
Embracing darkness after Edinburgh International Book Festival 2018 

On Monday 20th August 2018, I had the pleasure of hearing Ali Smith speak at the 

Edinburgh International Book Festival. A powerhouse of contemporary literature, 

Smith's work has challenged the way we think about artistic boundaries and genres. 

Personally, Ali Smith's texts have been imaginative lifelines for me, opening up the 

beautiful strangeness and juxtaposition in our world that often goes uncelebrated. 

To add to the privilege, the event was chaired by Scotland's First Minister, Nicola 

Sturgeon. My gracious friend had bought me a ticket and to my giddy delight I found 

myself in the same room as two esteemed Scottish figures. It was wonderful. I was full 

of nervous excitement, hearing perfectly crafted anecdotes & quotes fall from Smith's 

own lips as she sat only metres away. 

She quoted from Dickens' A Christmas Carol: 

Darkness is cheap 

And went on to say that now, this time that we are currently living through, is 'the 

darkest time' she has lived. For Smith, in this modern world, where lies are becoming 

the medium of choice for how our reality is presented, 'fiction is one of our ways of 

telling the truth'. She laments the pitiful debate around the EU referendum, our 

collective inaction on climate change, the rise of far-right politics. She argues for our 

need to fight for light in the darkness, to demand it for ourselves. 

It was an inspiring hour. There remained an excited energy as the audience dissipated, 

melting back into individuals and shuffling out of the tent. I felt that Ali Smith had cast 

her wisdom over some thorny issues. Clutching to that energy, my friends and I 

replayed what we remembered of her words over a pint. We kept coming back to 'the 

darkest time', accepting just how turbulent things are, just how shit everything has 

become. There was a heavy silence, as though the severity of that statement had 

finally been heard. 

'Do you agree that this is the darkest time in modern history?' I was sheepish, as if 

questioning this undeniable fact would lump me in with flat-earthers and climate 

deniers. Because it appears that we are all following the same narrative. It is 



collectively accepted that we live in the most dangerous, corrosive, turbulent time. For 

the resurgent growth of divisions across the globe - political, racial, religious, 

gendered, scientific - we all seem to be singing from the same hymn sheet when it 

comes to denouncing the present as dreadful. 

What does it mean to live and love in this darkest time? Is it useful to constantly tell 

ourselves that, without doubt, civilisation has sunk to its lowest point over the last 50 

years? 

In the era of 'late-capitalism', are we existing in a simulacrum: our bright, shiny lives 

concealing the true darkness? The irony is that our political, moral and intellectual 

darkness has never been so illuminated. Many heinous acts, that were once hidden 

from view, are now projected straight into our homes: police brutality against POC at 

our dinner tables; #MeToo movement under our duvets. We are repeatedly told that 

our artificially brightened lives cause us sleep deprivation, screen addiction and 

depression. The unrelenting pressure of being perpetually reminded that all is 

unsalvageable: is it a self-fulfilling prophesy? 

Smith is arguing that in our modern lives, 'truth's so blatantly revealed as something 

dismissible'. Our politicians can choose to leave it out. Yet, for the vast majority of 

ordinary people across the world, this is the first time that humanity has been faced 

with so many insurmountable truths on a daily basis. We know that the planet is 

heading towards climate chaos. We know that the world's richest people are getting 

richer and leaving the rest behind. We know that democracy is being hijacked and 

immigration is being used a decoy. All the darkness is laid out for us. 

In that moment, on stage with potentially Scotland's most well-known bibliophile, Ali 

Smith spoke to the power of fiction to heal divides and create hopeful narratives. She 

spoke of how dialogue gives us a point at which 'stories meet and become one story'. 

Perhaps it is time then that our collective narrative embraced darkness, rather than 

battling against it as something to cast off. The Dark Mountain Project literally calls for 

just that: to embrace 'uncivilisation' in order to come to terms with our destruction of 

the planet. Then there is the International Dark Sky movement, which aims for us to 

turn our backs on capitalism's bright lights and retreat into darkness — for our own 
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good. Our culture and language is shaped by 'Enlightenment' ideals, which even 

etymologically favour light over dark. But pearls are formed in darkness. Darkness is 

protective, restorative, mysterious. It is outside of our comfort-zone. Perhaps it is a 

place we should visit more often? We may have descended further into darkness, but 

as we fumble around, bumping our heads, it's essential that we don't lose perspective. 

It may be impaired, but even in the dark, we have vision. Our pupils dilate, we live 

flashes of afterimage, our senses heighten. 

Back amid the comforting middle-class buzz of the Edinburgh International Book 

Festival gardens, slap-bang in the centre of one of the UK's most expensive (& elitist?) 

cities, where most young people feel they have no chance getting onto the property 

ladder, my friends and I sipped from corn-starch plastic pints destined for landfill. I had 

asked two twenty-somethings: 'Do you agree that this is the darkest time in modern 

history?' My Northern-Irish friend was leaning back thoughtfully, taking her time over 

the question. 'I know people who would probably say The Troubles were a bit worse', 

she said in her warm, wry way. My Egyptian friend laughed. 

 

 


