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Let me being with the kind of generalisation that is rather expected of a sociologist: diaspora is a very fragmentary experience – even a fragmenting one. In Robert Morrison MacIver’s case it was given coherence only in his autobiography when, in his eighty-fifth year, he looked back on his life. In doing so he carved Aberdeen – indeed Scotland generally – as a negative experience as he enthusiastically embraced first the University of Toronto and then Columbia University in New York – an Isle of Lewis lad successfully mobile, for whose roots in which he had no fond memory or good word. 
It thus appears puzzling to some that we want to commemorate his appointment to the University of Aberdeen. John Rex wrote to me recently, “I was surprised that given MacIver’s apparent contempt for Scotland and Aberdeen you chose to celebrate him”. But if one reads between the lines of his narrative of self in the autobiography we see how fragmentary – and fragmenting – his diasporic experience was. We glimpse the relatively strong residue of affection he retained for Scotland and this University. This claim is supported from the nuggets contained in his letters, spread across several archives of his interlocutors’ correspondence, although Columbia honours him with a few box files of letters and manuscripts tucked away as the MacIver archive – more dust than documentation.  

As an introduction to today’s proceedings I want to reconsider his self narrative about Aberdeen. But first let me welcome you all, and especially our speakers. To have collected such an impressive set of speakers is remarkable, for MacIver has been dead since 1970 and was very quickly jettisoned from sociology’s pantheon. He was someone whom Michael Banton, a doyen of a later generation, described to me recently as “an under-labourer, clearing the way for later theorising”, remarking that “what he had to say was so elementary” that he thought MacIver “had been forgotten by the mid-fifties.” He gave this personal memoir: “In the autumn term of, I think, 1948, MacIver gave a series of lectures in the Old Theatre at LSE. As his was a well-known name, the theatre was full for the first lecture. Since what he had to say was so elementary, his audience rapidly diminished. I was told that he once used a whole lecture to explain what was a vicious circle. A fellow student, Stewart Finch, told me that he wanted to stop attending but was too embarrassed to do so since the audience was by then down to five persons.”

However, another doyen from that same generation, John Rex, remarked recently of MacIver, “I am a great admirer and regard what I learned from Society as something I never regarded as a mistake”. In further personal correspondence he commented: “Once again a message of support from one of MacIver’s greatest admirers. Aberdeen is right to celebrate him” [note here then rather a change of attitude towards our commemoration]. John Rex went on: “The book Society in its original form contains definitions of sociology’s basic concepts much more revealing than those commonly used today.” Rex later added: “what seemed to be important were the definitions of terms like culture, society, community and association, all from his own thinking and not drawing on Tonnies and Weber. It seems to me that many contemporary sociologists have not sought to understand and explicate these terms. That is why it is not good enough for Michael to dismiss the discussion as elementary.” To those of you who know Banton and Rex you will gather they remain as divided as ever.

Ambivalence – in this case over MacIver’s reputation in sociology – is also the motif of my introductory remarks, for I want to locate our commemoration by focusing on the tension between opposites that marks his relationship with Aberdeen – and Scotland generally. We are, after all, a place from which MacIver very early took flight. He complained in his autobiography of the moral oppressiveness of the Isle of Lewis, the cultural tyranny of the Scottish Kirk, the remoteness of Aberdeen – he clearly did not see the irony of someone born in Stornoway criticising Aberdeen for its isolation – and outlined his difficulties in getting the new subject of sociology accepted in the University. He regaled how sociology was “regarded by pundits as outside the pale, a bastard, a quasi-subject with a bastard name”. Indeed, it has sometimes been claimed that he was dismissed by the University because his moral philosophy professor and head of department took exception to his sociological writings – a peculiarly perverse thing to happen in a Scottish university given that 18th century Scottish moral philosophers helped to invent the subject.
MacIver’s connections to us therefore seem tenuous enough to have brought you all here today under false pretences. Born in 1882, he was appointed to the University in 1907 to teach political philosophy and began teaching sociology in 1911 – making us the fourth oldest institution to introduce sociology and achieving something Patrick Geddes had earlier failed to do at Edinburgh, namely to get the teaching of the subject into Scotland’s ancient universities. He resided at 113 Hamilton Place in Aberdeen’s fashionable West End, which is now I am informed by a source I treat as utterly reliable, the Bruce Guest House, which is not the sideline of Aberdeen’s current established chair in sociology. But MacIver left these shores in 1915, spending the rest of his life the other side of the Atlantic. In his autobiography he writes that he “stuck Aberdeen” only in order to “secure the introduction of the demeaned subject sociology”, adding ruefully “it disappeared with me and half a century passed before it was resurrected”. 
As his modern-day heirs, it is thus perhaps an excess for us to honour him as an Aberdonian.  The account of his diasporic experience in his autobiography has him thoroughly absorbed into North American culture and its professional sociology, the public and private lives of the migrant coming together in an easy assimilation. His narrative reveals that he rarely returned to Scotland and when he did so it provoked intense criticism – the loss of family grieved him but not that of his Scottishness: a foreigner in his old land not the new.  He wrote on leaving for Canada in 1915: “I had no expectation of ever re-emigrating to my native land. It was a total renunciation…my natural optimism rebounded to thoughts of new experiences, the adventures, the ‘fresh woods and pastures new’ that Canada would hold for me.”  Yet his narrative of self cannot be relied upon with respect to Aberdeen – perhaps just as well – and his diaspora was more fragmentary than he later suggested. 
First I had better deal with the idea that we sacked him because of his interest in sociology, although this would not be the last time British universities were reluctant to embrace us. MacIver addresses this incident in his autobiography and claims he left because of interpersonal difficulties with the unnamed professor (who happened to be Sir James Black Baillie) over conflicting views on the importance of Hegel. In an unpublished manuscript in the Columbia archive, dated 1960, half a dozen years or so before the autobiography, MacIver is a tad blunter, and describes himself as seconded to this unnamed professor as gofer, who took a bitter dislike to MacIver, refusing to speak to him in the quad and unwilling to supply a decent testimonial. Contract lecturers today may recognise something of MacIver’s vulnerability, although it was normal for the times, and helps explain why MacIver’s recollections of Aberdeen are ambivalent. If not the sack, we would certainly nowadays call this constructive dismissal. The irony is that MacIver might have squared this circle had he focused on the sociological work of the Greek philosophers, as some of today’s sociologists at Aberdeen do, but he kept his twin interests in sociology and political philosophy in hermetic silos throughout his career. 
Now to my main point: the coherence MacIver later gave to his diaspora experience underscores its fragmentary nature, for his autobiographical narrative also discloses the tokens of Scotland that he kept in Toronto and New York. I mean this in two senses – symbolic tokens of remembrance, and the diaspora networks of Scottish intellectuals he participated in.  The symbolic tokens of remembrance were many and multifarious. He expressed no affection for his parents but later named his twins after them. He was eager to collect items from his old home on the death of his parents.  He admits that it was his Scottishness that initially made Canada attractive – “a Scot is not unlikely to feel more at ease migrating to Canada than living in England” – and his family built a summer house on a lakeside in Canada that must have replicated the Isle of Lewis in scenery and remoteness (but not cultural oppressiveness), that they maintained well after moving to the US and only sold when a similar summer house was established on Cape Cod. They even had a maid imported from Scotland for their Canadian lakeside retreat.
He uses the self-appellation of “Highlander” on several occasions in his narrative of self, including a selection of photographs in the autobiography that are emblematic of his life, one of which has him in full Highland dress, with MacIver clan kilt. He notes that for all his travels he retained throughout a strong Scottish accent, refusing to adopt the intonation of North Americans. While at Aberdeen he joined the Gordon Highlander Territorials as first lieutenant. This is indicative of the social networks he immersed himself in while in Aberdeen. While he came to consider the Territorials as too militaristic – “a feeling of revulsion gradually came over me” – his intellectual networks at Aberdeen were Highland. At Aberdeen his circle of friends was restricted to a group of “Highland scholars”, as he calls them, a collection of “kindred scholars”, people like himself in background, from places in the West of Scotland even remoter than Aberdeen was to become. Within sociology he knew émigré Scots in England, such as Patrick Geddes, and through him Victor Branford, who had spent twenty-five years or so growing up in Edinburgh. He also knew James Seth, Professor at the University of Edinburgh, who assisted him in obtaining the position in Canada. 

It was Scottish diaspora networks like this that took him to Toronto. With a concern to resist the Americanization of the University of Toronto, its early founders deliberately recruited from Britain; the first principal was an Irishman (John McCaul, formerly of Trinity College Dublin), and at the time of MacIver’s appointment the Principal was Sir Robert Falconer, a Charlottesville-born Presbyterian clergyman and New Testament scholar, who has been described as scouting the ground in Britain on frequent hiring trips. The University of Toronto had a long tradition of Scots working on archaeology, anthropology and ethnology, dating from Sir Daniel Wilson, who had been a member of the Society of Antiquarians of Scotland and had worked on Scotland’s prehistoric archaeology, a link taken further by Thomas McIlwraith, who followed Wilson some years later and who although was Canadian had spent the First World War in the King’s Own Scottish Borderers. 
It is unclear how well MacIver knew the Scottish ethnologists and anthropologists in Toronto – he was in a department of political economy – but MacIver’s first head of department in Toronto, James Mavor, was a Stranraer-born son of the manse, who much favoured hiring academics from Britain. Mavor returned to Scotland on retirement and was well known to the Scottish ex-patriots who dominated early British sociology. Patrick Geddes’s obituary of Mavor described his department of political economy as “the most comprehensive and fully sociological in the world”, and it is clear from Mavor’s autobiography that he was conversant with sociology. Together Mavor and MacIver were instrumental in appointing social scientists from Britain, such as the social geographer Patrick Dobbs, a nephew of the Webbs at the LSE, and the social philosopher Edward Johns Urwick, another LSE man with whom MacIver had a close relationship, and who helped found the department of social work in Toronto.
If it is the case, as I am arguing, that his Scottishness took him to Canada in the first place, we would expect that its lure would have enticed him back, despite the attempt late in his life to represent his diaspora as a coherent experience that involved the renunciation of Scotland. The fragmentary nature of MacIver’s diaspora is unveiled in letters from the time. In 1920 he wrote a letter to Graham Wallas, LSE professor of political philosophy and a fellow Scot, asking him to keep MacIver abreast of any appointments he knew to be forthcoming in Scotland; clearly he wanted to return.  And he nearly did so to Aberdeen too. The Mavor archive at the University of Toronto contains an exchange with MacIver between 1920-21 that discloses MacIver was being touted by the University of Aberdeen for a return to a new Chair in Political Economy. His autobiography put words into the young MacIver’s mouth on leaving the Island for the University of Edinburgh in 1899, at a tender age of seventeen or so, that he was glad to be shot of the place. Yet in a letter to Mavor dated 4th July 1920, we discover him back on the Island and writing that he had met with the Principal of the University to discuss the Chair, the latter promising to keep MacIver abreast of developments. June 21st the following year, MacIver writes from the Grand Hotel Aberdeen of having met the Principal once again. Aberdeen University’s eagerness was not reciprocated though, for in another letter to Mavor from Stornoway, dated 1st July 1921 – in what was clearly a long stay – MacIver explains that he felt he could not leave Toronto “this year” after having committed himself to becoming Professor of Political Economy and Head of Department to replace Mavor. He left open the possibility of return however, writing that it was conceivable to accept the Principal’s offer to delay the appointment until 1922; he also thanked Mavor for notice of a lectureship at the University of Glasgow and indicated he was seeking an interview with its Principal. 
Migrants often manage the fragmenting nature of the diaspora experience through developing a “myth of return”, which usually proves more attractive to contemplate than enact. By the time his narrative of self was written in the autobiography, nearly fifty years later, we are told nothing of this longing for home or the possibility of return to the University, such is the way experiences of diaspora are given coherence only in retrospect. What would sociology have been like at Aberdeen – and Scotland generally – had he accepted? That’s another story, as they say – but the evidence of his interest in returning here justifies today’s event by bolstering our claim to him as an Aberdeen sociologist, whose connections to us are worth honouring in this centenary year of his appointment to the University.
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