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Poverty safari? 
Don’t forget  
the pith helmet

The creative type with 
whom I felt the most sym-
pathy in the first week of 
2016 was a 36-year-old 
Glasgow resident named 

Ellie Harrison. 
I will happily confess to not know-

ing anything about her activities until 
references to the controversy in which 
she is currently embroiled started to 
appear in the newspapers a few days 
ago, but that does not lessen the extent 
of my fellow feeling or the rush of craft 
solidarity that the case seemed instant-
ly to inspire. For Ms Harrison, an artist 
who has just embarked on a year-long 
project in which she will not leave the 
confines of Scotland’s largest city, bar-
ring ill-health or the death of a close 
relative or friend, has been accused of 
taking part in a “poverty safari”.

And why so? Well, news of this 
 “action research project/durational 
performance”, booked to investigate 
the consequences of city-bound 
 sequestration on career, social life, 
family ties and mental health, first 
 appeared on a Facebook page accom-
panied by a somewhat stereotypical 
image of greasy chips. 

Worse, the study has been named 
“The Glasgow Effect” thereby invok-
ing a phrase often used to describe the 
poorer health and lower life expect-
ancy of Glaswegians compared with 
those from other parts of the UK. 
Worse even than this, perhaps, is that 
Harrison has been given £15,000 of 
taxpayers’ money to finance the un-
dertaking in the form of a grant from 
Creative Scotland.

Social media, naturally, found this 
irresistible. One of the more temper-
ate comments was filed by Ellie 
Koepplinger, who observed: “I’ve lived 
here all my life, and I’ve found that 
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Artist Ellie Harrison is treading in the illustrious 
steps of Steinbeck and Dickens, but is it voyeurism?

The same dilemma hangs over  
Charles Dickens’s pursuits of mid-
19th-century London lowlife, which 
both drew attention to social evils, 
which the majority of Victorians were 
disposed to overlook, while offering 
a reliable source of material, and ulti-
mately income, for the writer. And it 
will presumably have occurred to the 
photographer or essayist who turns 
up at a Calais refugee camp – that 
queer feeling that nearly every writer 
or painter experiences once in a while 
at the realisation that moral outrage 
is surprisingly easy to monetise.

Although there had been many an 
outlier – Jack London’s People of the 
Abyss (1903), say, or W H Davies’s  
The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp 
(1908), the golden age of the British 
poverty safari – if that is what it was – 
came in the 1930s, when, as a critic 
once waggishly put it, you could 
scarcely throw a stone outside a pit-
head without hitting a journalist 

engaged on a story about the plight 
of the unemployed miner. It was 
the age of J B Priestley’s English 

Journey (1934), of George Orwell’s 
The Road to Wigan Pier (1937) or H W 
Massingham’s I Took Off My Tie 

(1936), which follows its well-bred 
hero into the depths of the land-
lord-loathing East End.

The curious aspect of many 
of these investigations is the 
 relative confusion of motive. To 
one or two scholars, Orwell’s 
tour of the poverty-stricken 
North of England was a 

entirely intact. Take, for example, the 
case of John Steinbeck’s celebrated 
Depression-era novel The Grapes of 
Wrath (1939), which tracks the flight 
of a family of ground-down Oklahoma 
sharecroppers to California – 
promoted to them as the American 
Dream in excelsis, but in reality a kind 
of charnel house of misery and exploi-
tation. It is a work of something very 
near genius, which had the additional 
effect of alerting thousands of Ameri-
cans to a tragedy being enacted on their 
own doorstep, and yet Steinbeck’s 
 biographers have noted that the author, 
while certainly familiar with the 
 deprivation he described, robbed much 
of the personal detail from 
 research notes compiled by a 
US government employee 
and shared with him by 
her superior.

Does that make Stein-
beck’s mid-1930s trips 
down Route 66 and his 
cruises around the Bak-
ersfield area a poverty 
safari? Or does the im-
pact of his reportage 
cancel out the great 
 authorial crime of not 
acknowledging 
your sources? 

‘In the 1930s 
you couldn’t 
throw a 
stone at a 
pithead 
without 
hitting a 
journalist’

 significant milestone on his journey 
to socialism, but much of the evidence 
suggests that when he set out Orwell 
was merely a journalist in search of 
saleable copy and barely knew what 
the Labour Party was. There were 
other writers for whom the implica-
tions of the task that they had set 
themselves eventually became too un-
comfortable to be borne. 

Beverley Nichols, for example, who 
announced in 1933 that he was to spend 
several weeks in Glasgow researching 
the conditions of the unemployed, last-
ed 10 days in his tenement lodgings 
before booking himself into a hotel, 
the reason being, his biographer tells 
us, “that he found it impossible to 
 articulate his anger and despair in a 
way that would result in action”.

There are interesting parallels here 
with Harrison, for Nichols, too, was 
accused of being a poverty tourist and 
told by one Scottish newspaper that, 
for any good to come of them, his re-
searches would need several years 
rather than several weeks. 

What is the non-Glaswegian to feel 
about this “action research project” 
and its government funding? My own 
view is that, even in an age of austerity, 
so much public money is thrown away 
by the state that £15,000 to an artist is 
the smallest of small beer. 

Meanwhile, it’s a fact that Harrison 
has managed to annoy many people. 
In an age where most art attracts only 
the most negligible response from its 
potential patrons, this can only be a 
good thing.

When, a year ago, I was 
invited on to BBC 
One’s This Week 
to explain why I 
 disliked Charlie 

Hebdo, Michael Portillo told me to 
“remain silent”. The former Con-
servative minister expressed “out-
rage” at my negativity towards the 
French magazine. Shrouding it with 
quasi-religious sanctity, he equated 
criticism of the publication’s badly 
drawn, embarrassingly unfunny ma-
terial with a demonic defence of mur-
derous terrorism.  

As far as numerous Hebdo support-
ers are concerned, that reverential 
fantasy remains intact. The apologists 
have a dogmatic, preacher-like fervour 
about them as they cast their censorial 
stones. Their black-and-white argu-
ment is that al-Qaeda-affiliated gunmen 
who killed and maimed in and around 
the magazine’s offices represent all de-
tractors. There is no subtlety: no 
acceptance that those of us left devas-
tated by the massacre might also have 
a critical view of the publication.

In fact, as a Muslim born and brought 
up in Paris, I have every right to object 
to the excesses of Charlie Hebdo, while 
also feeling immense compassion for 
the victims of an abhorrent crime. 
Not only are the magazine’s crass, 
outdated stereotypes unpleasant in 
themselves (black people portrayed 
as monkeys and slaves, for example), 
but they spread racist and religious 
hatred in a manner that would be ad-
monished instantly in every other 
sphere of public life.

Hebdo cartoonists and editorialists 
are part of France’s long tradition of 
anti-clericalism – they would be the 
first to admit that they despise religion 
and Islam in particular. In the words 
of former staff journalist Olivier 
Cyran, the magazine’s “obsessive 
pounding of Muslims” had “power-
fully contributed to popularising the 
idea that Islam is a major ‘problem’ in 
French society”. 

In recent years Hebdo’s abiding prej-
udice has become a useful ally to those 
demonising brown-skinned commu-
nities living in neglected suburbs. 
What better way to torment unwanted 
Muslims from France’s former colo-
nial empire than to ridicule them as 
puritanical savages who cannot take 
a bad joke?

Coco, one of the surviving Hebdo 

cartoonists, infamously depicted the 
Prophet Mohamed as a sexually devi-
ant porn star, with his genitals and bare 
bottom exposed. It is all very well to 
say that you can simply ignore such 
obscenities, but her images were dis-
tributed online to a Muslim-hating 
global audience, from gun-toting 
American patriots to an increasingly 
jingoistic European electorate. 

The cartoons continue to represent 
a bigot’s dream – a way to humiliate 
one of the most revered figures in 
Islam, along with his billion-and-a-
half followers, all in the name of fun.

Coco’s drawings first appeared 
when politicians such as former presi-
dent Nicolas Sarkozy and Marine Le 
Pen, of the Front National, were doing 
all they could to stigmatise Muslims 
who – unfashionable as it may sound 
– actually find great comfort and hope 
in their Prophet. In turn, the power 
brokers suggest that Islam is better 
associated with “an enemy within” 
and a terrorist threat.

The Coco-style “jokes” are mean-
while mitigated by pompous claims 
about how you need “to understand 
the French”, or at least have an elite 
education, to “get” them. In fact, this 
is pure hypocrisy: numerous laws 
aimed at stopping discrimination 
against ethnic and religious minori-
ties are simply ignored when it comes 
to the magazine. 

It is not hyperbolic to compare 
 Hebdo’s nastier material with that 
 produced by the Nazi Der Stürmer 
magazine in the run-up to the Holo-
caust. The argument that “only pens” 
are used by Hebdo to depict Muslims 
as “bearded cretins who spend their 
time on porn sites”, as “desert pigs”, 
and women as “sexual jihadists” as 
they pray towards Mecca, their alleged 
“pimp”, could just as easily have been 
applied to Der Stürmer’s poisonous 
caricatures of Jews. While any hint of 
anti-Semitism immediately results in 
criminal prosecutions in France, 

Liberalism and secularism are 
meant to let religion flourish 
A year after the shocking attack on ‘Charlie Hebdo’ staff, we should accept that 
France has lost sight of its commitment to equality for all citizens under the law

One man’s  Plight
Ellie Harrison 
(inset) is not alone 
in turning poverty 
into art and then 
money. Reporters 
and photographers 
who visit the Calais 
‘Jungle’ face the 
same dilemma rex 
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Hebdo is given a free pass every single 
time. There is no need for a blasphemy 
bill: the legislation has always been in 
place to rein Hebdo in, but it never is. 
In this sense, the magazine is the 
spoilt, snarling brat of a Paris estab-
lishment that is otherwise as censorial 
as it is secretive. 

After Hebdo’s offices were fire-
bombed in 2011 , the Socialist 
administration in Paris poured state 
funds into one of the worst security 
operations in history, providing a new 
“top secret” HQ that was anything 
but. Hebdo’s address was published 
in the telephone directory, and indeed 
in the magazine itself. A 24-hour po-
lice patrol car was initially posted 
outside the building but then – de-
spite  ongoing threats  –  was 
mysteriously stood down. 

In other words, the authorities con-
ceded that Hebdo was inflaming 
tensions to the point of violence, yet 
they wanted it to continue doing so, 
while not providing sufficient protec-
tion. Is this really what a society 
supposedly founded on tolerance and 
respect – on Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité 
– has come to? Is France all about test-
ing the boundaries of extremism – how 
far one group is prepared to mock and 
humiliate, and how far another is pre-
pared to react? 

Never mind that Hebdo was pitifully 
amateur, its circulation was plummet-
ing, and it faced bankruptcy (facts that 
the propagandists now conveniently 
overlook) – it had to be subsidised at 
any cost. Instead of controlling hate-
ful expression, the French Republic 
bankrolled it. 

Now we are back to square one: 
Hebdo is ensconced in another “top 
secret” Paris location, and is funded 
by millions more in state and charita-
ble donations. This money mainly 
comes from entitled secularists and 
liberals propagating the fallacious 
“right to offend” mantra – one that only 
works if you are offending the “right” 
kind of people. Thus deceitful argu-
ments for “free-speech” and against 
“censorship” are cynically used to 
spread hatred against devout immi-
grant communities, all in absolute 
contempt of the law. 

Secularism and liberalism are not 
meant to subjugate religion. On the 
contrary, if they are applied properly 
they create a respectful society in 
which all expressions of faith can flour-
ish, along with those who are atheists 
or agnostics. 

What Mr Portillo failed to point out 
following those vile crimes a year ago 
was that the producers of This Week 
refused to broadcast Charlie Hebdo’s 
work. Thus I was being castigated for 
attacking a magazine considered too 
offensive to display. The entire Hebdo 
myth is built on such hypocritical ab-
surdities – ones that make me object 
to its vicious excesses even more. 

The cartoons in ‘Charlie Hebdo’ 
represent a bigot’s dream reuters

many of my peers have never left the 
Greater Glasgow area. I’m not sure 
what this project attempts to achieve.” 
Ms Koepplinger professed herself 
“shocked” that the first artefact that 
the artist associated with living in 
Greater Glasgow for a year was a plate 
of chips and added: “Our culture is so 
much more than that. I don’t believe 
you need £15k to see that.” 

A Creative Scotland spokeswoman 
described the object of its largesse as 
a “recognised artist” with a master’s 
degree from Glasgow School of Art.

In Harrison’s immediate defence, it 
should be pointed out that she has ap-
parently lived and studied in Glasgow 
for nearly eight years, and can be pre-
sumed to know at least a little about 
the environment whose psycho-
 geography she now intends to map. 
And if, as Ms Koepplinger concedes, 
many people who live in Greater Glas-
gow have never left it, then surely this 
is a phenomenon worth investigating, 
even if the reason for this habit of stay-
ing put turns out to be poverty or 
straightforward inanition. The “ordi-
nary boys” of the Morrissey song, who 
are “happy going nowhere”, are a 
 sociologists’ dream merely because 
of their tethering to a landscape from 
which they won’t or can’t abscond.

As for the accusation that  Harrison, 
by taking Government money and post-
ing a picture of a plate of chips, is 
somehow launching herself on a “pov-
erty safari”, then it is worth pointing 
out that this complaint has not only 
been levelled at artists for upwards of 
200 years, but that the argument 
 attached to its framing is, from the art-
ist’s point of view, quite unwinnable. 
Choose not to study the effects of pov-
erty and deprivation and you are 
ignoring the artist’s manifest duty of 
taking stock of the world outside the 
window. Go and have a look, and 
 whatever the sincerity of your response, 
the length of your stay or the nature of 
your techniques, you will doubtless be 
accused of “voyeurism” or, worse, 
 “exploiting human misery”.

However unfair this double assault, 
it is, at the same time, rare for an art-
ist to emerge out of one of these 
engagements with his, or her, integrity 


