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Abstract

This thesis has explored the identity and legacy that the 79 Group left to the Scottish 

National Party. The 79 Group was an organization created within the SNP in the aftermath of the 

Devolution Referendum held in Scotland on 1 March 1979. In order to determine what legacy the 

79 Group left, it was first necessary to establish the ideological portrait of the Group, what it stood 

for, what were its ideas, policies and ideologies. Although the 79 Group put forward three main 

principles: nationalism, socialism and republicanism, it also developed many other ideas and modes

of action. The 79 Group took some of the themes introduced in the 1970s by the SNP and amplified 

them, for instance, unemployment which became one of the main arguments the Group used in 

order to illustrate its case for independence. After three years of an intense but short life, the Group 

was banned out of the SNP and seven members were evicted. They all came back in the 1980s and a

small portion of these former personae non gratae climbed up the ladder to the top of the SNP’s 

leadership but also to the top of Scottish politics. This thesis has explored whether the 79 Group left

a legacy to the SNP and if the former members carried the Group’s legacy with them. The political 

manifestos the SNP published for elections from the 1983 to the early 2000s were examined in 

order to trace the legacy. The research for this thesis has shown that the Group’s ideas were very 

present in the 1980s and especially in the manifesto published for the General Election of 1983 

which occurred only several months after the Group was forced to stop. An analysis of the SNP 

manifestos then showed that the ideas and policies of the Group declined especially in the 1990s 

and it became almost impossible to detect once in the new millennium, exactly when the former 

members arrived in positions of power. As a result, this thesis has concluded that the former Group 

members rose up to power by giving up on the principles defended by the 79 Group.  Nevertheless, 

the study of the manifestos also proved that the 79 Group managed to hand down to the SNP one of 

its strongest points: the nationalist party should develop its economic and social programmes in 

order to convince a larger electorate, that is what the 79 Group asserted in the first “Group Paper” it 

published in 1979. During the 1980s, the Party started to develop economic and social policies until 

the 1990s where it was able to present a full political manifesto tackling many issues that Scots 

encounter in their daily-life.  
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Abbreviations 

CNS: Campaign for Nationalism in Scotland

Provisional IRA: Provisional Irish Republican Army

PSF: Provisional Sinn Féin 

SI: Scots Independent

SD: Social-Democracy

SLP: Scottish Labour Party (Jim Sillars’s party in the 1970s)

NLS: National Library of Scotland

SNP: Scottish National Party

UK: United Kingdom

To avoid many repetitions of the “79 Group”, its members are sometimes referred as the “79ers”, a 

term used as well by the scholar Peter Lynch.1

1 Peter Lynch, SNP: The History of the Scottish National Party (Cardiff: Welsh Academic Press, 2002), 176.

10



Introduction

Definition

This thesis has studied the 79 Group, an organization formed within the Scottish National 

Party after the Devolution Referendum held on 1 March 1979 in Scotland. More precisely, this 

work has focused on the legacy that the 79 Group left to the SNP. In this thesis, the term legacy is 

meant to be understood as the ideas in terms of policies and ideologies and the personalities that the 

79 Group handed down to the Scottish National Party after it was banned in 1982. The legacy of the

ideas have been traced in the political manifestos the SNP published for elections from the 1980s to 

the early 2000s. 

Background

The 79 Group was formed at the end of an important decade for the SNP which was marked 

by the first major electoral successes of the Party and which ended with a double setback. Indeed 

the results of the 1979 devolution referendum were considered as insufficient by the UK 

government and the SNP lost nine of its eleven MPs in Westminster. In December 1976, the Labour 

government stated that the establishment of a Welsh and Scottish assemblies will be put under 

referendum although this was not mentioned in the 1974 Labour manifesto. Then, in January 1978, 

an amendment to the Scotland Act was proposed by a Labour MP, George Cunningham with the 

support of the Tory opposition stipulating that if less than forty per cent of the total electorate voted 

‘yes’ the act would be repealed. The Scottish vote supported the devolved assembly proposition 

with 52:48 but only represented 32.9% of the registered electorate.2 Despite this chaotic year, the 

1970s were a booming period for the Party. The SNP saw an increase in the membership and in the 

extension of the organisation of the Party particularly with the important development of local 

branches. The SNP extended its position in Scotland, recruited new members and had the 

opportunity to demonstrate its ability to become a major Scottish political force. This success also 

permitted the party to organize better and to professionalize. In the general election of February 

1974, the Scottish National Party secured seven seats gaining six seats from the previous election 

and in October 1974, they gained four additional seats.3 1979 marked the decline of the SNP which 

lost nine of its eleven seats, it only managed to keep Donald Stewart in the Western Isles and 

Gordon Wilson from the Dundee East constituency. The General Election only symbolised the peak 

2 Gerry Hassan, “Scottish Nationalism and Scottish Labour” in The Modern SNP: From Protest to Power, ed. Gerry 
Hassan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 153.

3 Peter Lynch, SNP: The History of the Scottish National Party (Cardiff: Welsh Academic Press, 2002), 123.
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of the declining year already well started in March with the Devolution Referendum. The defeats 

provoked deep changes and forced the SNP to perform an introspective work. To respond to the 

crisis, several answers were proposed, the 79 Group was one of them. The Group gathered the left-

wing branch of the Party, it was founded, among others by Stephen Maxwell, Andrew Currie and 

Margo MacDonald. In 1979 Margo MacDonald was the deputy leader of the SNP and Maxwell was

the SNP Vice-Chairman responsible for policy and he was also the party’s campaign director for the

devolution referendum. However, the Group did not gather all of the left-wing branch of the Party, 

for example, Isobel Lindsay and Tom McAlpine, who were both part of the executive under Billy 

Wolfe’s leadership, did not join the Group founded by their former colleagues Maxwell and 

MacDonald. The 79 Group united around three main principles: nationalism, socialism and 

republicanism, and was then joined by several scholars such as Owen Dudley Edwards, Gavin 

Kennedy or Jack Brand as well as by a part of the young SNP headquarters staff such Roseanna 

Cunningham, Steve Butler, Robert Crawford and Duncan Maclaren. To this group can be added 

Alex Salmond, a civil servant and economist and Kenny MacAskill, a lawyer.4 The journalist David 

Torrance claimed that the Group was “always small in number – there were never more than 100 

active members”.5 In a report dating from 12th September 1981, a Group member was regretting the 

poor attendance of the members during demonstrations organised by the Group, he cited as an 

example the last two visits of Prime Minister Thatcher in Renfrew and Cumnock.6 And in the 

“Report Session from the period 1980/1981”, Stewart Buchanan, the Group’s secretary deplored the

low attendance during the nine meetings that occurred during the session (six plenary and three 

ordinary meetings), there were about thirty, thirty-five people but it had never “exceeded 40” which 

“represented 1/5, 1/7 of the membership”.7 This clearly indicates that the Group did not have 

particularly broad appeal among SNP members, their lack of popularity within their own party 

could be explained by the opposition towards them expressed by the Party’s leadership as well as by

the many controversies the 79 Group created during its three years of existence. The Group was 

forced to stop at the Annual Party Conference in Ayr in June 1982 and some members were expelled

in the autumn 1982, marking the end of three years of internal conflicts within the Scottish National

Party. Even though the Group had always faced opposition within the Party, two events precipitated 

the end of the Group: the Old Royal High School break-in and a controversy over the supposed 

links between the 79 Group and Sinn Féin.

4 David Torrance, “The Journey from the 79 Group to the Modern SNP,” in The Modern SNP: From Protest to Power,
ed. Gerry Hassan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 164.
5 Torrance, “79 Group”, 174.
6 SNP 79 Group, “Report”, 12 September 1981, in Acc. 11565/ 23, National Library of Scotland.
7 79 Group, “Reports”, Acc 11565/23, National Library of Scotland.
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Since 1980, the 79 Group had focused on two campaigns “Scottish Resistance” and “Civil 

Disobedience”. On 16th October 1981, as part of the Civil Disobedience campaign six members of 

the 79 Group including Jim Sillars broke into the Edinburgh’s Old Royal High School on Calton 

Hill, the nineteenth century neoclassical building was proposed in the 1970s to welcome the 

Scottish devolved assembly but the project was abandoned after the 1979 Referendum. Once on 

Calton Hill, Jim Sillars delivered the “Calton Hill Declaration”8 and was then arrested for acts of 

vandalism. This episode also triggered sharp hostilities on the part of some Party members against 

the Group. There had always been tensions between the 79 Group and the SNP’s leadership and 

even if the break-in was part of the ‘Civil Disobedience’, an SNP Campaign and therefore agreed by

the Party, as the minutes of some meetings which occurred at SNP Headquarters proved.9 The 

break-in was the perfect excuse for the Group’s opposition to finally take them down. 

Almost at the same moment, some documents were linked to the Glasgow Herald revealing 

alleged links between the ‘79 Group and the Provisional Sinn Féin (PSF) in Northern Ireland. In 

1980, the SNP National Council had passed a motion of non-cooperation with Sinn Féin. The 79 

Group had set up a Northern Ireland Committee to discuss common problems such as 

unemployment. In 1981, Sinn Féin sent a request to the Group asking them to send a speaker to its 

annual conference. A minute dating from 15th August 1981 clearly indicated that this request had 

been rejected but, in order to find a compromise, Margo MacDonald suggested that a range of 

speakers from the Nationalist Parties in Ireland were to be invited to speak and not just one.10 The 

minutes were unratified by the Group but they were somehow retrieved by William Houston, the 

vice-chairman of the SNP’s Craigton branch and he sent them to the Glasgow Herald. Following 

the publication, Stephen Maxwell addressed a long letter to the Group members clarifying the 

situation and explaining that there was no link between the PSF and the Group. Indeed, the 

unratified minutes should have never been published, in addition Houston only selected some parts 

of the minutes. If they would have been analysed completely, there would have been absolutely not 

that much to write on the supposed links between the Group and Sinn Féin. Maxwell even 

denounced the “vigorous one-man campaign against the 79 Group”.11 In the early 1980s, Sinn Féin 

was still closely associated to the Provisional IRA, in the context of the Troubles, this kind of 

rumours were fatal. As a result, this let a stain on the Group’s reputation already compromised by 

8 Jim Sillars, “Calton Hill Declaration,” 79 Group News, October 1981.
9 The break-in of the Old Royal High School was discussed in details during a meeting of the National Executive 

Committee on 9 October 1981 in the SNP HQ in Edinburgh. The minutes of this meeting can be found in the 
accession file 10090/ 166 in the National Library of Scotland.

10 79 Group, Unratified Minutes of Plenary Meeting,  August 15, 1981, Acc 10090/166. National Library of Scotland.
11 Stephen Maxwell, Letter to the 79 Group Members, October 26, 1981, Acc 10090/170. National Library of 

Scotland.
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the affair on Calton Hill. The break-in in the Old Royal High School cumulated with the minutes 

mentioning a bond with Sinn Féin exactly when the Troubles in Northern Ireland were at their peak 

were disastrous for the Group’s public image. As a result, these two events precipitated the end of 

the Group and it was banned during the 1982’s SNP Annual Conference.

Thesis statement 

The 79 Group was created in a time of great political turmoil, and was meant as an attempt 

to respond to this crisis by proposing an ideological debate within the SNP. The Group’s three-year-

life was quite intense and it was full of controversies, however it managed to propose a coherent 

ideological programme. Although most of their ideas were not accepted while the Group was alive, 

the research done for this work has showed that some of their policies found their way into the 

SNP’s political manifestos, some ideas had a short life but some had a long one. Although the 

Group’s “basic principles” did not become mainstream, the Group also developed other ideas that 

were slowly adopted and proposed by the SNP. The other important point in terms of legacy is the 

personalities the Group ‘discovered’ and put forward. Some were evicted from the Party after the 

ban of the Group but they all came back and some had an astonishingly long and successful 

political career. This thesis centred around several questions that guided the research which are: 

What was the 79 Group exactly about? What were its principles, what kind of policies did it stand 

for? What legacy did it leave to the SNP?  What impact did the Group leave on the SNP in the long-

term? In the short-term? Did the legacy of ideas and the legacy of the people follow the same path? 

Sources

In order to examine and analyse the ideology and the political legacy of the 79 Group, I 

needed to have access to the SNP archives that are being held at the National Library of Scotland. 

The Group published at least seven Papers, a “Group Paper” is usually composed of several essays 

that had been discussed during the conferences organised by the 79 Group. After the conference, the

essays were compiled together to form what they called a Paper on the topic tackled during the 

conference. Five of these Papers are in the NLS, Group Paper number one contains several essays 

that had been discussed in May 1979 when the Group had just been created, they reflected on the 

recent General Election in which the SNP lost nine of its eleven seats. The first Paper was built over

the course of several meetings held from May to August 1979. The Paper also contains the 

idealogical framework of the Group as well as a definition of the principles the Group stood for. 

During the Group’s first organised conference on 18 August 1979 in Glasgow, the papers were 
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amended to reflect the position of the Group as a whole. These papers are “Independence” initially 

written by Andrew Currie, “Labour or Socialism” by Stephen Maxwell and “The Monarchy and 

Republicanism” by Roger Mullin. These papers gave substance to the three principles adopted by 

the Group in June. I also looked at the Papers number three, five, six and seven. I will return to 

them in chapter one. Papers number two and four were missing from the National Library of 

Scotland’s collections but according to an advertisement published by the Group in the nationalist 

newspaper the Scots Independent in July 1980, these papers would respectively be entitled “Nuclear

Deterrent v National Health” and “The District Election of May 1980”. From March or April 1981 

to August 1982, the Group also published a monthly newspaper named The 79 Group News with 

Chris Cunningham as editor, these are also available in the NLS. The 79 Group also inspired articles

written in the Scots Independent and the Scotsman. I also had access to the minutes of the Group’s 

meetings as well as to some files of papers and letters concerning their activities, these are part of 

the modern political manuscript collections of the National Library of Scotland located in 

Edinburgh. I had to request the Scottish National Party’s authorization to look at two of the 

accession files, Acc. 11987 and Acc. 10754. In terms of secondary sources, I mainly relied on Peter 

Lynch’s The History of the Scottish National Party published in 2002 and on David Torrance’s 

Salmond Against the Odds as well as an article entitled “The Journey from the 79 Group to the 

Modern SNP” Torrance wrote for Gerry Hassan’s The Modern SNP: From Protest to Power. 

Outlines

Chapter 1 establishes a portrait of the 79 Group, the narrative of the 79 Group’s story is non-

exhaustive as it would be too long to tell it completely and it would not be relevant to the topic of 

this thesis. The chapter starts with a short chronology of the Group exploring how and why it was 

formed. It then goes on with an analysis of the ideological background of the Group which leads to 

an examination of the ideas and principles of the Group. The first chapter ends with the narrative 

and the analysis of two campaigns the 79 Group launched “Scottish Resistance” and “Civil 

Disobedience”. Then, chapter two focuses on the legacy that the 79 Group left to the SNP. This 

chapter mainly centres on the ideological legacy by tracing three different themes: unemployment, 

poverty and the relationships with trade-unions; gradualism and the development of economic and 

social policies; and the legacy in terms of left-wing that the Group left to the SNP.  A description 

and analysis of these themes as dealt by the Group is provided in order to then trace how this idea 

has been used by the SNP in the political manifestos it published from the 1980s to the early 2000s.
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Chapter 1. A Portrait of the SNP 79 Group

The 79 Group was founded in the aftermath of the 1979 Devolution Referendum as a 

response to the crisis it provoked within the Scottish National Party. This first chapter investigates 

the identity of the 79 Group and tries to draw a portrait of this political grouping. To begin with, I 

established how and why the Group was created to then continue with a presentation of the Group’s 

ideas and principles, this section relied on the written material produced by the Group and 

especially on a series of documents entitled the “Group Papers”. Then, the relationship the Group 

had with the Scottish National Party has been explored thanks to the letters exchanged between 

some Group members and SNP leaders. This chapter finally concludes with an analysis of “Civil 

Disobedience” and “Scottish Resistance”, two campaigns the Group launched and which constitutes

a considerable part of its legacy. But first, let’s start with the narrative of the genesis of the 79 

Group.

I. The forming of the 79 Group

According to an article from 2009 written by the journalist David Torrance, it was Roseanna

Cunningham, at the time research assistant for the SNP who first mentioned that a group should be 

created.12 In its initial stages, the Group was first named “Interim Committee for Political 

Discussion” in February 1979 during the Referendum campaign. Two days after the results, on 3 

March 1979, Margo MacDonald, the SNP Deputy Leader, made a spontaneous speech during the 

SNP National Council in which she analysed the results of the vote, she argued that the middle 

classes had voted “no” in the Referendum and the working classes had voted “yes” therefore the 

Party should plan its strategy on winning over the latter. Again according to Torrance, eight SNP 

members who agreed with MacDonald’s point of view met on 10 March and, on May 31, around 

thirty people gathered in the Belford Hotel in Edinburgh. This was the Group’s first formal meeting 

during which three spokespeople were designated: Margo MacDonald, Andrew Currie and Alex 

Salmond. The second official meeting was held on 8 June 1979, that is when the Group decided to 

adopt three principles: nationalism, socialism and republicanism. On another meeting held on 21 

June, the “Interim Committee for Political Discussion” officially became the 79 Group and they 

decided to restrict the membership to the Party’s members. On 18 August 1979, the Group held its 

first conference in Glasgow and they adopted three papers detailing with the Group’s principles 

chosen earlier that summer. The Group was organized just as any other political movement, they 

12 David Torrance, “The Journey from the 79 Group to the Modern SNP,” in  The Modern SNP: From Protest to
Power, ed. Gerry Hassan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 162.
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scheduled ordinary and plenary meetings several times a year, the membership was open to SNP 

members only and there was a small annual fee. Moreover, according to a 79 Group’s “Committee 

Report” from 10 August 1980, the mouvement also cultivated links with other organisations such as 

Amnesty Internation, the Glasgow Anti-Cuts Campaign and the Edinburgh Anti-Apartheid Group.13 

Thanks to the minutes of the Group’s meetings, we know that they organised nine meetings during 

the year 1980/1981, there were six plenary and nine ordinary.14 The Group also organised 

conferences open to all, they covered quite a large range of topics concerning Scottish politics and 

were able to attract some distinguished speakers, here are some of the topics they tackled: “The 

Cost of Trident” on 16 December 1979, “Scotland and the British Crisis”, on 23 February 1980 and 

“Has the Private Sector a Future” on 17 May 1980. Usually, during the conferences, papers were 

presenting in order to discuss the theme of the day, speakers could be 79 Group members or also 

non-SNP members. For example the nationalist Tom Nairn presented an essay for the First Paper 

entitled “Scotland After the Elections”.15 The historian Christopher Harvie also spoke on “The 

Experience of Other Nationalist Movements” during the Group’s conference on 

“Parliamentarianism – The Only Option” held on 17 May 1981 in Glasgow. According to the Group

Paper number five, the journalist Chris Baur even participated in the Glasgow Conference, he 

covered the activities of the 79 Group and of the SNP for the Scotsman. Usually, after the 

conferences, the Group gathered the essays that had been discussed and published a Group Paper. 

At least seven Papers had been published during the Group’s existence. The first one was simply 

entitled “SNP 79 Group Papers N°1” and was published after the Group’s first conference which 

occurred on 18 August 1979. The Paper contained both a reflection on the SNP after the elections of

1979 and the details of the aims and principles of the newly formed organization. Paper number 

three was published after the conference on “Scotland after the British Crisis”, the paper was only 

signed by Stephen Maxwell and contained an extended critique of the Labour Party as well as the 

successive Labour governments, the Paper also proposed what Maxwell called a “Left alternative”, 

a radical left-wing alternative to Labour.16 Paper number five was published after a conference on 

“Has the Scottish private sector a Future?”, the Paper reporting this conference was signed by 

Robert Crawford. Paper number six was published in 1981 and entitled “The Case for Left Wing 

Nationalism”, it was an essay signed by Stephen Maxwell in which he theorized a radical left-wing 

path to independence. This paper was arguably the most decisive in shaping the 79 Group’s 

ideological framework.  It argued that the only way for nationalism to win over the Scottish 

13 79 Group, “Committee Report,” 10 August 1980 in Acc 11565/ 23, National Library of Scotland.
14 79 Group,  “SNP 79 Group Secretary’s  Report  Session 1980 /  1981,”  in  Acc.  11565/  23,  National  Library  of

Scotland.
15 79 Group, “Group Paper No. 1,” 5-7.
16 79 Group, “Group Paper No.3,” 8.
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electorate was to “appeal on an unsentimental view of the social and economic interests of the 

Scottish people”.17 Maxwell thought that nationalism had to stop focusing on Scottish identity and 

more generally on aspects of cultural nationalism to instead emphasizing the “social and economic 

interests that can be united behind the demand for independence”.18 For Maxwell, these social and 

economic interests were to be best represented by the ideas of the Left and especially socialism. 

Indeed his essay borrowed several Marxist concepts such as economic determinism and the base 

and superstructure relationship, which Stephen Maxwell thought were reproducing an entire system 

of economic, social, cultural and political inequalities in Scotland.19 To illustrate his point, Maxwell 

used some figures to show that social mobility in Scotland was extremely limited and that Scottish 

society was very unequal in terms of redistribution of wealth, income and power.20 Then, he 

developed probably his most well-constructed argument on ‘bourgeois nationalism’. He argued that 

in the nineteenth century, this bourgeois nationalism could have been a strong instrument but that 

“the long decline of the Scottish private sector has destroyed the social and economic base in 

Scotland for ‘bourgeois nationalism’. In the absence of such a class, he argued that the only 

possibility was the working class that had to be used as a social base for a Nationalist movement in 

Scotland. And, according to Maxwell, to appeal to this working class, the movement had to be 

socialist to defend the national interests of these people.21 In conclusion, Maxwell argued in favour 

of a radical Left path to independence, for him, the SNP should establish itself as “the radical 

Scottish alternative to the Labour Party.”22 This concept of “left wing nationalism” was at the centre

of all of the Group’s ideas and policies. Indeed, in their First Paper, they defended “a socialist 

redistribution of power, income and wealth”,23 they were against de-industrialisation, created strong 

links with the trade unions and helped workers who fought against the closure of their factories in 

Plessey, Leyland and Greenock thanks to the campaigns of ‘Civil Disobedience’ and ‘Scottish 

Industrial Resistance”.24 This concept had an enormous impact both the Group and the SNP as a 

whole. Maxwell concluded that the SNP, in order to be credible and to appeal to voters had to 

follow a “consistent line” and based its analysis on the “economic and social needs” of the Scots.25 

Kenny MacAskill, a former Group member who was part of the first Salmond government in 2007 

used the expression in 2009 to qualify the SNP policy, an analysis of the legacy of this concept will 

17 Stephen Maxwell, “The Case for Left Wing Nationalism,” Group Paper No.6. 1981. Reprint in The Case for Left
Wing Nationalism, ed. Stephen Maxwell and Jamie Maxwell (Edinburgh: Luath Press, 2013), 76.

18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 82, 86.
20 Ibid., 87.
21 Ibid., 94-97. 
22 Ibid., 99.
23 79 Group, “Group Paper No.1,” 7.
24 79 Group, “Group Paper No.6: “The Scottish Industrial Resistance,” 1982. National Library of Scotland.
25 Maxwell, ‘The Case for Left Wing Nationalism,” 99.
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be provided below.26 A few months before its disbandment, the Group published a last Paper 

entitled “The Scottish Industrial Resistance”, the introduction was written by Alex Salmond and the 

Paper contained the contributions of, among others, Jim Sillars, Kenny MacAskill and addresses the

successes and limits of the campaign on “Scottish Resistance”. The quality of the Papers varied but 

I would argue that the two most beautifully written and well argued Papers are the last two “The 

Case for Left Wing Nationalism” and “The Industrial Scottish Resistance”. To sum it up, the 79 

Group had only existed for about three years, which is quite short nonetheless its members managed

to make it an active and productive political undertaking. The written material they produced and 

especially the First Paper they released at the end of the summer 1979 is the starting point to assess 

the 79 Group’s identity and legacy. The 79 Group used and amplified a set of policies that emerged 

within the SNP in the 1970, the main architects of these policies were the founding members of the 

Group.

II. The 79 Group: an ideological background from the 1970s

As I argued previously, the 79 Group was formed as a result of the SNP internal crisis 

provoked by the 1979 referendum. The 79 Group gathered some of the defeated leaders of the 

1970s. Indeed, at the 1979 Annual SNP Conference in September, Margo MacDonald lost her post 

of Senior Vice-Chairman (deputy leader) and Stephen Maxwell who was running for SNP Chairman

(party leader) was defeated as well.27 In 2009, in an article entitled “From Social Democracy back 

to No Ideology? - The Scottish National Party and Ideological Change in a Multi-Level Electoral 

Setting”, the scholar Peter Lynch argued that the 79 Group’s objective “was largely to attack the old

guard” of the SNP.28 By the term “old guard” Lynch meant the traditionalists within the Party, 

people like Robert McIntyre, Gordon Wilson who were fundamentalists and hostile to the 

development of policies other than independence within the SNP. In opposition to this current, there

was this new generation of nationalists who emerged under Billy Wolfe’s leadership of the Party in 

the 1970s. This ‘new guard’, opposed to the old one was composed of “individuals within the party 

who formed the leadership of office-bearers, National Executive members and staff members in the 

1970s such as Margo MacDonald, Isobel Lindsay, Tom McAlpine, Stephen Maxwell and George 

Reid.”29 Lynch argued that these people were central in the elaboration of the SNP left-wing policies

and on developing gradualism within the SNP. Margo MacDonald and Stephen Maxwell were part 

26 Quoted in Torrance, “From the 79 Group to the Modern SNP,” in The Modern SNP: From Protest to Power, ed. 
Gerry Hassan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009): 173.

27 Lynch, The History of the SNP, 170.
28 Peter Lynch, “From Social Democracy back to No Ideology? - The Scottish National Party and Ideological Change 

in a Multi-level Electoral Setting,” Regional and Federal Studies 19, no. 4-5 (2009), 15.
29 Ibid.
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of this ‘new guard’. As Peter Lynch argued, it was among these people, part of the Party’s executive

during the 1970s, that emerged the idea to develop a new set of policies in order to attract a wider 

electorate. This idea was central to the formation of the Group in 1979, they developed economic 

and social policies, it was a new strategy in order to convince the Scots that Scotland would be 

better off without the United Kingdom. This change had been initiated with the manifestos the SNP 

published for the elections of 1974 which contained an economic programme and some very clear 

references to social-democracy. Indeed, the terms “social justice”, “full employment” and the 

importance of industry were the core of a manifesto published in August of the same year. They also

advocated different levels of support as they planned on launching a “war on poverty” because they 

were alarmed by the extensive misery suffered in Scotland.30 The presence of these themes in the 

1974 manifesto was also explained by the difficult social context of the time marked by the rise of 

unemployment and poverty. Even though the Group did not exactly break fresh ground with these 

issues, it amplified these themes and brought them to a whole new level and shone a brighter light 

on them especially with the twin campaigns on “Scottish Resistance” and “Civil Disobedience” 

which were launched by the 79 Group in 1980 and then adopted by the SNP in 1981. To conclude 

on this point, the 1970s and the early 1980s were marked by the clash of two visions regarding the 

SNP and the line it should adopt, a fundamentalist or a gradualist approach to independence. The 79

Group opted for a gradualist vision, this last point is addressed with more details in chapter two. 

The objective of this thesis is to determine if the 79 Group’s vision as well as their ideas and 

principles displayed in the first Paper they released managed to survive after its disbandment in 

1982.

The Group’s main goal was to initiate ideological discussion within the SNP as explained in 

the first paper produced by the Group in August 1979. In an essay entitled “Which way forward?” 

written by Andrew Currie for the Group’s First Paper, he claimed in a paragraph named “A non-

political party?” that “Debate is the life blood of a political party: the SNP is getting anaemic for 

lack of debate.”31 Indeed, as this essay was written in preparation for a Group’s meeting held on 31 

May 1979 and it was then published during the summer 1979, Currie argued that the SNP, in order 

to avoid the ideological conflicts which had marked its early history, had adopted a position that he 

qualified as “non-ideological” or “non-political”. According to Currie, it allowed the party to stand 

united and to focus on the main objective: independence but he suggested that once independence 

would be obtained, the party would collapse, having achieved its main and only goal. The Group as 

well as some other SNP commentators and observers named this “non-ideological” line, the “all 

30 SNP, “Scotland’s Future – SNP Manifesto,” August 1974, in Acc. 10090/200, National Library of Scotland.
31 SNP 79 Group, “Group Paper N°1”, 3.
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things to all men”.32 This expression meant that the SNP, by refusing to adopt a clear ideological 

position and to settle on the traditional political spectrum could symbolize different, “all things”, to 

many different people. The party was only defending the case for independence and it thus 

permitted to attract a wide range of Nationalists with different opinions.  Originally, the expression 

was drawn from the New Testament: “To the weak I became weak, that I might gain the weak. I 

became all things to all men, that I might save all.”33 This analysis served as a basis for the forming 

of the Group, although its ideological basis, the Group had a short life, one way to explain it was the

tensed relationship it maintained with the mother party. 

III. The relationship between the 79 Group and the SNP’s leadership

The Group was created as a reaction against the 1979 defeats undergone by the SNP and was

representative of the left-wing branch of the SNP. The Group did not seek to separate or to compete 

with the SNP. As the Group itself stated:

“The 79 Group seeks to influence opinion within the SNP by normal 

democratic debate. The Group accepts the aims of the SNP as its own and believes that its 

existence can materially further the achievement of the SNP’s principal aim -independence. 

We seek no rights or privileges from the party which we would not willingly concede to any 

other body of opinion within the party.”34

With this statement, the group also affirmed that it did not wish to contest the SNP’s leadership. The

Group represented an expression of the left-wing branch of the SNP. As it was clearly developed in 

their first Paper, the Group was interested in creating a “democratic debate” in order to push the 

SNP to adopt a clearer ideological line, something that would go to and beyond independence.35 The

Group argued that without secondary, more ‘traditional’ policies, once independence had been 

achieved, the SNP would collapse, its main purpose having been achieved. The party was composed

of very different people with many different opinions, yet they all desired the same thing: Scottish 

independence. That was something the Group understood very well:  

32 The expression was mentioned by the journalist and SNP observer David Torrance and by other commentators as 
well. Torrance, “From the 79 Group to the Modern SNP”, 163. The phrase was used by the Group in their first 
Paper and even Alex Salmond used it in a letter he sent to the Scotsman in 1982. Alex Salmond, Letter, The 
Scotsman, June 24, 1982.

33 1 Cor. 9:22 (Douay-Rheims 1899 American Edition).
34 79 Group, “What is the 79 Group”, Acc 11565/23, National Library of Scotland.
35 Ibid.
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“The Group sees the SNP not as party with a single political identity, but as a 

coalition of political forces, whose common goal is independence for Scotland. The 79 

Group forms a distinct element in that coalition, attempting to influence the Party in a 

socialist direction, and promoting the idea of a Scottish Republic.”36

As was explained previously, the 79 Group deplored the fact that the SNP refused to adopt a clearer 

ideological left / right position. This analysis was in line with the theory explained above of “all 

things to all men”. The Group pictured the SNP as a Nationalist shelter who welcomed everyone, 

whether they were coming from the left or from the right. For them, it was a coalition of different 

forces and the Group affirmed to be one of them, it represented the republican and socialist current.

The Group, in the several papers and newspapers that it published over its almost three years of 

existence was very critical of the SNP’s main line. The Group’s newspaper The 79 Group News was

a particularly efficient vehicle for that critique. On the first page of the first issue that came out 

during the spring 1981, they accused the SNP of disconnection from the mass and their electorate.37 

The Group represented a kind of radicalism and an anti-conformity that they thought was essential 

to the renewal of what Maxwell called the “Scottish Democracy”. They were also critical of the 

Party’s internal policies, in the issue published in May 1981, the Group openly criticised the Party’s 

line on the Youth Wing.38 The 79 Group was quite critical of the Party’s policies and leadership, 

however the SNP was also distrustful of the Group and several controversies revealed their true 

feelings on the matter. In April 1980, Robert McIntyre, then President of the Party, wrote to Stephen

Maxwell asking information about the Group such as the names of the office bearers, the 

constitution and its policies. Maxwell replied three weeks later, his letter included the names of the 

incumbent Group’s leadership which was composed of Andrew Currie, Margo MacDonald, 

Roseanna Cunningham, Chris Cunningham, Alex Salmond, Alex Walker, Steve Butler and himself. 

He also added that there was no constitution and the membership was of three pounds a year and he 

also enclosed to the letter the documents produced so far by the Group.39 On 23 May 1980, Maxwell

wrote another letter to McIntyre giving him further details about the Group and its aims, he insisted 

on the democratic argument of the Group and on its defence of the working class. At the end of his 

letter, he also invited him to the Group’s next meeting occurring in the Grand Marine Hotel in 

Rothesay on the topic: “The SNP and the future of the Left in Scotland.”40 The Group seemed rather

36 79 Group, “The Group’s Position and Role,” Acc10090/170, National Library of Scotland.
37 “Thatcher in Perth – A Call to Action,” 79 Group News, Spring 1981.
38 “What are they doing to the Youth Wing?”, 79 Group News, May 1981.
39 Nevertheless a constitution had been drafted by Andrew Currie and Duncan McLeab but it had never been ratified  

by the Group. (Acc. 11565/23, NLS).
40 Correspondence between Stephen Maxwell and Robert McIntyre, April – May 1980, Acc 10090/170, National 

Library of Scotland.
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open and willing to discuss with the Party’s leadership and displayed a policy of transparency 

towards the leadership of the Party. This happened several times again in 1980 and 1981. The 

Group seemed to have made efforts or at least what was necessary to let the SNP know of their 

actions and whereabouts. On his side, the SNP’s leadership was worried of this Group and the 

impacts it could have had and clearly tried not to be associated with them. Moreover the existence 

and the parallel agenda of the Group symbolized the divisions and internal conflicts of the SNP. In 

addition to the hostility of the SNP’s leadership, the 79 Group also had a conflicted relationship 

with the Nationalist newspaper, the Scots Independent.

The Group, right from its beginning had always been controversial. It wished to initiate 

ideological debates and it was rather new within the SNP who had always been avoiding such 

discussions and always focused on independence. The Group, throughout its short existence 

accumulated polemics, one of the most important of which occurred in early 1980 against the 

nationalist newspaper the Scots Independent. In January 1980, Roseanna Cunningham, who was the

Group’s secretary, wrote to the Scots Independent in order to publish an advertisement for the 

Group’s publications which the newspaper refused. This launched a controversy between the Group,

the SNP and the SI. Some readers actually sent letters to the SI to complain about their decision not 

to publish the 79 Group’s advertisement. For instance on the 24th February 1980, a note from the 

Oban Branch of the SNP asked the Scots Independent to debate about and with the Group.41 In a 

National Executive Committee meeting held in Edinburgh in January 180, Stephen Maxwell asked 

Robert McIntyre who was at the time President of the SNP and a director of the SI why the 

newspaper did not publish the Group’s add.42  McIntyre replied that the Scots Independent Board 

had not yet discussed the issue.43 The newspaper, supporter of the Scottish National Party and of 

Scottish independence was then accused of censorship which it denied vividly in an editorial 

published in February 1980. The SI insisted that it was their right not to promote an organization 

which received a warning at the SNP Annual Conference in Dundee in September 1979. The SI 

maintained that refusing to publish an add for the Group was not censorship in any way shape or 

form as it had welcomed and still did after, the contribution of Group members to the editorial 

columns. This argument is easily refutable, by following the same logic the newspaper should have 

refused to publish the advertisement produced by the “Campaign for Scottish Nationalism” (CSN), 

another SNP grouping launched with the unique goal to stop the 79 Group in 1982. Nonetheless, the

issue of July 1982 made its front page with the CSN and an advertisement for the Campaign was 

41 SNP Oban Branch, “Note”, 1980, Acc 10090/170, National Library of Scotland.
42 BBC News, February 2, 1998. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk/politics/52880.stm
43 Minutes of the SNP Meeting of the National Executive Committee, January 11, 1980, Acc 10090/166, National 

Library of Scotland.
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published inside the issue.44 This was also evidence of how controversial the Group actually was 

among the members of its own party, the SNP. They opposed first on the ideological position, 

indeed the Group defended a gradualist and radical left-wing agenda whereas the SNP defended a 

fundamentalist line and opposed the development of policies and would rather focus on the only 

independence topic. Then, we can suppose as well that the new SNP leadership, anxious to rebuild 

the Party and to reunite with the glories of the 1970s deplored the divided image given by the very 

existence of the Group. Moreover, it was also a contest of people, the Group was founded, among 

others by two former SNP leaders, Maxwell and MacDonald who had been replaced in September 

1979 by a whole other team of leaders with, as explained above, very different ideas. However, it 

would be extremely unfair to reduce them to a bunch of defeated leaders, their new organization 

also ‘discovered’ a whole new generations of politicians, who, ten years after the disbandment rose 

up to the SNP leadership. Therefore, the 79 Group also incarnated a renewal of political 

personalities. The Party also seemed to have learnt its lessons concerning the dissident internal 

groupings. Given the turmoil the Group created, the striking thing is that so little attention has been 

paid to it by scholars. Roger Levy was the first one who was neither associated with the SNP nor 

with the 79 Group who analysed what happened but his account needs to be qualified.

IV. A contested analysis of the 79 Group: Roger Levy and Scottish 

Nationalism at the Crossroads

The 79 Group have been studied by several scholars since their banishment from the SNP in 

1982. Peter Lynch, an academic from the University of Stirling and David Torrance, a journalist and

SNP commentator, have both dedicated a few pages to the 79’ Group respectively in The History of 

the Scottish National Party45 and in an article entitled “The Journey from the 79 Group to the 

Modern SNP”.46 In 1990, only eight years after the end of the Group, Roger Levy, a Senior Lecturer

in Public Administration at Glasgow College of Technology dedicated an entire chapter to the 79 

Group in his book Scottish Nationalism at the Crossroads. In his text, he examined the Scottish 

National Party’s strategies and the impact the events of the 1970s and 1980s had on the Party. By 

1990, it was the first detailed analysis which was dedicated to the 79 Group. His book is particularly

interesting in order to grasp what was at stake for the SNP during these two decades. For this 

dissertation, the most useful chapter was the one focused on “The descent into factional politics” 

44 “Campaign for Nationalism,” Scots Independent, June 1982.
45 Peter Lynch, The History of the Scottish National Party (Cardiff: Welsh Academic Press, 2002), 168-177.
46 David Torrance, “The Journey from the 79 Group to the Modern SNP” in The Modern SNP: From Protest to 

Power, ed. Gerry Hassan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 162-176.
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which directly addressed the Group’s formation and the ideas it stood for.47 Although Levy’s text 

helped to explain the internal SNP’s conflict in terms of left-wing and right-wing within the Party, 

his narrative of the 79 Group’s origins and the interpretations he drew are quite questionable.   

The most engaging point of this chapter is the definition that Levy gave of the Group. He 

argued that it was a direct result of the elections of 1979 and of the defeat of the devolutionist line. 

Indeed, he argued that “The process of faction formation began almost immediately after the 

election, and was a direct consequence of the exposed position of the devolutionists in the 

incumbent leadership.”48 Levy’s main argument was that the 79 Group was formed by the SNP 

devolutionists, Stephen Maxwell and Margo MacDonald that Levy called the “displayed leaders”.49 

According to him, they had lost the seats they had within the Party’s leadership because of their 

support for devolution and their involvement in the Referendum campaign of 1979. Therefore, he 

argued that the Group was created to maintain the devolution approach to independence within the 

SNP. Even if the Group was indeed founded by Maxwell and MacDonald, among others, I strongly 

disagree with Levy’s interpretation of the origins of the 79 Group. He argued that the Group was 

created to maintain the devolutionist current and thus gradualism within the Group, but it was not 

even one of the Group’s principles. Gradualism had been secondary for the Group, it was only 

briefly mentioned in their First Paper.50 Right from its creation, the Group mainly focused on 

thinking about the formation of an independent Scottish socialist Republic, that was their motto. 

Then, in 1980, the twin campaigns on “Scottish Resistance” and “Civil Disobedience” started to be 

developed by the Group and they were finally adopted by the SNP. They became central topics and 

most of the Group’s activities focused on them. Therefore, as the first Group Paper showed, there 

was a gradualist tendency within the Group but the Papers and the conferences tackled a lot of 

issues and for instance, the twin campaigns were very important for the Group. It was, arguably, 

more important that their gradualist position that they only mentioned in the first Paper.51 Most of 

Levy’s section about the Group was actually focused around devolution and the consequences of the

1979 Referendum. On the one hand, I agree with him on the fact that the Group was created as a 

consequence of this vote but on the other hand, the Group, although defending a gradualist position 

towards independence never primarily focused on this aspect. Levy probably spent too much time 

developing this point and he neglected the other ideas of the Group such as the three principles: 

nationalism, socialism and republicanism it put forward, Levy never mentioned them.

47 Roger Levy, Scottish Nationalism at the Crossroads (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1990), 90-109.
48 Ibid., 97.
49    Ibid., 100.
50 79 Group, “Group Paper No. 1,” 9.
51 79 Group, “Group Paper No.1,” 9.
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Then, Levy argued that the 79 Group first came out under the name “S.N.P. socialist 

group”.52 The initial name of the Group was in fact the “Interim Committee for Political 

Discussion”, an information available on the first page of the Group’s first published Paper. The 

name “Socialist Group” was actually how the 79 Group re-baptized itself after their banishment 

from the SNP at the 1982 Annual Party Conference in Ayr. The suggested name of this new 

organization was the “79 Group Socialist Society”.53 Although several papers located in the 

National Library of Scotland clearly proved that this project was seriously considered post-Ayr, and 

a conference was even organised in October of the same year gathering many people, the project 

finally stopped after the eviction from the SNP of seven members. Levy also defined the 79 Group 

by its opposition to the dumping of nuclear waste in Scotland and the revival of the industrial 

strategy with the “Scottish Resistance” campaign.54 Both of these statements are correct but it would

be unfair to reduce the 79 Group to their positions on the nuclear waste and on the industrial issue. 

Although the campaign on the “Scottish Resistance” to desindustrialisation was very important to 

the Group, it was not when the it was created during the spring 1979, it only came out as a priority 

in 1980. Indeed, one crucial element that is lacking from Levy’s narrative is the chronology of the 

events that marked the Group’s history. What came out of the First Paper published by the Group 

towards the end of summer 1979 is that they saw themselves as a kind of intellectual gathering of 

people who desired to initiate idealogical discussions within the SNP. In this Paper, they started to 

theorize, within the context of Scottish politics, some concepts and ideologies such as socialism, 

republicanism, constitutional and electoral issues. Nevertheless, they were soon caught up by a 

context of desindustrialisation and unemployment. In 1980, the Group started to imagine the 

campaigns of “Scottish Resistance and “Civil Disobedience” which connected them to a more 

‘tangible’, and less ‘intellectual’ side of politics, that was also quite visible in the Papers they 

published afterwards who were less theoretical than the first one. For example, the Group Paper 

number five published after a conference held on May 17th, 1980 addressed the future of the 

Scottish private sector. However, Levy carefully analysed the different campaigns which involved 

the SNP and the 79 Group. He argued, and I agree with him, that the industrial strategy of the SNP 

was renewed and even greatly reinforced thanks to the “Scottish Resistance”, a campaign launched 

by the Group and then adopted by the SNP as a whole in 1981. The narrative that he made of the 

“Scottish Resistance” is rather accurate and I think he rightly interpreted the break-in into the Old 

Royal High School on 16 October 1981. Levy thought “it was as much a protest against the 

manoeuvrings of the incumbent leaderships of the S.N.P as it was against the absence of a Scottish 

52 Levy, Scottish Nationalism at the Crossroads, 97.
53 In Acc. 13099/ 20, National Library of Scotland.
54 Levy, Scottish Nationalism at the Crossroads, 99.
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Assembly in the building.”55  After this statement, I think the author could have argued that the 79 

Group was also meant as an opposition to the incumbent leadership. Indeed the Group was very 

critical of the Party’s line, especially in their monthly newspaper the 79 Group News. Levy also 

could have insisted on the fact that this event even precipitated the end of the Group. As Levy was 

so focused on devolution in relation to the 79 Group, he only spoke in details of Stephen Maxwell 

and Margo MacDonald, the two “displaced leaders” as he called them. Of course, these two had a 

tremendous influence in the creation of the Group but by being too focused on them, Levy failed to 

assess the young nationalists the 79 Group actually discovered. Indeed, Levy never spoke about 

Alex Salmond, Kenny MacAskill or even Roseanna Cunningham, people usually described as the 

‘discoveries’ of the Group. These personalities also later became major political figures and even in 

1990 when the book was published, Salmond got elected SNP leader. Moreover, Levy also failed in 

assessing the importance that he Group left in terms of left-wing agenda. As will be addressed in the

next chapter, the manifestos published by the SNP in the 1980s were heavily influenced by the ideas

and policies developed by the 79 Group. In the 1980s, the Party also more openly embraced the 

rhetoric and ideas of the Left and especially of social-democracy. This was never mentioned 

explicitly by the author except when he argued that on 15 June 1979, Maxwell “publicly [outlined] 

the case for a social-democratic strategy”.56 A social-democratic turn within the SNP had already 

been shyly initiated in the 1970s by the Party’s leadership of that time led by William Wolfe. 

Actually Stephen Maxwell was rather suspicious of social-democracy as practised since the end of 

World War II and advocated a model “beyond social-democracy”.57 Moreover this model defended 

by Maxwell was called “socialism” by the 79 Group and was voted as one of their three main 

principles. Thus, even if it can be argued that what Maxwell actually proposed was indeed a certain 

form of social-democracy, Maxwell did not use these words to qualify this strategy, he called it 

“socialism” and this approach was initially aimed at the 79 Group, not at the SNP.

Roger Levy ignored some very important aspects of the 79 Group, but on the other hand, he 

argued that it was quite influential within the SNP’s leadership institutions, the National Council 

and the National Executive Committee “It [the Group] had a definite power base within the more 

broadly defined leadership of the Party (i.e. the National Council and the elected members of the 

N.E.C.).”58 Here, Levy contradicted himself, indeed, on the one hand Levy argued that the 79 Group

gathered the “displaced leaders” who failed to get re-elected after the 1979 defeats and on the other 

hand, he also said that the Group exercised influence on the Party’s leadership. Moreover, the 

55 Levy, Scottish Nationalism at the Crossroads, 103.
56 Ibid.
57 See Stephen Maxwell’s article “Beyond Social-Democracy” published in The Radical Approach in 1976, the article 

was republished later within The Case for Left Wing Nationalism (Edinburgh: Luath Press, 2013), 34-52.
58 Levy, Scottish Nationalism at the Crossroads, 99.
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“power base” that he talked about was quite limited, even during the heyday of the Group in 1981. 

In 1980, only eight Group members were among the thirty National Council Elected, there were 

nine in 1981 and the same year two Group members, Stephen Maxwell and Alex Salmond made it 

to the National Executive Committee. The Group members probably had an influence on the SNP’s 

policies, for instance, they managed to pass a resolution at the annual Party’s conference on civil 

disobedience in 1981.59 However, this influence had some limits, if they would have had more 

influence, they probably would have managed to pass more resolutions, especially resolutions 

linked to their main principles like socialism and republicanism. The Group did not represent a 

majority within the National Council and the NEC, admittedly it had a voice but a limited power.

More generally, Levy made a partial narrative of the Group. He reduced them to a bunch of 

SNP members who lost their offices after the successive elections of 1979. To sum up, the narrative 

he gave on the origins of the Group was partially inaccurate, and he failed to take some important 

aspects of the Group and its policies into account. He only focused on devolution which was a 

secondary policy of the Group. Levy never addressed the principles forwarded by the Group, but he 

detailed the two campaigns they led and managed to get adopted by the SNP, the “Scottish 

Resistance” and “Civil Disobedience”. And maybe even more importantly, he never addressed the 

impact the 79 Group had on the Party as a whole. I agree that assessing the 79 Group’s legacy in 

1990 may have been a little bit early but some elements were visible such as the political 

personalities the Group discovered and the SNP’s embrace of a more left-wing agenda. The 

ambiguous interpretations that the author sometimes provided in his text could be explained by the 

sources he used. Indeed, most of the sources cited are newspaper articles or books written by other 

historians. He quoted some reports and minutes from SNP meetings but none were from the 79 

Group’s meetings and more importantly, in this section, there are no primary sources directly 

concerning the Group. Indeed, the author never mentioned the Papers that the Group published 

although there were at least seven of them, the Group also published a monthly newspaper from the 

spring 1981 to the summer 1982, the 79 Group News. I am not implying that the newspapers he 

used were not reliable, they are but it gives an incomplete description of the 79 Group. In order to 

present a portrait of the 79 Group which is closer to reality, the research for this thesis has rather 

centred on the material published by the Group, as well as on the SNP archives held in the National 

Library of Scotland.  The portrait of the 79 Group drawn by Levy appears reduced to a conflict 

between a group of left-wing devolutionists on the one hand and on the other hand a more 

traditionalist group of fundamentalists. Levy summed up the whole 79 Group’s adventure as “a 

59 Lynch, The History of the SNP, 167.
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leftward drift which had been advocated since the mid 1970s by the displaced leaders.”60 His 

interpretation was rather reductive and in my opinion, three years of intense debates, actions and 

controversies cannot be fairly summarized as a “leftward drift”.61 Moreover, the author’s debatable 

interpretations were not only present in this chapter about the Group, it can be found elsewhere as 

well. Indeed, Levy’s main argument was that nationalism was on an upswing in Scotland in the 

1970s and 1980s and that this new popularity was due to the renewal of the SNP and to what 

Christopher Harvie called “the tartanizing of Labour”.62 This argument was reinforced in chapter six

when the author argued that in 1979 was formed a “nationalist coalition” composed of the SNP, the 

Labour Party, the Scottish Trade Union Congress and the Campaign for a Scottish Assembly. This 

coalition was apparently “nationalist […] on the constitutional issue” and “socialistic” on the 

ideology.63 Calling the Labour Party “nationalist” only because it barely supported devolution is 

quite exaggerated, the Labour Party never campaigned for an independent Scotland.64 Moreover, the

SNP had never been socialist, it has been flirting with social-democracy since the 1970s but 

socialism and social-democracy are two different ideologies.

To conclude, Roger Levy provides the reader with some useful information for instance 

concerning the SNP electoral strategies of the 1970s. Nevertheless, the paragraph on what he calls 

“factional politics” and on the 79 Group contains many inadequate interpretations and also some 

wrong information. The author also failed to assess the importance of the Group within the SNP and

Scottish politics. This can be explained by the relative closeness in time between the events that 

occurred and their narrative made by the author as well as by his poor selection of sources. Finally, 

the author argued that the SNP’s increased popularity of the 1970s can be explained by a party 

renewal without never putting any argument forward to illustrate or even try to prove this renewal. 

In the end, Levy’s argumentation on the Group’s position towards gradualism, his point on why and 

how it was created and by whom are making this book an unreliable source. In order to understand 

the 79 Group correctly, Levy could have analysed the written materials they produced in which they

detailed their principles and ideas. The following sections of this thesis have tried to alter Levy’s 

analysis and to propose another vision by presenting the Group’s main principles. Then, this work 

has also focused on the considerable legacy both in terms of ideology and of personalities that the 

Group left.

60 Levy, Scottish Nationalism at the Crossroads, 100.
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V. The ideas and principles of the 79 Group

Before tracing the 79 Group’s legacy, it is crucial to examine what the Group stood for, its 

ideas and principles. As was explained above, the Group was formed on the basis of the analysis of 

the 1979 Referendum made by Margo MacDonald and chose a left-wing orientation right from the 

beginning. The principles of the Group were adopted during their second official meeting on June 

8th 1979. A note in the Group Paper number one described the debates during this meeting as 

“vigorous” and “anxious”.65 The writer also added that the Group wanted to avoid “form of words 

which could mean all things to all men” that is one thing that they actually criticised the SNP for, 

the Party’s lack of clarity in terms of ideology. On the other side, the note ended with the desire of 

the Group’s words “not to be over-simplified” although the document explaining their ideas and 

principles is rather short and not very complex. Other written productions were therefore expected 

with additional details on their view on socialism and republicanism as well as some concrete 

details on what would a Scottish socialist republican look like, it never happened. As mentioned 

above, the Group put forward three principles: Nationalism, Socialism and Republicanism. The 

nationalism displayed by the Group and the definition they first proposed was arguably similar to 

the SNP’s main line, they provided a critique of the centralized parties in London and advocated a 

Scottish self-government and the defence of Scottish ‘national interests’.66 They wanted “full 

independence” against the “centralized and bureaucratic states”.67 They perceived the “full 

independence” as the first step towards the “social and economic restructuring of Scotland”, this 

appeared as the first step to build “a new world order based on the equality of peoples”.68 The 

Group’s first published Paper clearly tied up socialism and republicanism together, independence 

was seen as only “a pre-requisite” to the establishment of socialism in Scotland.69 The Group also 

adopted the principle of republicanism, imagining an independent Scotland to be a socialist 

republic. In the first paper of the Group, Andrew Currie proposed an essay entitled “Independence” 

in which he described the vision of nationalism later adopted by the Group. He designed Scottish 

independence as totally sovereign and he rejected the British monarchy:

“The Group supports the setting up of a fully sovereign Scottish state in 

which sovereignty would ultimately be exercised by the electorate as a whole. The Group 

clearly rejects both parliamentary sovereignty and the exercise of hereditary authority.”70

65 79 Group, “Group Paper No 1”, 7.
66 Ibid., 1-4.
67 Ibid., 7.
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With this declaration, the Group renounced the British system and wished for another one. This 

position was not very detailed therefore it would be difficult to know exactly what they thought, 

only that they believed that sovereignty should be “exercised by the electorate as a whole”.71 This 

statement encouraged even more questions: did they mean to totally reject a representative system 

with an assembly directly elected by the citizens? Or were they advocating a direct democracy for 

instance inspired by the Swiss system? It would be hard to know. The Group dismissed the 

designation “gradualist” usually used by the critics of the Group however Currie, the paper’s writer,

recalled that the Group did not have yet a discussion about this issue. They urged a Scottish 

independent state to be established as soon as possible and a constitutional project to be started 

immediately after, they did not have a clear opinion concerning the way to create it although Currie 

argued this should be carried out within a democratic system where consensus and debates had their

place.72 The Group presented its main principles as “Nationalism, Socialism and Republicanism” 

however, in my opinion, they were very cautious in the description they provided not to associate 

too closely the words and concepts of nationalism and socialism. They would rather write about 

“full independence”, “a socialist re-distribution of Power, Income and Wealth” and “Scottish 

Republic”.73 Of course, the combination of the words nationalism and socialism could have turned 

out to be extremely unfortunate and it was probably something they had wished to avoid as it would

de facto refer to something they were not. Indeed, I think the Group purposely coined the 

paraphrases “full independence” and “a socialist re-distribution of power” to avoid using the words 

“nationalism” and “socialism” together so it did not confused anyone or sent the wrong message. 

Although this is only an hypothesis, it is still important to bear in mind that the Group had strictly 

nothing to do with the ideology behind the term “national-socialist” coined by Maurice Barrès at the

end of the nineteenth century. Before closing up on this section, I would like to emphasize once 

more that there is no evidence to prove this point and that this is only an hypothesis on my part.

The second principle adopted by the Group was socialism, that was the first principle that 

distinguished them from the SNP’s main line. It was adopted as a consequence of the analysis of the

1979 Referendum by Margo MacDonald as she concluded that the working class massively voted 

“yes” to the Referendum therefore, according to her, the Party should have focused its strategy on 

cultivating this electorate. In the first Group’s Paper, Andrew Currie argued that even if the Labour 

Party appealed “to class loyalties, enjoys immense support amongst young middle class people.”74 

71 79 Group, “Group Paper No 1,” 8.
72 Ibid.
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Currie thought that by picturing the SNP as the real party of the working classes, it would appeal to 

the Labour electorate, especially in Scotland where he analysed that “social class [was] a 

determinant of voting behaviour”.75 The adoption of socialism by the Group was, in part, as well to 

convince the Labour electorate to join the SNP. They defined socialism as a “redistribution of 

power, income and wealth” by the Group.76 The redistribution of power was explained through the 

prism of republicanism. The Group advocated a constitution that protected “the legally defined 

rights” of the individuals as well as “democratic control over all institutions of public decision 

making.”77 They also pledged that in an independent and socialist Scotland “the private interests 

whose decisions affect the life of people, whether as employees or as citizens, should also be 

subject to access and democratic control.”78 However the description remained rather short and did 

not explain what kind of democratic control should be exercised. It was linked to their rejection of 

parliamentary sovereignty nevertheless they failed to provide a solution or at least an alternative to 

this system.79 As it was their first paper, we could have expected this point would have been 

developed later, it was not the case. Then, the Group took over another important principle of 

socialism: the distribution of income. They suggested the idea of a maximum and minimum income 

level as well as an unemployment allowance “no lower than the minimum wage”.80 They also 

prioritized the idea of a limit to wealth income as well as a high taxation rate on high wages. The 

paragraph is rather short but the Group’s idea of socialism was developed by Stephen Maxwell in a 

short essay entitled “Labourism or Socialism” located in pages ten and eleven of the First Paper. To 

define labourism, he used Keir Ardie’s definition and argued that this definition was closer to 

socialism than to social democracy although he did not personally define any of these terms albeit 

he thought that Labourism had always had in mind the “betterment of the working class rather than 

the creation of a socialist society.”81 He then made a list of what he thought were the achievements 

and failures of the post-war Labour governments. He applauded the creation of the welfare state, of 

a better organised labour force and of a mixed economy and deplored the incapacity of the 

successive Labour governments to eliminate the increasing poverty caused by growing de-

industrialisation and unemployment. Moreover he blamed the centralisation of power in London 

and the “colonial status of the Scottish economy”.82 According to him, Labourism had increased 

“Scotland’s political and cultural dependence in England by helping to imprint the concept of 

75 79 Group, “Group Paper 1,” 2.
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parliamentary sovereignty in Scottish political attitudes.”83 In other words, he argued that Labour 

governments had helped to improve the living standards of workers, although he considered their 

achievements as insufficient, especially in Scotland located so far away from London’s 

preoccupations. This line of argument strengthened his point on Scottish independence, the only 

solution according to him to remedy the Scottish declining economy. He also denounced the 

growing social divisions and the unequal redistribution of wealth. Maxwell’s paper is rather a kind 

of report rather than an argumentation.  He argued for the development of the public sector which 

would reinforce public services in Scotland and would serve to reconstruct the Scottish economy, to

fight unemployment and centralization. He ended his paper with a critique of the fundamentalist 

line towards independence and believed that the way to “achieve a stable mandate for 

independence” was to convince people on the long-term that an independent Scotland would offer 

people better opportunities. Indeed, this was not surprising that Maxwell supported a gradualist line 

as he directed the SNP “Yes” campaign to devolution in 1979. A more detailed analysis of the links 

between the 79 Group and gradualism will be provided in the second chapter of this work. In order 

to convince the Scots of the benefits of independence, Maxwell argued that Labourism must be 

challenge and that the SNP should find a way to unite these following social groups: the working 

class, the public sector middle class, the low income groups, the younger working class, the workers

in vulnerable industries, the unemployed, the members of peripheral communities and the long-term

dependents on state benefits such as the pensioners, the disabled and single parents.84 In conclusion 

Maxwell hoped for the union of all the lower social classes, the blue-collars workers, and really 

urged for a convergence of social struggles, people who had been suffering from the capitalist 

system. These different groups of people used to be the electoral force of the Labour Party. In this 

paper, he did not define socialism or even explained the Group’s position vis-à-vis of these 

ideological issues. From his essay, we can guess that the Group tried to differentiate itself from the 

Labour party by appealing to what used to be its main electorate. This essay as well as the essay on 

“Independence” written by Andrew Currie and the essay on “Republicanism” by Roger Mullin were

all submitted to be discussed during the Group’s first organised conference on 18 August 1979. 

During this conference, the papers were edited to reflect the view of the Group as a whole, as it is 

specified in the first Paper.85 An article written by Stephen Maxwell in April 1976 shed further light 

on the Group’s version of socialism.86 Even though this article was written before the 79 Group was 

formed, it helps to understand the idealogical background of Maxwell who was the one who 

83 79 Group, “Group Paper 1,” 10.
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theorized the Group’s socialism. In this paper, Maxwell explained why the SNP had always refused 

to place itself on the political spectrum. There are, according to him, two main reasons, the first is 

that the SNP was first seen as an “umbrella under which all who believed in Scotland’s 

independence, whatever their social or economic convictions, could unite.”87 The second reason 

why the SNP refused the traditional political spectrum would be the old belief that the SNP 

“represented a distinctive Scottish way in politics” and was as well in the continuity of what 

Maxwell called “the myth of Scottish democracy” which was a rejection of “class theories, anti-

bureaucratic and egalitarian with strong populist overtones and placing great emphasis on value of 

local and community identity.”88 In this article, Maxwell firmly disagreed with this myth and urged 

the SNP to look at class theory in order to mobilize the working classes who were, according to 

him, the electorate the SNP needed to convince. As Maxwell argued, this had changed in the 1970s 

when the SNP started to send more MPs to Westminster. After the introduction, he defined social-

democracy, first historically by linking it to Eduard Bernstein, a German Marxist revisionist who 

saw social-democracy as a parliamentary and democratic way to achieve socialism. Then, Maxwell 

gave a more generic definition: “Social democracy [is] the pursuit of social justice within a liberal 

framework.”89 Maxwell imagined a “Radical Alternative” which would be composed of a mix 

between state corporations, public ownership and “decentralised social or employee control 

ownership”.90 The state would then be the main source of capital. Later in the text, he also described

the principle of redistribution of wealth, which was central to the Group. Maxwell also explained 

his vision of what would be a “Scottish Radical Democracy”.91 It was marked by a form of ‘realism’

that his suggestion would probably not be fully completed in case of Scottish independence because

of the international context marked by globalisation. However he defended the idea that 

“independence will offer an opportunity of testing the strength of the radical aspirations which 

support the myth of Scottish democracy”.92 Another powerful remark of the text was the direct link 

made between the industry and the reform of political institutions as both depended on a 

decentralized state and a powerful public sector.93 This text was, in a certain way, a political 

programme in case of Scottish independence. In the text, however, Maxwell did not assert that the 

SNP should adopt a more left-wing position but nonetheless affirmed that a clearer ideological 

position was necessary as the party (in 1976) was gaining in importance and started to catch sight of

87 Maxwell, “Beyond Social-Democracy,” 34.
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the possibility of a governmental responsibility.94 He was, however, very critical of the social-

democratic angle taken in the 1970s by the different Labour governments, and especially of social-

democracy as practised in the second half of the twentieth century. Based on his analysis and on his 

ideas, his positions was closer to social democracy as thought by Bernstein in the late nineteenth 

century. Therefore, Maxwell’s vision of social-democracy was rather to return to the roots of social-

democracy as he was quite critical of SD as it was implemented in post-war Britain. He was not, as 

well as the Group, socialist per say, both Maxwell and the Group always advocated a democratic 

way to achieve independence and was closer to the dominant understanding of social-democracy at 

that time. In terms of the legacy that the Group left to the SNP, socialism is particularly interesting. 

Indeed, as is demonstrated in the following chapter, the SNP did not become socialist but the Party 

started to claim its affiliation to social-democracy without provoking the general outcry that 

occurred in the 1970s when the SNP used the rhetoric of social-democracy in its 1974 Manifesto. 

Later, in the 1990s, the term “social-democracy” was used to define the SNP by Alex Salmond, a 

former Group member who was elected Party leader in 1990, although it had quite a different 

meaning.95 An investigation regarding “social-democracy” in the 1990s by Salmond has been 

carried out in the second chapter. Closely associated to the concept of socialism, the 79 Group 

decided to adopt republicanism, a principle which provoked many internal debates among the 79ers.

The last of the three principles that was adopted by the 79 Group was republicanism, which 

was probably the one that caused the most “vigorous debate” as has been demonstrated in this 

section.96 This principle was explained in only four lines in the Group’s first Paper, the main idea 

being that the Group thought that “all state offices” should be elected.97 The Paper ended with a 

short essay written by Roger Mullin entitled “The Monarchy and Republicanism”. Mullin argued 

that keeping the Monarchy would be a mistake for the SNP as it would stand in the way of Scottish 

independence as the Queen is the “sovereign of the United Kingdom”.98 The second part of his 

argumentation was quite unclear, he noted that some nationalists wrongly associated the United 

Kingdom with the Union of the Crowns which started in 1603 when James VI of Scotland became 

as well the English King after the death of the childless Elizabeth I. In fact, the political unions of 

the English and Scottish kingdoms was implemented in 1707 with the Act of Union. Mullin claimed

that independence would de facto mean the end of the Act of Union, however, his argument rested 

upon the questionable assumption that leaving the UK would mean abandoning the Queen as had of

state. This is a highly complex question and it would probably take more than a two-page-long 

94 Maxwell, “Beyond Social-Democracy,” 35.
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essay to solve. As a result, Mullin saw the monarchy as an obstacle to Scottish independence and as 

a way of maintaining British domination over Scotland. The Group’s first paper was supposed to set

up a series of principles and values to stand for but the Paper only provided some vague definition 

as it was meant to be discussed again later in further details, but that never happened. That was 

probably the reason why the issue of republicanism was never debated again within the Group’s 

formal meetings. It then lacked important details, for instance the kind of constitution the Group 

would propose. There had always been republicans within the SNP, however it was never a trend 

and they were always in a minority. It caused a lot of internal debates and the Group never seemed 

to have found an agreement on the republican question, although it had always presented 

republicanism as one of its main principles. Republicanism, however, did not appear in the minutes 

of the following meetings.

The Group first published Paper which came out at the end of the summer 1979 is the most 

helpful in order to understand their ideas and their ideological background. The Group was born out

of a political crisis and to respond to the issues it provoked, the Group declined several radical ideas

which went, for most of them, against the flow of the time, for instance, they proposed a radical 

programme against economic liberalism. They were also aware that it was not exactly in the spirit 

of the times as they even wrote in the First Paper that “The kind of society which the Group hopes 

to see develop in Scotland is incompatible with the present economic order in most of the 

industrialised world including Russia and the industrialised countries of the Soviet Block.”99 In 

clear, the Group advocated economic protectionism and self-reliance so their system would not be 

‘contaminated’ by the incompatible world order of the time. In this first Paper, the Group designed a

model in total opposition with the globalised, economically liberalised world. The radicalism of 

their utopia made it impossible to realise even more so that the Group was not violent, it was open 

to debates, consensus and they were longing for a more transparent and democratic system. They 

wanted to protect their own economy and to keep their jobs threatened by desindustrialisation. Their

solutions to massive unemployment and poverty was not heard in their Party or in their country. 

Nevertheless, they were also very active on the field. Even if they did not become mainstream, 

some of their ideas can be traced to at least the end of the 1990s in the SNP political manifestos, this

is investigated in the following chapter. Although the Group started as a gathering of people who 

discussed ideology and theoretical issues, it became more famous for the actions and campaigns it 

led such as the defence of jobs in Scotland. Indeed, the 79 Group made quite a name for itself with 

the campaigns of “Scottish Resistance” and “Civil Disobedience”, which we will turn to next.

99 79 Group, “Group Paper No.1,” 9.
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VI. The campaigns organized by the Group: “Scottish Resistance” and

“Civil Disobedience”

In addition to the main principles introduced in the first Paper, the Group also developed 

other ideas and values within its three years of existence. The defence of jobs and the fight against 

de-industrialisation and mass unemployment had been from the beginning of the 79 Group one of 

their main preoccupations. Indeed, during the meeting held in the North British Hotel in Glasgow 

on the 18th August 1979, the Group agreed on a motion proposed by Stephen Maxwell which urged 

the SNP to act against the Tory’s plan to “axe 6000 jobs in Scottish Shipyards.”100 On a meeting 

held on 10th August 1980, Salmond agreed to prepare a leaflet on unemployment and Jim Sillars to 

write one on employment.101 During on ordinary meeting on 14th December 1980, the Group 

proposed several resolutions to be presented at the Annual Conference in which the Group proposed

to “oppose the privatisation of the public sector” and they also believed in a regeneration of the 

Scottish economy led by the public sector.102 On 8th January 1981 was presented a list of resolutions 

after a Group’s ordinary meeting in Edinburgh. The list mentioned that the members were “outraged

at the destruction of Scotland’s industrial base by the policies of an English Tory Government.” 

They asked for “direct action and civil disobedience” and for “a real Scottish resistance”. In 1981, 

the SNP Conference had recognised “that a real Scottish resistance and defence of jobs demands 

direct action up to and including political strikes and civil disobedience on a mass scale.”103 The 

SNP, supported by the Group took part in several factory occupations. They were for instance 

present during the Plessey dispute in which Kenny MacAskill, a Group member and a lawyer, 

provided the workers with legal advice. They were also involved in the Robb Caledon shipyard in 

Dundee and in the Lee Jeans factory in Greenock. This bond between the Party and the industrial 

world was not new and started in the 1960s with Billy Wolfe and the Association of Scottish 

National Trade Unionists, but the 79 Group strengthened this link and brought it to the front line. In 

addition, Alex Salmond wrote the introduction to the Group Paper number seven entitled “The 

Scottish Industrial Resistance” which was published in the spring 1982 when the Group’s adventure

was coming to an end. There were in fact two twin campaigns launched roughly at the same time. 

On the one hand, there was the ‘Scottish Resistance’ meant to fight de-industrialisation and in a 

more general way, to fight Margaret Thatcher’s programme and on the other hand, there was the 

‘Civil Disobedience’ campaign. The man behind these campaigns was Jim Sillars. During the 1981 
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Party Conference in Aberdeen, some motions inspired by the Group managed to pass such as the 

advocacy of civil disobedience, reinforcing the Group’s work and the campaign for “Scottish 

Resistance” to protect industrial jobs. In addition, some members of the Group were also elected at 

the Annual Party Conference, Andrew Currie was elected Vice-Chairman for Organization, Jim 

Sillars was elected Vice-Chairman for Policy and some members also found their way in the 

National Council such as Stephen Maxwell, Margo MacDonald, Roseanna Cunningham or Owen 

Dudley Edwards. However, some other motions such as the one advocating an extension of the role 

of the public sector in Scotland’s industrial regeneration was defeated. Even though it was limited, 

these were successes and they marked the signal that the Group was gaining influence within the 

Party, however, it did not mean that the Party was becoming left-wing or even less socialist. 

Nevertheless, these two campaigns permitted the 79 Group and the SNP to establish very strong 

links with the trade unions and the working classes. Moreover, thanks to these campaigns initiated 

by the Group, the SNP developed new themes such as unemployment and poverty which became 

major issues that the SNP dealt with in the manifestos it presented for the elections occurring in the 

1980s.

Conclusion of chapter 1

To conclude, what they perceived to be a lack of ideological clarity on the part of the 

Scottish National Party was one of the most important critiques made by the 79 Group; nevertheless

they arguably ended up producing the same unclear message they were initially criticising. 

Republicanism provoked many questions and the Group quickly abandoned debating the subject 

although it was their opposition’s favourite topic. Then, the Group explained that they were against 

the British political system, but again they failed to develop a workable alternative. For instance, 

they never detailed what kind of Constitution they would like an independent Scotland to get. 

Finally, they displayed their own version of socialism and suffered from a wave of discontentment 

as some SNP members accused them of radicalism but in the end, they still managed to make 

social-democracy more acceptable for the SNP. However, the 79 Group did not survive because of 

the theoretical debates they organised. Indeed, they became more famous for the actions they 

organised from 1980 to 1982. For example, they politically and legally supported factory 

occupations in West Lothian. The Group had been active for three years before their opposition 

within the SNP finally managed to take them down during the Annual Conference of the Party in 

June 1982. Despite the Group’s short life, it managed to leave the SNP a considerable legacy.
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Chapter 2. Legacy of the 79 Group for the Scottish 

National Party: The policies, ideas, ideologies and 

political personalities the 79 Group left to the SNP

The 79 Group caused controversy in the SNP during its short life, but what impact did it 

have in the longer term? This chapter addresses the legacy of the 79 Group, and legacy is here 

understood to mean the ideas, policies, ideologies and politicians that the 79 Group transmitted to 

the Scottish National Party once the Group was banned in 1982. In order to trace these ideas, I 

analysed the political manifestos produced by the SNP for the general elections and Scottish 

elections from 1983 to the early 2000s. The Group left footprints that were visible in the ideas 

presented by the SNP, how they were introduced but also in terms of the lexicon used. This legacy 

became harder to trace with time and almost impossible once in the new millennium. Quite 

ironically, as several 79 Group members became prominent political figures, the legacy of the 

Group started to fade away. The Group often adopted radical ideas and defended provocative 

policies. Some of these policies were adopted by the SNP as a whole such as the campaigns on 

Scottish Resistance and Civil Disobedience. These two campaigns were built on an existing but 

fragile link the SNP tied with the trade unions and the industrial sector in the late 1960s and 1970s. 

The work performed by the Group in the Papers it published but also thanks to the actions it led on 

the field had reinforced these links. As explained in the previous chapter, the topics that the 79 

Group dealt with the most actually started to appear in the SNP manifestos produced in the 1970s.  

Indeed, as was explained previously when Billy Wolfe became the SNP leader in 1969, a new 

leadership emerged including people such as Stephen Maxwell or Margo MacDonald, these people 

were from the left-wing branch of the Party. Their influence was visible especially in the manifestos

produced for the 1974 elections in which the terms “social justice”, “full employment” and the 

importance of industry were the core of the manifesto. The presence of these themes was also 

explained by the difficult social context of the time marked by the rise of unemployment and 

poverty. The Group used existing trends within the SNP and amplified them especially through the 

twin campaigns it initiated on “Scottish Resistance” and “Civil Disobedience” which were adopted 

by the Party at the National Conference of 1981.104 The campaign on “Scottish Resistance” was also

used in order to strengthen the links between the SNP, the working class and the trade-unions, the 

Party financially, physically and legally supported several actions including several factory 

104  Peter Lynch,  The History of the Scottish National Party, 167.
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occupations. Kenny MacAskill, a lawyer and a Group member was also the legal adviser of the 

workers of the Plessey factory which they occupied in early 1982 after they had been told the 

factory was about to close. These forms of actions drove the SNP to the left and got closer from the 

unions. The Group initially sought debates and was focused on the three principles it stood for: “full

independence”, “socialist redistribution of income, power and wealth” and “republicanism”. In 

1980 the arrival of Jim Sillars brought about some changes, indeed Sillars was the one who initiated

the campaigns of Scottish Resistance and Civil Disobedience. The aim of this chapter is to examine 

the 79 Group’s legacy in terms of ideology and political personalities, which has often been 

disregarded.105 In order to trace and access the legacy of the 79 Group, I looked at the political 

manifestos published by the SNP. I analysed the manifestos for the general elections of 1974, 1983, 

1987, 1992, 1997, 2001 and 2005. I also examined the manifestos produced for the elections of the 

Scottish Parliament in 1999 and 2003. And finally, I also analysed the manifestos produced for the 

1999 local elections. In this second chapter, the legacy will be explored by issues starting with the 

topics of unemployment, poverty and trade-unionism, I reminded the reader of the positions of the 

79 Group on these subjects and then analysed chronologically how they had been treated by the 

SNP from the 1980s to the early 2000s. The same method has been applied to examine the topics of 

gradualism and the development of social and economic policies. The penultimate section of this 

chapter put under scrutiny the left wing legacy of the Group and how their position on socialism 

evolved to social democracy in the SNP in the 1990s. And finally, this chapter concluded by looking

at the legacy the Group left in terms of politicians. Let’s begin the analysis of the 79 Group 

ideological legacy with the most obvious: the campaigns on civil disobedience and Scottish 

Resistance.

I. The topics of unemployment, poverty and trade-unionism: a short-

term legacy

The two campaigns of “Civil Disobedience” and “Scottish Resistance” were initiated by the 

Group but then also taken on by the SNP as a civil disobedience motion was voted during the 1981 

Annual Party’s Conference. Although civil disobedience rapidly grew unpopular especially because 

of the negative image sent by the break-in of the Old Royal High School in Edinburgh as addressed 

in the introduction, the fight against unemployment led by the SNP continued even after the ban of 

the Group in 1982. The influence of the Group was particularly visible in the manifesto produced 

105  The journalist David Torrance emphasised the legacy that the 79 Group left in terms of personalities (Torrance,
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for the General Election of 1983 entitled “Choose Scotland – The Challenge of Independence”. The 

election occurred on 9th June, only three months after the confirmation during the National Council 

of the evictions of seven SNP members due to their activities with the Group. Actually, in this 

manifesto, the question of independence seemed to only be on the background as the first theme to 

be discussed was economy, the manifesto started with this sentence: “Scotland today is in a state of 

crisis, with our economy decimated by the policies of successive London governments.”106 

Obviously, the question of independence is linked to the economy as the Party tried to introduce 

itself as an alternative against Margaret Thatcher.107 In the second part, the Party described its plan 

to counter unemployment primarily based on the exploitation of resources such as oil, coal and 

alternative energy sources. Their main argument was presented in a small table comparing the 

situations of Scotland with Norway and Austria. The third part of the manifesto was marked by the 

questions of employment and by what they called “industrial relations” meaning the links the Party 

tied with the trade unions. This relation was initiated in 1967 when the Association of Scottish 

Nationalist Trade Unions was started in order to help the Party organise among the trade unions.108 

In the 1970s, the Association became more important for the SNP and Tom McAlpine, an SNP’s 

office bearer and one of the architects of social-democracy within the Party under Billy Wolfe’s 

leadership, was appointed Convener of Industrial Campaigns; and Steve Butler, an industrial officer

was hired by the Party to help the organisation within the trade unions. In 1979, Steve Butler joined 

the 79 Group and was for a short time its interim Secretary.109 The Group maintained and reinforced

these ties through the campaigns it led on Scottish Resistance and on the defence of industrial jobs. 

The victory it won at the Plessey’s factory in 1982 for instance reinforced this new image.110 These 

ties established between the SNP and the trades unions went on. For instance, the manifesto 

published for the General Election of 1997 proposed a “Social Chapter” to ensure trade unions 

rights.111

Even thought the 1983 manifesto was very influenced by the 79 Group, the programme was 

not as radical as the Group’s. Indeed, it did not wish to see a stronger public sector although the 
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Party maintained its support for a mixed economy. The manifesto also took some of the vocabulary 

used by the Group such as “progressive redistribution of income and wealth in favour of the poorer 

sections of Scottish Society”; “redistribution of income, power and wealth” was actually how the 79

Group defined its own version of socialism.112 Here the SNP only switched the word “socialist” by 

the word “progressive”, it made a huge difference and it certainly did not mean that the SNP 

adopted socialism or even a form of socialist rhetoric but it is the evidence of the influence of the 

Group on the Party. Besides, towards the end of the manifesto the discourse took a different turn, 

more focused on finance and taxation. First, they explained that they wanted to create a wide range 

of financial institutions that would be necessary for the creation of an independent state, however, 

they did not name any of these institutions. Secondly they proposed a simpler taxation system and 

in the end they suggested to reduce the VAT and taxes which discouraged employment without 

naming those taxes or even what they meant by “discouraging employment”. This paragraph which 

came in the middle of the manifesto was incoherent with the beginning focused on unemployment 

and the end centred on  “Caring for the community”. These measures were designed to launch a 

“war against poverty” and included proposals to increase benefit entitlements such as paid 

maternity leave, unemployment benefits, child benefits, or even old age pensions. They probably 

wanted to appeal to as many people as possible but it made their manifesto look inconsistent and 

difficult to actually situate on the traditional political spectrum. Indeed, it seemed rather 

contradictory to support both an increase in welfare benefits and tax cuts. Nonetheless the influence 

of the Group was present in the discussions on unemployment that took back the lexicon used by 

the Group. The heavy influence that the Group left in terms of themes and ideas explored in the 

1983 manifesto is probably mainly explained by the closeness in time between the Group and the 

elaboration of this programme. Indeed, as has been explained above in this section, the political 

manifesto presented for the General Election of 1983 used themes that the Group tackled a lot such 

as unemployment, redistribution of wealth and poverty. For instance, in the introduction appears the

terms “economy decimated” and “people unemployed”.113 The question of employment is tackled in

details in a paragraph about permanent and temporary jobs, the SNP then went on with an analysis 

on how Thatcherism was ruining Scottish economy by using the example of the rising number of 

temporary jobs. This led to an accumulation “of the wealth and power in the South-East of 

England”.114 Then, on pages eight and nine, the SNP proposed an “industrial strategy” with 

measures such a minimum wage, an idea defended by the Group in their first Paper in 1979.115 This 

112  SNP, “Choose Scotland – The Challenge of Independence - Manifesto for the 1983 General Election,” in Acc
10090/200, National Library of Scotland.

113 Ibid., 1.
114 Ibid.
115 79 Group, “Group Paper No.1,” 8.
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influence was present in 1987 but not with the same importance. The next manifesto produced by 

the SNP for the general election of 1987 was entitled  “Play the Scottish Card”. In the introduction 

written by Gordon Wilson, the SNP Chairman, the topic of employment came right in the second 

paragraph where the Chairman emphasised the need to create more jobs and to put an end to 

poverty. Five years after the end of the Group, the themes it put at the centre of the table were still 

there, however, they were discussed a little bit further down in the manifesto. Indeed, in 1987 

unemployment was part of chapter four named “Rebuilding our economy”.116 They proposed a job 

plan and if elected, they committed to reduce unemployment by two-thirds within a period of five 

years. To achieve this goal, they promised to reduce VAT and to invest by establishing a Scottish 

Centre for Industrial Innovation and to start a massive programme of public works to repair and 

build new roads and housings. In 1987, the space occupied by unemployment and industry was 

smaller than for the previous election and did not appear as a central theme anymore although the 

industrial topic was still present in the manifesto but occupied less space than in 1983. In 1987, the 

SNP’s idea of a dynamic economy was still centred on a combination between the public, the 

private and cooperative sectors, this was similar to the Group’s approach, they also supported a 

mixed economy although with a strong emphasis on the public sector. This vision was underlined 

towards the end of the Group’s first published Paper in 1979.117 As was explained previously, in 

1983, the SNP changed the Group’s formula from the commitment to a “socialist redistribution of 

income, power and wealth” to “we wish to see a progressive redistribution of income and wealth in 

favour of the poorer sections of Scottish society” to finally become in 1987 “we favour a fairer 

redistribution of wealth”. First, the verbs changed, in the Group Paper, they used the modal ‘must’ 

in “Power income and wealth must be re-distributed” in order to express the absolute necessity, the 

injunction to do it. In 1983, the Party used the stative verb ‘to wish’ to express a vague desire and in

1987 by using the verb ‘to favour’ the SNP only expressed an opinion. This sentence is by no means

performative, it is not an electoral promise, it is merely a statement. In conclusion, the initial idea of

the Group of “socialist redistribution of income, power and wealth” lost strength and its original 

meaning with time. The number of words used was also reduced although an adjective was always 

used before the noun ‘redistribution’ whether it was ‘socialist’ with the Group or then finally 

‘progressive’ and ‘fairer’ with the SNP. The redistribution proposed lost its strength. The number of 

words after ‘redistribution’ also went from three, to two to get to only one. Analysing how this 

116 SNP, “General Election Manifesto 1987: Play the Scottish Card,” National Library of Scotland.
117  In the essay “Labourism or socialism” written by Stephen Maxwell and adopted by the Group as a whole during 

their first conference in Glasgow on 18 August 1979, the author underlined that fixing the issue of unemployment 
could not only lie on the private and cooperative sectors because unemployment was just too high and too massive. 
He argued that “the main burden of Scotland’s economic reconstruction must lie on the public sector.” 79 Group, 
“Paper No. 1,” 11.
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sentence had been evolving throughout time allowed to assess the endurance and significance of the

79 Group’s ideas.

To illustrate how the legacy of the 79 Group manifested itself throughout time, one of the 

most interesting topics to look at is poverty. The Group wrote about it extensively, and especially 

linked it to the unemployment issue and more generally the Group also connected it to the economic

sector by, for instance, discussing the problem of the low wages.118 Nevertheless, that theme had 

never been discussed with all the details and argumentation by the SNP but was present in the 

manifestos up to some extent. For the General Election of 1983, the SNP promised to launch a “war

against poverty”, in 1987, the SNP committed to “end the scourge of poverty” and in 1992, they 

were only speaking of “an attack on poverty”. Nonetheless, the most radical turn came in 1997 

when the Party only promised “freedom from poverty”. Moreover, the theme of poverty used to 

appear in the first pages of the manifestos published in the 1980s but in 1997, but it only appeared 

towards the end. Finally, this theme was clearly declining when in 2001, the proposal for an Anti-

Poverty strategy was at the end of the manifesto under a section dedicated to sport, culture and 

broadcasting. This reveals that the influence of the Group declined in the 1990s. Indeed, the themes 

defended by the Group which were used by the SNP in the 1980 such as unemployment, poverty 

and industrial relations were not considered as important by the SNP in the manifestos published in 

the 1990s. For instance, the examination of the manifesto published for the local election of 1999 

revealed that the topic of poverty only appeared in pages twenty-seven and twenty-eight, therefore 

at the very end of the manifesto, although the word “unemployment” appeared on page eleven for 

the first time, clearly showing that these subjects were not considered a priority by the Party 

anymore.119 The social and economic context had also changed, however, the issues once raised by 

the Group were not fixed. It seemed that with time, the SNP separated the social from the economic 

question. Indeed, as their economic programme became more and more liberal and turned towards 

the business sector, while the social question progressively started to be disconnected from the 

economic question. This did not mean that the social question was not as important anymore, even 

if it was not as crucial as it was for the Group, it still had space in the manifestos, only it was not as 

radical and was not as tied to the economic programme anymore. The development of the economic

and social programmes of the SNP in the 1990s was also linked to the adoption by the Party of 

gradualism as the approach towards independence. 

118 79 Group, “Group Paper No.1,” 10. “Group Paper No.3,” 5.
119 SNP, “Taking the lead in Scotland’s Councils’ - The Scottish National Party’s Local Government Manifesto 1999,” 

11; 27-28.
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II. Gradualism and the development of social and economic policies: a 

long-term legacy

Another major legacy left by the 79 Group was the importance for the SNP to develop its 

economic and social policies to include new ideas in order to build with more details a programme 

for Scottish independence.120 The impulse towards new ideas developed on the side of independence

was meant to enlarge the Party’s electoral scope and to attract a new electorate. The aim of the SNP 

has always been the creation of an independent state but despite this common goal, two currents to 

achieve it have been opposing one another since the creation of the Party: gradualism and 

fundamentalism.121 Fundamentalism basically defends a position that can be defined as ‘nothing 

short of independence’.122 The scholar, Peter Lynch described it as the “big-bang approach”, this 

view consists in the election of a majority of SNP MPs which would trigger independence.123 On the

other hand, gradualism refers to the step-to-step approach to independence, gradualists think that 

the best strategy to become independent is the creation of a devolved Scottish Parliament which 

would, with time, accumulate the powers owned by the UK Parliament at Westminster and achieve 

independence.  At its creation, the 79 Group adopted a gradualist position, it existed before but it 

had lost its appeal after the Devolution Referendum in 1979 and as a reaction, the SNP adopted the 

slogan “Independence Nothing Less” shortly after the vote. As the scholar and 79 Group member 

Jack Brand argued, the slogan ‘Independence Nothing Less” encompassed the rejection of 

devolution as well as the refusal to develop policies other than independence.124 De facto, the 

gradualist approach adopted by the 79 Group necessarily required the development of policies on 

different topics to guide the independence procedure in order to remain present on the political 

scene during the process. In an essay written by Andrew Currie and adopted by the Group as a 

whole for their First Paper in August 1979, the author argued that even though the Group’s 

opposition described them as gradualist, the members had not yet discussed this issue. Despite this 

refusal of the gradualist tag, the Group seemed to have presented such a position. Indeed, a little bit 

later in the text, Currie adopted a rather gradualist approach by explaining that “A lasting Scottish 

constitutional settlement may come in a single leap or as a consequence of a number of steps spread

120  79 Group, “Group Paper No 1,” 7.
121 Peter Lynch addressed this tension in the introduction of his book: The History of the SNP (Cardiff: Welsh 

Academic Press, 2002), 8.
122  Paul  Cairney  defined  gradualists  as  “Pragmatists  within the  SNP who believe  in  the strategy of  pursuing an

incremental  route  to  independence.  This  strategy  dominates  current  SNP thinking.”  Paul  Cairney  and  Neil
McGarvey, Scottish Politics (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 46.

123  Peter Lynch, The History of the SNP, 8-9.
124  Jack Brand, “Scotland,” In Contemporary Minority Nationalism, ed. Michael Watson (London: Routledge, 1990),

25.
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over a period of years.”125 Besides, in August 1979, in an essay written by Maxwell in order to 

complete the Group’s first paper, he argued that fundamentalism was a restricted position which 

was not able to provide Scotland with the economic and social policies necessary to face 

independence contrary to gradualism.126 Maxwell’s essay was clearer than Currie’s, however, they 

were both adopted on the same day during the Group’s Conference in August 1979 and edited in 

order to fit the Group’s opinion as a whole. Coincidentally, it was also what Maxwell remembered 

about the Group. Several years after it was banned in 1982, he wrote that “the Group’s most 

important contribution was a more thorough critique of fundamentalist nationalism”.127 He was 

convinced that the way to achieve independence was through gradualism and he always maintained 

this position. Regarding the gradualist legacy left by the Group to the SNP, in 1983, the 

independence question was barely mentioned in the manifesto which was mainly focused on the 

economic and social questions. Four years later, in 1987, the SNP committed to settle a 

Constitutional Convention in which the representatives would be elected by proportional 

representation to discuss the framework for self-government in which the SNP representatives 

would defend independence as the best form of self-government. Then, in 1992 the SNP manifesto 

was rather on a fundamentalist line, indeed it proposed “six steps to independence” in which they 

stressed the fact that winning the majority of Scottish seats at Westminster would grant them the 

mandate to start the negotiations.128Finally, as a result of the 1997 General Election won by the 

Labour Party, devolution and the opening of a parliament in Scotland strengthened gradualism 

within the SNP and had been, since then, the main current.129 In the following SNP manifestos, the 

Party committed to further powers in the Scottish Parliament as a way to pave to road for 

independence. In the 1999 manifesto, for the first election to the Scottish Parliament, the “potential 

for independence”130 was underlined in the introduction. The manifesto promised, if elected, to hold 

a referendum on independence before the end of their term. Indeed, this was a radical change in the 

1999 SNP’s electoral strategy because they used to propose referendum once the negotiations with 

London were over. Here they committed to organise a referendum before starting the negotiations. 

125  79 Group, “Group Paper N°1,” 9.
126  79 Group, “Group Paper N°1,” 11.
127  Stephen Maxwell, “The ‘79 Group: A Critical Retrospect,”  Cencrastus, 1985. Reprint  The Case for Left Wing

Nationalism (Edinburgh: Luath Press: 2013), 117-131.
128  SNP, Independence in Europe: Make it Happen Now! The 1992 Manifesto of the Scottish National Party, 1992, 

National Library of Scotland, 3.
129  The turnout for the devolution referendum of 1997 was of 60,4%. 74,3% voted yes to the first question (“I agree 

that there should be a Scottish Parliament”) and 25,7% voted no. 63,5% voted yes to the second question (“I agree 
that a Scottish Parliament should have tax-varying powers”) and 36,5% voted no. The results were found in: 
Nathalie Duclos, “The 1997 Devolution Referendums in Scotland and Wales,” Revue Française de Civilsation 
Britannique XIV, no. 1 (2006): 159. https://journals.openedition.org/rfcb/1187

130  SNP,  Scotland’s  Party  –  Manifesto  for  the  Scotland’s  Parliament  1999  Elections,  1999,  National  Library  of
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In 1999, an electoral mandate for the SNP was not seen as sufficient anymore to start the 

independence process. This change of strategy revealed that as the SNP developed policies and 

ideas not directly linked to the independence topic, people who were voting at the end of the 1990s 

for the SNP were not necessarily hard-core nationalists but could vote for the SNP because of the 

policies the Party developed on the side of independence. Moreover, with this strategy, the SNP was

not seen as radical anymore. Of course, the independence topic was still very present in the 

manifestos but the whole programme did not entirely rely on it but rather used it as an argument to 

underline that the economic and social policies proposed were possible without independence but 

would simply be better for Scottish interests in case of independence. For instance, in the manifesto 

from 1999, the phrase “on to independence...” was repeated on almost every page, in bold 

characters to strengthen the point they have just made. In the manifesto produced for the general 

elections of 2001, independence was seen as the first step in the economic and social restructuring 

of Scotland: “there is a modern role for Scotland’s democratic government as a keystone in building

a modern Scottish society and economy”.131 This was the vision expressed by the 79 Group in their 

first issue as one of their basic principles: “Full independence is a pre-requisite for the fundamental 

change in society which would lead to the social and economic restructuring of Scotland.”132 Here 

one of the first and main ideas of the Group was used again twenty years later. Gradualism appears 

as an important contribution of the Group, it marked the SNP in its approach to the independence 

issue. This did not mean that the SNP completely espoused the Group’s vision of nationalism. For 

instance, the concept of Republicanism which was one of the three principles of the Group caused 

many debates within the ranks of the Party and had never been even suggested in the manifestos. 

Indeed, since the 1980s, the position advanced by the SNP remained similar and inspired from the 

Group, they proposed a single-chamber parliament proportionally elected with a written 

Constitution and a Bill of Rights. Although the SNP would like to keep the Queen and her 

successors as Head of State, they also would also like to get rid of the royal assent on legislation. 

This position was quite different from the Group who had advocated Republicanism even though it 

provoked many debates and the majority of the Group had never been able to agree on it. In 1997, 

this debate surfaced within the SNP with the exact same characters. As the journalist David 

Torrance stated in its biography of Alex Salmond, the debate on Republicanism appeared again at 

the Party Conference of 1997 when a motion was in preparation which demanded a referendum on 

the monarchy after the independence. Salmond, who was already in favour of monarchy when he 

131  SNP, We Stand for Scotland, Manifesto for the General Election, 2001, National Library of Scotland.
132  SNP 79 Group, “Group Paper N° 1”, 7.
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was involved with the 79 Group, was upset. And, on the other hand, Roseanna Cunningham, MP for

Perth, former member of the Group and a long-standing Republican argued that:

“There are grey few of you who would be out there. I know that, you know that, the 

press know that and the public know that too and most of them think we’re already a 

Republican party and are not bothered about it.”133

It was true that the SNP had always counted republicans within its ranks but in the late 1990s, they 

did not form a majority, or even represented an important current of thought within the Party, quite 

the contrary. Finally and with a large majority, an amendment calling the SNP to take position 

against the monarchy fell at the 1997 Conference.134 As a result, twenty years after the end of the 79

Group, the same debates on republicanism involving the same people were still on the agenda of the

SNP. 

Another point of divergence between the SNP and the Group in the 1980s was the system 

itself. The SNP seemed to suggest a parliamentary regime, actually based on the British system, 

they made it clear in 1987 when in their manifesto, they stated that the Parliament should be able to 

decide on all the matters concerning the government of Scotland. In its First Paper, the Group 

rejected parliamentary sovereignty and suggested that the sovereignty should be exercised by the 

electorate as a whole. It would be difficult to explain in full details their position because the 

constitutional issue was only discussed in their First Paper. Based on this collection of essays, 

however, it is possible to detect the framework of a vision: they wanted a written Constitution and a 

Bill of Rights as well as the establishment of a Republic. They rejected both parliamentary 

sovereignty and hereditary authority. They also promoted a redistribution of power based on 

transparency and democratic control of all the institutions responsible for public decisions. They 

were also in favour of proportionally elected representatives at all levels of society. Proportional 

representation is usually more favourable to small parties. The Constitutional issue started to take 

more space within the SNP manifestos. 

Gradualism forced the Party to develop new ideas and policies, this change had been 

initiated by the 79 Group which theorised that in order for nationalism to get a wider platform and 

win over the electorate, the Party had to show it had solutions for the issues Scots encountered in 

their everyday life. Then, by adopting certain policies the SNP would be able to be situated on the 

traditional right / left political spectrum. The Group promoted socialism which was intrinsically 

133  Quoted in David Torrance, Salmond Against the Odds (Edinburgh: Birlinn, 2015), 129.
134  Torrance, Salmond Against the Odds, 129.
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related to the project of independence it presented. The following section is going to examine if the 

Group actually managed to leave some traces of its socialism to the SNP as a whole.

III. From socialism to social-democracy: the uneven left-wing legacy 

of the 79 Group

As was explained in the first chapter of this thesis, one of the three main principles adopted 

by the 79 Group was socialism. This was the corner stone of all of the Group’s policies and formed 

the basis for the economic and social changes the Group had imagined in order to build an 

independent Scotland. As was argued in the first chapter, although the Group built a severe critique 

of social democracy,135 the policies it developed from 1979 to its banishment in 1982 were actually 

more inspired by social-democracy as it was thought by its theorizer Eduard Bernstein at the end of 

the nineteenth century than from Marx’s socialism. As a matter of fact, the Group developed a 

radical left-wing ideology especially through the harsh criticisms it made against social-democracy 

as it was implemented in post World War II Britain. Moreover, in 1976 Maxwell developed his 

concept of “Scottish Radical Democracy” largely inspired by what he called the “myth of Scottish 

democracy”, this concept consisted in the implementation of radical reforms in all of the sectors of 

Scottish life such as political institutions, the electoral system, but also in the social and cultural life

in order to revive democracy in Scotland.136 The SNP had always counted left-wingers within its 

ranks but for the first time in the Party’s history, the Group represented the tangible representation 

of that force. The Group’s socialism was embodied through some of their most emblematic policies:

a fairer “redistribution of power, wealth and income”, industrial democracy and workers’ 

participation into the factories’ management. Despite the fact that the 79 Group suffered from 

several internal conflicts, they were able to unite around their ‘socialist’ purpose. Although the 

Group was the first organised left-wing branch to be created within the Party, social-democracy was

introduced to the SNP in the 1970s under the leadership of Billy Wolfe and was supported by some 

young left-wing office-bearers who later either founded or joined the 79 Group such as Stephen 

Maxwell, Margo MacDonald or Steven Butler. Their influence was particularly visible in the 

manifestos produced for the 1974 elections where the programme borrowed some ideas and the 

lexicon of social-democracy, the term “social justice” was even included into the Party’s rhetoric.137 

Of course, this base served for the creation of the Group which reinforced and broadened the left-

135  See Stephen Maxwell’s article “Beyond Social Democracy” published in The Radical Approach in 1976, the article
was republished later within The Case for Left Wing Nationalism (Edinburgh: Luath Press, 2013), 34-52.

136  Maxwell, “Beyond Social Democracy,” 49.
137  SNP, “Scotland’s Future – SNP Manifesto from August 1974,” in Acc. 10090/200, National Library of Scotland.
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wing platform within the SNP. The Group left a considerable legacy in terms of left-wing agenda. 

Although the SNP did not embrace socialism after the Group, the manifestos published in the 1980s

included policies and concepts from social-democracy and these were used without creating all the 

controversies of the 1970s, and it finally became the official Party’s line in the 1990s. The scholar 

Peter Lynch argued that “what changed after the 79 Group was the political emphasis on the SNP 

existing as a centre-left party”.138 For instance, as was argued previously, the 1983 SNP manifesto 

was the one which was the most permeated with the Group’s ideas especially on the defence of jobs,

on the concept of industrial democracy and on the introduction of a minimum wage. Nevertheless, 

these measures were counter balanced by a package of pro-business policies in which the SNP also 

committed to a simplified tax system. This package also promised a tax cut which did not seem to 

agree with their idea of improving public services as well as the promised increase in welfare 

benefits for the ones who needed it the most, presented at the beginning of the manifesto. It would 

be impossible to qualify this manifesto of socialist but it definitely used some measures usually 

associated with social-democracy such as the promise of implementing a stronger legislation 

guaranteeing equal pay. This left-wing current was particularly visible through the social measures 

meant to tackle unemployment and poverty, however, they were counter-balanced by the economic 

programme proposed by the Party which was starting in the 1980s to occupy more space and to 

adopt a pro-business, tax-cut angle. The decade was still marked by ideological hesitation but the 

SNP was clearly bending towards the Left and was started to be identified as such by the voters. 

Admittedly, the SNP was not as radical as the Group and it never embraced socialism even the 

Group’s softened version but it could, at that time, fairly be qualified of centre-left. During this 

period, it was also the only position it could occupy in order to become an essential political force 

within the Scottish landscape. Indeed, the academic Peter Lynch argued in 2009 that the only 

possibility to be politically credible in the 1980s was to criticize the unpopular Conservative 

government and to position itself as an alternative to Thatcherism, therefore the SNP had to be on 

the left of the political spectrum.139 Lynch also analysed the ideological ascendency of the Party 

explaining that the strategy developed in the 1980s was not always clear but that it had reached 

“ideological consolidation” by the 1990s.140 Indeed, this “consolidation” was first visible in the 

presentation of the manifesto itself, printed with high quality paper, in colour and with pictures to 

illustrate its programme. These elements symbolised the professionalization of the Party as well. 

The manifestos published in the 1990s also tackled more issues, they proposed solutions concerning

138  Peter Lynch, The History of the SNP, 175.
139  Peter Lynch, “From Social Democracy back to No Ideology? - The Scottish National Party and Ideological Change

in a Multi-level Electoral Setting,” Regional and Federal Studies 19, no. 4-5 (2009): 14.
140  Ibid., 1.
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health, education, justice and as a result, the SNP presented itself as a political party able to sit in 

Parliament.  Nevertheless, with these new themes taken on by the SNP, it became harder to trace the

legacy of the Group. Indeed, although the Group defended the idea that the SNP should develop 

economic and social policies, it was always rather vague and for instance never suggested anything 

concerning its views on education or health.141 Moreover, even though the SNP did not adopt 

socialism, it adopted a left-wing agenda in the 1980s, that can also be linked to the Group’s ideas 

although the Group was more radical, it still managed to leave a left-wing footprint. Nevertheless, 

in the mid-1990s the legacy started to fade away and it became harder to trace. This period 

coincided with Alex Salmond becoming the Party’s leader. Salmond was one of the most important 

79 Group member, he joined as soon as it was founded and he actively participated in it. One could 

have thought that the election of Salmond as SNP leader in 1990 would have strengthened the SNP 

in its turn towards the Left or even become socialist as its leader used to be one of the most active 

members of the 79 Group and who ten years before his election as leader was not shy to call himself

a socialist.142 It was, however, not the case, Salmond’s term as SNP leader did not open the SNP to 

socialism and did not reinforce the Party’s left-wing agenda. On the contrary, as has been showed in

this section, Salmond introduced the SNP to a more liberal ideology. The manifesto from 1992 still 

used the presentation style and ideas of the manifestos from the 1980s but the programmes 

published for the general elections and Scottish elections of the late 1990s were clearly different 

and started to introduce the SNP as a pro-business party with a more liberal economic programme 

balanced by some social measures. In his biography of Alex Salmond, David Torrance argued that 

neo-liberalism was planted in Salmond when he was working as an economist at the Royal Bank 

from 1980 to 1987.143 Salmond’s changed mindset can be illustrated by some statements he gave to 

the press and by his comparison to Ireland, a highly liberal economy in the 1990s. In March 1996, 

Salmond admitted to the Herald that he saw many qualities in the way Ireland was dealing with its 

economy and he confessed that:

“Ireland had only one striking difference from Scotland: it is no longer ruled from 

London. With the advantage of full independent membership of the European Union, it has 

used that membership to attract resources and invest in the future.”144

141  79 Group, “Group Paper No. 1.”
142  David Dalgetty, a former colleague of Salmond remembered that in the late 1970s, Salmond criticized the Labour 
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The following year, Salmond also conceded to the Guardian that he was “very, very influenced by 

Ireland.”145 The comparison to Ireland marked an important change in the SNP’s vision of society. 

Indeed, in the 1980s, the Party had used the economic success of Norway in order to convince the 

Scottish electorate of the soundness of the independence project. Norway and Scotland were both 

small Northern European countries with an access to the oil and gas fields of the North Sea. In 

short, according to the SNP, once independent Scotland had the potential to follow its Norwegian 

neighbour on the way to economic success. But, in the 1990s, the SNP rather used the Irish example

in its manifestos. Ireland offered a much different model, it was a low tax economy which was not 

able to support a Norwegian-type welfare state. Here the SNP started to renounce the social model 

drawn by the Group several years earlier. In the 1990s, Ireland’s economy was also very liberalised 

and had adopted the Washington Consensus.146 This change was part of the ideological repositioning

operated by Salmond. Indeed, he emphasised economic rather than cultural nationalism, as was 

prescribed by Maxwell in his article “The case for left wing nationalism” and was clearly in line 

with the 79 Group’s legacy. Key to this new nationalist view was Salmond’s ideological 

repositioning of the SNP which, as the academic Ben Jackson argued, was not according to the 

Group’s vision.147 Indeed, the scholar argued that as Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, two other 

centre-left, Scottish-born, Labour politicians, orientated their Party towards the centre in the 1990s, 

Salmond sought to position the SNP in the space once occupied by Labour in Scotland. This 

strategy was in clear opposition to everything the Group had ever worked for during its lifetime. 

Indeed, as Jackson explained, the 79 Group’s socialism was imbued with a strong sociological 

factor: the disappearance of the industrial working class precipitated by the fast and heavy de-

industrialisation of the 1980s. In 1997, Salmond stated “I’ve given the SNP a social democratic 

identity.”148 As the analysis of the manifestos provided previously in this thesis, they showed that 

the SNP was marked by what was understood as social-democracy in the late twentieth century.   

The 79 Group had adopted Eduard Bernstein’s social-democracy, that is to say a democratic model 

to achieve socialism. And, on the other hand, the Group was rather critical of social-democracy as 

practised in Great Britain from the late 1940s to the 1970s. As the scholar Michael Newman argued,

this model was the result of the polices implemented by President Roosevelt in the United States, 

145  Ibid.
146  The Washington Consensus is a set of economic policy recommendations prescribed by international financial 
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who was not a socialist but a “pragmatic Democrat”. This model was based on the work of the 

British Liberal economist John Maynard Keynes who had theorised how a government could 

“stipulate economic expansion during a depression”.149 Newman concluded that “neither the 

practical nor the theoretical originators of the reforms underlying post-war capitalism were from the

social-democratic tradition”.150 Therefore, Newman argued, that it raised questions concerning the 

relations between social-democracy and capitalism: “had capitalism been changed by social-

democracy so that its values were now incorporated in the system? Or had capitalism in advanced 

industrial countries become so successful that it could now afford concessions to the working class 

whether or not these were demanded by social-democracy?”151 Again according to Newman, this led

to the development of “welfare capitalism” and its impact changed the nature of social-democracy. 

This model was unable to respond to the crisis of the 1970s which provoked mass unemployment 

and which had failed to eliminate poverty. At the same period, the neo-liberals provided a powerful 

criticism of this version of social-democracy which has been summarised by Christopher Pierson. 

The neo-liberal critique asserted the superiority of the market and promised to set free the 

individuals. To respond to the crisis of the 1970s, this ideology was applied by Reagan in the United

States, by Thatcher in the United Kingdom and even by François Mitterrand, the socialist French 

president adopted austerity measures less than two years after his election in 1981.152 Therefore, as 

Michael Newman argued “social-democracy had increasingly departed from traditional forms of 

socialism”.153 In the 1990s, when Alex Salmond talked about the “social-democratic identity” of the 

SNP, he meant the Keynesian post-war “welfare capitalist” model converted to the neo-liberal 

policies implemented in the US and the UK. In other words, this had strictly nothing to do with 

what the Group meant by social-democracy. This change in the nature of social democracy was 

marked by its adoption of liberal measures, symbolised by the pro-business tax cuts promised in the

general election manifesto published in 1997.154 In the first chapter of this thesis, I argued that 

although the 79 Group advocated socialism, a detailed analysis of their ideas and policies revealed 

that they were actually closer to Bernstein’s social-democracy. The Group’s version of social-

democracy was theorised by Stephen Maxwell in an article entitled “Beyond Social Democracy” 

but the title “Back to the roots of social democracy” would have probably been better suited.155 As a

149 Michael Newman, Socialism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 49.
150 Ibid.
151 Ibid., 49-50.
152  Ibid., 121-123 
153  Michael Newman, Socialism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 117.
154  In 1997, the SNP promised to cut the standard rate of corporation tax by approximatively 10%, to cut the small

companies rate of corporation tax by 22%, among other measures. In SNP, “The SNP Manifesto 1997 – Yes We
Can,” National Library of Scotland.

155  Stephen Maxwell, “Beyond Social Democracy,” in The Radical Approach, ed. Gavin Kennedy. 1976. Reprint,  The
Case for Left Wing Nationalism (Edinburgh: Luath Press, 2013): 34-52.
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result, the SNP’s social-democracy presented in the 1990s under Salmond’s leadership was located 

quite far away from the 79 Group’s ideas. Moreover, as the manifestos published in the last decade 

of the twentieth century, the SNP started to downplay some of its 1980s emblematic social themes 

such as the fight against poverty which was not considered as a priority and took the SNP further 

away from the legacy of the Group. This liberal drift arguably emptied social democracy of its main

principles. During the months which preceded the SNP’s 1993 Conference, Alex Salmond, at the 

time SNP leader, delivered six speeches around Scotland in order to define his political 

philosophy.156 This resulted in the elaboration of what the British sociologist Anthony Giddens 

named “The Third Way”. Although this term is primarily linked to the New Labour, the journalist 

David Torrance applied it to the SNP and he defined it as a way “between Thatcherite and left-wing 

orthodoxies”.157 In 1993, Alex Salmond got ride of all the ties the SNP had more or less maintained 

with socialism in its economic programme to embrace a more liberal ideal, a path already taken 

before by the New Labour. Salmond even declared in the Scotsman:

“I think the SNP’s cutting edge and radicalism will remain, on issues like nuclear 

weapons, on a whole range of social policy. But I don’t think we can allow sentiment to 

interfere with the absolute requirement for an economically successful Scottish economy.”158

Two days later, he added in Scotland on Sunday:

“What our party and Scotland has to realise is that our social programme is predicted

on economic success which requires the economic strategy we are outlining. You can’t have 

a hazy belief that it will be OK if we intervene here, nationalise this. Of we don’t like that 

sector we’ll take it into public ownership. That’s silly and stupid. The government’s job is to

provide the springboard from which our industry can compete successfully.”159

156  The six speeches delivered by Salmond in 1993 were later printed as a pamphlet under the title Horizons Without 
Bars. A couple of secondary sources, included Torrance’s biography of Salmond, mentioned them and used the 
speeches to demonstrate Salmond’s adoption of a more liberal agenda or to show his embrace of the “Third Way”. 
It was for me impossible to find the sources, the National Library of Scotland does not have them. I wrote to the 
SNP Headquarters in Edinburgh and the Information Officer Richy Edwards indicated that these speeches or their 
transcripts were not held at HQ but he encouraged me to contact Alex Salmond whom never replied to any of my 
requests.

157  Torrance, Salmond Against the Odds, 108.
158  Alex Salmond in The Scotsman on 18 August 1993, quoted by David Torrance, Salmond Against the Odds, 108.
159  Alex Salmond in Scotland on Sunday on 15 August 1993, quoted by Torrance, Salmond Against the Odds, 108-109.
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The journalist David Torrance also remarked that as Salmond was draining the social left-wing 

agenda out of the SNP’s economic programme, he was developing its social agenda.160 We can find 

an example of this phenomenon with the policy “A Penny for Scotland” presented with the 1999 

SNP manifesto for the first Scottish parliamentary election. This new policy relied on a penny cut 

that the Chancellor Gordon Brown announced in March 1999 and Salmond’s idea was instead of 

paying tax at twenty-two pence in the pound from April 2000, the Scots will still pay twenty-three 

pence and this penny, “Scotland’s penny” was to be spend on health and education. The press were 

extremely critical at the time and added to the lack of electoral results, the Party dropped the policy 

in 2002.161 What remains undeniable is the major influence of Salmond, a former Group member, in

what Lynch called the “ideological consolidation” of the Party. He shaped the SNP into a party 

politically and ideologically credible, able to sit massively in Parliament and in government. 

Although the SNP did not become socialist, the development of its social and economic programme

in the 1990s were, in my opinion, largely due the work done beforehand by the Group, a legacy that

Salmond carried with him. In an interview with David Torrance in 2009, Kenny MacAskill, at the 

time Cabinet Secretary for Justice in Salmond’s government and former 79 Group member, said 

“The attitudes of Alex Salmond and I have changed because we live in a different society. Left-wing

nationalism needed to have a voice, now it’s got a government.”162 This is interesting that Kenny 

MacAskill mentioned the term ‘left-wing nationalism’ because the concept was theorised by 

Stephen Maxwell in the eponymous 79 Group Paper number six published in the Spring 1981. What

Torrance failed to notice is that as Kenny MacAskill was a very active member of the Group, it is 

rather safe to assume that he knew what the concept meant because what Maxwell argued in 1981 is

totally different from what MacAskill meant. Indeed, Maxwell promoted the development of 

nationalism imbued with the social and economic needs of the Scottish population regardless of a 

sentimental or romantic view of nationhood. He argued that this analysis will naturally lead to a 

socialist response, Maxwell’s analysis largely relied on class theories. According to him, the only 

way to win over the electorate was to mobilize the working class to create a popular basis for 

nationalism. He also called the SNP to organise itself as a radical alternative to the Labour party.163 

As a result, as the economic programme of the Party, the concept of ‘left-wing nationalism’ was 

also emptied of its core principles, even more so that the SNP under Salmond’s leadership had 

slowly given up on the Left. Maxwell intertwined the two concepts of socialism and Scottish 

160  Torrance, Salmond Against the Odds, 109.
161  “Spending a Penny,” The Economist, March 18, 1999, https://www.economist.com/britain/1999/03/18/spending-a-

penny.
162  Quoted in Torrance, “From the 79 Group to the Modern SNP,” in The Modern SNP: From Protest to Power, ed.

Gerry Hassan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009): 173.
163  Stephen Maxwell, “The Case for Left Wing Nationalism,” Group Paper no.6. 1981. Reprint in The Case for Left

Wing Nationalism (Edinburgh: Luath Press, 2013): 99.
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nationalism as they were, according to him, the key to Scottish independence. In 2009, MacAskill 

used a term that had been lightened of its ideological content by the very same people who carried 

its message in the early 1980. Nevertheless, with people such as MacAskill, Salmond, Cunningham 

and many others, the 79 Group left a considerable legacy in terms of political figures.

IV. The legacy of the people: the 79 Group, the incubator of a renewed

SNP leadership?

It has been argued before by some 79 Group’s commentators such as the scholar Peter 

Lynch and the journalist David Torrance that if the ideological legacy of the 79 Group was 

uncertain, the Group would have left a considerable legacy in terms of personalities.164 The legacy 

of the people is usually the aspect of the Group’s influence that is tackled the most as it is slightly 

easier to prove. Indeed, some former 79ers became, either during or after the Group, unmissable 

political personae, the most famous being Alex Salmond. When the Group was banned at the 1982 

SNP Conference, Salmond with some other Group members joined the Scottish Socialist Society 

founded by the former Group members with the same aims and goals of the 79 Group. In fact, this 

new society was a replica of the banished 79 Group but this time, it was not bound to the SNP. As a 

result, Salmond was, with six other members, evicted from the Party. He was readmitted a few 

months later and quickly climbed the ladder up to the top of the Party. In 1985, he was elected in 

charge of the SNP’s publicity, in 1987 he became the Deputy Leader of the SNP and was elected 

Member of Parliament for Banff and Buchan and he finally became the SNP Leader in 1990.165 

Once the devolved Parliament opened in Edinburgh, he became leader of the opposition while being

a MSP for Banff and Buchan. He resigned from his position as Party leader in 2000 over the Party’s

financial issues and an open conflict with Ian Blackford, the SNP national treasurer.166 Salmond was

finally re-elected as leader in 2004. He became the First Minister of Scotland in 2007 and finally 

resigned in 2014 after the defeat of the Independence Referendum. Salmond’s political career is 

quite an achievement in itself and he has been the first Scottish leader to bring Scotland so close 

from independence in 2014. Nevertheless, since 2014, his political career has suffered some 

164  Peter Lynch argued that the 79 Group “had a considerable legacy in terms of personalities and the ideological 
outlook.” Lynch, The History of the Scottish National Party (Cardiff: Welsh Academic Press, 2002), 174. David 
Torrance argued that the “influence of the 79 Group […] has to be judged in an electoral, as well as an ideological 
context.” Torrance, “The Journey from the 79 Group to the Modern SNP,” in The Modern SNP, ed. Gerry Hassan 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 175.

165  David Torrance, Salmond Against the Odds (Edinburgh: Birlinn, 2015), 58.
166  Ibid., 159.
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difficulties and he is certainly not as influential in the SNP as he used to be.167 Recently, his career 

has been been embroiled in several scandals, he has been criticised for hosting “The Alex Salmond 

Show” on RT, the Russian state television network.168 And, in January 2019, he has been charged 

with multiple counts of sexual assaults and attempted rape, the case will go to trial, according to the 

information publicly available in time of writing.169 Other former 79ers also had important political 

careers. For instance, several 79 Group members were part of Salmond’s first government in 2007. 

Kenny MacAskill was appointed Cabinet Secretary for Justice, Maureen Watt was Minister for 

Schools and Skills and Stewart Stevenson was Minister for Transport, Infrastructure and Climate 

Change. In 2009, for the first reshuffle, Roseanna Cunningham was appointed Minister for the 

Environment, since then she has always been in government. Other former 79 Group members also 

continued a career in politics, four of these people gave an interview to Mark McLaughlin, a 

reporter for the Scottish magazine Holyrood in October 2018.170 There were Chris Cunningham, 

who joined the SNP in 1971, he was also the editor of the 79 Group News, a monthly newspaper 

published by the Group and was in 2018 an SNP councillor in the Glasgow Council. Marie Burns 

was also present, at the time of the interview, she was a SNP councillor for Irvine East, was also 

present the former Minister for Schools and Skills, Maureen Watt. And, finally the interview also 

focused on Jim Sillars, architect of the Group’s twin campaigns on “Scottish Resistance” and “Civil 

Disobedience”, and former Deputy Leader of the SNP between 1991 and 1992, he was also married 

to Margo MacDonald. This interview given in October 2018 was particularly interesting for the 

retrospective insight it gave on the 79 Group and the legacy some former members think they left to

the SNP. The four interviewees are still all involved in politics at different levels, in the Scottish 

parliament or in local councils. In the interview, Chris Cunningham revealed that “It was a 

generational thing of a group of people who had hung together over that period.”171 It showed that 

there was something uniting these people beyond the shared ideological platform, this can be the 

generational effect as Chris Cunningham seemed to think but also the first common political 

167 Severin Carrell, Scotland editor for the Guardian wrote in January 2019: “his influence has diminished markedly 
since he lost his House of Commons seat in 2017” in “Alex Salmond Profile: Architect of the SNP’s Rise to 
Power,” The Guardian, January 24, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/jan/24/alex-salmond-profile-
architect-of-the-snp-rise-to-power  

168  Nicola Sturgeon, the current SNP leader and Scottish First Minister stated that she “would have advised against 
RT” as a choice of channel to host a show. RT is directly funded by the Kremlin and has been described as “a 
propaganda tool for Vladimir Putin's government”; in “Nicola Sturgeon questions Alex Salmond's choice of 
Russian TV channel,” BBC News, November 10, 2017, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-
41941359 
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experience that they had with the 79 Group and what the Group actually brought them. 

Nevertheless, this dynamic only seemed to concern one part of the Group, Stephen Maxwell 

remembered in 1985 that the Group members were divided into three different subgroups, there was

the former SNP office-bearers such as himself, Margo MacDonald and Andrew Currie. Then, 

according to him, there was a group composed of scholars and former Labour supporters such as 

Owen Dudley Edwards, Jack Brand and Gavin Kennedy and there was a band of young nationalists 

activists with Alex Salmond, Kenny MacAskill and the Cunningham siblings, among others.172 

Therefore, according to this analysis, only the third generation seemed to have benefited of this 

group dynamic. It must have been quite strong because it lasted several decades. There were also 

some disputes between the members in the 1990s, when Salmond became the SNP leader. Indeed, 

there was a small ideological conflict between Salmond and Roseanna Cunningham at the Party’s 

Annual Conference in 1997 regarding the topic of Republicanism which was described above in this

chapter. Another dispute occurred between Salmond and MacAskill in 1998, it all started with the 

Neill Inquiry into political funding when the SNP failed to submit its accounts. This caused some 

issues as the SNP finally had to divulge its donations. The blame for this fell on the Party’s treasurer

Kenny MacAskill and caused another internal drama much appreciated by the press which proposed

titles such as “Civil War Breaks Out in SNP Ranks”,173 the whole affair finally ended up with the 

establishment of a tougher internal set of rules. Apparently the bad blood between the two men did 

not last this time either as MacAskill was appointed Cabinet Secretary for Justice in 2007 when 

Salmond became First Minister. The relationship which probably suffered the most after the end of 

the 79 Group was between Salmond and Jim Sillars. At the time of the Group, according to Isobel 

Lindsay an SNP member, they shared a “mentor and protégé”174 relationship which finally 

deteriorated over the years “for reasons that have never been clear”.175 Despite all the drama, this 

“Group dynamic” survived at least until Salmond’s first government in 2007. 

Another point particularly enlightening in the interview from October 2018 is Jim Sillars’s 

analysis of the Group’s legacy. Indeed, he concluded the interview with the following statement: “I 

think by and large the 79 Group has won.”176 Earlier in the text, he gave some clues on the aspects 

that were “won” over by the 79 Group. First, he explained that he did not think that the Group had 

been a failure because “it was almost a catharsis that the ideological people asserted the importance 

of the working class had made a significant mark.” Here he seemed to emphasis that the 79 Group 

172 Stephen Maxwell, “The ‘79 Group: A Critical  Retrospect,”  Cencrastus,  1985. Reprint  The Case for Left  Wing
Nationalism (Edinburgh: Luath Press: 2013), 118.
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brought to the SNP what Peter Lynch called the “ideological consolidation” of the SNP.177 I would 

agree with him on that point, as I argued before, one of the 79 Group’s main idea for the Party was 

the development of economic and social ideas which would de facto lead the SNP to settle on the 

traditional left / right political spectrum. On the other hand, Sillars seemed to suggest that thanks to 

the Group, the SNP acknowledged and included the working class into its programme: 

“I didn’t think the 79 Group had been a failure, because it was almost a catharsis that the 

ideological people who asserted the importance of the working class had made a significant 

mark.”178 

As explained above, that is an opinion I do not share, the theme of the industrial sector had been 

highlighted by the SNP in the 1980s but by the end of the 1990s, they had completely disappeared 

from the Party’s manifestos. As a result, such a statement in 2018 is extremely strange, even more 

so when he added just after that:

“The people that had been expelled in the 79 Group came back in at precisely the right 

moment, because their analysis was the correct analysis.”179

This statement is even harder to make sense of, indeed, the 79 Group, as was explained in the first 

chapter of this dissertation, wanted to establish an independent Scottish republic and to implement a

“socialist re-distribution of power, income and wealth”.180 In 2007, when Salmond became First 

Minister and when he appointed some former 79 Group members to decisive positions in the 

Scottish Government, Scotland did not become socialist or even republican, these concepts have 

even never made their apparition in the SNP manifestos. As a result, the former 79ers who became 

prominent Scottish politicians did not arrive in their respective positions by promoting the 

principles of the 79 Group. A similar statement from Sillars could have been understood in the 

1980s maybe even in the 1990s but saying this in 2018 reveals either an ignorance of the SNP 

policies of the last twenty years or an oblivion of what the 79 Group was actually about which, 

because of Sillars’s career and involvement with the SNP, seem highly unlikely. Or, this might have 

been as well a mere provocation. The legacy of the 79 Group became harder to trace with time and 

almost impossible once in the 2000s. As was argued previously the most enduring legacy is 

177  Peter Lynch, “From Social Democracy back to No Ideology? - The Scottish National Party and Ideological Change
in a Multi-level Electoral Setting,” Regional and Federal Studies 19, no. 4-5 (2009): 1.
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probably the development of the economic and social policies of the SNP except that this side of the

Group’s legacy was also diluted as the Group had always recommended not to separate the 

economic from the social programme, they had to be dealt with together. A recommendation that the

SNP started to forget in the 1990s when the economic programme of the SNP espoused a pro-

business and, in the end a neo-liberal stand which was compensated by a reinforcement of the social

programme, but disconnected from the economic policies, the SNP had definitely abandoned the 

most important Group’s recommendation.   

Conclusion of chapter 2

To conclude with the second chapter, the 79 Group left an influential legacy in terms of 

ideas to the Scottish National Party. The Group built the basis of its ideological framework on 

policies that the SNP started to construct in the 1970s. The Group developed these ideas and made 

them unmissable for the Party in the 1980s. The manifestos published for the General Elections of 

1983, 1987 and even 1992 all tackled and considered with great attention the themes of 

unemployment, desindustrialisation and poverty. With time, these themes lost of their substance, the

paragraphs dedicated to these issues got smaller and smaller to finally lose their primary 

significance. Nevertheless, these issues started to fade away as the SNP developed with more 

accuracy its economic and social programmes, this was one of the Group’s main demand. 

Notwithstanding this important progress, the development of both of these programmes occurred 

separately, contrarily to what the 79 Group had imagined. Moreover, although it would be difficult 

to prove, the Group may have left other ideas to the SNP. Indeed, in their First Paper published 

during the summer 1979, the Group underlined the environmental constraints that could not be 

ignored.181 This theme was then mentioned in almost all of the SNP manifestos following the ban of 

the Group, and it even expanded with time as the environmental issue became a topic of global 

concern. It may not be a direct legacy but the SNP could have drawn some inspiration from the 

Group’s published Papers. The 79 Group did not only leave an ideological legacy, it also discovered

and provided the SNP with a new group of skilful politicians, and some of them had quite an 

extraordinary career. Nonetheless, the 79 Group’s ideas did not become mainstream, unlike its 

former members. 

181  79 Group, “Group Paper No.1,” 10.
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Conclusion 

The 79 Group was created as an attempt to reply to the crisis that shook the Scottish 

National Party at the end of the 1970s. The Group thought that its mother party, the SNP, should 

change its electoral strategy and to do so, the Group argued that the SNP should adopt a clearer 

ideological position. The Group was not always straightforward on ideology, for instance, it argued 

that it was against the British constitutional system but never offered a workable alternative.182 

Moreover, the Group’s position on republicanism had never been clear, they defended it but they 

never developed what they meant exactly.183 Then, the Group, since its beginning during the spring 

1979, had always suffered from internal conflicts, its members had some very strong personalities 

who sometimes disagreed. In addition, the 79 Group was also in conflict with the Scottish National 

Party’s leadership. The relationship between the SNP’s leadership elected in September 1979 and 

the Group had always been complicated, the Group was left wing and rather in favour of devolution

contrary to the new leadership which was rather fundamentalist. Several controversies provoked by 

the Group did not improve the relationship such as the break-in into the Old Royal High School in 

Edinburgh and a controversy over alleged links with Sinn Féin. Some scholars, such as Roger Levy 

who wrote about the 79 Group usually dismissed the ideological legacy of the Group especially 

because none of the Group’s three principles have been adopted once the Group was banished. On 

the other hand, the lecturer in Politics Peter Lynch argued that the Group had left an “ideological 

outlook” but he never defined what he meant.184 Apart from the “basic principles”, the Group also 

came up with several other ideas, it wanted the SNP to develop its social and political programmes 

and the SNP finally fully embraced this idea in the 1980s. According to the political manifestos I 

explored for this thesis, the SNP’s programme developed new policies, structured better and became

more coherent. That, as I argued in the second chapter was the main legacy of the 79 Group, even 

though the economic and social programmes the SNP developed were not in line with the Group’s 

ideas. The SNP did not become socialist or republican but it has become a coherent political party 

able to address the issues Scots encountered in their daily life, just as the Group recommended in its

“Group Paper” number six in 1981.185 As was demonstrated in the second chapter, the manifesto 

published for the General Election of 1983 was the one which was the most influenced by the 

Group’s ideas. In 1987, a certain amount of ideas were still there but once passed the General 
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Election of 1992, the influence declined. 1992 was exactly ten years after the Group was banned 

and the context had also changed, but it was also the first election since Alex Salmond, a former 

Group member had been elected as the party’s leader in 1990. The fact that the influence of the 

Group started to fade away exactly when its former members got to the SNP leadership showed that

the ideological legacy of the 79 Group did not necessarily go hand in hand with the legacy in terms 

of personalities.

Forty years after the end of the Group, its legacy can still be found within the SNP, a sort of 

new “79 Group” may have been created in 2016, under the name “SNP Socialists”, nevertheless this

new formation does not refer to the 79 Group explicitly. This group have similarities but also many 

differences with the 79 Group. On their website, they described themselves as “a newly formed 

special interest group which aims to bring together socialist members of the Scottish National 

Party.”186 They want to provide a “forum for left-wing politics and socialist ideology to be 

discussed” within the Scottish National Party.187 This was exactly what the 79 Group wanted to 

implement within the SNP, except that in the twenty first century, the debate is now occurring on 

the web; the “SNP Socialists” opened an online platform called “Red Thistle” on which socialists 

and left wingers can write articles on topics decided previously by the “SNP Socialists”. On their 

Twitter page, they identified as “socialists, left republicans and social democrats”188 just like the 79 

Group in its time. Nevertheless, this new group do not seem as critical towards the SNP leadership 

as the 79 Group was in the late 1970s, early 1980s. Moreover, the Group was also more active, they 

published a lot during their short life, they were also more provocative and they initiated actions 

such as the two noise-making campaigns of “Scottish Resistance” and “Civil Disobedience”. The 

Group also managed to get some of its members elected to the SNP leadership, so far it seems that 

the SNP Socialists have less ambitious goals, which could, eventually, be a good strategy in order 

not to be banned from the Party. 

186 “About,” SNP Socialists, accessed May 20, 2019,  https://snpsocialists.wordpress.com/about/
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