans, programmes and strategies. 
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presenting the landscape to a large extent remains the power of the text, 
whether written, photographed or otherwise produced. The report was also 
discussed briefly in relation to other studies dealing with similar issues. 
Views and opinions held by a number of landscape management and nature 
conservation professionals based in both Shetland and mainland Scotland 
were also added to the analysis. These discussions, touching both on the 
preparatory work leading up to the publication of the report as well as         
its subsequent implementation in the islands, uncovered several different  
and often contested views from ‘within’ and ‘outwith’ Shetland. Some    
contrasting views on the practice of nature conservation and landscape   
management, more generally, were also highlighted.  

In the light of the above, it appears that this chapter has tapped into a long 
tradition that deals with landscapes not only as a predominantly objective 
and visual enterprise but which also tends to foreground ‘natural’ compo-
nents of the landscape at the expense of many social or cultural dimensions. 
While this type of ‘naturalisation’ may, on the one hand, be seen as the   
result of some very long historical trajectories, it could also be understood as 
something that, in the context of devolution, has become an increasingly 
important component with which to define Scotland.285 

Looking specifically at the scope and methods of the National Programme 
for Landscape Character Assessment, there would seem to be a number of 
aspects that need addressing more explicitly, should another survey or land-
scape project of this type be carried out in the future. First of all, there    
appears to be an overall need for a more inclusive working method, which 
can also take into account local preferences and local knowledge, and do so 
in a more thorough and systematic manner. More specifically, it would seem 
that the policy-making community needs some form of new strategy that 
better than today can improve dialogue and interaction between different 
actors, or stakeholder groups, who in various capacities are involved in  
landscape management, or in the making of present-day landscapes more 
generally. 

It is likely that social scientists could play a more prominent role in this 
type of work, not least when it comes to seeking out new ways, or strategies, 
to merge ‘local’ and ‘expert’ knowledge. Ideally, and given the right tools 
and an active role from an early stage, such strategies could make it possible, 
to a greater extent, to replace some of today’s (and yesterday’s) recurring 
conflicts with a more inclusive approach to the issues at hand.286 

 
 

                                                      
285 Some examples of Scottish landscape iconographies and how these have been put to use  
in more recent times were also discussed in chapter 2, especially pp. 46-51. 
286 Cf. Syse 2010, p. 482. 
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After completing the National Programme for Landscape Character      
Assessment, and as part of their overall remit, Scottish Natural Heritage has 
continued to work with a wide range of landscape-related issues. For some 
time, they seemed to be putting considerable effort into ‘anchoring’ their 
previous projects, as well as seeking to encourage a wider debate on this 
type of issue throughout Scotland. In the past few years, it has been interest-
ing to note their increasing emphasis on developing a shared agenda among 
various stakeholder groups across the country.287 Although this particular 
aspect stands out as one of the major shortcomings of the landscape        
character assessments, it is unlikely that any of the more recent attempts      
to introduce new and different methodologies are directly linked to that  
project. Instead, this novel, and more participatory, approach should pro-
bably be seen in the light of the UK adoption of the European Landscape 
Convention and the process leading up to its ratification in November 
2006.288 

It should be kept in mind that the European Landscape Convention (ELC) 
is not a European Union Directive. This means that the countries that      
have signed and ratified the Convention make a commitment to uphold      
the principles contained in it, and to do so within the context of their own 
domestic legal and policy frameworks. From this, it follows that the Council 
of Europe has no legal powers over its members, and the success of the  
Convention depends entirely on the active use and implementation by signa-
tories. 

The ELC definition of landscape is both short and comprehensive: “Land-
scape means an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of 
the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.”289 The definition 
applies to the whole territory, including all urban and peri-urban landscapes, 
towns, villages and rural areas, the coast and inland areas. It also applies to 
ordinary or even degraded landscapes, as well as those areas that are con-
sidered outstanding, or which are already protected by some form of desig-
nation.  

While the ELC definition of landscape clearly differs fundamentally from 
how nature conservation agencies (not only in Scotland) have traditionally 
defined the term, the most significant difference, perhaps, is the central role  
 

                                                      
287 Countryside Agency and Scottish Natural Heritage 2002; Scottish Natural Heritage 2002, 
2003, 2010. 
288 The European Landscape Convention was first published by the Council of Europe in 2000 
and could be described as one of the most fundamental changes, and potential challenges, to 
nature conservation and landscape management in this part of the world for many years. 
289 Council of Europe 2000. 
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attributed to human perception in defining landscapes and the emphasis put 
on human activities in creating them.290 

Largely coinciding with the UK adoption of the European Landscape 
Convention, SNH became involved in the setting up of the Scottish Land-
scape Forum, which consisted of some 25 public and non-governmental 
bodies with a common interest in the future well-being, management and use 
of Scotland’s landscapes.291 The Forum also engaged with stakeholders 
across Scotland, mainly through working groups and workshops. As one of 
its first tasks, the Forum was asked to consider the implications of the Euro-
pean Landscape Convention for Scotland.  

In its first report to Scottish Ministers, submitted in March 2007, the     
Forum recommended that the Convention should be embraced and an action 
plan to deliver its requirements implemented.292 They also stressed that “care 
for Scotland’s landscapes is not an optional add-on to how we as a society 
use and manage Scotland’s resources, but a demonstration of good govern-
ance that should lie close to the heart of all our work.”293 By the end of  
2008, when the group’s assigned work was largely completed, its efforts  
had not only resulted in a report on the possible implications of the ELC   
but there was also a brand new website in place and a so-called Landscape 
Charter aimed at inviting communities, land managers, developers, public 
bodies, local authorities and non-governmental organisations to support its 
vision and commit themselves to the action it proposes by signing up to the 
charter.294 

While many of these initiatives are certainly interesting in their own right, 
it is still too early to say what the Convention and its incorporation into  
Scottish policies on nature conservation and landscape management will 
actually result in. Yet, it is evident that the people-centred approach is  
something quite new and likely to have some implications for statutory   
nature conservation, not least in relation to improving practice on the 
ground. Perhaps this new approach may also succeed in fostering a more  
 
                                                      
290 So far there have been relatively few studies into the effects of the European Landscape 
Convention. However, several discussions highlighting the challenges of public participation, 
and participatory development planning in particular, in relation to the ELC can be found in 
Jones and Stenseke 2011. For another type of study, focusing specifically on the ELC as an 
interpretative key for exploring certain aspects of the discourse surrounding ‘the identity of 
Europe’ and the role of landscape in establishing a common European identity, see Sassatelli 
2010. 
291 The Scottish Landscape Forum was established by SNH, with the support of the Scottish 
Executive, in June 2006, with the purpose of facilitating discussions, prepare advice and   
promote action for better care of Scotland’s landscapes. Initially established for only 18 
months, the Forum continued to meet until the end of 2008. 
292 Scottish Landscape Forum 2007, p. 6. 
293 Scottish Landscape Forum 2007, p. 15. 
294 Scottish Landscape Forum 2010. 



 115 

fruitful dialogue between different groups and individuals involved in land-
scape management that better than today will take into account some of the 
different views expressed earlier in this chapter and, indeed, in numerous 
debates elsewhere.295 

At the same time, of course, there is nothing to guarantee that the Euro-
pean Landscape Convention will be little more than another management 
strategy bound to be at odds with many of the views and preferences held by 
local communities. How, for instance, do you go about making people want 
to participate in landscape management, in one form or another, and what 
should such participation really consist of? Also, from another perspective, 
will today’s landscape experts know how to implement a more inclusive or 
holistic ‘take’ on landscapes and will they feel comfortable, and willing,     
to do so – if, indeed, this is what the Convention is calling on these experts 
to do? 

Finally, I cannot help wondering what some Shetland councillors (and 
others) make of the European Landscape Convention. Does it look interest-
ing at all, or is it just another ‘bureaucracy gone mad’? 
  

                                                      
295 That said, it has been noticed that the broad approach to landscape, as set out in the Euro-
pean Landscape Convention, is not matched by the accompanying Explanatory Report, which 
puts rather more emphasis on the use of ‘hard core’ geographical information systems and 
computerised mapping at the expense of ”the cultural expertise necessary to interpret and 
make conscious the daily landscape practices that are often taken for granted, and which can 
only be sustained if their value is recognized and their continuation encouraged” (Olwig 2007, 
p. 591, cf. Jones and Stenseke 2011). 
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5 Beauty and the beach 

In their rich diversity, Scotland’s landscapes are a national treasure. They 
provide the context for our daily lives and are a major attraction for our 
tourist visitors. As settings for outdoor recreation they are a source of 
refreshment and inspiration for many. They bear witness to the activities 
of our forebears and are a critical element in defining Scotland’s identity. 
(...) The aim should be to build environmental capital and pass well-
managed, high quality landscapes on to future generations.296 

Designations 
The UK has one of the oldest and strongest nature conservation movements 
in the world.297 Indeed, when the Nature Conservancy (later the Nature   
Conservancy Council) was established in 1948, it was the first statutory  
nature conservation body in the world. For a considerable period of time,   
its remit could be described as operating with a twin focus – the protection 
of sites, and the protection of species. For a long period of time there has 
also been a division, almost unique in Europe, between nature conservation 
and landscape conservation.298 According to historian Christopher Smout,  
the latter has traditionally been weaker than the former, in part because the 
protection of species and habitats is perceived as resting on objective, scien-
tific criteria whereas the aesthetics of landscape has often been regarded as 
inherently more subjective.299 

Until 1991, nature conservation was managed by the Nature Conservancy 
Council (NCC) on a UK-wide basis, while landscape conservation in Scot-
land was the responsibility of the Countryside Commission for Scotland 
(CCS). However, at that time, the NCC was broken up and its responsibili-
ties devolved into three new agencies, located in England, Wales and Scot-
land. A short while later, Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) was formed 
through the merger of the CCS and the Scottish part of the NCC, thereby 
officially integrating landscape and nature conservation and putting an end 

                                                      
296 Scottish Executive 2004. 
297 Evans 1997. 
298 Warren 2002. 
299 Smout 2000. 
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to the ‘great divide’ which many had seen as both artificial and counter-
productive. A few years later, SNH embarked on its largest landscape project 
to date, the National Programme for Landscape Character Assessment, 
which was discussed in some detail in chapter 4. 

In Shetland, the first statutory nature designations came about in 1955 
when Hermaness and Keen of Hamar (both in Unst) and the entire island of 
Noss were declared National Nature Reserves. The NNRs were established 
on a national basis and aimed at protecting the most important areas of wild-
life habitat and geological formations in the UK as well as providing a    
resource for scientific research. In addition to the National Nature Reserves, 
78 locations across the islands have been labelled Sites of Special Scientific 
Interest (SSSIs), representing a cross-section of Shetland habitats, geological 
features, etc.300 

Further initiatives include the official designation in 1987 of the entire 
Shetland archipelago as an Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA).301 The 
main objective of this initiative was to offer incentives to local farmers and 
crofters to adopt agricultural practices that would help safeguarding certain 
parts of the country considered to be of particularly high landscape, wildlife 
or historic value. In order to enter the scheme farmers had to commit them-
selves to carry out certain conservation activities, for which they were    
entitled to some rather modest financial compensation. However, by the end 
of the year 2000, all ESAs were closed to new applications and in the     
following year it was succeeded by a new initiative known as the Rural 
Stewardship Scheme. Since 2008, the Scottish Rural Development Pro-
gramme (SRDP) has been the main source of funding and support for land 
management and rural development throughout Scotland.302 

Adding to this and other UK initiatives, several European designations 
have also been introduced. These have either been classified under the  
European Birds Directive or the European Habitats Directive. Collectively, 
these sites form a network of conservation sites known as Natura 2000, 
which includes Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and Special Pro-
tection Areas (SPAs). Further to these are the so-called Ramsar sites, which 
are areas that have been designated under the international convention on 

                                                      
300 Sites of Special Scientific Interest are areas of land that are of specific interest by reason  
of their flora, fauna and geological or physiographical features. In Scotland as a whole, there 
are over 1,450 SSSIs covering almost 12 per cent of the total land area.  
301 There are currently 10 ESAs operating in Scotland, covering 19 per cent of Scotland’s total 
land area. 
302 Scottish Natural Heritage 2008, p. 1. Further to this, and based on its outstanding geologi-
cal heritage, Shetland became a European Geopark in 2009, and was elevated to Global 
Geopark in 2010. 
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wetlands.303 To date, Shetland has one Ramsar site incorporating Ronas Hill, 
North Roe and Tingon in the north of Mainland Shetland. 

Some ten years ago, and in addition to the statutory designations, Shet-
land Islands Council adopted a number of Local Protection Areas (LPAs)   
as part of the Shetland Local Plan. These areas were selected on the basis 
that they were considered worthy of protection by local communities. The 
local plan is now being replaced by the Shetland Local Development Plan 
and, in this process, the LPAs are to be replaced by new local designations  
in accordance with Scottish planning policy.304 

In this context, it is evident that the National Scenic Area (NSA) is far 
from the only designation in Shetland – although it represents the only land-
scape designation.305 Its origins can be traced to the Park System for Scotland 
policy paper published by the former Countryside Commission for Scotland 
in 1974. Once the proposals in this paper had been accepted by the West-
minster Government, a programme of survey work was launched to identify 
which landscapes should be included in the new landscape designation.   
This resulted in the identification of 40 locations, primarily located in the 
north and west of Scotland, which were later designated as National Scenic 
Areas.306 During this process, seven areas in Shetland were also identified, all 
of which were later included in Shetland’s National Scenic Area.307  

Once the extensive survey work had been completed, the CCS published 
a special report called Scotland’s Scenic Heritage, in which the results were 
presented. The report also described some of the underlying ideas for em-
barking on this programme in the first place: 

“It is the nation’s responsibility to watch over and cherish this asset and to 
pass it on to future generations in a way which will show that proper care   
and concern has been taken to accommodate necessary new developments  
and to retain the natural attractiveness and amenity which the community has 
inherited from its predecessors.”308 

 

                                                      
303 Ramsar sites owe their name to a place in Iran, where an intergovernmental treaty on      
the conservation of wetlands of international importance was first signed in 1971. One key 
criterion in the designation of Ramsar sites is that they contain a significant number of waders 
or waterfowl. 
304 The Shetland Times 2012.05.18. 
305 Although National Scenic Areas are unique to Scotland, they share some common features 
with Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) in England, Wales and Northern Ireland, 
cf. Selman and Swanwick 2010. 
306 Among those locations are Ben Nevis and Glencoe, St. Kilda, Eildon Hills and the moun-
tains of Arran. All 40 areas make up approximately 1 million hectares, or about 13 per cent of 
Scotland’s total land area. 
307 These areas are the two islands of Foula and Fair Isle, south-west Mainland, the western 
half of Muckle Roe, Eshaness, Fethaland and Hermaness, in the far north of Shetland.  
308 Countryside Commission for Scotland 1978, p. 2. 
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Undoubtedly, the areas selected in both Shetland and mainland Scotland are 
highly scenically attractive, but so too are many other areas that were never 
included in the programme. On the other hand, how do you decide what 
makes one scenically attractive landscape stand out from another – what 
specific qualities, or combination of qualities, are ‘better’ than others, what 
should you be looking for – and how would you describe that landscape? 
Based on the following description of one of the areas included in Shetland’s 
National Scenic Area, as presented in the aforementioned CCS report, I 
would suggest that this is not an altogether easy task: 

“Within the South West Mainland area, stretching from Fitful Head to the 
Deeps, there is a variety of contrasting landscapes ranging from cliffed coast-
line of open aspect in the south to fjord-like indentation in the voes of Weis-
dale and Whiteness. The larger islands of Burra and Trondra have distinctive 
settlement patterns, and the other numerous small islands and stacks lying in 
the bight known as the Deeps all combine to make a western oceanic seascape 
of strong character and atmosphere in which the constantly changing skies 
play an important part. The area is further diversified and enhanced by the 
softer features of St. Ninian’s Isle with its tombolo and the adjacent enclosed 
and humanised landscape around the Loch of Spiggie”309 

 
This chapter will focus almost exclusively on the south-west of Mainland 
Shetland, and more specifically look into the status – both past and present – 
of the National Scenic Area in this part of Shetland. In so doing, I will seek 
to explore some aspects of a rather heated planning dispute that took off 
shortly after the turn of the millennium, and which attracted some fairly  
extensive media coverage at the time. However, to begin with, I will make a 
brief detour into the realm of popular mythologies and, more specifically, an 
unidentified flying object. 

Story-telling 
In this thesis, Shetland’s National Scenic Area is interesting mainly for two 
reasons. Firstly, there was the planning dispute, which kicked off while I  
was still at a relatively early stage of this project, and to which I will be  
returning shortly. Secondly, during my interviews with people in both Shet-
land and Scotland, I noticed that the National Scenic Area (both as a type of 
designation and as a geographical entity) was often referred to as something 
quite problematic or even as something largely unwanted.  

This situation was made particularly clear by one respondent, who ex-
plained that the local council had never actually taken any notice of the   
National Scenic Area and that it basically felt no ownership for it. I was also 

                                                      
309 Countryside Commission for Scotland 1978, p. 17. 
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told that the council had never been consulted about the designation of the 
National Scenic Area, and because it had been imposed by Westminster  
that, in itself, was one bad point against it. Another bad point, according to 
this respondent, concerns its layout which apparently does not make much 
sense at all.310  

Perhaps the Shetland NSA is not particularly well thought through after 
all? Or, how would you explain that it consist of seven separate locations, 
rather than, say, five, or ten, or twenty? How were these areas selected, and 
by whom were they picked out? I soon began to wonder how I would best  
go about finding the answers to these and similar questions.  

It is only fair to say that after I had spent some time trying to find out a  
bit more about Shetland’s National Scenic Area, I gradually began to ask 
myself what it was I was actually investigating. The stories I kept hearing, 
and the ways in which they were often presented, took me by some surprise. 
I also noticed that the stories often displayed a fair amount of repetition,   
and quite frequently there seemed to be some rather strong feelings involved 
in the actual telling of these stories. In due course, a combination of these 
factors made me wonder if I had stumbled across some particularly long-
lived popular mythology involving, of all things, an unidentified flying   
object.  

The reason for my speculations stemmed largely from the fact that,       
according to what I had been told, some type of aircraft had been used to 
take a group of people around the Shetland countryside, some time in the 
1970s, allowing them to pick out a number of areas they thought best met  
the criteria for a National Scenic Area. It also became evident that this    
incident – quite irrespective of whether it had actually taken place or not – 
had become something of a lasting memory with several of my respondents:  

R4: “I’m not in a position to say one way or the other but, yeah, people do say 
that certain people from, I suppose it would have been Nature Conservancy  
or Nature Conservancy Council because it does date back quite a long way, 
the National Scenic Area… it’s alleged that they flew up round about Shet-
land and picked what they thought were the best bits and just drew some 
squiggly lines. Now, I don’t know whether that’s true or not. I mean, if it   
was me, I couldn’t possibly have imagined anybody doing a survey properly 
like that. But then, in terms of Shetland, how do you survey it? Because,      
actually, most of its most visible, stunning scenery is actually most easily 
visible from the sea or the air. You know, if you’re walking along the cliffs 
here, it can be difficult to appreciate the entire vastness of it. You can walk up 
here, you know, thinking that’s beautiful, but you don’t see the bits around the   
corner.”311 
 

                                                      
310 Interview with R1 2003.11.20. 
311 Interview with R4 2004.05.10. 
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R5: “This area of Shetland was designated a National Scenic Area by people 
just passing in a little aeroplane. Dead honest, that’s how it was done.”312 
 
R3: “Yeah, it’s just there, the National Scenic Area. It was done by a bunch of 
people driving around the country saying ‘this is rather beautiful isn’t it, I 
think we should see it from a helicopter, oh undoubtedly it is rather beautiful, 
well, we’ll make this a National Scenic Area’...”313 

 
Others had also come across this story, but dismissed it: 

R1: “Yes, the helicopter. Well, that’s only a story. Unfortunately it’s got a lot 
of currency, but it’s a myth. In actual fact, so far as I can make out, the NSAs 
were originally part of a desk exercise in the Countryside Commission. They 
were trying to find out whether you could determine from maps, photographs 
and all sorts of evidence like that, which areas were of landscape value. So 
they’d been looking at these forty pilot areas making an assessment of how 
much interest there was there and then sent folk out into the field to check 
whether it matched up with what they judged... So, in actual fact, I heard that 
it wasn’t seven men with green wellies in a helicopter up here, just one man  
in a Morris Minor who came to check up on the ground truth, but there was    
a lot of background work before that. But then again, I wouldn’t put that   
forward as gospel truth because that’s only another story from someone who 
should know a little about it.”314 

 
It was not long after I had finished my last stint of fieldwork and was in the 
middle of transcribing and analysing the interviews that I began to wonder 
what to make of these stories, which in one version or another had turned up 
in almost all of my interviews. After awhile, I decided to contact someone 
who has been involved in Shetland planning for quite some time, to hear his 
views on how the National Scenic Area had come about. I also hoped to find 
out more about the alleged helicopter, or aeroplane, which seemed to have 
played such a pivotal role in this process: 

R6: “As you say, there are quite a few stories about the way in which the NSA 
was defined. My favourite version is that the alleged helicopter trip took place 
when there was fog on the east side of the islands, because that is the only 
way to explain why Sumburgh Head and Noss were omitted from the 
NSA!”315 

 
What I was primarily looking for at this time was some connection between 
the contents of the stories I had come across, and the actual process leading 
up to the establishment of the National Scenic Area, more than three decades 

                                                      
312 Interview with R5 2004.05.12. 
313 Interview with R3 2003.10.30. 
314 Interview with R1 2003.11.20. 
315 Email correspondence with R6 2004.11.19. 
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earlier. In other words, I was primarily looking for someone with a bit of 
inside information about the actual procedures at the time: 

R6: “I agree with you that there is seldom smoke without fire! The work was 
done in 1978 or a little later and it’s possible that the people who did the    
survey work are still working somewhere in Scotland. It would be very        
interesting if they could be tracked down. Apparently, two surveyors covered 
each area. If we could identify them it would answer your questions and   
solve the ‘helicopter’ riddle.”316 

 
It would seem reasonable that if only I managed to track down the people 
who had been involved in the survey work in the first place, I would be able 
to ask them directly how the work had been carried out, and I would also    
be in a position to know with some certainty if a helicopter or some other 
form of aircraft had been used in the process. However, for various reasons, 
I never pursued this line of enquiry and as a result none of the individuals 
who had worked for the Countryside Commission for Scotland in the late 
1970s – and who would have spent some time in Shetland in connection  
with the establishment of the National Scenic Area – were tracked down, or 
identified. 

That said, I did manage to get in touch with someone who had been in  
the islands, representing the Nature Conservancy Council, at the time when 
the NSA designation was under way. I was very keen to hear his views on 
this matter and, for all I knew, perhaps he might even shed some new light 
on that mythical aircraft so often referred to in the stories I had come across 
during my interviews and in conversations with many other people in the 
islands: 

R7: “You are certainly testing my institutional memory on the question of  
National Scenic Areas as proposed by the then Countryside Commission for 
Scotland. I can indeed still remember the issue, though my recollection of   
the precise date of this exercise is hazy. (...) As representative for the NCC in 
Shetland, I commented on the C.C.S Report on National Scenic Areas – quite 
critically if I recall. I was at that time unimpressed by the surveying method-
ologies deployed by the C.C.S and their parameters for evaluating landscape, 
which at best were highly subjective. (...) Lastly, we come to the issue of the 
mythical aircraft and here I suspect the trail might go cold. I cannot recall any 
reference to the C.C.S surveying Shetland from the air – and I suspect I would 
have been aware of this. Nor do I recall the C.C.S report referring to aircraft 
as a means of surveying.”317 

 
At the time, I found this letter quite disappointing. In spite of my efforts, I 
seemed to have reached a dead end. Instead of finally getting to know how 
the areas included in Shetland’s National Scenic Area had been selected, I 

                                                      
316 Email correspondence with R6 2004.11.30. 
317 Correspondence with R7 2004.08.18. 
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would have to accept that none of the persons with whom I had been in   
contact seemed to know, or remember, what had actually taken place at the 
time. As for the unidentified flying object, I suppose it pretty much remained 
unidentified.  

Today, what interests me about these stories – and the reason why I have 
included them in this chapter – is not so much whether they can be verified 
(or not), but rather how they can be seen as articulating a specific under-
standing of local history and praxis. In other words, the interpretation of 
these stories is not necessarily about breaking down each and every one of 
them into their constituent parts, in order to reach the ultimate ‘Truth’ about 
the surveying process, but to recognise this type of story-telling as an im-
portant aspect of social memory. In this context, story-telling could also     
be seen an activity – or practice – that may go some considerable way in 
communicating certain ideas and experiences, and how these are sometimes 
dealt with and incorporated into the fabric of local everyday life.318  

Of course, there is always the possibility, or risk, as John and Margaret 
Gold have argued, “that story-tellers can construct tales that suit their own 
ends or justify their own positions.”319 This is probably true for several 
comments quoted in the above paragraphs, in much the same way that it may 
also be true for many of the opinions and arguments aired elsewhere in this 
chapter (as, indeed, throughout this study).  

Bearing this in mind, I would still argue that stories like these, as well as 
the act of story-telling in itself, are well suited when it comes to capturing a 
sense of how shared – or, indeed, contested – experiences are constructed 
and communicated on a daily basis, and how they may sometimes linger  
and become part of what a certain place, or landscape, is all about. When 
understood in this manner, such stories can also be seen as an important  
aspect of any social or cultural geography.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 127: Areas marked in black form part of Shetland’s National Scenic Area. 
The ‘boxed’ islands of Foula and Fair Isle are located some distance from the rest 
of the Shetland archipelago, with Foula approximately 30 km west of Papa Stour, 
and Fair Isle approximately 45 km south of Sumburgh Head, the southernmost    
tip of Mainland Shetland. Map after Simpson 2002, edited by Stefan Ene 2013. 
Reproduced by kind permission of Bridget Simpson. 

                                                      
318 Cf. Crang 2001; Holloway and Hubbard 2001. 
319 Gold and Gold 1995, p. 194. 
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The National Scenic Area 
In the early 1990s, and as part of the merger between the Countryside  
Commission for Scotland and the Nature Conservancy Council, Scottish 
Natural Heritage (SNH) ‘inherited’ the National Scenic Area designation 
from the former Countryside Commission for Scotland. Since then, or since 
their designation in the late 1970s, National Scenic Areas have faced a  
number of problems, ranging from an inability to prevent certain types of 
development from impinging on certain landscape values to the fact that 
National Scenic Areas, as a type of designation, are often misunderstood 
(and sometimes disliked) both by planners and the wider public. 

National Scenic Areas were considered a national responsibility already 
from the very beginning.320 However, from a planning perspective, it was 
required that each local authority, throughout Scotland, should put in     
place their own policies to protect these landscapes, and that they should    
do so in their development plans. This arrangement has often proved quite 
problematic, partly because many of the pressures bearing upon National 
Scenic Areas are not strictly development-related and, as a result, many of 
the actions – or interventions – needed to safeguard these landscapes are 
outside the control of local planning authorities.321 Another reason why this 
particular arrangement has often proved less than satisfactory, and one     
that was also reflected in the opinions aired by some respondents earlier in 
this chapter, would seem to relate to the fact that local authorities by and 
large do not feel any ownership for these areas, mainly because they were 
rarely consulted about their designation in the first place. 

In more recent years, some of these problems have been acknowledged 
and redressed. For instance, in 1997 Scottish Natural Heritage was asked    
by the then UK Government to conduct a national review of the NSAs.   
Already in the following year, SNH issued a consultation paper on the future 
of National Scenic Areas, which in 1999 resulted in the publication of a  
paper calling for this type of designation to be given a statutory base to   
define their purpose, a new responsibility on all public bodies to safeguard 
National Scenic Areas and a requirement on local authorities to produce 
proper management strategies for any National Scenic Areas in their       
respective areas.322 

 
  

                                                      
320 Countryside Commission for Scotland 1978.  
321 It was decided, from an early date, that whenever there was a difference of opinion be-
tween the then Countryside Commission for Scotland and a local planning authority on how 
an individual case should be handled, it should be referred for adjudication to the Secretary of 
State. After devolution, such cases have been referred to the Scottish Government. 
322 Scottish Natural Heritage 1999. 
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Another comment on the seemingly eternal difficulty of drawing lines and making 
(sense of) boundaries in the Shetland landscape, this time by the local cartoonist 
‘Smirk’ and originally published in the Shetland Times on 14 December 2001. 
Reproduced by kind permission of Stephen Gordon. 

 
However, it was not until the beginning of 2006, when the Scottish Ex-

ecutive published its own consultation document on National Scenic Areas 
that things finally began to move on. This document contained proposals for 
new legislation giving Scottish Ministers the powers to designate, de-
designate or revise the boundaries of any NSA. It also proposed that      
management strategies should be prepared and action plans for individual 
NSAs implemented.323 Later that same year, the Planning, etc. (Scotland)  
Act 2006 provided a new statutory definition for NSAs, describing them as 
“areas of outstanding scenic value in a national context.” In all, it would 
seem that the recommendations suggested by Scottish Natural Heritage in 
the late 1990s had finally been taken on board. 

As part of the ongoing discussions about the future of National Scenic 
Areas, Scottish Natural Heritage has recently surveyed all 40 NSAs with      
a view to producing an up-to-date list of the special qualities associated   
with each area.324 It is further hoped that this work will provide a solid basis 
for developing new management strategies and that this work, once it has  
 

                                                      
323 Scottish Executive 2006. 
324 Such ‘special qualities’ have been defined by SNH as “the characteristics that, individually 
or combined, give rise to an area’s outstanding scenery”, see Scottish Natural Heritage 2010. 
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been completed, will also involve the participation by residents of each of 
the National Scenic Areas.325 Finally, and although such new management 
strategies are yet to be produced, it has been described how this work is  
intended to help safeguard the National Scenic Areas for future generations 
to enjoy.326 

While the status of National Scenic Areas at the national level has been 
fairly complicated for a long period of time, this would seem to be even 
more true at the local level. As regards the part of Shetland’s National    
Scenic Area that is located in the south-west of Mainland Shetland, this 
situation became particularly evident in connection with a household survey 
conducted there in 2001, and in which it emerged that most people living in 
the area did not have any idea what the designation meant or which areas 
were included in it. In fact, a majority of people taking part in the survey 
were not even aware that parts of their immediate surroundings were       
included in the NSA, nor did they know where the boundaries of the NSA 
were in relation to the rest of the landscape.327 

However, once informed about the designation and its more precise loca-
tion, a majority of respondents stated that they thought the landscape in this 
part of Shetland was special and they were also pleased to find out that it  
had been selected as a landscape of national scenic importance. While many 
agreed that there should be some protection in place, views were split about 
whether there was a need for this particular form of designation.328 Or, as one 
of my respondents put it, a couple of years later: 

“Being in a National Scenic Area is basically meaningless until you try to 
build a house really, because it means nothing, folk don’t recognise it, they 
don’t know what it is, they don’t know what it means. (...) But I don’t mind 
the area being designated a National Scenic Area because at least there’s 
something about it obviously that’s special and I think that there should        
be discussion and dialogue with the people that live and work in this area to 
see how it can be improved, maintained, advertised, whatever.”329 

 
 
 
 

                                                      
325 Scottish Natural Heritage 2007, 2008. 
326 Scottish Natural Heritage 2010. 
327 Simpson 2002. 
328 Simpson 2002, p. 98. 
329 Interview with R5 2004.05.12. 
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Building a new house 
The planning procedures and management strategies linked to this type of 
designation have been complicated ever since the National Scenic Areas 
were first introduced more than thirty years ago. It has also been argued, in 
more recent years, by Paul Selman and Carys Swanwick that although the 
concept of natural beauty clearly is one of the cornerstones of legislation     
to protect landscapes across the UK, it still lacks a more precise definition  
or defining set of attributes.330  

To illustrate some aspects of this situation, I will look into a planning  
dispute that took off in the south-west of Mainland Shetland shortly after the 
turn of the millennium. In brief, what this controversy concerned was the 
fact that a local landowner and farmer had submitted a planning application 
to the Shetland Islands Council, requesting to build a new house for his     
son on land belonging to the farm. In spite of the application having initially 
been approved by the local council, it was later called in by Scottish Minis-
ters and found to go against national planning policy on several accounts, 
including a failure to comply with the Town and Country Planning (Scot-
land) Act, spoiling a National Scenic Area and failing to stay within village 
boundaries.331 

When this dispute first came to public notice, I was staying in Edinburgh 
for a few months and therefore had ready access to the Shetland Times 
where I could follow the debate as it unfolded, week by week. With hind-
sight, this probably had a rather strong influence on many of my early 
thoughts on this thesis – in both empirical and methodological terms. Not 
only did I realise that local media was offering a unique insight, from a   
distance, into my chosen study area, but it also presented me with some 
prime examples of local discourse. Moreover, and in sharp contrast to        
the Landscape Character Assessment which had not attracted very much 
attention locally (as discussed in chapter 4), here was a situation where      
the decisions made by Scottish Natural Heritage and the Scottish Executive 
were clearly met with some fairly strong and vocal reactions. 

The setting for this planning dispute is Bigton, which is a relatively large 
village located on the western seaboard of Dunrossness in the south-west of 
Mainland Shetland. While Bigton itself is well worth a visit, the area’s main 
attraction is the nearby beach, alternately referred to as St. Ninian’s beach or 
St Ninian’s tombolo.332 The tombolo, which is the largest active sand tom- 
 
                                                      
330 Selman and Swanwick 2010. 
331 The Shetland Times 2000.02.11b.  
332 A tombolo is a beach made up of sand, shingle or boulders which, instead of lying parallel 
to the shore either connects an island to the nearby mainland, or connects two islands with 
each other. In this case, the tombolo links the Mainland with St Ninian’s Isle. In all, there are 
about 50 tombolos in Shetland, e.g. Hansom 2003.  
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bolo in Great Britain, was designated a Site of Special Scientific Interest 
(SSSI) in 1987, while this entire section of coastline had been included in 
Shetland’s National Scenic Area some years earlier. However, this is not 
only an area of considerable scientific interest, it is also one of Shetland’s 
most frequently visited areas. Each year, thousands of people come to this 
part of Shetland to enjoy its spectacular scenery. Almost all visitors arrive by 
car, before making it down to the beach itself by crossing the sand dunes – 
on foot – at the Bigton end of the tombolo. Apart from spending time on the 
beach, many climb the rather steep sand dunes at the other end of the tom-
bolo, to look at the site    of the old chapel or to walk around St Ninian’s 
Isle.333 

Returning to the planning application, it was not long after it had been   
overruled by the Scottish Executive that the local farmer and landowner  
(Jim Budge) wanted to draw some attention to the situation in which he  
suddenly found himself. He decided to do so by closing off the access road 
to the car park, adjacent to his farm, thereby preventing visitors from      
gaining easy access to the tombolo and St. Ninian’s Isle. At the same time, 
he also commented on these rather drastic measures in local media, where  
he explained that “this has been done as a result of the fact that my son has 
been refused planning permission to build a house on the family’s own  
property.” And also: “This is the only weapon or leverage I have that I can 
do this with. This is much against my will but I’ve come to the end of my 
tether.”334 By way of conclusion, he added: 

“I think it’s come to a sad, sad state when someone outwith Shetland can    
dictate when and where to build. The fact is that my son can’t enjoy views 
over St Ninian’s Isle, so why should other folk be allowed to do that?”335 

 
The planning dispute and the actions taken in response to it received some 
extensively coverage in local media for several months, during which time a 
considerable number of letters were also submitted to and published in the 
Shetland Times. A majority of these letters were clearly sympathetic with 
the case and supported the actions taken so far by Mr Budge: 

                                                      
333 The chapel was probably built in the twelfth century on the site of an earlier Pictish struc-
ture dating back to around 800 AD. When the chapel was excavated in 1958, a substantial 
hoard comprising twenty-eight Pictish silver objects was uncovered (Turner 1998, p. 121). 
Replicas of these have long been on display at the Shetland Museum, while the original arte-
facts can be seen at the National Museum of Scotland, in Edinburgh. With the opening of the 
new Shetland Museum and Archives in 2007, a campaign was launched to bring back the 
treasure to the islands (The Shetland Times 2007.06.08). For a few months in 2008, and to 
mark the 50th anniversary of its discovery, the silver hoard was on temporary loan to the 
Shetland Museum (The Shetland Times 2008.07.04, 2008.09.26).  
334 The Shetland Times 2000.02.11b. 
335 The Shetland Times 2000.02.11b. 
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“I’m sure Jim Budge of Bigton Farm reflected the views of many Shetlanders 
when he said that it was a sad state of affairs… However, I would suggest it’s 
more than just sad, it is intolerable that, despite the multitude of politicians 
now representing the views of the community, governments are all too easily 
influenced by the petty officials and unelected quangos who now dominate 
our lives. In Shetland, the most predatory of all these quangos is Scottish 
Natural Heritage who, despite no local mandate, assumes the right to dis-
regard public opinion, including those of our elected council, when that    
opinion is contrary to their agenda…”336 
 
“I must express my congratulations to local farmer Jim Budge for his stance 
on denying access to St. Ninian’s Isle, following the refusal to build a new 
house on his land. Is it not time, we the people of Shetland, made a firm stand 
against these bureaucrats sitting in comfy offices, who go on and on about 
scenic beauty? We who live here should know what to build, where to build 
and where not to...”337 

 
Some letters also reflected personal experiences, similar to those of the 
Budge family. In such instances, references were often made to the per-
ceived inadequacies of people from outside the islands in dealing with local 
matters: 

“As I have recently had planning permission refused by Edinburgh, I have 
been following Mr Budge’s case with interest. (...) Perhaps what is causing 
the most anger to those of us involved is not that the permission was refused, 
but that decisions made locally by our elected representatives have been over-
turned by officials in Edinburgh. They may or may not have any idea (other 
than what they are told by bodies like SNH) where Bigton is situated, how the 
community is made up, how the proposed site fits into the locality, etc. Surely, 
the opinions of local residents must count?”338 

 
In spite of the widespread consensus expressed in many of the letters sub-
mitted to the paper, there was a handful of letters that brought another, and 
perhaps slightly more complicating, factor into the discussion: 

“We would have to be extremely hard-hearted not to have some sympathy 
with Mr Budge in his attempts to build a house on his own property.        
However, one wonders what Mr Budge, or the Shetland Tourist Board, or    
the Shetland Islands Council planning department, or Scottish Natural      
Heritage, have done, if anything, to protect this ‘jewel in Shetland’s crown’ 
(...). Over the past 50 years we have seen thousands of tonnes of sand          
excavated and removed from the tombolo and adjacent dunes until there     
was very little of this jewel left for anyone to enjoy.”339 

 

                                                      
336 The Shetland Times 2000.02.18. 
337 The Shetland Times 2000.02.25a. 
338 The Shetland Times 2000.03.03. 
339 The Shetland Times 2000.02.25b. 
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While this and several other letters were clearly critical of what used to      
be some fairly intensive sand extraction from the beach – and a few other 
commentators suggested that more forceful protective measures should be 
put in place to safeguard this part of Shetland – only very few letters whole-
heartedly supported the decision to refuse the planning application: 

“With all the heat generated over the intervention of the Scottish Office in   
the planning application for a house above the ayre at St Ninian’s, I suppose 
we should not be surprised that those against the development are reluctant   
to raise their voice. However, objection is the right and only decision. (...)     
A building above the ayre would be a fatal intrusion upon such a scene. That 
view does not just belong to Shetland, but to the world, and not just for now, 
but forever.”340 

 
However, arguments similar to those put forward in this letter – and in that 
referring to large-scale sand extraction from the beach – were remarkably 
few and far between. In at least one case, the publication of a letter of this 
nature resulted in that person having an anonymous letter sent to his home, 
the contents of which basically recommended him to keep his nose out of 
where it did not belong. The fact that he was not a ‘born and bred’ Shet-
lander probably did not make things better – as pointed out by whoever 
wrote this letter in the first place. The person who received this letter later 
passed it on to the Shetland Times, where it was published to show just how 
far the debate had gone and how sensitive certain issues clearly are to some 
members of the community.341  

After a few months the debate petered out and it was not until a couple of 
years later that a new letter appeared in the paper, this time addressing the 
situation from what could be described as a rather more practical perspec-
tive: 

“The only sad note on the glorious few days of weather we had recently was 
having to carry a tired three year-old up from the beach at St Ninian’s Isle to 
Bigton. I would like to appeal to Mr Budge to reconsider granting access to 
vehicles to the car park above the beach. 

As I understand it (and I would be glad to be put right if this is wrong) the 
original problem arose from Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) objecting to 
planning permission for a house for a son of Mr Budge. I wonder why SNH 
saw fit to object when surely they should be supporting any move that encour-
ages people to carry on living and working in rural areas. It was not a Butlin’s 
holiday camp that was planned. It is little wonder that SNH receive a bad 
press on occasion when they sometimes appear to work against local residents 
rather than with them. 

  

                                                      
340 The Shetland Times 2000.02.25c. 
341 The Shetland Times 2000.03.10. 
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The tombolo at St. Ninian’s Isle has been a recurring motif in Shetland postcards 
for many years. This postcard, however, which likely dates back to the 1960s or 
early 1970s, differs quite a lot from the usual scenic views by displaying large-
scale sand extraction at the Mainland end of the tombolo. Reproduced by kind 
permission of the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland. 

 
However, it is not SNH who are suffering from the closure of the car park. 

It is Shetland residents and visitors alike. It also must make it awkward for the 
inhabitants of Bigton with cars parked here there and everywhere as there is 
little alternative parking. This is Shetland’s most stunning landmark. Allowing 
use of the car park would help so many people. Surely some way can be found 
that does not harm the working farm. I think most people would even be will-
ing to pay a small fee for the privilege.”342 

 
It was not until almost a year later, towards the end of May 2003, that the 
access road was finally re-opened. By that time, it had been closed off for 
more than three years, and just as its closing off had made local headlines so 
did the re-opening.343  

About a year later, I returned to Shetland for my final stint of fieldwork. 
As part of this visit, I also made an appointment to see Mr Budge, at his 
home in Bigton, to find out a bit more about his actions and the reasons for 
taking them: 
  

                                                      
342 The Shetland Times 2002.06.12. 
343 The Shetland Times 2003.05.30. 
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St Ninian’s tombolo, connecting St Ninian’s Isle with south-west Mainland, is not 
only a popular place for people to visit, it is also the largest geomorphologically 
active sand tombolo in Britain. According to some experts, its size and almost 
perfect symmetry makes it quite unique.344 Photo by the author. 

“Well, if I had had the objections [to build a new house] from the local people 
or from the local Community Council, fine, I could have lived with that, but I 
had total support and instead some guy in an office in Aberdeen started this 
whole process. Now, one of the reasons mentioned in this report we got was 
that we would be interfering with people’s view when driving up the road 
from the beach. That’s when I decided to close the road. I thought, well, if it’s 
interfering with the view driving up the road, I’ll just put an end to driving up 
the road. Full stop. (...) I mean, at the time I actually wrote an official letter to 
them, stating that SNH staff was not allowed to come on my property unless 
they made a direct plea to myself and explained that they had a reason.”345 

 
Once this decision had been made, the access road remained closed for three 
years: 

“Three years, yes. I know for a fact that the SNH office in Aberdeen and also 
this local office here got a lot of hassle from the SNH Headquarters, because it 
was terrible bad PR. Seriously bad. Especially the letters in the paper. (...) I 
did expect a backlash from the public but I got total absolute one hundred per 
cent support. I even had a letter from Australia. I was so chuffed.” 346  
  

                                                      
344 Hansom 2003, p. 462. 
345 Interview with Jim Budge, May 2004. 
346 Interview with Jim Budge, May 2004. 
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New signposts, explaining the flora and fauna of the area, were put in place above 
the beach before the access road was reopened in the spring of 2003. Photo by the 
author. 

 
And then, finally, it moved on. Why was that? 

“It moved on because I felt that I had made my point, made my stand, and I 
had made them aware of how I felt about the situation and I didn’t think   
there was any point in carrying on the campaign. I mean, it had done its job 
and there’s actually quite a few folk in Shetland that has spoken to me about  
it and thanked me for doing it because they have also had issues with SNH 
and the planning authorities and they have also come to a satisfactory agree-
ment. But, you see, the thing was that I had something that I could publicly 
do. Lots of people don’t have that opportunity. (...) I personally get on well 
with SNH now. I have no problem with them. They are very helpful to me and 
I have no issues with them.”347 

 
At the end of the day, it all seems to have moved on because Mr Budge felt 
that he had made his point. Perhaps another reason why it moved on relates 
to the fact that a new location for the proposed house had been suggested, 
and the Budge family had agreed to go ahead and build on that site, which is 
slightly further away from Bigton Farm and the village compared to the 
original site.348  

 
                                                      
347 Interview with Jim Budge, May 2004. 
348 It is worth mentioning that Mr Budge is the owner not only of large tracts of land in Big-
ton, including the access road, but that he also owns the tombolo and St Ninian’s Isle. 
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However, there seems to have been at least one more thing that coincided 
with the decision to re-open the access road at this particular point in time. 
This concerned the lack of proper parking facilities for people wanting to go 
to the beach, and during the interview Mr Budge elaborated on this topic for 
some time: 

“One of my problems on the farm is all the people getting access to the beach. 
The beach is a lovely facility and it is very well used, folk appreciate it, but    
it means that they have to go across my land to get to it. I have no problem 
with public access. I’m very happy for folk to walk down to the beach and  
enjoy themselves because it’s a huge amenity and I think the public should   
be able to enjoy it. But the thing is, in the summertime we have cattle down 
here in this field, and people walking down go through the gate to get to the 
beach, along with their cars, and people and animals don’t mix very well 
sometimes. So before re-opening the vehicular access, we decided to approach 
the council to see if they would assist with added fencing of the road, to   
separate people and livestock. They were absolutely delighted to do that, so 
we had that agreement that we would re-open the access road and they would 
assist with the fencing and we also moved the grids so we could get access    
to both fields for livestock. So, it worked well.”349 

 
In summary, it is evident that the way in which this dispute was acted out 
both on the ground and in arguments put forward on the letters’ page of     
the Shetland Times reflected quite well what many people in the islands  
(and further afield) felt was the right thing to do. A majority of those airing 
their opinions clearly sided with Mr Budge and although a few critical  
comments were also made these remained relatively few and far between 
throughout the dispute, at least when judged by what was being said and 
done in local media. It also seems that Mr Budge managed to use this dis-
pute not only to draw attention to the injustice he felt was being done to his 
family’s farming and way of life by Scottish Natural Heritage and the Scot-
tish Executive, but he also managed to engage the local council in funding 
several initiatives to improve access to the tombolo.350  

It is likely that one of the main reasons for the unfolding of this dispute 
relates to a particularly longstanding form of distrust in the islands between 
what could be described, on the one hand, as ‘expert knowledge’ and, on the  
other hand, as ‘local knowledge’. In this case, expert knowledge is often 
understood to emanate from ‘comfy offices’ located somewhere else, 
whereas local knowledge tends to be associated with a more grounded    
understanding of what needs doing and how this should best be done. That 

                                                      
349 Interview with Jim Budge, May 2004. 
350 Some years later, Jim Budge was elected a member of the local council, where he repre-
sented South Mainland from 2007 to 2012. Prior to that, a new house was built for his son’s 
family on a site not directly overlooking the tombolo, as recommended by SNH. 
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said, one may of course argue that local knowledge is not always, or auto-
matically, better, or more legitimate, than that of so-called experts. 

This dichotomy between us and them, or between local and outsider    
perspectives, would also seem to reflect some of the stereotypes related to 
‘sooth-moothers’ and other similar examples that were highlighted in some 
further detail in chapter 3. It would also seem that the planning dispute     
and the recurring stories about the alleged helicopter – much like the drawn-
out debate about the thistle signs referred to in the very beginning of this 
thesis – have acted as stepping-stones for quite a few people in the islands 
when expressing their (local) identities. When looked at from a slightly  
different perspective, however, such expressions and the actions associated 
with them could also be described in other, and sometimes less flattering 
terms, such as doggedness, single-mindedness or maybe even awkwardness.  

Landscapes and identities 
The main objective for telling these stories of houses and helicopters has 
been to present a more rounded understanding of how people may go about 
constructing and transforming their everyday landscapes, and how this is 
often done on a daily basis and through continuous interaction with other 
people. I would further suggest that both examples drawn upon in this   
chapter have pointed to what could be seen as a particular type of distrust 
between planning authorities and local communities, and especially so when 
the former category is seen as representing national rather than local inter-
ests. Possible implications of this type of conflict for people’s identities were 
also very briefly touched upon in the above. 

As regards the recurring helicopter stories, it is evident that these are 
linked to a particular type of landscape designation and its origins outside 
the islands. Based on some of my fieldwork experiences, where it seemed 
almost impossible at times to talk about the National Scenic Area without 
also discussing whether some form of aircraft had been used in the process 
leading up to the designation, I eventually felt that these stories called for 
some further attention. 

I would suggest that one of the main reasons why these stories have lived 
on for such a long time among many of my respondents may relate to the 
fact that they are all involved, in one way or another, in landscape manage-
ment and nature conservation. In other words, these stories have lived on 
among certain members of the community simply because they reflect a 
specific type of relationship between individuals and organisations involved 
in (or directly affected by) spatial planning. The telling and retelling of these    
stories could also be seen as reflecting a particular social and cultural      
context, rather more so than describing what actually happened at the time 
when the National Scenic Area was first introduced.  
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The planning dispute in Bigton and the actions taken in response to it 
were also linked to the National Scenic Area designation although several 
other factors were also involved in the unfolding of this particular conflict. 
When things finally began to move on, at the time of the re-opening of the 
access road in 2003, it became evident that although several decisions made 
by planning officials in mainland Scotland had been instrumental in the 
landowner’s decision to prevent vehicular access to the beach in the first 
place, there were other issues – more local in character – that played a key 
role in his decision to finally re-open the road. 

During the course of this project, I have come across several researchers 
who have pointed to people’s increasing engagement with landscape      
planning procedures as an indicator of just how important the notion of  
landscape has become in many parts of rural Scotland in recent years.     
According to Rick Rohde, for instance, such involvement may also be seen 
as one of very few available avenues by which people and communities   
feel that they can oppose, or resist, various developments that, in their    
opinion, are being forced upon them from the ‘outside’.351 Others, like Andy 
Samuel, have attributed many present-day conflicts between planners and 
local communities to the historically very tense relationship between ‘lairds’ 
and ‘crofters’. In Samuel’s opinion, therefore, it is often the same kind of 
distrust and dislike that keeps re-surfacing, to this day.352  

The examples highlighted in this chapter can be seen as some ways in 
which local distinctiveness is sometimes played out, not least in response to 
certain views and regulations brought in from outside the islands. On the 
other hand, it could also be argued that this type of situation is sometimes 
actively sought out precisely because it provides an arena for expressing 
such distinctiveness.353 Either way, it is quite clear that landscapes – and  
how we understand and make sense of them – have rather a lot to say about 
identity; not only in terms of how we look upon ourselves and our place in 
the world but also, and equally important, in relation to how we understand 
others and the places and landscapes of others.  

Some of the ideas put forward in this chapter clearly tie in with some of 
the more theory-driven approaches to landscape presented in chapter 2. First 
of all, it has become quite evident that landscapes can be understood as 
places where actions can both contribute to and be restricted by a wide  
range of potentially conflicting ideas, preferences and practices.354 Secondly, 
the examples discussed both here and in the previous chapter could be     
seen as asking the question what it is landscapes do in a variety of social 

                                                      
351 Rohde 2004. 
352 Samuel 2000. 
353 Gold and Gold 1995. 
354 E.g. Matless 1998, 2003. 
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settings.355 Thirdly, and closely associated with the above, it has been  
pointed out in both chapters that landscapes sometimes assume a very active 
role indeed when it comes to locating, or anchoring, the identities of both 
individuals, communities and entire societies. In such contexts, it has also 
become evident that landscapes can be appropriated and put to use for a wide 
range of reasons.356 

I will return to these themes in the next two chapters, where the relation-
ship between landscape and identity will be discussed in some further detail. 
To this end, chapter 6 will explore some aspects of the arrival of the oil  
industry in Shetland in the 1970s and its subsequent effect on life in this 
group of islands. I will also look into an annual event, known as Da Voar 
Redd Up, and discuss some of its implications for and impact on both land-
scapes and identities in Shetland over the past few decades. Towards the  
end of this chapter, I will touch upon some aspects of a recently proposed 
windfarm development and how this project can be seen to fit in, on a 
broader scale, with what the future might have in store for this group of  
islands and those living there. 

After that, chapter 7 will explore certain aspects of the tourist industry in 
Shetland. In this context, I will also discuss a recent place branding initia-
tive, and several surveys and other studies in which Shetland has come out 
on top, or almost on top, before taking a closer look at local identities, in the 
plural, and what it is, when discussing such matters, that really make people 
‘tick’. The latter part of this chapter will focus specifically on some aspects 
of Shetland’s image, based almost entirely on notions of wildlife and un-
spoilt nature, and put this in relation to how Shetlanders, by and large, look 
upon themselves and their islands in the greater scheme of things. 
  

                                                      
355 E.g. Mitchell 1994. 
356 E.g. Moore and Whelan 2007. 
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6 Responding to a new era 

It will be 25 years on Tuesday since the blood, sweat, tears and laughter 
of six thousand ordinary men and women first brought North Sea oil 
ashore into Sullom Voe. It was the culmination of four years of organised 
chaos on a scale Shetland had never seen – an historic milestone indeed, 
although only one of many in a momentous time. It was another two years 
before the construction boom peaked and the dust began to settle around 
Europe’s largest oil terminal, allowing it to become the quiet, efficient 
industrial diamond it remains today. In the process, for good or ill, life in 
these islands changed forever.357 

Black gold 
With the discovery in the early 1970s of the large Brent oil field, almost 200 
km east of Shetland, it soon became evident that the best way to transport  
oil from the platforms to land was to pipe it to the nearest landmass which, 
as it turned out, was Shetland. After some initial discussions about where    
to build the terminal – coupled with much local fear and worry as to what 
such new industrial developments, on such a vast scale, would bring to the 
islands apart from the oil itself – it was eventually decided that Sullom Voe 
on north Mainland would be the best overall location. Construction work 
took off in 1974, and by the end of November 1978 the first oil began to 
flow into Shetland.358  

To better understand contemporary Shetland, it is probably necessary to 
have at least some basic knowledge of some of the events and experiences 
this group of islands was subjected to in connection with the arrival of the  
oil industry almost four decades ago, and its subsequent effects on Shetland  
 
                                                      
357 The Shetland Times 2003.11.21. 
358 In November 2003, local media highlighted the first 25 years of oil in a special anniversary 
supplement. The anniversary also inspired the publication of a book based on photographs 
and interviews, reflecting some of the experiences of the 1970s oil industry in the islands, 
together with some personal recollections of this era, a quarter of a century later (Morton and 
Kidd 2004). Five years later, the paper published a brief article on the first 30 years of opera-
tion at the Sullom Voe oil terminal, which remains one of the largest construction projects 
ever undertaken in the UK (The Shetland Times 2008.11.28a). 
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life and economy. Whereas the above quote clearly goes some way in cele-
brating the importance of this major development for many local communi-
ties at the time, it is also well worth quoting another piece of writing, which 
looks at the oil terminal from a more national perspective while at the same 
time describing some of its dramatic effects on the surrounding Shetland 
landscape: 

“Drive north from Lerwick, the Shetlandic capital, for a little under 30 miles 
and the flarestack illuminating the leaden skies announces the source of Shet-
land’s oil wealth. Here, sprawling over an entire headland like some benign 
giant, lies Sullom Voe, a £1175 million industrial complex of immense pipes, 
valves and giant holding tanks dug into the natural landscape; one of Europe’s 
largest oil terminals crammed with all the equipment necessary to handle     
the crude which keeps the world running. 

With its flarestack roaring, the complex appears like an apocalyptic cita-
del at the ends of a ravaged earth, or some vast futuristic city half buried in  
the peat – which in a way it is. Sullom Voe boasts its own airfield, weather 
station, pollution monitoring and port operation, security guards and power 
station. At the peak of construction, in November 1980, more than 7,200  
people were on the Sullom Voe payroll. By the time the terminal was opened 
by the Queen, in May 1981, some 12 million cubic metres of rock and peat 
had been removed from the land, an entire hill levelled to construct the    
complex.”359 

 
The arrival of the oil industry has had a profound impact on Shetland, not 
only in terms of the visible changes wrought on the Shetland landscape. In 
the 1970s, much like today, the North Sea oil was a godsend to British  
economy.360 However, in the early 1970s it was also a brand new source of 
income for Shetland, on a scale never seen or experienced before and with 
consequences for the islands that were both feared and envied. For a long 
period of time, opinions remained divided on whether the oil boom would 
bring anything good to the islands, apart from the sudden influx of money 
and jobs, or if the new industry would effectively destroy the islands’     
traditional way of life, which for centuries had been associated mainly with 
fishing and small-scale farming.  
 

                                                      
359 The Sunday Herald 2005.06.12. 
360 Some years ago, it was estimated that the UK would remain self-sufficient in oil until 2009 
(The Sunday Herald 2005.06.12). Since then, the situation has changed quite dramatically and 
for some time it has been estimated that the terminal at Sullom Voe will remain in operation 
for another 25 or even 30 years. The main reason for this is the new explorations of the oil 
and gas reserves west of Shetland. However, compared to the situation in the 1980s, when up 
to 1.6 million barrels a day were pumped through the pipeline system, the current production 
is more modest, reaching about 250,000 barrels a day (The Shetland Times 2012.11.30). More 
recently, significant finds in the west of Shetland oil and gas area look likely to last longer 
than the predicted thirty years (The Shetland Times 2013.09.20a). 
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These rapid developments were followed by a considerable number of 
studies into the impact of oil in Shetland and in the north-east of Scotland 
more generally. In many of these studies, the social and cultural challenges 
of offshore oil development were discussed in some detail, as were the per-
ceived threats to the traditional economy and way of life usually associated 
with this part of the world.361  One particularly common theme concerned 
how such small and relatively isolated communities would manage to cope 
with this new industrial era and with the sudden and often considerable   
influx of newcomers settling in the islands for longer or shorter periods of 
time.362  

Occasionally, the arrival of the oil industry has also been dealt with in 
popular culture. The film Local Hero, shot on location in the north-east of 
mainland Scotland, and which reached large audiences worldwide in the 
beginning of the 1980s, is one such example.363 A much smaller audience 
found their way to the novel Thin Wealth by Shetland-born writer Robert 
Alan Jamieson. The book explores some of the major social and cultural 
changes wrought by oil and it also examines some of the new signs of pros-
perity that had begun to show in Shetland already in the early years of the 
North Sea oil boom.364 

As it were, the Zetland County Council was surprisingly quick to realise 
the importance of the planned oil development already in the beginning of 
the 1970s.365 As a result, it did not take very long before the local council  
had promoted a bill through Parliament which only a few years later, in 
1974, became the Zetland County Council Act. In this way, the local council 
had managed not only to secure a good deal with the oil companies, but       
it had also had a government act passed in which the power of the local 
council was strengthened beyond any other council in the UK. From a    
financial point of view, it was evident that there would be some significant 
local benefits in the new pipeline.  

 
 
 

                                                      
361 For some academic research projects spanning the length and breadth of this era, and doing 
so from a wide range of mainly social scientific perspectives, see e.g. Black 1995; Button 
1976; Byron 1986; Church 1989; Nicholson 1975; Parsler and Shapiro 1980; Renwanz 1981. 
362 According to statistical figures, Shetland’s population increased by some 35 per cent in 
only a few years’ time following the arrival of the oil industry. 
363 Nadel-Klein 1991, pp. 504-505. 
364 Jamieson 1986. 
365 The Zetland County Council merged with Lerwick Town Council in 1975, to form what is 
still today known as the Shetland Islands Council (SIC). 
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It was also at this time that a brand new type of funds, often referred to as 
the disturbance funds, was introduced by the council.366 The key purpose of 
this money in the past few decades has been to support local economic   
development in areas outside of the oil industry, and in order to do so it     
has specifically targeted local fisheries and the agricultural sector. In this 
context of very rapid developments, it is also interesting to note that it was 
not until 1975 that the council finally decided to set up its own planning 
department, something which until then had not been considered a necessary 
function within the council. The decision, and the subsequent creation of  
this department, came about as a direct result of the widespread oil-related 
activities across the islands at the time. The SIC planning department has 
been in operation ever since. 

When taken together, these early initiatives undoubtedly provided the  
Zetland County Council and its successor, the Shetland Islands Council,  
with some unprecedented powers. Gradually, Shetland also found itself  
playing a more prominent role within the overall British economy and,   
judging by the many ‘David and Goliath’ stories that were being told at the 
time, it often appeared that Shetland was quite a good player too.367 Indeed, 
so remarkable was this new situation that it was even commented on by the 
then American Consul in Edinburgh, Richard Funkhaussen, in correspon-
dence that was subsequently leaked to the press, and in which he suggested 
that the council of this little group of islands had “successfully ‘horn-
swoggled’ some of the biggest multinationals and most sophisticated leaders 
in Britain out of terms which would make Scottish nationalists pale with 
envy.”368  

 
                                                      
366 The disturbance funds, which were set up by money paid for ‘disturbances’ caused by the 
oil companies, are usually referred to by people in the islands as the Charitable Trust. Another 
portion of this money stems from annual profits made from the tanker harbour, which the 
council controls and operates in its capacity as port authority. Ever since the trust was first   
set up, it has consisted of all, or almost all, of the SIC councillors plus two independent  
members. Over the years, it has been argued that such councillor-trustees could face consider-
able conflicts of interest and some years ago Scotland’s charity watchdog, the Office of the 
Scottish Charity Regulator (OSCR), demanded that the trust finds a way of distancing itself 
from the local council (The Shetland Times 2009.01.30, 2010.05.14). Without such reform, 
which recently has caused much debate not least among councillors and trustees, it was   
argued that the trust would risk having its bank accounts frozen and its assets transferred to 
another charity (The Shetland Times 2011.04.15, 2012.09.14). After much debating, a newly 
constituted Charitable Trust was finally appointed in the beginning of 2013 (The Shetland 
Times 2013.02.22). However, and as recent developments have continued to show, this did 
not solve all the problems and further reforms in this area are therefore likely in the not too 
distant future.  
367 E.g. Wills 1991. 
368 Funkhausen’s 1975 comment has been quoted from Wills 1991, p. 1. Jonathan Wills also 
explains that to hornswoggle somebody is an American expression meaning something along 
the lines of bemusing or confusing somebody.  
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This unfolding of events in the far north of Britain was clearly un-
expected. There is perhaps little wonder, therefore, that this particular turn  
of events has been pointed out, time and again, whenever it comes to      
describing how Shetlanders were able not only to cope with the new       
industrial era, but how they also managed to lay down their own terms    
regarding the landing of the North Sea oil.369 In this context, it is probably 
not all that far-fetched to suggest that the arrival of the oil industry not only 
meant a big boost to the islands’ economy, but that it also helped boosting 
local confidence rather significantly by providing the community with some 
unprecedented power over its own destiny.370 

The SIC is still the local government authority in the islands. As such,  
and in similarity with other local councils, it is responsible for the provision 
of social and infrastructural services across the islands. By virtue of its   
participation in various oil-related commercial development activities it also 
commands some rather substantial amounts of investment venture capital, 
including its role (so far) in the Charitable Trust. Although this situation has 
not made everyone in the islands stinking rich or, indeed, paved the way for 
an always flourishing local economy, there is little doubt that the incomes 
generated by the oil industry have greatly contributed in making Shetland     
a much better-off place, economically, compared to many other small island 
communities in Scotland.371 

A darker side of success 
In spite of the fact that the oil industry has brought with it some considerable 
affluence to the islands, it is evident that the new era has not only been a 
happy one. There have been several accidents linked to the industry which, 
apart from causing the community much anger and anxiety, have also led to  
 
                                                      
369 There are numerous accounts of this scenario in the descriptions of Shetland’s first     
encounter with the World of Oil and how the islands came to deal with the new situation, e.g. 
Berry and Johnston 1980, pp. 242-250; Johnston 1999, pp. 273-286; Jones and Godwin 1976, 
pp. 190-208; Nicholson 1975, pp. 85-101; Wills 1991.  
370 The fact that the Shetland Movement continued to hold quite a prominent position not only 
in island politics but in Shetland society more generally throughout the 1970s and 1980s 
could probably also be seen as a sign of the times, cf. note 9. 
371 That said, a number of commentators have argued that the famous deal struck in the 1970s 
might not have been quite as favourable as previously suggested. In their opinion, Scotland 
and, indeed, Shetland could have become one of the strongest economies in Europe, had they 
not been administered and seriously conned by Westminster throughout the oil era (The Shet-
land Times 2005.11.14, 2006.02.17, 2006.02.24). More recently, it has emerged in previously 
classified internal Whitehall documents dating back more than 30 years that ministers and 
civil servants at the time feared that the oil industry would ultimately result in the Northern 
Isles demanding full independence (The Shetland Times 2009.02.20a). 
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numerous discussions about the islands’ often very fragile environment and 
what precautions should be taken to prevent similar accidents from happen-
ing in the future. There have also been some accidents involving casualties, 
most notably perhaps the very serious incident that took place in November 
1986, when a helicopter on a routine flight from the Brent oil field to Shet-
land dived into the sea just minutes before landing at Sumburgh Airport. 
Only two persons survived the violent crash and could be rescued from the 
sea, while the other 45 of the 47 personnel on board perished that day.372 

Another dramatic incident occurred only weeks after the Sullom Voe oil 
terminal had opened in 1978, when the oil tanker Esso Bernica collided  
with one of the mooring jetties at the terminal. More than one thousand  
tonnes of fuel oil was spilled into the sea and later made its way into Yell 
Sound and beyond.373 In a global context, this was by no means a huge spill 
but it nevertheless brought home the dangers of the constant coming and 
going of large oil tankers in what after all are fairly narrow inlets, frequently 
exposed to difficult tide and wind conditions. In the weeks and months that 
followed, some 4,000 seabirds were found dead, together with numerous 
otters, seals and even sheep that had been grazing near the affected shore-
lines.374 

Several years later, in the morning of 5 January 1993, Shetland woke to 
yet another oil spill when the super tanker Braer went ashore near Fitful 
Head, in south Mainland. This is by far the most dramatic oil-spill disaster to 
date, in Shetland.375 However, the vessel, which contained some 85,000  
tonnes of light crude oil, had nothing to do with the Sullom Voe oil terminal 
but was only passing the islands on its way from Norway to Canada. The 
accident, which was caused by the tanker losing its engine power, took  
place in atrocious weather conditions, pushing the vessel onto the rocks off 
Fitful Head. As it were, the gale-force winds, much as they had been       
instrumental in the accident taking place in the first place, also saved Shet-
land from what might otherwise have been a severe ecological disaster   
affecting vast stretches of coastline.376 
                                                      
372 In the summer of 2013, there was another fatal helicopter crash near Sumburgh, killing 
four people on their way back from a North Sea installation east of Shetland (The Shetland 
Times 2013.08.30). 
373 Berry and Johnston 1980, pp. 258-259. 
374 Blackadder 2003, p. 90; Johnston 1999, pp. 276-278. To this day, the oil spill from Esso 
Bernica killed far more birds, otters, seals and fish than did any other oil-related accident in 
Shetland waters, cf. Jonathan Wills in Kidd and Morton 2004, pp. 23-24. 
375 The Braer carried almost twice the amount of oil as that which had been spilled from the 
Exxon Valdez some four years earlier, off the coast of Alaska. 
376 Cf. Gervais 1997, especially “Diary of the Braer Incident”, pp. 102-113. It has been de-
scribed elsewhere how the oil, carried by the Braer, was an atypical variety of North Sea oil, 
and because it was lighter in consistency and considerably more biodegradable than other 
crudes this also played an important part in saving Shetland from what might otherwise have 
resulted in some truly horrific consequences, e.g. McMillan 2008, pp. 188. 
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Due largely to the severe gales that blew almost constantly for several 
weeks, most of the oil was effectively broken up and dispersed at sea before 
reaching land in any substantial quantities. However, for a limited period of 
time, sheens of oil did extend as far north as Scalloway on west Mainland 
and to Noness on the east side of Mainland Shetland. During this time, St 
Ninian’s Isle and the Burra Isles on the western seaboard were also sur-
rounded by some pretty heavy oil slick, which was later broken up. In some 
places, particularly along the southwest coast, puddles of oil floated ashore 
and across much of south Mainland and as far north as Lerwick the wind 
carried a strong smell of oil.  

Some two and a half years after this accident, when I arrived in Shetland 
for the first time to start working not far from where the oil-spill had     
originally taken place, in south Mainland, the Braer was still visible in the 
waters off Garths Ness to the south of Fitful Head. It took another few winter 
storms before the tanker completely disappeared, or disintegrated, into the 
sea. It may seem rather odd, but when looking back I have no recollection   
of anyone talking about the oil spill, either on site or in conversations    
elsewhere. Despite the magnitude of the incident, it seemed like something 
that had happened a very long time ago, or maybe not at all. The devastating 
catastrophe that had seemed unavoidable at the time of the accident had 
somehow miraculously never happened and apart from a few insurance 
claims, the Braer seemed not only to be out of sight but also, to a large ex-
tent, to be out of mind.377 At the end of the day, it seemed that the islands, 
after all, had a very lucky escape.  

Shetland way of life? 
In the above, I referred to quite a substantial body of literature dealing with 
the impact of oil in Scotland, and more specifically with its impact on every-
day life and economy in the Shetland Islands.378 Much of this literature was 
produced with a view to document – or forecast – what consequences rapid 
industrialisation would have on a region that until the 1970s had relied     
almost entirely on fishing and small-scale farming for its subsistence. The 
term ‘way of life’ was frequently used by many of these writers and this is 
also a phrase that many Shetlanders use, especially in relation to the new 
social and economic reality that was facing the islands at this time. 

                                                      
377 In May 2000, some seven years after the accident happened, more than two million pounds 
were paid out to some 200 individuals and businesses whose claims had been approved, in-
cluding crofters, fishermen and salmon farmers (The Shetland Times 2009.12.24) Others, 
however, were never compensated for their loss of profits, or damage to stock or property 
(The Shetland Times 2013.01.04). 
378 Cf. notes 361 and 369. 
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Historically, and in similarity with many other island communities in   
this part of the world, Shetland’s traditional way of life was primarily based 
on small-scale exploitation of the resources of the land and the sea. The local 
economy therefore largely depended on crofting, fishing and knitting, and 
had done so for a long period of time. Over the years, this particular way    
of life had also been characterised by a high degree of inter-connectivity 
between these activities.379 

One scholar, who decided to take up research in Shetland at the time 
when the oil industry was in full swing, was the anthropologist Anthony 
Cohen. In response to the widespread fascination with debating and even 
celebrating a distinct Shetland way of life, he concluded that this is largely 
symptomatic of some of the activities people tend to engage in when major 
changes are afoot.380 In Shetland, such changes were undoubtedly on a mas-
sive scale in the 1970s and early 1980s, as was the influx of people settling 
in the islands for longer or shorter periods of time. When taken together, 
these changes seem to have inspired a growing number of people, from 
many different walks of life, to take a more explicit interest in a wide range 
of issues that could be seen as in one way or another associated with a more 
traditional Shetland way of life.  

Cohen also found that while the geographical remoteness of these islands 
may have instilled a certain sense of distinctiveness among people living 
there – and to have done so for quite some time – the rapidly increasing  
contacts with the outside world seemed to have led to a much enhanced 
awareness of the need to retain and assert that distinctiveness. In Cohen’s 
view, therefore, it was precisely this sense of ‘being different’ that prompted 
many islanders, when faced with unprecedented social and economic 
changes, to engage in what he referred to as processes of ‘cultural account-
ing’.381 

Elaborating on this idea, and linking it to what he saw as recurring per-
formances across the islands of a more or less pronounced sense of cultural 
distinctiveness, or difference, he concluded that: 

“Once one has become conscious of culture, it must be perceived and handled 
in a different way than previously. Hence the recounting of what life was pre-
viously like must always be, to some extent, a reconstruction rather than a 
mere recall...”382 

 

                                                      
379 Shetland’s traditional economy and its social underpinnings have been discussed in detail 
by a number of writers, e.g. Abrams 2005; Fenton 1978; Knox 1985; Smith 2000; Smith 
1984; Tait 2000. 
380 Cohen 1978, p. 466f. 
381 Cohen 1980. 
382 Cohen 1980, p. 172.  
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From the 1970s onwards, and possibly as a result of such processes of    
cultural accounting and reconstruction, Shetland has experienced a major 
revival in traditional music, art and dialect writing. During this time, peo-
ple’s interest in local history and local traditions has also intensified and,    
to cater for this interest, a number of organisations and societies have been 
set up across the islands. It is evident that many people have been keen not 
only to learn more about the culture and history of the islands but that they 
also want to actively take part in that culture and, in some sense, make it 
come alive. 

To clarify, it appears that the arrival of the North Sea oil industry not  
only resulted in some fairly drastic changes in the social and economic   
fabric of the Shetland community, but that it also prompted people in the 
islands to take a closer look at themselves, their islands and their role in the 
greater scheme of things. Similar ideas were clearly also at the forefront 
when Shetland writer James Nicholson suggested that these sudden changes, 
in many ways, had provided both himself and many others with “the jolt 
necessary to make us realize the importance of our heritage and how much 
there is that is worth saving.”383 

Several years later, in a book celebrating Shetland’s first 25 years of oil, a 
number of people were asked about their memories of this era. Among the 
topics that came up, one of the interviewees – a teacher – was asked whether 
he thought the influx of people had diluted the Shetland culture: 

“(...) I would like to look at it another way, and say that the people who have 
come in have probably added something to Shetland. I think that as far as    
the dialect, the Shetland way of life is concerned, I think that the coming of  
oil and the aftermath has actually strengthened the position. It’s actually 
strengthened the identity of whatever being a Shetlander is; what the Shetland 
way of life is. I think it was probably unclear what that was beforehand. It is 
oil that has given it a stronger identity.”384 

 
It seems that the new era inspired numerous people to learn more about  
Shetland’s traditional way of life. Occasionally, this interest is likely to have 
spilled over into feelings of nostalgia and a longing for what once was, in  
the days when life in the islands was clearly a lot different. Similar feelings 
sometimes came to light during my fieldwork. One situation in particular 
springs to mind and captures (almost in passing) what I believe are some of 
the key aspects of this type of feeling. 
 

                                                      
383 Nicholson 1978, p. 194. 
384 Kidd and Morton 2004, p. 59. 
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As it were, I had arranged to meet with a local photographer to talk about 
a series of postcards that had been for sale in the islands for some time.385 I 
was particularly keen to find out more about how the motifs for the post-
cards had been selected, and if there was any specific reasoning, or idea, 
behind the choice. The very simple and straight-forward explanation, in the 
words of the respondent, was that whenever she was out and about she 
would sometimes come across what she referred to as a ‘postcard picture’, 
and whenever this happened she would just photograph it:  

R8: “I just take what I like. There’s no underlying thought or anything...” 
 
CM: “No?” 
 
R8: “No, they’re just nice pictures, and there are also some bits of Shetland 
that are disappearing but folk don’t really notice. (...) I keep thinking I should, 
‘coz I’ve got thousands and thousands of photographs, that I should do some-
thing about this disappearing Shetland or something, so that people appreciate 
what they’re having.” 
 
CM: “Maybe you should.” 
 
R8: “I don’t know. (...) And you know, the pictures I like are not necessarily 
the ones that sell, so...”386 

 
This notion of ‘disappearing places’ is not unique to people living in this 
group of islands. Similar sentiments can probably be found just about    
anywhere you look. That said, it is evident that the bulk of such changes,    
or ‘disappearances’, only began to affect Shetland relatively recently, but 
once they got under way have changed life in the islands rather dramatically 
for a lot of people whether they pay much attention to it, or not. It follows 
from this that there is a considerable segment of the population that still  
remembers what life used to be like in the islands, before oil, and before a 
more affluent society and lifestyle began to take hold of people’s lives and 
aspirations. In this context, a certain sense of nostalgia, or maybe even loss, 
is perhaps only to be expected, while for others, of course, the past will only 
ever be seen as representing the ‘bad old days’. 

Another worry, especially in the early days of oil, concerned the long and 
short-term effects of this industry on the Shetland landscape. While it is 
hardly surprising that conservationists and ornithologists were among     
 
                                                      
385 It should be pointed out that this strand of my research, which concerned artistic and   
other representations of the islands, was abandoned at a relatively early stage to narrow the 
scope of my thesis. However, a brief quote from one of these interviews has been in-
corporated here, to exemplify how some of the changes that have taken place in Shetland in 
the past few decades are sometimes brought into contemporary discussions. 
386 Interview with R8 2004.05.10 
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those most frequently debating this topic from an early date, it was not long 
before others too began to express their concerns regarding the future of 
Shetland’s landscape and natural resources. In retrospect, and despite the 
fact that there have (so far) only been relatively few accidents, there is no 
doubt that fears of similar incidents taking place sometime in the future  
have been instrumental in getting many of these discussions off the ground. 
Perhaps it could even be argued that the arrival of the oil industry, in itself, 
has somehow helped introducing a number of ‘green’ issues on the local 
agenda as well as making people take more of an active and explicit interest 
in their immediate surroundings. 

In this context, it was not long before litter – in all forms – began to       
attract increasing local attention. In the next few paragraphs, therefore, I will 
look into some aspects of this ‘new’ interest and how it has taken on a rather 
distinct role in the islands during the past decades. Towards the end of this 
chapter, I will also take a brief look to the future and what it might have in 
store for this group of islands and those living there should the proposed 
windfarm project go ahead, or not. 

The big spring clean 
Due to its geographical location, Shetland’s coastal areas are prone to large 
amounts of marine litter from the North Sea and the Atlantic.387 In historical 
times, such wind and seaborne debris was often reused and generally      
considered a valuable asset in the household economy.388 However, more 
recently – and as the nature and sheer quantity of accumulated debris has 
changed quite considerably – most people would probably agree that it    
now represents rather more of a problem than a sought-after and usable  
asset. In the wake of the oil boom years, Jonathan Wills described the    
situation in the islands like this: 

“...it is interesting to note the changing attitudes to litter. Shetlanders chuck 
things out, like everyone else, when they have finished with them. And these 
days they have almost North American quantities of junk to dispose of.     
Traditionally, rubbish was thrown on the midden, or muck-heap, outside the 
croft door. It was part of the way of life and a very useful part too. (...) 

 
 
 

                                                      
387 E.g. Napier 2010. 
388 One such example is that of driftwood, which for long periods of time was regarded as      
a particularly useful type of debris, whenever it floated ashore on these otherwise largely 
timber-less islands. The collecting of driftwood was subject to certain means of regulation 
and, as such, covered by what is commonly referred to as foreshore rights. 



 152 

The spectacular accumulation of trash on land rose in concert with the   
marine pollution. Sometimes it seemed that Shetland crofters were vying with 
each other to demonstrate their prosperity, by surrounding their houses with 
more junk cars and agricultural machinery than their neighbours. If you can 
afford to throw away that much, they may have thought, then you must be   
doing well. Tourists began to write rude letter to the paper about it. Most  
people laughed; a midden was still a midden, even if it was made of plastic, 
steel and aluminium.”389 

 
Gradually, however, less and less people were laughing at the accumulated 
rubbish, which not only caused serious hazards for birds and other wildlife 
but also had a very negative effect on the overall visual impact of the      
archipelago. It was clear that something needed to be done, and by the late 
1980s a brand new initiative was launched aimed at addressing the rapid 
build-up of all sorts of junk across the islands. The initiative, which was first 
organised in 1988, is known as Da Voar Redd Up.390 In its first year, some 
400 volunteers were involved in the ‘redding’, which resulted in the removal 
of vast quantities of rubbish from beaches and other areas around the is-
lands.391 More recently, the clean-up has attracted well over 4,000 volunteers 
each year. Seeing that this figure represents almost 20 per cent of the      
islands’ entire population, this is by all means an impressive number.392 It  
has been estimated that if Scotland, as a whole, were to match Shetland’s 
commitment, it would require some 630,000 people from all over Scotland 
to take part in similar activities.393 

Since the start, the main focus of Da Voar Redd Up has been to clear 
Shetland’s beaches, roadsides and public places of litter and to get the     
islands ready for the approaching spring and summer tourist season. Most of 
the rubbish that is collected has been swept ashore from passing boats, or  
has arrived on land by violent winter storms. Some of it, however, has an 
origin much closer to home and would seem to have been simply dropped,  
or dumped, on the ground. Since the launch of this initiative, more than one 
thousand tonnes of rubbish have been collected and removed from places 
across Shetland where it does not belong. 

 
                                                      
389 Wills 1991, p. 38-39. 
390 The name, coined by Shetland dialect poet Rhoda Butler, means ‘the spring clean-up’. 
391 From the beginning, Da Voar Redd Up has been organised by the Shetland Amenity Trust 
(SAT). Set up by the local council in 1983, and using some of the islands’ oil revenue to fund 
its activities, SAT is primarily concerned with environmental and heritage management. 
Today, Da Voar Redd Up is organised through a partnership consisting of Shetland Amenity 
Trust, Shetland Islands Council (SIC), the Association of Shetland Community Councils, 
Shetland Islands Tourism, the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA), Scottish 
Natural Heritage (SNH) and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). For a 
number of years, British Petroleum (BP) has been one of the main sponsors of the activities. 
392 The Shetland Times 2010.10.01. 
393 The Shetland Times 2008.02.15, 2009.08.14. 
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Shetland’s local anti-litter and environmental awareness initiative, Dunna Chuck 
Bruck, was originally set up in the islands in 1986. ‘Dunna Chuck Bruck’ is Shet-
land dialect, meaning ‘Don’t Throw Rubbish’. The celebrations in 2012, marking 
the 25th anniversary of Da Voar Redd Up, saw the re-launch due to community 
demand of this campaign. This sign was photographed some years ago, above 
Dales Voe. Reproduced by kind permission of Nicholas Mutton. 

 
In the spring of 2004, and coinciding with my final spell of fieldwork in 

the islands, I decided to take part in some of this redding to get a more 
‘hands on’ approach to both landscapes and identities and, perhaps, the   
connections between the two. Also, having settled for a multi-method     
approach, it seemed only reasonable to shift focus slightly; from the pre-
dominantly text-and-talk based to a more participatory approach based on 
interaction in the field with subjects of the study.394 

My choice of a more participatory approach was also influenced by re-
search traditions addressing landscapes as something which we create and 
activate in the course of our everyday lives. This perspective differs from 
some earlier approaches to landscape, which often considered landscapes as 
representations or as an ideological ‘way of seeing’.395 Thus, instead of   
approaching landscapes as a predominantly pictorial or discursive form of 
representation, or as an inert background for human action, I wanted to use 
some means of direct interaction in the field to find out more about how 
places and landscapes ‘become known’ through (some) people’s thoughts 

                                                      
394 Cf. note 193. 
395 Cosgrove 1984, 1985; Daniels 1989; Daniels and Cosgrove 1993. 
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and activities, combined with the often repetitive wear and tear of everyday 
life.396 I was also interested in finding out what connections there might be, if 
any, between people’s engagement with physical landscapes and their sense 
of identity. 

Already at the planning stage, I knew that I wanted to participate in at 
least two ‘redd ups’, and that they should be in different parts of Shetland. 
For my first choice, I decided to go to Fetlar, where I had not been since   
my very first visit to Shetland almost ten years earlier.397 My second choice 
of destination was Sound Beach, near Lerwick, where I was staying at the 
time. 

Fetlar is an island off the north-east coast of Mainland Shetland; south of 
Unst, east of Yell and north of Out Skerries. It is often referred to as          
the ‘Garden of Shetland’. The name itself originates from the Old Norse and 
is said to mean ‘Fat Land’, alluding to the island’s rich grazing and crofting 
land. According to census data from 2001, there were 86 persons living in 
Fetlar at that time, thus making it one of Shetland’s least populated areas.398 
By 2008, the population had dropped to below 50 and there were substantial 
fears that with such a rapidly declining population the future of the island 
(as, indeed, the future of several other small island communities in the Shet-
land archipelago, such as Foula and Papa Stour) would be a very uncertain 
one indeed.399 More recently, Fetlar’s population has increased slightly, 
thanks to the arrival of families with children. 

One Saturday morning in early May 2004, I left the Viking bus terminal 
in Lerwick, knowing that it would take about three and a half hours and two 
ferry-crossings before I reached my final destination.  

By mid-day, and as I walked down towards the beach at Tresta to meet up 
with the people I had arranged to join for a day’s redding, the wind was 
picking up speed. It was going to be a cold and blustery day for sure and the 
extra woolly jumper and the pair of gloves which I had brought with me 
would probably come in handy. The redding itself was already well under 
way, and it was not long before I was also putting all sorts of rubbish into  
the green redd up bags.400 

                                                      
396 Lorimer 2006. On a similar note, it has been argued that “we are always in the process of 
formation with the landscape” (Macpherson 2010, p. 8, emphasis added). 
397 It was also in connection with that first trip, or rather in connection with my preparations 
ahead of that trip, that I came across the rather thought-provoking certificate in Lerwick’s 
Tourist Information Office, as referred to in chapter 3. 
398 Shetland Islands Council 2008, p. 11. In the mid 1800s, Fetlar’s population exceeded 750 
people. This was clearly in the days before the owner of the island discovered that sheep were 
much more profitable than people, and before out-migration took off on a massive scale. 
399 Grydehøj 2008a. 
400 Once you register to take part in the redding, the Amenity Trust sends out a special ‘Redd 
Up Pack’ containing e.g. big plastic bags, safety vests, gloves, information on nesting birds 
and directions for what to pick and what to leave behind. 
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The ‘bruck van’ stops by in Burra. After my ‘redding’ efforts in Fetlar and at 
Sound beach, I joined the environmental officer at Shetland Amenity Trust for a 
few days, to help collect ‘redd-up’ bags around Bressay and in south-west Main-
land. Photo by the author. 

 
We were a small group of just three adults and seven or eight children  

doing our best to cover the length and breadth of the beach, and there was 
certainly no shortage of debris to put in the bags. Almost all of it was in 
various stages of decay, including cans, bits of rope, torn carpets, metal  
containers, bits of different-coloured plastic, glass bottles, car batteries, jars, 
fishing nets and so on. It seemed almost unreal that all of it would have  
accumulated over just one winter – and very disconcerting too. The sea must 
be absolutely full of junk! The green plastic bags were filling up fast and the 
older boys helped dragging them up to the nearby skip, where they would 
later be collected by staff from the Shetland Amenity Trust.401 

Working away, we also talked a bit about what Da Voar Redd Up used to 
be like. I was told that the previous year, for instance, it had taken a much 
larger group of people almost two days to get the beach at Tresta alone 
cleared of litter. After that weekend, the skip had been absolutely overflow-
ing with redd up bags.  

                                                      
401 The ‘bruck van’ is doing rounds all around Mainland, Bressay, Trondra and Burra. There 
is another van in operation for the North Isles, and again another system operating for the 
outlying islands of Foula and Fair Isle where the ‘bruck’ has to be collected by boat. Once 
collected, the ‘bruck’ is taken to the SIC waste management base just outside Lerwick.  
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Things were clearly a lot different this year. We were such a small group 
struggling to get the work done, and the beach in front of us seemed     
enormous. The local councillor, who is usually in charge of organising     
this activity in Fetlar, had been off sick in the beginning of the year and as a 
result it had taken awhile before the organising got properly started with 
bags and gloves being ordered and sent up from Lerwick. Because of the  
late start, the actual redding was also a bit delayed and coincided with     
several other events taking place at this time of the year. As an outsider, I 
instantly thought of the Shetland Folk Festival, which had kicked off across 
Shetland a few days earlier, but apparently there were other things, closer   
to home, that were also on people’s minds. Most notably, perhaps, the lamb-
ing. 

I was a bit surprised that the islanders (or at least some of them) were so 
keen to go ahead with the redding, even when they clearly had so many  
other things do. When we were having our packed lunches, and our chit-chat 
continued, one of the women described the redding, quite simply, as some-
thing that has to be done, and that time has to be set aside for it, in spite of 
everything else that also needs doing.  

Before going to Fetlar, I had joined a group of families and neighbours   
at Sound Beach just outside Lerwick to participate in the redding of ‘their’ 
beach. This time, the sun was shining and there was quite a large group of 
people taking on a beach considerably smaller than the one I would be    
going to shortly, in Fetlar. After a couple of hours the entire beach looked 
absolutely perfect. 

The redding at Sound was very much like a Sunday outing. The beautiful 
weather certainly added to that atmosphere, as did the picnic baskets and 
blankets brought along to enjoy the sunshine. The group that had registered 
to clean the beach consisted of families living in the area, some of them 
neighbours, some of them relatives, and quite a few of them incomers to 
Shetland. Perhaps, in this context, the redding made sense not mainly      
because it was something that needed doing – and if you did not do it, no  
one else would step in and do it for you – but rather more so because it   
represented a distinct and ‘hand-on’ form of place making, or what Niels 
Kayser Nielsen has referred to as “a home place experience”.402 In other 
words, it would seem that people’s experiences, and in this case their sense 
of belonging to a certain place, or landscape, are likely to influence their 
motives for taking part in this and other types of activities. 

In recent years, Da Voar Redd Up has received quite a lot of attention, 
both nationally and internationally, as the largest voluntary clean-up opera-
tion in the UK. Towards the end of 2004, the project was recognised by the 
United Nations and awarded its International Award for Best Practice to  
 
                                                      
402 Kayser Nielsen 1999. 
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Improve the Living Environment.403 Earlier that same year, it was granted an 
award from the Scottish Executive for Best Practice in Local Environmental 
Action.404 

My main reason for taking part in Da Voar Redd Up was to learn more 
about certain aspects of landscape and identity in an everyday context, and  
to do so through a more ‘hands-on’ approach. Although this part of my 
fieldwork was very brief – and probably would have benefitted from some 
more time spent in the field, meeting with more ‘redd up’ groups – I still 
believe that my choice of the voluntary sector was significant in that it    
allowed me to participate in activities on a more equal footing than what      
is likely to have been the case had I conducted this part of my research in, 
for instance, a company or with a public agency. 

As touched upon in the above, Da Voar Redd Up sometimes coincides 
with several other events or activities that may also have an impact on    
people’s identities and sense of belonging to a certain place, or landscape. 
One such event is the Shetland Folk Festival, which has been organised 
across Shetland each spring for more than 30 years, and which involves not 
only a considerable number of islanders but also attracts many visitors to the 
islands.405 Having heard people talk very much and very fondly about this 
festival over the years, it is only true to say that I was in a bit of a hurry to 
get myself ready for my first ever Shetland Folk Festival experience once I 
came back to Lerwick from the redding in Fetlar. Not knowing quite what to 
expect, I soon realised – once I came into the Festival Club – that this, too, 
represents a very distinct form of place-making, or ‘home place experience’, 
for a lot of people, whether living in Shetland or visiting the islands for 
longer or shorter periods of time.406 

Looking ahead 
Recalling the early days of the oil industry and its pivotal role in boosting 
the local economy, while at the same time causing a fair amount of worries 
across the islands, it could be argued that history, to some extent, has re-
peated itself in recent years and that this owes much to a proposed windfarm  
 

                                                      
403 The Shetland Times 2004.10.29. 
404 In 2008, and to mark the first 20 years of spring cleaning the islands, Shetland Amenity 
Trust published a small booklet called The World Needs More Madness, with a foreword by 
Prince Charles, suggesting perhaps that the initiative had now also been granted a royal seal 
of approval (Shetland Amenity Trust 2008). In May 2012, the Shetland Museum launched a 
new exhibition celebrating the achievements of ‘redd up’ volunteers over the past 25 years. 
405 Juvančič 2006, 2010. 
406 A more in-depth analysis of this and other festivals, and their role in island life, would 
probably be an excellent topic for another study, or research project, to explore. 



 158 

development in Mainland Shetland. This project, which is the brainchild     
of Viking Energy (a joint partnership formed by the Charitable Trust and 
Scottish and Southern Energy), has been on the local agenda for a number  
of years where it has been discussed from a wide range of perspectives,  
including that of the islands’ future economy and what will replace the oil 
money when this industry is no longer there, or should the farming, fishing 
and tourist industries fail to make the local economy go around.407 

The fact that Shetland has one of Europe’s best wind resources – if not 
the best – is not the only reason for this blossoming interest in developing    
a windfarm on quite a massive scale in this group of islands.408 Another  
reason for this interest undoubtedly relates to the very ambitious (some 
would say unrealistic) aim set by the Scottish Government, which demands 
that all of Scotland’s electricity should come from renewable sources by 
2020. There is also the Climate Change and Energy targets, announced by 
the European Union in 2008, which are legally binding targets for member 
states and which include a so-called burden sharing mechanism whereby 
regions with the greatest renewable energy potential are expected to commit 
to an above-average effort. To meet these demands, the UK target for     
renewable electricity is expected to more than double, with the Scottish  
target possibly having to be raised even further.409 

It is evident that some of the arguments used in the windfarm debate     
resemble some of the arguments voiced in the early 1970s, when the oil  
industry was first coming to the islands. I will come back to some of these 
similarities shortly. However, and as pointed out in the following editorial, 
there are also quite a few things that have changed compared to what the 
situation was like all those years ago: 

“There are those furth of these islands who say that Shetlanders don’t care 
about their environment… Of course there are still a few unreconstructed    
dinosaurs, but the younger generation has grown up to have care for and take 
pride in their surroundings. Where else in Britain would you get thousands of 
people in a community as small as ours volunteering to redd-up rubbish from 
roadsides and seashores? (…) 

 

                                                      
407 Since plans for a large-scale windfarm development first became known, local media has 
published reactions both against and in support of the project. At times, the entire letters’ page 
section of the Shetland Times has been taken up by this topic, and I would estimate that the 
number of letters (and news articles) dealing with this matter outweighs any other single topic 
discussed in Shetland media in the past decade. 
408 There is already a windfarm in operation in Burradale, north of Lerwick, which not only 
has roughly twice the output compared to similar projects in central Scotland but which is also 
one of the most productive windfarm in the world, per unit of installed capacity (The Shetland 
Times 2007.03.30, 2009.02.20b). 
409 Scottish Natural Heritage 2008, p. 3. 
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Burradale is the only windfarm currently in operation in Shetland. The five tur-
bines are often described as one of the most productive, if not the most productive, 
windfarm in the world, per unit of installed capacity. Reproduced by kind per-
mission of Promote Shetland.  

 
It is a far cry from the perception of the environment shared by many  

when the plans for the Sullom Voe terminal were being introduced way back 
in the 1970s. The debate then was as fierce as it is now about the windfarm, 
but for many people the main argument was about our ‘way of life’ as much 
as the environmental impact of such a huge development. (…) 

If the oil terminal was one of the biggest issues of the 1970s, the windfarm 
is one of the biggest issues we have to face this decade and it is far, far bigger 
than the terminal.”410 

 
During the past few years, when discussions about the windfarm have been 
particularly intense, one of the main (and growing) concerns has centred on 
its potential impact on the Shetland landscape. Many commentators have 
focused specifically on the visual aspects, often claiming that the turbines, 
because of their size, will be visible across much of the islands, from almost 
one end of the archipelago to the other. Others have been more concerned 
with the immediate surroundings of the windfarm, especially in relation to 
people’s quality of life and whether the turbines may have an adverse impact 
on people’s health.411 
 

                                                      
410 The Shetland Times 2008.04.18.  
411 The Shetland Times 2013.09.20b. 



 160 

Further to this, it is evident that the financial commitment required for a 
project on this scale is quite substantial, and the fact that the Charitable Trust 
has put considerable amounts of money into the project from an early date 
has stirred a great deal of debate both in Shetland and beyond. In addition, 
and partly related to this situation, it has now been a few years since the  
Office of the Scottish Charity Regulator (OSCR) asked the Charitable Trust 
to distance itself from the local council to avoid conflicts of interest.412 The 
financial watchdog Audit Scotland has also taken an interest in how the local 
council operates. A couple of years ago, this prompted the organisation to 
look specifically into a situation where the SIC, in a bid to settle a dispute, 
had paid quite a hefty sum of taxpayers’ money to get rid of its former chief 
executive. Other issues have concerned the poor quality and lateness of the 
council’s financial statements. And, as if this was not enough, the Accounts 
Commission has held a number of hearings into the recent activities of the 
SIC.413 

Without exaggeration, it has been a long and winding road for the wind-
farm. In the original outline, it was intended to consist of up to 200 turbines, 
each measuring 145 metres from top to bottom, and to be put in place across 
much of central and north Mainland Shetland. However, in the spring of 
2012, when the project finally received consent from the Scottish Govern-
ment a total of 103 turbines was allowed and the windfarm was to be      
confined to what has been described as sparsely populated land in central 
Mainland: 

“The Viking windfarm looks likely to go ahead later this decade after Scottish 
energy minister Fergus Ewing gave consent for a reduced project of up to 103 
turbines. If the remaining jigsaw pieces fall into place over the next two years 
an order will be placed for an interconnector cable to the mainland to carry  
the power, opening up for an export route to the National Grid for Shetland’s 
powerful natural energy via wave, tidal and small windfarms.”414 

 
Although the number of turbines was significantly reduced, quite a few  
people in the most affected areas were still not looking forward to having to 
live in the shadow of the turbines. Many people also felt that their opinions 
had been largely ignored by Viking Energy, while others have argued that 
Shetland, in the light of the current financial crisis, probably has no other 
choice but to make the most of the opportunities on offer. 

Recently, this project has taken some new and rather unexpected turns.  
To begin with, a UK government report concluded that although the renew-
able energy sector may indeed have a role to play in creating new jobs in the 

                                                      
412 Cf. note 366. 
413 In the autumn of 2012, Audit Scotland finally gave the SIC accounts a ‘clean bill of health’ 
for the first time in seven years (The Shetland Times 2012.09.21). 
414 The Shetland Times 2012. 04.06. 
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Northern and Western Isles, “further renewables generation in the Scottish 
Islands will not be developed on any scale in the near term under current 
policy. The costs of connecting to the transmission system are too high... 
making it difficult for developers... to commit to costly new transmission 
infrastructure.”415  

And, as if this was not enough, a judicial review into the Scottish gov-
ernment’s approval in 2012 of the Viking Energy windfarm, launched in 
January 2013, was recently made public. The case, which was brought 
against the Scottish government by Sustainable Shetland as part of their 
challenging the consent granted the windfarm, was based on suspicions that 
the government had failed to comply with its obligations under the European 
Birds Directive in relation to the project’s potential impact on the whimbrel, 
a protected migratory wading bird and a rapidly declining species in the UK. 
The judicial review voiced some pretty harsh criticism of both the govern-
ment’s approval and the preparatory work leading up to it. Among its main 
findings were faults with regard to the legal process followed by Scottish 
Ministers in reaching their approval decision, and there were also issues with 
how the Viking Energy partnership had handled its application, indicating 
that they had lacked the appropriate licence to produce electricity at the   
time of submitting their application to the Scottish government.416 

These findings immediately resulted in quite a lot of confusion, not only 
among Scottish Ministers and representatives of Viking Energy but also 
among windfarm developers across Scotland more generally. It remains      
to be seen how, and to what extent, this ruling will impact the project. At 
present, however, the general view seems to be that while this will certainly 
bring delays it is unlikely, at this point, to spell the end of the project. 
Meanwhile, and in response to this turn of events, Scottish Ministers have 
decided to appeal the judgement.417 

Almost instantly, the judgement also prompted the publication of several 
comments on the readers’ page of the Shetland Times, not least by oppo-
nents of the windfarm who considered the ruling a great step forward. Not 
mincing her words, one writer described the judgement and what she felt it 
should result in, like this: 

“Sustainable Shetland has made legal history. Lady Clark’s judgement is the 
first successful windfarm challenge at judicial review in Scotland. (...) 

The judicial review was won against enormous odds. (...) Sustainable Shet-
land is made up of individuals of all ages and span Shetland’s entire social 
spectrum, individuals who care passionately about Shetland’s environment,  
its unique landscape, its flora and fauna, but most of all about the health and 
well-being of their families, friends and neighbours. (...) 

                                                      
415 The Shetland Times 2013.05.17. 
416 The Shetland Times 2013.09.27a. 
417 The Shetland Times 2013.10.04, 2013.10.18. 
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This is a time to rejoice and high time for Shetland Charitable Trust to pull 
the plug on Viking Energy once and for all, before any more of our money    
is wasted in the blinkered pursuit of an imaginary flesh-pot. 

I have not the slightest doubt that renewable energy is going to play a vital 
role in Shetland’s future. Not by destroying our environment and unique land-
scape, not by riding rough-shod over democratic principles, not by putting   
the health and property of Shetland communities at risk, not by increasing   
the already intolerable financial burden on those living in fuel poverty, not by 
bringing riches to SSE shareholders, the “Burradale boys”, a few wealthy 
landowners, or by keeping the lights burning in Scottish cities. 

Shetland needs renewable energy projects that are “fit for scale and pur-
pose”, community projects that involve our community in a meaningful      
and truly democratic way, and bring tangible benefits to each and everyone   
in Shetland.”418 
 

When reading this and several other letters, it is almost impossible not to 
make comparisons between these comments and some of the so-called David 
and Goliath stories referred to earlier in this chapter, and which seem to have 
lived on in popular memory for decades, forming a distinct island image,    
or island identity. Although the situation today is clearly a lot different from 
what it used to be like in the beginning of the oil boom era, it is still evident 
that the main parties in both cases are the local community (or parts of the 
local community) on the one side, and representatives of several energy  
giants and national government on the other. 

No matter which direction the Viking Energy windfarm will take in the 
next few years – if an interconnector cable is indeed laid between Shetland 
and the Scottish mainland; if construction work finally gets under way; if  
the entire project is scrapped; or if the application process has to start from 
scratch – the project, and a wide range of questions with a bearing on renew-
able energy, are likely to remain on the local (and sometimes not so local) 
agenda for quite some time.  

The widespread disagreements and differences of opinion between those 
wanting to go ahead with the windfarm development and those who fear  
that the project may have a serious negative impact on both the Shetland 
landscape and those living there, may also result in questions of environ-
mental protection and landscape management assuming a more prominent 
role in local discourse in the coming years. In this context, it would also 
seem reasonable to assume that claims and counterclaims about the ‘right-
ness’ of this development may lead to increasing demands – from various 
stakeholder groups – for new management strategies that better than today 
can ensure a more sustainable use of Shetland’s landscapes, today as well as 
in the future. 

 

                                                      
418 The Shetland Times 2013.10.11. 
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I will continue to explore some ‘possible island futures’ in the chapter 7, 
where the tourist industry, in particular, will be discussed in some further 
detail. The image of Shetland will also be more explicitly brought into       
the discussion, as will its role in what could be described as an ongoing  
reciprocal relationship between people’s identities and sense of belonging, 
on the one hand, and the circulation of certain images and narratives of         
a given place, or landscape, on the other. 
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Extract from a somewhat ironic letter 
by Shetland author Cavy Johnson, 
also known under his pen-name Aald 
Da, written in reply to another letter 
concerning “da troubled waters dat is 
da windfarm controversy.”419 
 
 
 
 
 
“Suppose we start wi reducin da 
number o windmills tae 100, an  
instead o lumpin dem in a smaa area, 
brakk dem up inta units o 10, an 
spread dem trow Shetland. We cood 
pit wan group o 10 roond da Sands o 
Breckon, an anidder een at West-
sandwick in Yell. Dan a group 
aroond da Hols o Scraada an anidder 
een roond da Grind o da Navir. 

Finally in da Nort Mainland I kin 
see a group clustered aroond Lower 
Voe. In da sooth end we kin have a 
group at St Ninian’s Isle an anidder 
een in da Burn o Catpund. Dan we 
kin pit twa groups up da Weisdale 
valley, an da final een at da Sands o 
Meal in Burra. 

Dis will vastly cut doon da 
amount o new road wark dat will be 
needed, an dir will no langer be ony 
danger o busloads o tourists bein able 
ta see areas o Shetland dey wid   
idderwise nivver lay eyes apun. 

Da area o ootstandin natural 
beauty dat is da Lang Kames will be 
left free an undisturbed fir da sheep 
an da hoody craas. Dir will be nae 
danger o fleggin a rainguis aff o her 
nest.  

                                                      
419 The Shetland Times 2011.03.04. 

Dir will be virtually nae distur-
bance o paet bogs, so carbon payback 
should be just aboot zero. Also dir 
wid be nae risk o hit caasin areas o 
hill paet ta slide. 

Since we hiv reduced da number 
o windmills below da economic limit, 
an sited dem awa fae areas o wind 
efficiency, dir sood be nae danger o 
bein accused o makkin a profit which 
could be used fir da good o Shetland. 
Control o da new windfarm sood be 
taen away fae Viking Energy an da 
charitable trust an haanded ower ta 
Sustainable Shetland. 

Ony surplus electricity at might 
accidentally be generated wid be 
allowed ta go ta waste, an da      
windfarm wid no longer be used ta 
encourage a cable ta be set up ta 
connect ta da National Grid, so at 
Shetland could further exploit its 
national reserves o wind, wave, an 
tidal power. Instead da electricity fae 
each group wid juist support da area 
roond aboot. 

Da question o finance arrives of 
coorse. Since da project wid no 
longer be economic, Southern Elec-
tricity wid cease ta be interested. 
Perhaps Sustainable Shetland could 
fin a philanthropist laek Donald 
Trump dat wid be willin ta pit his 
money ahint it. 

Lookin back at dis scheme, I 
canna see how it can fail ta appeal    
ta Sustainable Shetland and da vast 
majority day claim is ahint dem. I 
hoop da idea is taen up, an in da hard 
times in da years ahead, dey’ll all be 
able ta smile happily an say: ‘Boy, 
didna we du da right thing’.” 
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7 Pride of place 

Shetland is a place that abounds with wildlife. At certain times of the 
year, some of the world’s rarest birds come to visit. In fact some are so 
rare that, even here, you may have to look quite carefully for them. But if 
you do look carefully, Shetland is where they will be because it is clean, 
spacious and remarkably unspoilt.420 

Visit Shetland 
In the past few years, there has been much talk about the future of Shetland’s 
economy, post-oil, in relation both to the increasing uncertainties of island 
farming and aquaculture, the never-ending crisis in the European fishing 
industry and, more recently and as referred to in the previous chapter, in 
connection with the proposed windfarm development in parts of Mainland 
Shetland. 

What these discussions often have in common is that they tend to be   
concerned with looking for ways to maintain Shetland’s relatively low un-
employment rates and high standard of living, should any of the existing 
industries face substantial difficulties or, indeed, disappear from the islands 
altogether.421 In this context, tourism and other so-called place-specific   
industries have been identified as likely to play an increasingly important 
role in the overall economy of the islands in the years to come, even if the 
number of people who can actually make a good living from taking groups 
of visitors around the islands to look at puffins, seals and killer whales,       
or run a bed and breakfast with a profit, will probably remain relatively   
low. 

In this chapter, therefore, and before bringing this study to a close, I will 
look into the role of tourism in present-day Shetland by exploring some  
aspects of a recently conducted place branding initiative emphasising the 
clean, unspoilt and, perhaps, ‘Garden of Eden’-esque qualities of the islands. 
I will also refer to a number of surveys and other publications in which  

                                                      
420 Corporate Edge 2004. 
421 The markets for Shetland produce have traditionally been largely outside the islands. Still 
today, most local industries are focused on selling in bulk to far away markets. It is obvious 
that this situation often makes for quite a vulnerable local economy. 
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Shetland has stood out as one of the best places to live, or visit. Towards the 
end of the chapter, and based on these and other examples presented in   
earlier chapters, I will focus more specifically on discussing a number of 
issues associated with identity politics. I am particularly interested in how 
people in this group of islands choose to express their identities and why, at 
this point in time, there would seem to be an ever growing interest among 
many Shetlanders in debating such issues. 

Earlier in this study, we have seen how Scotland’s landscapes – and      
especially so the landscapes of the Highlands and Islands – have long played 
a prominent role both in the construction of national identities and in      
making Scotland into a distinctive and well-known tourist destination. It has 
also been described by several commentators how Scotland, from the early 
eighteenth century onwards, has been subjected to a romantic ‘gaze’ and 
how the tourist industry, in turn, has responded to this by utilising a distinct 
repertoire of images with which to attract numerous visitors to this part of 
the world. In parallel with this development, the landscapes of the High-
lands and Islands have also served as a safe haven, if you like, away from  
the rat race of modernity and urban life. As such, these landscapes have  
often been imbued with a certain sense of nostalgia, or a longing for what 
once was, or perhaps never was, other than as an idealised version of the past 
produced some time later in the course of history.422 

When looking at the bigger picture it is evident that tourism has been    
vital to Scotland’s economy for a long period of time and, according to more 
recent estimates, it currently represents the fastest-growing sector of the 
nation’s economy.423 From a Shetland perspective, it is quite clear that    
tourism has been granted increasing economic importance in the past few 
decades. In similarity with most visitors to Scotland, a majority of tourists 
travelling to Shetland want to experience the flora and fauna of which the 
islands have plenty to offer, both on land and at sea. The rich archaeological 
heritage also attracts a good number of visitors, as do many of the festivals 
organised in the islands throughout the year.424 

 
 
 

                                                      
422 E.g. Edensor 2002; McCrone et al. 1995; Schurmer-Smith 1993; Withers 1996. 
423 Figures presented by the Scottish Landscape Forum (2007) show that tourism brings in 
about £4.2 billion on an annual basis and employs nearly nine per cent of the Scottish work-
force, with an even higher number in the Highlands and Islands. 
424 Among these festivals, Up Helly Aa, and more specifically the celebrations in Lerwick on 
the last Tuesday of January, is probably the most well-known event in the islands (cf. Brown 
1998; Church 1989; Jones 2011). Another example is the Shetland Folk Festival, which for 
more than 30 years has continued to attract a large number of musicians and visitors to the 
islands each spring. 
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According to the Shetland Visitor Survey 2000, approximately 25,000 
visitors came to Shetland for their holidays in that year. This survey also 
indicated that the number of visitors had been relatively stable for some 
time.425 However, there is no doubt that the Braer incident, in 1993, had 
some rather serious negative effects on local tourism at the time. Some eight 
years later, in 2001, the outbreak of the Foot and Mouth disease in some 
parts of the UK, and the subsequent restrictions put in place to prevent it 
from spreading to uninfected areas, severely hampered tourism throughout 
Britain. Although there was no outbreak of this disease in Shetland, it did 
cause a marked decline in the number of visitors that year.426 

In 2006, tourists to Shetland outnumbered business visitors for the first 
time. The single most important reason for this was the doubling of cruise 
ship passengers since 1999. The most frequently mentioned activities in 
which visitors take part when visiting the islands have been listed as sight-
seeing, walking and bird watching. Some 14 per cent of those responding to 
a questionnaire compiled some years ago stated that the scenery was the 
highlight of their visit and Sumburgh Head, in the far south of Mainland 
Shetland, stood out as the most visited attraction.427 

Visitor surveys and statistics aside, it soon becomes evident that not    
everything has been plain sailing for the tourist industry in the past few 
years. In the preface to this study I presented one example of just how   
complicated, and at times highly contentious, this aspect of the local econ-
omy can sometimes prove to be. To illustrate this, I wanted to show how 
even the smallest detail – in this case a thistle symbol used on a series of 
new road signs – may cause considerable controversy. While the new road 
signs were clearly disliked by some people in the islands, it also became 
evident that others have no problem whatsoever with the thistle being used 
as a symbol for Shetland, just as it has also been used as a symbol for Scot-
land for a long period of time. 

However, this is not the only time that issues involving the Scottish  
Tourist Board and VisitScotland have caused some debate, locally.428 In 
2004, for instance, and after it had been announced that the local Tourist 
Information Office in Lerwick was to be replaced by a local branch of an 
‘integrated’ (or centralised) VisitScotland network, this too was met with  
 
 
 

                                                      
425 Macpherson Research 2001. 
426 Shetland Islands Council 2008. 
427 AB Associates Ltd. in conjunction with Macpherson Research 2006. 
428 In 2002, the Scottish Tourist Board changed its name to VisitScotland. 
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some fairly negative reactions.429 As part of the local opposition to this  
move, and only weeks before the actual merger was to take place in April 
2005, stakeholders in Shetland’s tourist industry voted overwhelmingly       
to set up their own independent tourist organisation – known as Shetland 
Tourism Association – to counter what they regarded as the growing powers 
of VisitScotland and, in effect, the loss of local power and initiative in the 
tourist sector.430 

At the time, the potential loss of the Shetland name in tourism advertis-
ing, and the implications this might have for local business, was widely  
discussed. On one such occasion, when the future development of island 
tourism had been discussed by Philip Riddle, the then chief executive of 
VisitScotland, Shetland’s MSP Tavish Scott and his Orkney counterpart   
Jim Wallace, local media were not late to report how Mr Scott had been  
very pleased indeed that the chief executive of VisitScotland had now     
accepted his (and others) argument that the tourist office in the islands 
should henceforth be called VisitShetland, and nothing else.431  

Yet, in spite of this agreement, it did not take very long before there   
were reports of a new sign, bearing the name VisitScotland, having suddenly 
appeared above the door of Lerwick’s Tourist Information Office. In       
response to a string of local complaints, it was decided that the new sign 
should be covered over while awaiting further instructions and, possibly,    
an explanation ‘fae sooth’ of what was actually going on.432 Only a week 
later, local media reported that what was now popularly referred to as “the 
offensive sign” would be replaced as soon as possible. Having contacted a 
spokesperson for VisitScotland to find out more about what was going on, 
readers were also presented with the following – but perhaps not entirely 
clarifying – explanation: 

“We remain committed to the corporate identity of VisitScotland. However 
we are relaxed about the precise interpretation of this identity within the      
local consumer setting and will support our VisitScotland colleagues, and the 
industry in Shetland, in their work to build and leverage a Shetland brand 
within the overall corporate context of VisitScotland.”433 

                                                      
429 The main idea behind this initiative was to merge all 14 of Scotland’s until then separate 
Area Tourist Boards (ATBs) with VisitScotland to form a single tourism network (e.g. The 
Shetland Times 2004.11.05, 2004.12.17). It has been suggested by some commentators that 
this move, while clearly emphasising the need for promoting consistent quality across     
Scotland, represents not only a likely missed opportunity in terms of aligning better the   
geographical framework for the marketing and promotion of tourism in Scotland but that it 
may also have severely reduced the sensitivity towards particular characteristics of local 
areas, e.g. Boyne and Hall 2004, p. 91. 
430 The Shetland Times 2005.03.04. 
431 The Shetland Times 2005.03.18. 
432 The Shetland Times 2005.05.20. 
433 The Shetland Times 2005.05.27. 
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A few years later, local media reported on plans to restructure the manage-
ment of VisitScotland. According to the new plan, the organisation wanted 
four managers based in mainland Scotland to replace the one local manager 
currently based in the islands. This information, combined with a widespread 
feeling among many representatives of the Shetland tourist industry that the 
islands’ distinctive heritage had been largely overlooked since VisitScotland 
took control over tourism management in 2005, prompted several members 
of the local council to ask if it was not time the islands (again) set up their 
own independent tourist organisation.434  

When responding to these and similar opinions, the chief executive of 
VisitScotland denounced any plans to centralise the marketing of Shetland. 
In addition to this, he also wanted to make it quite clear – without trying   
too hard to hide his feelings about this particular debate – that some ‘tartan 
and shortbread’ approach in marketing the islands was quite simply not the 
case:  

“VisitScotland staff are highly regarded professionals in conducting market-
ing campaigns for different parts of Scotland, and take pains in each case      
to identify the local tourism product and promote it accordingly. (…) It is   
disturbing that important decisions about council funding for tourism in   
Shetland are being taken on the basis of gross misrepresentations and a blatant 
disregard for fact.”435  

 
Today, VisitShetland (the local arm of VisitScotland) runs the tourist infor-
mation centres in Lerwick and at Sumburgh Airport. Meanwhile, Promote 
Shetland (a locally funded body set up in 2009) operates a website with the 
somewhat confusing name www.visit.shetland.org, which is also described 
as “The Official Site for Shetland Tourism”. The Shetland Tourism Associa-
tion, which was set up as an independent tourist organisation in response     
to the restructuring of VisitScotland in 2005, also remains an active player  
in the islands’ tourism sector.  

Place branding 
As regards the merger of Scotland’s 14 separate Area Tourist Boards with 
VisitScotland, this initiative could be seen as reflecting the increasing     
(national) significance granted various tourism-related issues in present-   
day Scotland, more generally. Another sign of this growing trend was  
picked up by the Independent newspaper in November 2007, when they  
reported that the Scottish Government had recently spent a staggering  
 

                                                      
434 The Shetland Times 2008.04.25. 
435 The Shetland Times 2008.06.27. 
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£125,000 on a new national slogan. Realising that the slogan reads Welcome 
to Scotland and is intended to help rebranding the allure of an entire nation, 
the reporter could not help but marvel at the fact that it seemed to have  
taken “the finest minds in Scottish tourism” so much time and money before 
finally settling for what would ultimately seem to add up to the absolute 
basic.436  

Assessed from a somewhat broader perspective, it appears that the   
branding of Scotland forms part of a much wider trend, in which councils 
and tourist boards throughout Britain (and, indeed, elsewhere) are currently 
engaged in spending considerable amounts of money on hiring brand con-
sultants to come up with what could be described as a few magic words, in 
the hope that they will attract new visitors, or business investors.437 

To my knowledge, there is no single accepted definition of the term 
‘place branding’. However, there would seem to be a general agreement   
that it should be about something a bit more than just a few snappy catch 
phrases attributed to regions, cities or entire nations. From this, it follows 
that such catch phrases, or slogans, are not all there is to a place branding     
strategy, in spite of their often very visible and high-profile role in such 
processes.438 It has also been suggested that place branding initiatives deal 
specifically with values, perceptions and mental images. In other words, it is 
largely centred on people’s perceptions and images, or the conjuring up of 
certain perceptions and images, that are deemed favourable to the present 
circumstances and future needs of a particular place. Finding ways to      
influence and direct such perceptions is therefore often seen as one of the 
most important aspects when it comes to the actual management of any 
given brand.439 

In recent years, a number of academic researchers (and others) have set 
out to challenge the very idea of place branding. Some commentators have 
even questioned if places really can be branded, arguing that this is not   
necessarily the case as places are not products, governments and other public 
sector bodies are not producers, and users are not consumers.440 Others,  
 
                                                      
436 The Independent 2007.11.29.  
437 Having said that, there has of course always been a need to differentiate places from one 
another, and to assert their individuality in pursuit of various economic, political or socio-
political objectives. Attempts by governments and other public sector bodies to create specific 
place identities and to promote them to identified markets, whether external or internal, are 
therefore in some respect virtually as old as civic government itself. However, it was not until 
fairly recently that it became more generally accepted that promotion may represent a valid 
activity for public sector management agencies, and it was not until the early 1990s that there 
were any serious attempts to formulate a more distinctive place marketing approach, e.g. 
Burgess 1982; Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2005. 
438 Anholt 2004. 
439 Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2005, p. 507. 
440 Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2005, p. 510. 
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pointing more specifically to the increasing cynicism and resistance with 
which branding and marketing initiatives in general are currently being    
met by the public, have asked if this type of initiative is not almost always    
a complete waste of taxpayers’ money.441  

In this context, it may also be worthwhile asking what difficulties there 
are – and surely there must be quite a few – in terms of creating a brand for a 
place where people live and who, in effect, will be in some sense branded in 
the course of such an exercise? Concerns of this nature would often seem to 
boil down to the fundamental question of whether place branding initiatives, 
at the end of the day, are at risk of commodifying not only the places they  
set out to brand but also the people living there. 

A little over a decade ago, Shetland Islands Council, Shetland Enterprise 
and several local industry associations also jumped on the bandwagon to 
develop a new commercial image for Shetland and a long-term strategy for 
raising the islands’ profile in global markets, and by 2003 a London-based 
marketing consultancy had been appointed to do the ground work.442 The 
main purpose behind the initiative was to boost local produce – such as   
seafood, knitwear and other export industries – as well as to encourage   
tourism, create new jobs and attract investors to this part of the UK.443 To 
meet these demands, according to one Corporate Edge representative, the 
principal idea behind the project was to “reclaim Shetland’s reputation for 
quality products, a clean, beautiful environment and a people with a strong 
sense of their own identity – and to use these characteristics to Shetland’s 
economic advantage”.444 

Towards the end of 2003, the consultancy had identified two core themes 
which they thought likely to play an important role in the overall creation   
of the new brand. They named the themes The Aftermath of the Times of 
Plenty and Giving Shetland Back to Shetland.445 Roughly a year later, the 
first suggestion for a brand image was presented to a local audience. 

According to Corporate Edge, the new logo (or brand mark) communi-
cates something quite different from the longstanding and rather stereo-
typical understanding of Shetland as a ‘backward’ or even ‘pre-modern’ part 
of the world, far away from everywhere else, and inhabited mainly by some 
almost exotic and ‘quaint wee fisherfolk’.  
  

                                                      
441 Mitchell 2001. 
442 Corporate Edge, the consultancy appointed to do this work, has a track-record of having 
carried out similar projects in e.g. New Zealand, Jersey and the Isle of Wight. 
443 The Shetland Times 2003.03.28. 
444 The Shetland Times 2003.03.28. 
445 The Shetland Times 2003.11.14. 
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This image, which is usually referred to as the Shetland logo, or brand mark, is 
often seen in combination with the so-called strapline ‘Pride of Place’.  

According to the consultancy, the two colours, black and reddish brown, were 
chosen because they reflect “earthy strength that is redolent of peat and dark 
wool”. 446  

Reproduced by kind permission of Promote Shetland. 

  

                                                      
446 Corporate Edge 2004. 
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Brand inspiration 1.  

These illustrations, originally presented in the Style Guide for Shetland, have been 
used to explain what inspired the creation of the new logo in the first place. 

The images in the bottom row show the five ‘icon images’ encapsulated in the logo 
and considered to be particularly relevant to Shetland: the prow of a Viking long 
boat and the crash of a wave (both representing the sea), the head of a fiddle 
(showing the importance of music), the arm and fist held high (pride and deter-
mination) and, finally, a ram’s horn (representing the power of the land).447  

However, in response to some local reactions to the choice of ‘icon images’, and 
especially that some of them were not of Shetland origin, it was decided that two  
of the original photographs should be replaced; the prow of a Norwegian long-
ship was replaced by the prow of a Shetland ‘galley’, and the ram was replaced by 
a photo depicting three Shetland Breed sheep.  

Reproduced by kind permission of Promote Shetland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
447 Corporate Edge 2004; The Shetland Times 2004.10.22. 
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Brand inspiration 2.  

Today, after giving the ‘icon images’ a bit more of a local ‘feel’, these are the five 
main images used to communicate what elements make up the Shetland logo.448  

Reproduced by kind permission of Promote Shetland.  

 
Should the new brand prove successful, or so it was hoped by those      

involved in the project, it would help improve Shetland’s image in much the 
same way that similar projects elsewhere had both increased the sales of 
exported goods and boosted tourism. Comparisons to this end were fre-
quently made with New Zealand and Orkney, where similar initiatives had 
already yielded positive results. The focal customer, to whom the brand 
should speak, was described by Corporate Edge as a “successful idealist” or, 
in other words, someone who tends to be rather affluent and is prepared      
to pay that little bit extra for distinctive and high quality goods.449 From a 
Shetland perspective, the only question mark – but perhaps a rather crucial 
one – is where these successful idealists are to be found, not least when it 
comes to selling freshly caught fish, recently harvested mussels or high  
quality mutton, almost all of which are currently exported in bulk to secon-
dary processors. 

Soon after the new logo had been launched, the tourist industry was 
picked out by the council as the pilot industry for adopting the new brand. 
Because tourism has many links with crafts, knitwear, food and drink as well 
as with the cultural sector more generally, it was argued that this approach 
would provide a good model for any future implementation of the brand in 
other sectors of the economy.450  

                                                      
448 This image comes from a website that is concerned mainly with the Shetland Brand, and 
operated by Promote Shetland. Retrieved from: <http://www.shetlandmarketing.org/shetland-
brand> (Last accessed 7 October 2013). 
449 The Shetland Times 2004.10.22. 
450 The Shetland Times 2004.12.24. 

http://www.shetlandmarketing.org/shetland-brand
http://www.shetlandmarketing.org/shetland-brand
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By and large, it appears that the new brand logo and the overall work   
carried out by Corporate Edge was met by very limited reactions from    
people living in the islands. In due course, and as part of my efforts to find 
out more about this initiative, I contacted the SIC’s principal marketing  
officer to ask a few questions about how the implementation of the new 
brand was coming along. I was also keen to find out whether one of my  
initial observations – that the brand would seem to have been met with   
relatively few reactions – was correct. According to the marketing officer, 
the local reactions had indeed been largely positive although there had    
been some initial confusion as to what the initiative was really all about, and 
some people had also questioned how some of the ‘icon images’ used to 
communicate the logo had been selected: 

“When the style guide was first publicised there were some local issues raised 
simply because some of the symbolic photography was not of Shetland origin! 
In order to address these issues some similar, local photography was taken and 
put in place – for example instead of a goat there is a Shetland Breed ram and 
instead of the head of a Norwegian longship there is the tail of a Shetland 
‘galley’ now used in the five icon pictures.”451 

 
Speaking of the implementation of the brand, there also seemed to be a few 
issues relating to European State Aid restrictions that needed to be further 
looked into. The main reason for this (perhaps unforeseen?) problem had to 
do with the brand having been publicly funded and, according to these    
restrictions, certain actions, such as applying the logo to specific products, 
would not be allowed.452  

It has been argued elsewhere that another major obstacle in successfully 
getting the brand off the ground has had to do with communication, and  
especially so with the fact that many islanders have understood the initiative 
as aimed solely at producing a new logo with which to ‘sell’ Shetland to 
external markets, and nothing much more.453 Others have suggested that for 
this type of activity to become relevant also for those living in a branded 
place or region, it is important that the exercise is designed in such a way 
that elements that have a strong bearing on local identities are more actively 
taken into account and given a more central role in the actual making of the 
brand.454 

I will return to this theme, and to how the islands are usually portrayed, 
towards the end of this chapter where some of the implications of such   
images for people’s sense of self and belonging will also be explored in 
some further detail. 

                                                      
451 Email correspondence with R9 2005.05.27.  
452 Email correspondence with R9 2005.05.27. 
453 The Shetland Times 2006.01.20.  
454 E.g. Grydehøj 2008. 
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Better than Bahamas! 
In the years since the place branding initiative was completed (or, at the very 
least, resulted in a new brand logo) there has been a number of studies into 
what makes Shetland ‘somewhere special’. Among these, there are several 
surveys in which the islands have stood out as a particularly good place to 
stay, whether as a permanent resident or as an occasional visitor. To begin 
with, in 2008, Shetland was ranked as number one in the annual Bank of 
Scotland Quality of Life Survey.455 The study focused mainly on the current 
situation across Scotland as regards employment rates, health, education, 
housing and average earnings, and compared the results from different parts 
of the country with each other. When asked to comment on the results of   
the survey, the bank’s chief economist concluded that: 

“People living in Shetland have the best quality of life in Scotland. Residents 
of Shetland tend to have higher than average earnings in Scotland as well as a 
high employment rate; they also have good health, the best education results 
in Scotland and suffer low burglary rates.”456 

 
While the council’s convener was certainly delighted with the results, he 
also added that they were not hugely surprising. It could of course be argued, 
with Professor John Curtis of the University of Strathclyde, who had also 
been asked to comment on the results, that studies such as this one may not 
produce an altogether accurate result simply because many aspects of life are 
not included in this type of survey in the first place and, also, what we value 
in life may vary rather significantly from one person to another. In other 
words, for someone who enjoys the outdoors and wide open spaces Shetland 
will quite understandably be an ideal place to live, whereas if you would  
like to spend every other evening at the opera or going to the cinema it might 
not be such a perfect place at all.457 

In another survey, published in 2007 and carried out by the National Geo-
graphic Traveller Magazine, Shetland was voted one of the most desirable 
island destinations in the world, ahead of Hawaii, the Bahamas and Bali. In 
fact, Shetland came out third equal out of 111 islands across the globe, and 
was beaten only by the Faroe Islands and the Azores, and was level with 
Lofoten (Norway) and Chiloe (Chile).458 According to the judges: 

“These islands have got everything ‘with bells on’: spectacular sea cliffs;  
pristine beaches; fascinating geology; over a million breeding sea birds; the 

                                                      
455 The Shetland Times 2008.11.28b. 
456 The Shetland Times 2008.11.28b. 
457 The Shetland Times 2008.11.28b. 
458 The Shetland Times 2007.11.09.  
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highest density of otters in Europe; regular sightings of killer whales and    
superb displays of rare sub-Arctic flora.”459 

 
The other year, Shetland was ranked as one of the top 10 regions in the 
world by the Lonely Planet’s Best in Travel 2011.460 To follow up on this 
piece of news, and the fact that the islands were also described, in that    
context, as the “last untamed corner of the United Kingdom”, the Shetland 
Times contacted Andy Steven, destination manager at Promote Shetland, to 
hear his reaction to this ranking:  

“I am absolutely delighted Shetland has been included in this list of the top 
destinations in the world. I think it will raise a few eyebrows here to see that 
we are ranked alongside places like the Great Barrier Reef – but it will help 
Shetlanders see how others see their island community.”461 

 
More recently, the Office for National Statistics published its first annual 
study into subjective well-being in the UK, in which Shetland, together with 
Orkney and the Western Isles, came out among the areas where people are 
most satisfied with life.462 

It could be argued that some of the surveys and studies referred to in the 
above are largely similar in character to other descriptions of the Shetland 
Islands, which have been touched upon in other parts of this thesis. What I 
am thinking of, in particular, is the Landscape Character Assessment and  
the designation and subsequent development of Shetland’s National Scenic 
Area (as described in chapters 4 and 5). Similar scenic qualities, emphasising 
the clean and unspoilt character of the islands, were also pointed out by  
Corporate Edge in their suggestion for a new place branding strategy for the 
islands, in much the same way that this type of vocabulary has also been 
used in tourist promotion for a considerable period of time. 

A few years ago, and partly overlapping with some of the survey work 
conducted by people outside the islands, the monthly Shetland Life      
magazine devoted one of its issues to investigate where people in the islands 
currently ‘stand’ on the question of identity. To investigate this matter in 
some further detail, the magazine posted a series of questions related to    
this topic on Shetlink Forum, an online community and web portal serving 
people in Shetland and, indeed, anyone else who would want to find out a  

                                                      
459 The Shetland Times 2007.11.09. 
460 The other nine regions, in no particular order, were Sinai (Egypt); Istria (Croatia); the 
Marquesas Islands (French Polynesia); Cappadocia (Turkey); Westfjords (Iceland); Great 
Barrier Reef & Whitsunday Island (Australia); West Coast (USA); Chilean Patagonia; and the 
Gili Islands (Indonesia). 
461 The Shetland Times 2010.11.05. 
462 The Shetland Times 2012.07.27. 
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bit more about what is on the agenda, and on people’s minds, in this part of 
the world.463  

Very soon, hundreds of comments had accumulated on the website. Some 
of these comments later made it onto the pages of the magazine, where they 
were discussed and put in relation to other texts that were also dealing with 
this topic from a range of perspectives. When looking through some of the 
comments, I was initially quite struck by how much attention was given to 
discussing this topic in the first place. I was also surprised by the emphasis 
put on debating (or defining) who should count as a ‘real’ Shetlander and, in 
effect, who should not. Identity, it appeared, was very much a matter of ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’, and on a number of occasions the importance of accepting,   
or adapting to, a distinct sense of ‘Shetlandness’ was clearly spelt out: 

“A Shetlander is any person, regardless of colour, race, etc., who is prepared 
to accept Shetland, and its culture, and fit in without trying to change things. 
A person who will give of themselves, for the good of the Shetland commu-
nity, without trying to force English, Scottish, or any other cultural changes 
upon us.”464 465 

 
Even if there often seemed to be a general consensus among most commen-
tators that there cannot be any single or undisputed definition of what the 
term ‘Shetlander’ really means, quite a few attempts were nevertheless made 
to describe, rather more precisely, what it takes to qualify as a ‘true’ or ‘real’ 
Shetlander:  

“You either need to have an inerasable past connection to the place, or to have 
made a commitment to the place by establishing a meaningful period of    
residency and consider it your permanent ‘home’, you also need to under-
stand and respect the place for what it is, and broadly speaking have the best 
interests of everything connected to it at heart.”466 

 
 
 

                                                      
463 Shetlink Forum started in 2005. The website collaborates with the Shetland Life magazine 
on a regular basis, and has also hosted several forums on behalf of the SIC’s Schools Depart-
ment. It should of course be made absolutely clear that opinions aired on Shetlink Forum 
cannot and should not be seen as representative for Shetland as a whole, in much the same 
way that letters submitted to the Shetland Times or to any other newspaper only represent a 
small fraction of thoughts on any given topic. For further information on this forum, see 
<http://www.shetlink.com/forum/viewforum.php?f=17> (Last accessed 21 October 2013). 
464 ‘Auld Ramsie’ Shetlink Forum 2007.06.12. 
465 The use of pen-names has been prevalent on Shetlink Forum from the start. While this 
habit of hiding behind pen-names has been criticised elsewhere in local debate, I have seen no 
reason here to omit these comments from my own study, or (as part of my ambition to, as far 
as possible, keep people’s identities anonymous) to change any of these already invented 
names into something else. 
466 ‘Ghostrider’ Shetlink Forum 2007.06.12 (Shetland Life 2007 no. 321 p. 12). 
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Others were not entirely at ease with this and similar opinions: 

“Some of the recent posters seem to be implying that all incomers want to    
be classed as Shetlanders. Without meaning it as any slur at all to the place 
I’ve chosen to make my home for over 26 years, I am not a Shetlander and 
don’t have any desire to be referred to as one. Depending on what level      
you want to look at it, I’m Dundonian, Scottish and British. However, I have a 
strong affinity with Shetland – the place I came to when you didn’t have 
enough teachers and stayed and chose to make my life.”467 

 
As the debate continued to unfold, the Shetland dialect or, more specifically, 
who should be allowed (!) to speak the dialect, gradually became the main 
focus of many postings. I believe it should probably be pointed out that 
while some of these comments were clearly rather parochial, and sometimes 
quite humorous, others were much more excluding in character. Among 
them, one anonymous writer concluded that although he (or she?) would 
certainly “applaud any incomer that tries their best here, no matter what  
they do they can never be a true Shetlander.”468 Others took issue with this 
type of argument and suggested that views like these could only be seen as 
an indication that some Shetlanders had reached an important crossroads in 
terms of their own identity: 

“The polar opinions evidenced by people in their attempts of identifying 
themselves as ‘Shetlanders’, to the detriment of social inclusion, is a phe-
nomenon more often attributed to identity crisis. As Kobena Mercer has re-
marked: ‘identity only becomes an issue when it is in crisis, when something 
assumed to be fixed, coherent and stable is displaced by the experience of 
doubt and uncertainty’.”469 470 

 
One may ask why so many postings expressing ‘polar opinions’ were turning 
up in local debate at this point in time. One may of course also ask whether 
such opinions really are characteristic of a particular time, and place, or if 
this is something that has featured in local (and not so local) discourse for 
quite some time, only to have become both more visible and more vocal 
through Shetlink Forum and other social media sites.471 

                                                      
467 ‘Fifi’ Shetlink Forum 2007.06.16 (Shetland Life 2007 no. 321 p. 12). 
468 ‘Styles’ Shetlink Forum 2007.06.16 (Shetland Life 2007 no. 321 p. 12). 
469 ‘Trout’ Shetlink Forum 2007.06.16 (Shetland Life 2007 no. 321 p. 12-13). 
470 Cf. Mercer 1990. 
471 Similar questions received renewed attention in connection with a more recent Shetlink 
thread about the holocaust, which prompted a number of people to point out that some of the 
comments made on the website resembled those otherwise found on websites associated with 
various far-right organisations. Others have criticised Shetlink Forum for providing an arena 
for people to express views of this nature without having to reveal their real names (The 
Shetland Times 2011.02.11a, 2011.02.11b).  
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By bringing together some of the arguments presented so far in this chap-
ter, there seems to be some fairly distinct differences between what outsiders 
pay attention to and value about Shetland – as exemplified, for instance,      
in several recent surveys – and what people who live in Shetland tend to 
emphasise when describing their place in the world. Hence, it appears that 
the islands hold rather different images to different audiences, and that these 
differences often (but not always) depend on whether the person lives in the 
islands or somewhere else. Finally, it has become quite evident that identity, 
as a term or a concept, can be used by people in a wide range of contexts  
and for many different reasons.  

The reminder of this chapter will examine some of these ideas in further 
detail. In so doing, I hope to shed some more light on how people, as they  
go about their everyday lives, deal with a number of issues that are in some 
sense related to landscape and identity and, also, how these concepts may 
sometimes reflect, and at times enhance, one another. 

Rewriting identity 
Returning for a moment to the tourist industry, it has been described how  
the local council recently decided to regain control in this area by setting up 
a new island-based and island-funded organisation known as Promote Shet-
land.472 The principal reason behind this move appears to have been a desire 
among council members and others to differentiate Shetland from what    
was described, in some quarters, as a largely unwanted and unnecessary 
‘tartan and shortbread’ image imposed on the islands by VisitScotland. In 
other words, it was hoped that this new initiative would go some way in 
communicating that Shetland’s strength, not least as a tourist destination, lies 
in it being distinctly different from the rest of Scotland. Or, as Neil Grant, 
former head of economic development in the islands, put it: 

“We do not have a clan culture, tartan, whisky and Gaelic heritage. We have 
no major golf courses, cannot be easily included in a short break or long 
weekend to Scotland and can only be reached from the mainland by relatively 
expensive air links or a 14 hour ferry crossing.”473 

 

                                                      
472 In 2009, following the approval by the Scottish Minister for Tourism, it was decided that 
money that had previously been transferred from the SIC to VisitScotland would instead      
be used to fund Promote Shetland, which is now responsible for promoting Shetland ‘as a 
whole’ (The Shetland Times 2009.02.20c, 2009.03.06, 2011.03.11). As regards the further 
implementation of the Shetland brand, Promote Shetland now use both the logo and the Pride 
of Place strapline on their official website and, in 2011, the issuing of a specially designed 
‘brand pack’ marked the relaunch of the Shetland brand (The Shetland Times 2011.06.24). 
473 The Shetland Times 2009.02.20c. 
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Josie Simpson, development committee chairman and vice-convener at the 
time, added: 

“Everyone is agreed that Shetland offers different attractions and a unique 
range of products. We think those differences are a strength, and we don’t 
want them to be masked or diluted. In an age of global commerce, it’s even 
more important that Shetland’s unique qualities are both preserved and pro-
moted.”474 

 
Before discussing in some further detail what this type of more or less    
official celebration of Shetland’s uniqueness and difference might actually 
mean, and why there would seem to be a growing interest among people in 
the islands to debate this type of issue, it is necessary to untangle at least 
some of the meanings frequently attributed to the term ‘identity’, and      
especially so in everyday speech and communication. To begin with, it 
would appear that notions of identity often transport the idea that everyone 
is, in one way or another, someone special. This tends to make for quite        
a strong emphasis on the (perceived) difference between ‘us’ and ‘them’    
or, when talking about place identities, between ‘here’ and ‘elsewhere’. In 
addition, and to complicate things slightly, there also appears to be at least 
two distinct – and often contradictory – ways in which this term is under-
stood and dealt with.475 

First of all, there is what could be described as a ‘biological’ or ‘essential’ 
approach, whereby identity tends to be regarded as something that is fixed 
and transhistorical. Here, biology plays a key role and identity is typically 
understood as something with which one is born and, as a consequence of 
this, it is thought to have a clear and distinguishable core. Based on this  
approach, it could be argued that you are who you are quite simply because 
you were born to be who you are. Arguments to this end can be found with-
out too much effort in several of the quotes taken from Shetlink Forum and 
presented earlier in this chapter. 

Secondly, and contrasting with this ‘biological’ or ‘essential’ understand-
ing of identity, there is what could be referred to as a ‘constructionist’ or 
‘non-essential’ approach, which tends to view identity as something that      
is far from an undisputed certainty and, as such, always subject to change. 
According to this perspective, identity is seen as formed and transformed 
within particular social and historical settings. It is also generally understood 
to consist of a combination of many different components such as national-
ity, ethnicity, social class, gender, sexuality, and so on. From this, it follows 
that there can neither be a natural source for identity, nor is it possible to 
distinguish a ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ or ‘real’ self, in the singular. As a result, 

                                                      
474 The Shetland Times 2009.02.20c. 
475 That said, many everyday understandings of this concept also come close to definitions 
used, or advocated, by academic researchers, cf. chapter 1, pp. 26-31. 
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identities, according to this approach, are understood as always incomplete, 
relational and constantly in the making. In addition to this, it could be argued 
that identity, to have meaning, calls for a sense of community – or social 
connection – that links what is personal and particular with what is collective 
and general: 

“The fact that each and every one of us has an identity does not mean that all 
identities are interchangeable. The context matters. To try to understand what 
an identity means from outside its context is tantamount to misunderstanding 
it completely.”476 

 
According to the ‘non-essentialist’ approach, time, place and history play a 
key role in how we understand and construct identities, and that this is so 
whether it concerns the identities of our own or the identities of others. It 
would seem therefore, and in the light of the above, that there are some 
rather distinct overlaps between some of the thoughts put forward here and 
several of the ideas presented in the introductory chapter, where it was 
pointed out by a number of social theorists and others that identities are  
ultimately forged in and through social relations.477 Others, such as the 
American geographer Don Mitchell, have suggested that identities should 
not be seen merely as a set of ideas or ideologies floating somehow above 
and beyond the lives and actions of ordinary people, but that they must       
be understood as always rooted in a (spatial) social practice.478 In a similar 
vein, Doreen Massey has argued that identities are in no way fixed or     
static entities, but constructed relationally and formed as part of embodied 
practices.479 

In the context of this thesis, it has become quite clear that questions of 
identity often come into play in situations where people (often from outside 
the islands) have wanted to tell Shetlanders what they should or should not 
do in a variety of situations, or contexts. One such example is the planning 
dispute in Bigton, which received widespread local support in spite of the 
negative consequences caused by the landowner’s decision to keep the    
access road to St Ninian’s beach closed for several years. Another example 
is the often rather strained relationship between VisitScotland on the one 
hand and Shetland-based tourism representatives on the other.  

In these and similar situations there often seem to be a widespread feeling 
among people in the islands that local interests are not only being largely 
overlooked but that views and preference ‘fae sooth’ are in some sense   
being forced upon the islands and those living there. Such reactions can 
therefore be described as a clash between local and national interests or, if 

                                                      
476 Younge 2010, p. 51-52. 
477 E.g. Hall 1992, 1996; Hall and de Gay 1996. 
478 Mitchell 2000, p. 62. 
479 Massey 2005, p. 10. 
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you like, between local and national identities. Reactions like these may also 
inspire people to go against certain policy-makers and others whom they  
feel are interfering with issues that, in their opinion, would be far better dealt 
with in a more local context.480  

That said, it is evident that many Shetlanders also pay a fair amount of  
attention to what others have to say about their islands. The response both to 
the survey results and to the ranking of the islands as a top 10 tourist destina-
tion are good examples of this, in much the same way that the relatively 
limited negative reactions with which the new place branding initiative was 
met could also be seen as an indication of just how important the image of 
the islands and the perceptions of others are often considered to be. 

The significance granted the views and opinions of others was also high-
lighted in chapter 3, where it was described how the publication of an article 
in the Birmingham Post, portraying Shetland as the most depressing place in 
all of Britain, was met by a fair share of local resentment. The fact that the 
article was fabricated, and had been put together by someone who had never 
set foot in the islands, did not stop local media and tourism representatives 
from inviting the reporter to Shetland to give him a chance to actually see 
and experience the islands, and to write something a bit more cheerful   
about this group of islands. Similar feelings of resentment (along with nu-
merous other feelings) were also aired in connection with the negative media 
attention, both nationally and internationally, that resulted from an incident 
that took place in connection with the Up Helly Aa festivities a number of 
years ago, when the use of the word ‘sooth-moother’ caused much debate.  
In the latter case, it has been described elsewhere how this incident and its 
potential consequences for Shetland’s reputation as a tourist destination  
remained a point of discussion in the islands for quite some time.481 

Together, these examples seem to indicate that notions of who you are 
and where you live depend rather a lot on the opinions of others. Or, put 
slightly differently, what we understand to be our identity depends quite 
strongly on the views and opinions held and expressed by others (and vice 
versa). In the words of Chantal Mouffe, and as far as collective identities   
are concerned, “the ‘they’ represents the condition of possibility of the ‘we’, 
its constitutive outside (...) this is a crucial point because it allows us to   
envisage the possibility of different types of we/they relations according to 
the way the ‘they’ is constructed.”482 

                                                      
480 At times, such clashes may also function as a springboard for asserting local identity and 
local distinctiveness, cf. Cohen 1978, 1980. In line with this argument, and as was suggested 
in chapter 5, this type of situation (or conflict) may also be actively sought out on the grounds 
that it provides an arena for playing out certain notions of distinctiveness or self-sufficiency, 
cf. Gold and Gold 1995. 
481 McMillan 2008, pp. 246-247. 
482 Mouffe 2000, pp. 17-19. 
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In addition, it is quite clear that questions of identity, as a subject matter, 
have attracted increasing attention in recent years, and that this has been the 
case not only among certain anonymous commentators on Shetlink Forum, 
but more generally, both in Shetland and beyond. 

Identity was also one of the focal points at the Taking Shetland Out of   
the Box conference, which was held in Lerwick in 2009. This event attracted 
numerous researchers, writers and policy-makers from different backgrounds 
to come to Shetland to discuss the future of small island communities in 
general, with a particular focus on cultural heritage, place branding and iden-
tity formation. Largely coinciding with this conference was the publication 
of a small collection of essays in which a handful of writers set out to discuss 
Shetland identities from a variety of perspectives. For the purpose of my 
own study, I was particularly interested in a couple of papers addressing 
contemporary identities and also, to some extent, exploring what the future 
might have in store for this group of islands.483 

Among these essays, and from a predominantly literary perspective, Mark 
Ryan Smith took as his starting point the way Shetlanders today often tend  
to use their historical links with Scandinavia to mark a distinct difference 
from the rest of Britain, and how this approach contrasts with what the  
situation was like one or two hundred years ago when a combination of 
Scandinavian, Scottish and British influences was often used by Shetland 
writers to describe both the islands and the people living there.484 However, 
according to this writer, it would seem that the closer we get to the present-
day, the stronger the emphasis becomes on Shetland’s links with Scandina-
via, and especially so its Norse heritage. Having assessed the contemporary 
situation in some further detail, he finds what he describes as a “somewhat 
fetishistic contemporary invocation of Scandinavia” which, in his words, 
could represent “a reductive and, at worst, xenophobic trope, used to sepa-
rate Shetland from the Scottish polity it has clearly and straightforwardly 
been part of since the mid 15th century.”485 

                                                      
483 Smith 2009; Tallack 2009. 
484 Smith 2009. 
485 Smith 2009, p. 27. However, not everyone would necessarily share this view, as evidenced 
for instance in the preface to this study where the so-called Scottish thistle caused some rather 
heated debate. The other year, and in the context of the upcoming referendum on Scottish 
independence,  the islands’ Scandinavian links were highlighted yet again, this time by the 
Shetland and Orkney MSPs in a joint submission to the Scottish Government regarding the 
constitutional future of the Northern Isles (The Shetland Times 2012.03.23). This move has 
also inspired further debates locally, especially concerning alternative (future) forms of gov-
ernance for the islands (e.g. The Shetland Times 2013.01.25b, 2013.03.22). More recently, the 
Shetland Islands Council has teamed up with its Orkney and Western Isles counterparts in   
the so-called Our Islands Our Future campaign, aimed at promoting greater control for the 
islands at a time when the relationship between the UK, Scotland and the Scottish Islands is 
clearly about to change (The Shetland Times 2013.07.19). 
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Another essay in this collection set out to explore what could be described 
as a current desire among many islanders to pin down a distinct Shetland 
identity and, to this end, this text turned to look at some of the reasons why 
this would seem to be growing concern in the islands at this particular point 
in time.486 Discussing these matters in some detail, Malachy Tallack seeks   
to link some of his own arguments with those of Lawrence Durrell, and  
especially so his notion of an ‘invisible constant’ as understood here as “the 
thread that holds the history of a place together.” However, Tallack soon 
finds that whereas Durrell’s ideas may apply very well to situations in the 
past, it now appears that more and more people are losing touch with that 
‘invisible constant’ and that they, to overcome this sense of dislocation,  
often chose some very distinctive symbols with which to define themselves 
and their place in the world:  

“Fishing and crofting became industries, defined by a quest not for suffi-
ciency, but surplus. Shetland’s economy diversified, and more and more   
people became less and less involved with the land and the sea. Today, that 
division between people and place is greater than it has ever been, and     
Shetlanders have chosen the most vivid and colourful characters of their     
history – the Vikings – as symbols of who they are: the brand by which they 
are known. This is a shame. The question of where to locate identity is a  
troublesome one, but if we wish to ask it then we can do better than holding 
up empty caricatures of the past. We should look again, I suggest, for that  
‘invisible constant’.”487 

 
Perhaps today’s search for an authentic and place-based identity, along with 
the adequate symbols to go with it, compensates for a perceived loss of what 
once was (or is remembered, or believed, to have been) a more authentic 
way of life. Perhaps this search for authenticity, or local distinctiveness,  
may also evoke a sense of nostalgia, or looking back in time, as exemplified 
in my brief discussion with the local photographer (in chapter 6) for whom 
notions of a ‘disappearing Shetland’ were often key to her choice of motif. 
At other times, this search may serve as an excuse for turning inwards, occa-
sionally embracing insularity, exclusion and even isolation. Some postings 
on Shetlink Forum illustrated this latter strand particularly well.488 

                                                      
486 Tallack 2009. 
487 Tallack 2009, p. 13.  
488 Shetland’s links with Scandinavia in general, and with Norway in particular, continue to be 
emphasised also in other, more official, contexts. On Norway’s National Day, 17 May 2012, 
the Norwegian Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg visited Shetland to formally open the Scallo-
way Museum. This ceremony also highlighted the wartime resistance movement known as the 
Shetland Bus and the following decades of close ties between Norway and Shetland. The 
islands’ Scandinavian links were also clearly in focus in the autumn of 2012, when the Centre 
for Nordic Studies (based in Shetland and Orkney and part of the University of the Highlands 
and Islands) launched a new MLitt degree in Viking Studies, with modules in e.g. Viking 
History, Runology and Old Norse Studies, and Vikings in Popular Culture. 



 186 

With some regularity, Malachy Tallack has continued to discuss Shet-
land’s image and identity in local media. On one such occasion, he used the 
recent Lonely Planet ranking of Shetland as one of the top 10 regions in the 
world to visit as a starting point for a discussion on how the islands are often 
described to the outside world and to what extent these representations   
reflect – or fail to reflect – the views and opinions held locally: 

“Wild, windswept scenery; tight-knit communities; a proud Norse heritage; 
incredible wildlife; unique fiddle music; astounding archaeology; fabulous 
blah blah blah; and all the rest of that stuff. This is not an exhaustive list – I 
could go on. But then so could anyone. We all know the words to this chant, 
we’ve heard them so many times. They are our equivalent of tartan, bagpipes 
and shortbread. 

And that’s really my point. For while there is nothing exactly false here, 
this list represents Shetland seen from afar: a blurry picture in which all the 
details have been replaced by clichés. It is a meaningless pile of images that 
together amount to nothing much. They certainly don’t add up to the place 
that we call home.  

The irony is that these images, which are forever projected on to us from 
outside, are the very same ones that we use to try and convince tourists to 
come and visit. People want to see these things – they expect to see them – 
and so that is what we show. Organisations like Promote Shetland reflect 
these stereotypes and clichés right back at the world, like a giant, well-funded 
mirror.”489 

 
The fact that islanders, not only in Shetland, often find themselves in the 
rather awkward position of having to promote images of remoteness to   
attract tourists, while at the same time they also have to struggle against the 
various notions of backwardness and inferiority that such images would in-
evitably seem bring with them, has been discussed by several researchers 
working in a variety of island settings.490  

Such images, which in Shetland tend to focus mainly on remoteness and 
unspoilt land with a touch of Viking heritage, may however take on rather 
different meanings at different times. Today, for instance, amid worries that 
a large-scale windfarm development in Mainland Shetland may be one of 
very few available options to secure people’s standard of living, it would 
seem, at least to some people, that images portraying Shetland as “the last 
untamed corner of the United Kingdom” stand in particularly stark contrast 
to what the future might hold. 

As already touched upon in chapter 6, the impact on the Shetland land-
scape by the windfarm, caused mainly by the high visibility of the turbines, 
is perceived by many people in the islands, and especially by those living     
 
                                                      
489 Tallack 2010.  
490 E.g. Baldacchino 2007, 2008; Gillis 2001, 2004, 2007; Hay 2006; Hylland Eriksen 1993; 
Lowenthal 2007; Péron 2004; Ronström 2003, 2007, 2008; Stratford 2008, 2009. 
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in the most affected parts of Mainland Shetland, as something largely un-
wanted and at risk of depleting island tourism. I would like to suggest that 
these are also some of the main reasons why resistance to this development 
is likely to continue, quite irrespective of which future decisions are made in 
relation to this project. It would also appear that it is precisely this type of 
large-scale development, and the worries often associated with them, which 
over the years have made people take a more serious interest in debating 
various aspects of identity formation and what a certain place, or landscape, 
means to those living there.  

In this context, it was also with some interest that I noticed that Promote 
Shetland, which was initially set up to promote island tourism, had recently 
been represented at the All-Energy conference and exhibition in Aberdeen – 
not to promote Shetland primarily as a tourist destination but as a centre for 
excellence in energy. Whereas some people would probably consider this a 
contradiction in terms, Andy Stevens of Promote Shetland described the 
situation somewhat differently: 

“Shetland’s worldwide reputation for wildlife and splendid, unpolluted    
scenery is matched by the vast range of industrial abilities available here     
and the huge potential in both producing renewable energy and servicing the 
existing oil and gas activities. Not to mention the enormous market that’s 
opening up in decommissioning. (...) We need to tell this story with confi-
dence and verve.”491 

 
It is evident that Shetland is currently at a crossroads not only with regard   
to the proposed windfarm development and its role (if any) in securing   
people’s standard of living but also – more generally – in terms of which 
direction the islands should be taking in the coming years, financially as well 
as politically.  

Among the more pressing issues is the above-mentioned and still on-
going restructuring of the Charitable Trust, coupled with the effects of the 
islands’ recent history of poor local governance and how confidence can be 
restored in the local council, in particular.492 Another question, of course, is 
what will become of the windfarm project, when or if it goes ahead. There 
are also considerable worries associated with the increasing austerity    
measures implemented in the wake of the current financial situation in        
 

                                                      
491 The Shetland Times 2012.05.25. 
492 The islands are also faced with falling population numbers, especially in outlying areas, 
and most recently in Papa Stour off the west coast of Mainland Shetland, where population 
numbers have diminished dramatically in the past few years. In 2012, only eight people  
remained as full-time residents on this island and there are concerns of similar developments 
affecting other outer islands in the years ahead (The Shetland Times 2012.08.31). 
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the UK as well as in the context of the European crisis more generally.493 
Another key question concerns how people – in Shetland and Scotland – will 
vote in the upcoming referendum on Scottish independence and what conse-
quences the result will have on the future of this group of islands.494 

Meanwhile, in the course of what could become a long-term cost-cutting 
exercise across the UK, questions of landscape and identity are likely to 
remain potent material and symbolic sites of debate and conflict, where  
conceptions of what (and sometimes who) does, or does not, belong will 
continue to be contested among many individuals, stakeholder groups and 
communities. 

 
  

                                                      
493 From a local perspective, there have been recurring talks, for a number of years, about 
potential school closures in some of the outer islands. There have also been threats of some 
rather severe budgetary cuts to, for instance, the Shetland Museum and Archives in Lerwick 
(e.g. The Shetland Times 2012.10.19, 2013.04.12). 
494 In parallel with the current debates on Scottish independence, there is also the issue of 
greater autonomy for the Scottish Islands, as exemplified for instance during the Our Islands 
Our Future conference held in Orkney in September 2013. Although the campaign is not 
primarily about independence for the islands but wants to give these areas more power over 
certain local issues, it is interesting to note (not least from a Scandinavian perspective) the 
relative frequency with which references are made to the situation in the Åland Islands, where 
self-government is guaranteed in the Finnish constitution. This also became evident at the 
Orkney conference in September, to which an MP from the Åland parliament had been invited 
to talk about Åland’s relationship with mainland Finland (The Shetland Times 2013.07.19, 
2013.09.27b). 
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8 A place apart?  

“Shetland is a lot closer to the Arctic Circle than it is to London. It’s on 
the same latitude as Alaska. It feels like a land apart – somewhere in-
credibly special.”495 
 
“We need to remind our admirers that this place is not just a pretty little    
wilderness; it is so much more than that. And perhaps we ought to prove   
once and for all that we are not living at ‘the edge of the world’, as is so 
often suggested; rather, we are at the centre of the universe.”496 

Thesis overview 
The key objective of this study has been to investigate a number of debates 
associated with places, landscapes and identities in a predominantly local 
context, and to do so with the overall purpose of better understanding certain 
aspects of contemporary Shetland.  

In the beginning of this thesis, and as a pre-text to my study, I referred to 
an ongoing debate about a series of new road signs and the appropriate – or 
perhaps not so appropriate – use of the thistle motif as a symbol for this 
group of islands. These thorny issues were included at an early stage mainly 
to illustrate one particular situation in which identities and senses of place 
and belonging have been discussed and acted out in Shetland in recent  
years. Judging by many of the opinions aired at the time, and judging also  
by some of the actions taken in response to them, it appeared that questions 
of identity are not always quite as straightforward as they might seem, at 
first glance. It also became evident that questions of who should represent 
whom, by the use of which symbols, sometimes take on a rather prominent 
position in local discourse. 

                                                      
495 Comment made by Simon King, wildlife film-maker and TV presenter, when interviewed 
before the first programme in his new series Simon King’s Shetland Diaries was broadcast on 
BBC Two in early 2010 (The Shetland Times 2010.01.29). 
496 Comment made by Malachy Tallack in his (at the time) recurring Spaekalation column    
in the Shetland Times, this time addressing some fairly widespread Shetland stereotypes and 
their role in shaping the image of these islands in a local, and not so local, context (Tallack 
2010). 
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In later chapters, I have returned to this theme on a number of occasions, 
initially to find out more about how people in Shetland express themselves – 
verbally or otherwise – in relation to a bundle of nature conservation and 
landscape management initiatives and, after that, in relation to several situa-
tions in the islands from the 1970s onwards with a view to better under- 
stand people’s current positions vis-à-vis questions of both landscape and 
identity. 

Already at the beginning of this project I noticed a pronounced interest, 
throughout Scotland, in a number of issues associated with ‘nature’ and 
‘landscape’. It also became evident that both of these concepts have been 
frequently drawn upon in relation to a range of new policies and legal 
frameworks, and that this has been the case not least since the creation of     
a devolved Scottish Parliament in the late 1990s. On several occasions,   
notions of ‘nature’ and ‘landscape’ have also featured in discussions about 
national identity, where they have often been used to describe, or signify, 
Scotland at a time when many socio-political and other changes are clearly 
under way. 

Apart from highlighting such contemporary circumstances, I have also 
wanted to show that past conditions may have an influence on how people 
come to grips with present-day landscapes, in much the same way that such 
aspects often play a key role in shaping our understandings of who we are, 
where we come from and even where we might be heading in the future. 
References to situations and circumstances in the past have therefore been 
made on a number of occasions throughout this study. In chapter 2, for   
instance, it was described how almost two hundred years of romanticism, 
colonial power, increasing urbanisation and escapism in the form of early 
tourism have all contributed in shaping the idea of Scotland to the extent  
that it can be difficult, still today, to see through the often highly coded and 
commodified versions of what Scotland really is. 

It was also described how Scotland’s landscapes come with a long history 
in terms of certain characteristics having been more celebrated than others, 
resulting in the landscapes of the Highlands and Islands having frequently 
taken on the role of representing all of Scotland. Over the years, these land-
scapes have often been dealt with in what has been described by many   
writers as a predominantly detached or distanced manner, thereby emphasis-
ing their natural qualities at the expense of their social or cultural dimen-
sions.497 In this process, notions of ‘untouched’ or ‘empty’ nature have often 
been conflated with ‘beautiful’ nature. This approach to Scotland’s land-
scapes is also reflected in many statutory nature conservation and landscape 

                                                      
497 Cf. Basu 1997, 2007; Gold and Gold 1995; Lorimer 1999; MacDonald 1998, 2002; 
McCrone et al. 1995; Schurmer-Smith 1993; Smout 1993; Toogood 1995, 1996, 2003;   
Withers 1988. 
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management initiatives, which are primarily aimed at safeguarding certain 
identified, and preferred, landscape values. 

With a view to finding out more about how such understandings have 
been played out in contemporary Shetland, chapters 4 and 5 were almost 
entirely dedicated to exploring the role and responsibility of Scottish Natural 
Heritage (SNH) and its predecessors in protecting nature and landscape  
values in this group of islands. To begin with, in chapter 4, the focus was on 
one specific SNH report, containing a detailed landscape character assess-
ment, which was also put into a somewhat broader context.  

The National Programme for Landscape Character Assessment, of which 
the report forms part, represents one of the major projects launched by Scot-
tish Natural Heritage.498 The key purpose of the programme was to identify 
the main characteristics of Scotland’s landscapes and to provide useful   
landscape information for local authorities to draw upon when putting    
together their own development plans. It was also hoped that this initiative 
would help raise awareness about Scotland’s rich landscape diversity among 
people, more generally. 

The Shetland assessment clearly represents a considerable contribution in 
terms of bringing together large quantities of data on the general condition  
of Shetland’s natural heritage, and doing so in an overall systematic and 
objective manner. A close reading of the report suggested that the tech-
niques used for identifying landscape types and character areas rest firmly  
on a vocabulary rooted in certain visual regimes, such as the picturesque,  
the sublime and the panoramic – all of which date back to the early modern 
era. This approach is far from unique to this particular assessment, as visual 
qualities have held a prominent position in landscape studies for a long time, 
and continues to do so quite irrespective of who is conducting the study, or 
for what purpose it is carried out.  

As part of the analysis of this report, I also carried out a number of semi-
structured interviews with people involved in landscape management and 
nature conservation in both Shetland and mainland Scotland. While these 
interviews in many ways pointed to the complicated and often contested 
nature of conducting this type of landscape assessment in the first place, 
several problems associated with their implementation were also discussed, 
as were some of the potential challenges associated with trying to ‘anchor’ 
this type of study in a community that traditionally has had to fight against 
nature to make a living. The fact that the local council played a rather in-
significant role in the production of this assessment is also likely to have had 
some considerable consequences for how it was subsequently received and 
put to use in the islands. 

 

                                                      
498 Gillespies 1998. 
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In other words, there seems to be several reasons why, over the years,    
Scottish nature conservation agencies have had a difficult time to engage 
meaningfully with people and organisations outside their own, immediate 
circles. Part of this problem probably relates to the fact that SNH, much like 
its predecessors, represent a particular form of knowledge that brings      
together a complex set of scientific and aesthetic preferences, which do not 
necessarily correspond with the views and opinions held by people living 
and working in these areas.499 As a result, it has often been difficult to incor-
porate this type of report, produced at a national level, into local planning 
procedures. 

Towards the end of chapter 4, it was suggested that the European Land-
scape Convention (ELC), which was ratified by the UK Government in 
2006, may represent an interesting new challenge for many conservation 
agencies, whether concerned mainly with the safeguarding of natural or  
cultural heritage. The very inclusive definition of the term landscape, for 
instance, as outlined by the European Landscape Convention, would seem  
to stand out as one particularly interesting aspect here, even if its wider im-
plications still largely remain to be seen.500 

Chapter 5 also addressed landscape management issues largely from the 
perspective of local versus national preferences. However, the main focus 
here was on one specific part of Shetland’s National Scenic Area, located    
in the south-west of Mainland Shetland, which was discussed from the per-
spective of two rather distinct – but partly overlapping – incidents. The first 
of these concerned a bundle of frequently told stories about an alleged    
helicopter, or aeroplane, used some time in the late 1970s to take a group    
of conservation professionals around the Shetland countryside to pick        
out what they thought were the most striking and scenically attractive    
landscapes. At the bottom-line, these stories seemed to suggest that a group 
of experts from outside the islands had come to Shetland – presumably  
without anybody in the islands being aware of their visit – with the sole  
intention of deciding which landscapes were of such scenic quality (and 
national importance) that they should be included in Shetland’s National 
Scenic Area. Many years later, several versions of how this came to happen 
still abound.  

 

                                                      
499 Cf. Toogood 2003; Syse 2010. 
500 It is interesting to note that ideas reflecting some of the thoughts put forward by the Euro-
pean Landscape Convention are increasingly included in several recently publicised policy 
documents where it has been argued, for instance, that “concern for landscape is not the  
monopoly of professionals and specialist bodies as all of us have a stake in the quality of our 
surroundings” (e.g. Scottish Landscape Forum 2007, p. 6). Similar arguments can also be 
found in the recently updated management strategy for Scotland’s National Scenic Areas 
(Scottish Natural Heritage 2010). 
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What interested me about these stories, apart from the fact that they are 
still being told, was not so much whether or not they could be verified but 
rather how they can be seen as articulating a specific understanding of local 
island history. From this, it follows that my interpretation of these stories  
did not rely mainly on the breaking down of each and every one of them into 
their constituent parts to find out how this particular landscape designation 
came about, but to recognise this type of story-telling as an important aspect 
of social memory. It was further argued that the telling and retelling of these 
(and other) stories may represent an important aspect of the islands’ social 
and cultural geography. 

The second incident related to a planning dispute that took off at the turn 
of the millennium, and concerned an application to build a new house in 
Bigton, overlooking one of Shetland’s most visited and well-known beauty 
spots. Because this site (as, indeed, much of its surroundings) forms part     
of the National Scenic Area designation of south-west Mainland, the appli-
cation was called in by Scottish Ministers after Scottish Natural Heritage had 
decided to pull the brakes. However, by the time this happened, planning 
permission had already been granted by the local council. The events that 
then followed, including the decision by the Bigton farmer and landowner   
to close off the access road to St. Ninian’s beach for several years, and the 
large number of letters submitted to the local paper, were discussed in some 
detail.  

In addition to indicating that statutory nature conservation initiatives are 
sometimes at odds with the views held by local communities, discussions    
in this chapter also suggested that this type of conflict is sometimes one of 
few avenues by which people and communities feel that they can oppose 
developments or decisions from the ‘outside’.501 Other researchers, on the 
other hand, have argued that conflicts like these are sometimes actively 
sought out for the simple reason that they may act as an arena for expressing 
local distinctiveness.502  

In contrast to chapters 4 and 5, which mainly dealt with a number of     
nature conservation and landscape management initiatives, chapters 6 and 7 
focused more explicitly on several socio-economic circumstances and     
their implications for which positions people in the islands tend to take in 
relation to various issues associated not only with places and landscapes but 
also – and relatedly – with who they are and where they live and, indeed, 
why such questions would seem to continue to matter in the beginning of  
the twenty-first century. 

 
 

                                                      
501 Rohde 2004, cf. Samuel 2000. 
502 Gold and Gold 1995. 
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Chapter 6 dealt mainly with the arrival of the oil industry in the 1970s  
and its subsequent effects on the islands and, more specifically, what has 
become known as Shetland’s traditional ‘way of life’. Some of the major 
changes wrought on the Shetland landscape at this time were also described 
in this chapter, as were some of the implications of the oil boom era for the 
role of this group of islands, also in the context of British economy more 
generally. The socio-economic implications of oil were by all means sub-
stantial, resulting in very low unemployment rates, limited outmigration and 
a rather hefty and sudden influx of new people settling in the islands for 
longer or shorter periods of time. There were also signs, from a relatively 
early date, of increasing affluence in the islands. This was evident, not least, 
in the many new private homes that sprung up around the islands at the  
time, and which coincided with some very extensive improvements to the 
islands’ infrastructure.  

However, not everything was perfect in the brave new world of oil.      
The rapid changes left many Shetlanders wondering if life in the islands   
was really changing for the better, and what would become of Shetland’s 
traditional ‘way of life’ in this new industrial era. It was also at this time  
that the history and local culture of the islands began to attract more interest 
not only among people who had lived in Shetland all their lives but also 
among many of those who had settled there more recently. A broadly similar 
interest was also evident in more academic circles, where numerous studies 
into how Shetland was coping with the effects of oil were produced at this 
time.503 

Gradually, these concerns also inspired a growing interest in the local  
environment. Not only did this prompt the local council to set up a planning 
department for the very first time, but it also inspired the development of    
an annual spring clean initiative, Da Voar Redd Up, which has now been 
organised across the islands for almost thirty years. I turned to this particular 
initiative, in this chapter, to find out more about how a certain type of 
awareness can manifest itself, on the ground, and how it can also become 
part of what a considerable number of people do for the often very simple 
reason that it makes sense doing it. I also found that this initiative, apart 
from having cleared the islands of many tonnes of unwanted debris, and 
winning several prestigious awards, seemed to have provided quite a few 
Shetlanders (especially of a younger generation) not only with a stronger 
sense of responsibility but also, perhaps, with a rather distinct sense of place. 
There were also some tentative indications that the ‘redding’ meant different 
things to different people – whether living rurally or close to town, for in-
stance, and whether ‘born and bred’ Shetlanders or incomers. 

 

                                                      
503 Cf. notes 361 and 369. 
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Today, the oil boom years in the islands are definitely over even if there  
is some new optimism that the oil and gas reserves west of Shetland could 
keep the Sullom Voe terminal running for another couple of decades. With 
hindsight, it could probably be argued that many of the initial fears over 
what the new industry would bring with it were, if not groundless, at least 
somewhat exaggerated. Perhaps it could even be argued that the islands’ 
inconspicuous ‘way of life’ has survived not so much despite of the oil   
industry but because of it. In a similar vein, it appears that the arrival of the 
oil industry and the subsequent years of relative affluence – coupled with a 
growing interest in a wide range of cultural and environmental issues – have 
made many people take a more active look both at who they are and how 
their islands fit into a ‘bigger picture’. 

Towards the end of this chapter, I turned to a more recent, and rather 
heated, debate about a proposed windfarm development, which has some-
times echoed some of the sentiments expressed in connection with the    
coming of the oil industry almost forty years ago. A number of issues,    
including the visual impact of the windfarm on the Shetland landscape,   
coupled with questions with a bearing on the islands’ future economy, post 
oil, have been high on the local agenda since the very beginning of this   
debate. The approval of the project by the Scottish Government in the spring 
of 2012, and the rather unexpected developments so far in 2013, are likely to 
keep these discussions going for some time yet. 

Chapter 7 also explored a number of issues that have been on the local 
agenda in recent years. However, in contrast to chapter 6, it focused almost 
exclusively on contemporary matters, but with an eye to the future. In this 
context, the tourist industry seemed a particularly good place to start.      
Towards the end of the chapter, I also wanted to link some of the often   
idealised images of the islands to a number of questions with a bearing on 
local identities and, not least, why such issues would seem to generate such 
lively debates at this point in time.  

To begin with, it was described how tourism and other so-called place-
specific industries are likely to continue to take on an increasingly important 
role in the overall economy of the islands in the coming years, in much      
the same way that this sector is also becoming increasingly important for 
Scottish economy as a whole.504 However, and in spite of what would seem 
at first glance to be a mutual interest in promoting Scotland – and Shetland – 
to outside markets, there has been a fair amount of disagreement over the 
actual structure and management of various tourist-related initiatives in the 
islands, usually with VisitScotland on one side and several local players     
on the other. Some years ago, in an attempt to resolve this conflict, it was 
decided that money, which until then had been transferred from the local 
council to VisitScotland, should instead be used to fund a new island-    
                                                      
504 Scottish Landscape Forum 2007. 
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based and island-funded organisation called Promote Shetland. The main 
reason behind this move was described, by some, as a desire to differentiate 
Shetland from Scotland, and to do so by ridding the islands of what some 
commentators have referred to as a largely unwanted ‘tartan and shortbread’ 
image of which Shetland has never been part, thus reflecting some of the 
sentiments expressed in connection with the so-called thistle debate more 
than ten years ago. 

In this context, I also looked into a place branding initiative aimed at    
developing a new commercial image for Shetland as well as reclaiming the 
islands’ reputation for quality products, a clean, beautiful environment and 
so on, and to use these characteristics to Shetland’s economic advantage.505 
Several obstacles associated with the implementation of the new brand were 
also discussed, as were a number of questions related to how an initiative 
like this can be made (more) relevant also for those living in a branded place, 
or region. Furthermore, the importance of place and its significance for   
people’s sense of identity was also touched upon in connection with several 
surveys and other studies produced in recent years, and in which Shetland 
has stood out as a particularly good place to stay, whether as a permanent 
resident or as an occasional visitor.506  

When taken together, it appeared that notions of place, and especially 
what makes one place ‘different’ or ‘better’ than another, often come close 
to questions of identity. In pursuing this line of argument, I looked into one 
particular debate on Shetlink Forum, a social media site, where it was quite 
evident that a number of people (presumably living in Shetland) considered 
themselves distinctly different from others, whom they regarded to as ‘non-
Shetlanders’ and, also, that questions of who should be seen as ‘belonging’ 
to the islands and who should count as a ‘real’ or ‘true’ Shetlander were 
clearly very important in these quarters. Meanwhile, others were strongly 
opposed to what they regarded as insular, inward-looking and sometimes 
xenophobic opinions expressed both on this website and, occasionally, else-
where in local debate. 

Based on these examples, and prompted by what would seem on the basis 
of some of my more recent visits to the islands to be a growing interest in   
debating local identities, a considerable part of this chapter was spent exam-
ining why this topic attracts such a great deal of attention at this particular 
point in time. A number of discussions were touched upon, some of which 
seemed to suggest that identity really only becomes an issue when it is in 

                                                      
505 Corporate Edge 2004. 
506 References were made to four such studies: the National Geographic Traveller Magazine 
survey of the most desirable island destinations in the world (2007); the Bank of Scotland 
Quality of Life Survey (2008); the Lonely Planet’s Best in Travel ranking of Shetland as one 
of the top 10 regions in the world to visit (2011); and the Office for National Statistics first 
annual study into subjective well-being in the UK (2012). 
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crisis, or that questions of identity may take on added significance in times 
of change. I noticed that it has also been recently suggested that many     
islanders seem increasingly dislocated, or at loss, and therefore turn to what 
they see as (sometimes very colourful) symbols of their cultural and histori-
cal roots to compensate for what used to be, not that long ago, a more place-
based identity, or sense of belonging.507 

Should this be the case, that some segments of the population feel more 
and more uncertain about their own identities, it is reasonable to assume that 
attempts to ‘pin down’ a distinct Shetland identity will continue also in the 
coming years. Such attempts will not only be influenced by the islands’  
Viking heritage, or by the arguments surrounding the proposed windfarm 
development, which has already provoked much debate in the islands, but 
are likely also to reflect the upcoming referendum on Scottish independence 
as well as numerous other topics, including more local issues associated 
with, for instance, outmigration and an ageing population. Meanwhile, the 
current financial crisis in the UK and across the Eurozone and beyond – and 
which political and social ramifications may prove both massive and fun-
damental – is likely to continue to have an impact on the islands and those 
living there for quite some time. 

Concluding remarks 
This thesis has been mainly concerned with debates about landscapes and 
identities in the Shetland Islands. Consequently, my principal focus through-
out this project has been on a number of contemporary situations and      
circumstances, but with an eye both to the future and to the past. From a 
broader perspective, the present study could also be described as having 
dealt primarily with an ongoing reciprocal relationship between, on the one 
hand, people’s identities and, on the other, various images and ideas associ-
ated with one specific place, or landscape.  

In chapter 1, it was described how the present thesis should be seen as an 
exploration of a number of themes with a bearing on how people in these 
islands position themselves in relation to landscapes and identities, with    
the overall purpose of better understanding certain aspects of contemporary 
Shetland. To this end, I have been particularly keen to find out more about 
what certain areas, or landscapes, mean to people in the islands today, how 
they are talked about in local (and sometimes not so local) contexts, and  
how people’s identities are sometimes expressed and acted out in relation to 
where they live.  

 

                                                      
507 Tallack 2009. 
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To investigate how questions of landscape and identity relate to each 
other, and as a way of dealing with the rather substantial material gathered 
for this study, I have worked according to a multi-method approach, based 
on semi-structured interviews, participant observation and textual analysis. 
While this approach has certainly been very useful in that it has enabled    
the analysis of quite a wide range of data, I have also encountered a few 
problems in the course of conducting this study. One such difficulty con-
cerns how to best go about giving ‘equal weight’ to the methods (and data) 
used and, by extension, how to make the various parts of the study ‘speak’  
to each other. I am not sure if I ever solved this problem, but I have certainly 
tried my best. Other problems have had rather more to do with the fact that   
I have worked on this thesis for such a long time – and sometimes have    
also had time-off from the project – that both the field and I have changed, 
and new ideas have sometimes seemed more interesting to pursue that those 
I was already working with. In this context, it has also become increasingly, 
and sometimes frustratingly, obvious that both landscapes and identities    
are ‘moving targets’, not least when studied from a mainly contemporary 
perspective. 

That said, and in parallel with this focus on landscapes and identities, I 
also discovered at a relatively early stage that this group of islands is often 
described as the outer fringe of both Scotland and Great Britain. In effect, 
their location is frequently referred to both by islanders and others as a   
significant marker of what Shetland really is – whether in geographical or 
cultural terms, or a combination of the two. In due course, I also realised  
that notions of both geographical and cultural location may have a strong 
impact on how people position themselves not only in relation to where   
they live but also, and equally important, in relation to who they are (and, 
indeed, who they are not) and that this would seem to have been the case for 
quite some time. 

It also became quite clear that being north, or even being the northern-
most, plays a significant role not only in terms of selling, or branding, Shet-
land to external markets but that this matters also to many people living      
in the islands, and that it does so for many different reasons. In this context,  
I wanted to show how certain connotations of ‘northness’ and, in particular, 
of being that ‘blank space’ left off the map have been used in a number of 
situations to emphasise a distinct sense of islandness, often celebrating self-
sufficiency and local resourcefulness. At times, such experiences have also 
been drawn upon to highlight certain aspects of uniqueness and different-
ness, in much the same way that they have occasionally been used to resist, 
or go against, a bundle of views and opinions expressed mainly by people 
from outside Shetland. 

Based on the above, ‘northness’ is clearly important not only in terms     
of understanding where Shetland is, in a strictly geographical sense, but 
plays a key role also in relation to what Shetland is, in a local context as  
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well as further afield. Hence, it would seem that ‘northness’ often captures 
something distinctly more than simply describing the islands’ physical and 
factual geographical location. Also, when exploring the implications of 
‘northness’ and ‘being north’, especially in local discourse, it has become 
evident that this is an experience and form of expression that frequently 
comes into play in connection with the demarcation and enactment of local 
identities. In such instances, ‘being north’ usually stands out as a pre-
dominantly positive resource with which to assert identity and lay claim to a 
distinct sense of place and landscape. 

However, the very same notions of ‘northness’ and ‘being north’ can   
also be perceived as something quite negative, or problematic. In the present 
study, this was exemplified in a number of situations where the islands     
and those living there were described as insular or backward, or when the 
islands appeared to have been to some extent forgotten, or over-looked, by 
the outside world, whether omitted from maps or not being fully recognised 
or taken into account by policy makers. In these instances, too, geographical 
location clearly played a significant role in relation to people’s identities, as 
questions of where you are, if indeed you are considered to be anywhere at 
all, often speak directly to questions of who you are, whether in a local or 
non-local context. 

During the course of this project, and as I began to take an interest in     
islands from a more general perspective, I was initially quite struck by their 
marginal place in much mainstream geographical thought. This contrast  
became particularly stark when compared to Anthropology, where the study    
of islands come with a long history and was instrumental in the formation   
of Anthropology as an academic discipline.508 Yet, precisely what islands  
and the spaces they provide are taken to mean has often remained unclear,  
or unformulated, and there is a tendency (still today) towards describing 
islands as first and foremost different, or even exotic, compared to main-
lands or continental landmasses. In many such studies, therefore, islands   
are seen as displaying a distinct character, derived from an original self-
identity based on a (perhaps romantic) fascination with islands as cut-off  
and far away places, and markedly different from the everyday life of the 
researcher.  

Approached from a slightly different perspective, and as a critique of 
many traditional island studies, some researchers have considered such   
perspectives much too simplistic and the ‘distinct character’ often attributed 
to islands has also been largely dismissed. Such views have even prompted 
some writers to suggest that there is really nothing special at all about island 
societies, as a category, nor are islands necessarily more isolated than other 
places.509  
                                                      
508 Cf. Chapter 3 pp. 61-63. 
509 E.g. Hylland Eriksen 1993. 
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On a similar note, in an article challenging several preconceived notions 
associated with the isolation of islands, Pete Hay concludes that, in sharp 
contrast to what has long been a widely held assumption, “connectedness 
often describes the island condition better than isolation.”510 

From this, it seems to follow that islands are not in any straight-forward 
manner some undisputed, inert geographical or physical objects; nor are  
they uncomplicated, or uncontested, metaphors or figures of thought. How-
ever, just as there is no single integrated, or essential, meaning that can be 
attributed to island space, as such, it would seem that shared (or contested) 
meanings are often more pronounced, or articulated and, as a result, more 
effectively defended in island settings than what is usually the case else-
where. Thus, it would appear that islands, whether physical or metaphorical, 
and in contrast to some of the criticism levelled against certain traditional 
island studies, often make it possible for us to recognise patterns more eas-
ily.  

Elaborating on this theme, it is tempting to suggest that many of us ‘make 
islands’ in the course of everyday life; as a means of sharpening our senses, 
to better understand the world, or as a way of filtering out some of that 
background noise so often associated with an increasingly complex reality. 
In this context, I have sometimes wondered if this thesis, just like any other 
thesis, and the time and work commitment involved in bringing it to fruition, 
is also, to some extent, an expression of such ‘island-making’. 

By way of concluding this study, I would like to emphasise that islands 
are neither romantically isolated from the rest of the world – even if our  
often romantic selves, also among academic researchers, would sometimes 
like to think that they are – nor are they in any straight-forward manner  
forgotten or marginalised victims of globalisation. On the other hand, how-
ever, and perhaps paradoxically, it would seem that their very island status, 
or islandness, often makes it easier to recognise a wide range of dependen-
cies and interdependencies that, in actual fact, could be found just about 
anywhere you look. 

                                                      
510 Hay 2006. 
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great affection. It is also a place which I have returned to many times and 
always look forward to visiting again. During the course of this project, I 
have realised that although Shetland certainly has a ‘character of its own’, it 
is by no means a seamless and at all times coherent community, nor are 
questions related to landscape and identity always addressed in the same  
way by people living there. It is important to keep in mind that I have written 
this thesis as an ‘outsider’ wanting to find out more about people’s everyday 
understandings of landscape and identity, and that I have done so by using   
a wide range of data and research methodologies. However, to a large extent, 
I have also relied on asking many people a great many questions and, as a 
result, I am deeply grateful to all those who have taken their time to talk to 
me.  

First of all, therefore, I would like to thank my respondents and many 
other informants for numerous interesting talks, whether in offices, living 
rooms, kitchens or in the field. A big thank you is also due to the families in 
Sound and Fetlar who let me join them as part of Da Voar Redd Up in the 
spring of 2004.  

I am also indebted to Brian Smith and Angus Johnson at the Shetland  
Archives for putting up with all my questions from an early stage of this 
project, Dr Val Turner at the Shetland Amenity Trust for having me on the 
survey team, the excellent surveyors Biddy Simpson, Sue White and Anna 
Wilson as well as the many archaeologists and students from Bradford Uni-
versity who joined in our search for prehistoric remains. Many happy (and 
sometimes very blustery!) memories.  
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A heartfelt thank you is also due to everyone I have got know in Shetland 
over the years. It is impossible to name you all here, the list would simply be 
too long, but I am sure you know who you are. Nothing would have been  
the same without you and, before you know it, I will be back to see what you 
are all up to! 

I also wish to thank several funding bodies whose contributions towards 
my research were of great significance for getting this project off the  
ground: Axel Lagrelius fond för geografisk forskning, Lillemor och Hans 
W:son Ahlmanns fond för geografisk forskning, Stiftelsen Carl Mannerfelts 
fond, Svenska Sällskapet för Antropologi och Geografi (SSAG) and Wallen-
bergsstiftelsens Jubiluemsfond. 

Many thanks also to STINT, the Swedish Foundation for International 
Cooperation in Research and Higher Education (Stiftelsen för international-
isering av högre utbildning och forskning), whose generous funding enabled 
me to spend an extended, and exciting, period of time in Scotland as a visit-
ing Ph D student at the Department of Geography, University of Edinburgh.  

In this context, I would also like to thank Professor Charles Withers, and 
everybody else in this department, for making me feel at home and for  
showing me how to find my way around what can only be described as a 
rather different academic environment from what I had grown used to in 
Stockholm. 

My thinking on many landscape-related matters, and geography and    
scientific practice more generally, has benefitted greatly from contacts with 
many people, in many different contexts. I want to take this opportunity      
to thank, in particular, Landskapsteoretiskt forum, which for a number of 
years played an important role in my becoming a more multi-facetted and, I 
believe, better landscape researcher. Many thanks are also due to Professor 
David Crouch for a succession of inspired, and inspirational, discussions in 
Karlstad, Stockholm, Edinburgh and Nottingham, on landscape research, 
academia, ‘lay’ knowledge and much more. 

I am also grateful to my home department at Stockholm University, the 
Department of Human Geography, and especially Professor Emeritus Ulf 
Sporrong for supervising this project, and for reading and commenting on 
almost everything I have ever written in an academic context. I suppose  
none of us would have guessed, all those years ago, that it would take quite 
this long to see this project through. If patience is a virtue, then so too is 
doggedness! I am indebted also to Associate Professor Anders Wästfelt for 
his moral support and invaluable comments on my text towards the end       
of this project. Finally, a big, warm thank you to all Ph D students at the 
department, both past and present! 

Many thanks also to Dr Kristina Franzén and Associate Professor Tom 
Mels, who acted as opponents at the half-time seminar and final seminar, 
respectively. I would also like to thank Tom Mels for pointing me in the 
direction of Brian Harley’s writings on critical cartography. 
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Towards the end of this project, I was in contact with several people and 
institutions to ask for permission to include some of their images in my   
own study. In this context, many thanks are due to Rob McDougall, Bridget 
Simpson, Gordon Stove, Stephen Gordon, Nicholas Mutton, Scottish Natural 
Heritage, the National Library of Scotland, Serco NorthLink Ferries, the 
Shetland Times and Promote Shetland. I would also like to thank Stefan Ene 
at the Department of Human Geography in Stockholm for helping me with 
maps and other details when all ‘loose ends’ were finally being transformed 
into a real book. 

Last, but certainly not least, I would like to thank my parents for always 
being there and for somehow never giving up on me, or my thesis, in spite  
of my seemingly eternal ‘carry on’ with this project. Thank you for being 
who you are! Tusen tack, mamma och pappa! 

Finally, none of the people mentioned on these final pages should be 
tarred with responsibility for any of the interpretations and opinions put  
forth in this study – they are all mine, and mine alone, and you are more  
than welcome to them. 
 
 

Charlotta Malm 
Stockholm, October 2013 
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