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Socialism in a Cold Climate: The Radical Left since 1999 
 
Ewan Gibbs 
 
The 21st century began with cautiously optimistic forecasts from the Scottish left. A devolved 
parliament was set to deliver a promising climate in which to develop a prospectus for a more 
generous welfare settlement, to reverse the ‘private good public bad’ logic of New Labour, and a 
platform to critique market-driven globalisation.  
 
There were few illusions in the leadership of Scottish Labour who formed the first Scottish Executive 
in coalition with the Liberal Democrats. Unlike the Welsh Assembly, Scotland’s Parliament would not 
be an island of confident social democracy that put ‘clear red water’ between itself and London 
(Jones, 2014). It was this discrepancy between the experiences that had popularised devolution and 
the agenda of the Scottish Executive which set the genesis of opportunity felt by the forces of the 
radical left outside the Labour Party.  
 
The Left Claim to Devolution 
 
These forces were most significantly found in the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP). Devolution had 
shifted from being a contentious issue to becoming the ‘settled will’ of the Scottish people during 
the 1980s and 1990s under the auspices of intensified deindustrialisation, Thatcherite social policy 
and the ‘democratic deficit’. Predominant narratives in the emergent history of late twentieth 
century Scotland credit a broad ‘civic Scotland’ coalition of churches, trade unions, local government 
and public and third sector actors with the heavy lifting which produced the Blair government’s 
commitment to devolution (Stewart, 2009). Yet, the radical left has justified claims of its own to 
moulding arguments for increased national autonomy. The longer roots of devolution were also 
shaped by workplace activism during the 1960s and 1970s (Phillips, 2008) and intellectuals 
responding to the demise of Marxist orthodoxies (Scothorne and Gibbs, 2017).  
 
Memories of the poll tax non-payment campaign were more immediate to perspectives in the late 
1990s. A decade earlier the Thatcher Government had inadvertently provided perfect storm making 
material for socialists and community activists. The Anti-Poll Tax Federation (APTF), which operated 
largely through neighbourhood action committees, merged discontent over social policy and mass 
unemployment with objections to the imposition of an unpopular policy by a London Government 
which was seen to lack political legitimacy. Poll tax non-payment confirmed disenchantment with 
the Labour Party as local authorities were financially and legally obliged to enforce a measure which 
harmed their traditional constituents. Labour also expelled the leadership of the APTF, who were 
members of the Trotskyist ‘Militant’ tendency (Gibbs, 2014). Following their expulsion and 
subsequent participation in local elections, a Scottish Militant Labour group was formed within 
Strathclyde Region and Glasgow District (Sheridan and McAlpine, 1994). These developments were 
formative to the leading cadre of what later became the SSP and demonstrated the electoral viability 
of a nationalist-leaning socialist alternative. The SSP achieved its initial aim of a presence at 
Holyrood when its principal public face, Tommy Sheridan, was returned as a Glasgow list member at 
the first Scottish parliamentary election in 1999.  
 
Following this Sheridan (2000) co-authored ‘Imagine’ with his collaborator-in-chief Alan McCombes. 
The volume is demonstrative of the sunny expectations associated with Holyrood as well as the 
rough and ready sensibilities of the SSP. Sheridan was adamant that his party was not just for 
political meteorologists, insisting it would make the weather: his work was not ‘some academic 
treatise written for the benefit of economists or sociologists’ (2000: xv).  
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The SSP MSP justified his credentials as a community activist who had stood up for his principles 
through facing arrest for disrupting poll tax warrant sales. Sheridan committed to action ‘on all 
fronts’, not just the parliamentary. ‘Imagine’ illuminates some of the major assumptions which have 
shaped the Scottish radical left under devolution. These relate not just to the doubting of electoral 
office’s efficacy but also core questions of strategy and presentation. Actor and SSP supporter Peter 
Mullen provided a foreword that stressed his manual working class credentials by introducing 
himself as the ‘son of a nurse and a toolmaker’ and profiled himself a having been ‘a labourer in a 
bed-making factory’ (2000: vii-viii). Sheridan himself similarly lent on his family’s Govan heritage. 
Yet, the reader is reassured that ‘more or less everyone who works for a living’ is part of the 
working-class majority, before being informed that ‘The battle for socialism won’t be spearheaded 
by prosperous politicians or middle-class intellectuals but by those who have nothing to lose and 
everything to gain from the defeat of capitalism’ (2000: xvi; 154). 
 
Scottish tensions between structural analyses of class and cultural identity are a particularly acute 
variant of ‘authenticity’ politics which have grown in strength over the UK in recent years (Kennedy, 
2018). The politics of class identity have represented a potentially powerful means of generating 
legitimacy for otherwise marginal left-wing voices. However, these gambits come with the significant 
potential bear traps of giving succour to (usually small-c) conservative values and conflict with 
emergent social structures. In effect they legitimate the prevailing perspective within Scottish 
academia and politics that the nation is increasingly affluent and middle class (McCrone, 2017).  
 
Social policy should then principally be concerned with the minority who can’t or won’t make the 
jump. It is within this environment that Darren McGarvey’s (‘Loki’) (2017) perspective on class 
flourished. His reading emphasises the divide between an ‘underclass’ minority and a culturally 
proficient and economically comfortable ‘middle class’. As Dani Garavelli’s (2017) pointed review of 
Loki’s Orwell prize winning book, ‘Poverty Safari’, reflected though, ‘social mobility in the 1960s and 
1970s means many of the people who now live in affluent suburbs of the South Side, if not the West 
End, were raised in Govan or the Gorbals.’ Loki is, however, in terms of presentations of class 
identity and cultural divides following a well-trodden path on the Scottish left. It was also in 
evidence during the 2014 independence referendum. The Radical Independence Campaign (RIC) was 
keen to profile itself as a voice of tower blocs and peripheral housing schemes through its ‘mass 
canvasses’. Yet these areas house far lower proportions of Scotland’s population, and its working 
class, than they did in the age of mass public housing (Brooks, 2014).  
 
Within the varied elements through which the Scottish left have presented class, facets of the 
‘Labour Scotland’ which predominated across much of the Central Belt between the 1940s and 
1980s are apparent (Hassan and Shaw, 2012).  These dynamics are evident with regards to public 
tenancies in urban housing schemes, but also through the premium placed on affinities with manual 
occupations. Labour Scotland’s demise and the associated process of intensifying deindustrialisation 
during the 1980s and 1990s most prominently affected the Labour Party left, which was until 
recently reduced to internal marginality. It also proved nearly fatal to the Communist left which 
survives through a small rump successor party to the Communist Party of Great Britain, and the 
Morning Star newspaper (Foster, 2003).  However, Labour Scotland’s decline also dislocated the 
certainties that grounded both the strategic and cultural perspective of socialist strategies 
predicated on a self-aware industrial working-class majority or at least plurality. This outlook was 
formative to much of the rest of the Scottish left, including those who built the SSP.  
 
Although he identifies as a socialist, unlike Sheridan, McGarvey does not align with specific left 
currents or activism, which perhaps itself is indicative of the direction that the Scottish left has taken 
in the last twenty years. Sheridan lost his credibility following his personally and politically disastrous 
decision to stake the future of his career and the SSP on suing the Murdoch press over allegations of 
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sexual infidelity. These actions subsequently led to him being jailed for perjury. Sheridan’s ‘downfall’ 
was presented by his long-time ally Alan McCombes (2011) as principally the product of hubris and 
personal (mis)calculations. However, these arguments cannot counter Gall’s (2012) insights on the 
centrality of respectability to Sheridan’s profile, which was significantly bigger than the SSP’s. The 
fatal path that he followed, including putting his comrades through an emotionally damaging court 
case and ruinous party split was therefore the product of a strategy that rested on an individual’s 
affability and character. The split in the SSP was a fatal episode for Scotland’s largest left-wing 
organisation. It had gained six MSPs at the 2003 election following its pivotal role in the anti-Iraq 
War protest movement in Scotland. Briefly it seemed that a left-wing, pro-independence formation 
was electorally viable. Later, long-term observers understood that the ‘rainbow Parliament’ of 2003-
7 was a rare convergence of multiple factors: Labour and SNP unpopularity, post-Iraq War, and in 
the aftermath of the high profile of Sheridan and Robin Harper, the sole Scottish Green, in the first 
Scottish Parliament. All of which was unlikely to be repeated.  
 
The Political Terrain after 2007 
 
After 2007 and the election of the SNP the radical left broadly took shelter in familiar and safer 
ground. The ongoing work of peace campaigning, solidarity with migrants, anti-fascism, 
environmentalism and trade union representation continued and maintained crucial networks. 
Despite the global financial crash realignment took several years. Labour Party members continued 
to argue for a different path through the left grouping ‘Campaign for Socialism’ (CfS) but were 
sidelined with a very limited public voice. Electoral defeat in 2007 did little to change this despite 
ushering in a SNP Government and the unthinkable sight of Scottish Labour in opposition. 
 
During 2010 protests developed in tandem with a UK-wide movement opposed to the 
implementation of student fees by the newly elected Conservative-led coalition Government. 
Although the fees had no direct impact on them, Scottish students attended the major 
demonstration in London on 10 November 2010 and were involved in direction action against the 
Conservative headquarters at Millbank as well as later organising their own protests. 
 
Significantly these events brought forward a generation of activists who had little if any direct 
political memory of pre-devolution Scotland. The election of a majority SNP government committed 
to an independence referendum in May 2011 further altered the strategic landscape. Two years 
later, Cat Boyd and James Foley (2013: 17), key activists in RIC, would write optimistically about 
developing social movements, including the growth of student activism and campus feminism, which 
had coalesced around opposing austerity and then united under the banner of independence. There 
are evident elements of long continuities with the SSP whose split was presented as disastrous for 
the left. Strategic logic therefore lay in building unity on an anti-austerity version of independence. 
The RIC position assumed that the radical left would be able to seize the initiative from the centre-
left SNP Scottish Government whose ‘contradictions must start to unravel’.  
 
A broader assumption, that within Scottish nationalism there is an irreconcilable leftward pressure 
that cannot be maintained in concert with the priorities of business, has proven enduring since at 
least the mid-twentieth century. In the early 1960s, the Scottish miners’ leader Lawrence Daly (1962) 
implored the labour movement to campaign for a Scottish Assembly which he anticipated would 
have a leftward leaning Labour majority. In ‘Imagine’, Sheridan and McCombes (2000: 127) stridently 
stated that: 
 
The balance of forces in Scotland is more heavily weighted in favour of the working class than in 
Britain as a whole. The influence of socialism is deeper. The forces of right-wing conservatism are 
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weaker. Social attitudes tend to be more progressive. The political centre of gravity is significantly 
further to the left. 
 
The RIC more simply sloganised ‘Britain is for the rich: Scotland can be ours’. Arguments centred on 
Scotland’s more fertile environment for sewing red seeds both appear simplistically logical but are 
also counterintuitive. When both Sheridan and McCombes and Boyd and Foley were writing a key 
part of their case surrounded a ‘democratic deficit’ based on the fact Scotland voted Labour at 
general elections but received Conservative Governments, despite the Labour Party being the villain 
of their pieces. More pressing perhaps is the assumption that Scottish nationalism would readily 
blow the wind leftwards. Nairn (1968: 11) warned socialists against relying on Scotland’s ‘gritty 
sense of equality’ which he identified as stemming from hierarchical structures of authority: 
‘Scotland is certainly a more egalitarian country than England, and in some ways a more violent one. 
It does not follow that she is a more revolutionary one.’   
 
Under devolution Scotland may have experienced heightened elements of diversity and cultural 
acceptance but Hassan’s (2017) belated sunlit ‘swinging sixties’ have been accompanied by the dark 
clouds of entrenched government legitimacy.  The ‘Roch Winds’ collective (Gallagher, Westwell and 
Scothorne, 2016) have most clinically analysed the ‘Scottish ideology’ through which the consent of 
the governed is most effectively garnered. Cross-society partnerships are founded on a shared 
assumption of the national interest which interlinks economic competitiveness and social justice. 
This perspective has reach far beyond elected chambers and effectively organises and legitimates 
the form of ‘roll out’ neoliberalism which predominates within Scotland. This has been ably critiqued 
by Marxist opponents (Collins, 2013) and supporters of independence (Miller, 2010) but it remains 
the chief obstacle to constructing a counter-hegemonic radical left project. 
 
Despite this cold climate, activists braving the blizzard have been able to achieve significant 
incremental advances. Sustained campaigns over precarious work and conditions in the private 
rented sector are among the key achievements. Both ‘Better than Zero’ (Gallagher and Collins, 2018) 
and ‘Living Rent’ (2018) have engaged in forms of direct action that have organised low paid workers 
and tenants. These key, overlapping, sections of Scotland’s young and precarious working class are 
developing a collective consciousness and gaining an increasingly loud voice through this 
mobilisation which has crossed both constitutional and party affiliations.  
 
At the level of presenting a more generalised political programme, in an unlikely turn of events the 
much-maligned Labour Party now presents the best chance for a radical offer from a mainstream 
party in the devolution era. This opportunity was no doubt partially the product of external forces, 
the election of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader and the stimulation it provided for the growth of the 
party across the rest of the UK. However, as Scothorne (2017) notes, Richard Leonard’s victory 
election as Scottish Labour leader in 2017 was produced by the staying power of left activists around 
CfS and their enduring connections with the trade union movement. Leonard’s (Foster and Leonard, 
2013) analysis of political economy stresses Scotland’s dangerous dependency on multinational 
enterprises and he has advanced an agenda based around redistributing wealth and workplace 
power. At this stage though, Labour lacks a clear agenda for constitutional reform with which to 
synthesise these significant proposals for structural reform. Until one is developed it is difficult to 
see the party overcoming its position in third place and managing some form of synthesis with left-
wing pro-independence voices. Making these not inconsiderable tasks more challenging, Scottish 
Labour remains stubbornly less Corbynite than the party across the UK from constituency level 
upwards 
 
In November 2017 ranks of workers wearing orange boiler suits descended on Holyrood from the 
BiFab yards in Burnt Island, Fife, which they were presently occupying against closure. They rallied 
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outside and set the press agenda for the day before First Minister’s Questions began. Their union 
leaders used language that confidently merged the interests of Scotland and the workforce. Months 
later, after a much-vaunted Scottish Government deal was signed and the yards were handed over 
to a Canadian firm, they lay idle and workers were laid off. 
 
Devolution was heralded as an opportunity partially of the radical left’s making that would allow it to 
use the fusion of class and nation it had potently developed in the twentieth century. In practice 
most of its hopes have been frozen in a cold climate of liberal market economics and nationalist 
consensual politics. At the twentieth anniversary of the Scottish Parliament’s inauguration, there are 
some reasons to hope for warmth on the horizons. Emergent organisations dedicated to organising 
the precarious and mounting collective action, as well as the puncturing of the main parties’ unified 
commitment to capital, present significant opportunities. A popular language that can broach 
nationhood and present a coherent vision of past, present and future awaits. 
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