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Abstract

In comparison to the field in many other countries, women’s history in Scotland
is a relatively new area of research. This is especially true for the history of late
medieval and early modern women. Although some work appeared in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Scottish women’s history did not really
develop as a field until the 1980s, with most work on women before 1700
appearing in the last two decades. Several recent studies have taken a biographical
approach, but other work has drawn on the insights from research elsewhere to
examine such issues as work, family, religion, crime and images of women.
Scholars are also uncovering women’s voices in their letters, memoirs, poetry and
court records. Because of the late development of the field, much recent work
has been recuperative, but increasingly the insights of gender history both in
other countries and in Scottish history after 1700, are being used to frame the
questions which are asked. Future work should contribute both to a reinterpre-
tation of the current narratives of Scottish history, and also to a deepening of the
complexity of the history of women in late medieval and early modern Britain
and Europe.

In 1558, the Scottish Protestant, John Knox, produced his infamous tract
against female rulers, The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous
Regiment of Women. Knox’s targets were queens rather than all women, but
Scottish historians since Knox have remained largely silent about women’s
role in the nation’s past until recently. In the last two decades, some
historians have taken up the trumpet anew, highlighting the integral role
of women of all classes in medieval and early modern Scotland. This
article will survey research on Scottish women c.1300–1700 over the last
century, briefly describing earlier work and then examining recent
developments in four areas – work, family, religion and crime – before
finally considering the position of Scottish women’s history within women’s
history as a whole.

A well-established tradition of collective biography ensured that in the
nineteenth century at least a few women entered the catalogue of Scottish
‘heroes and great men’, despite titles suggesting otherwise.1 Mary Queen
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of Scots was, not surprisingly, ubiquitous, but Presbyterian historiography
also celebrated seventeenth-century Covenanting women who resisted
Stuart Episcopalian policies ‘by succouring and encouraging God’s
people’.2 As demand for women’s suffrage grew, so did an audience for
stories of historic heroic women.3 The tradition of collective biography
was continued in the 1930s by Eunice Murray, first Scottish woman to
stand for Parliament.4

The late nineteenth century also saw developing interest in ordinary
people’s lives. It was difficult to ignore women when discussing family
and everyday life, and some local historians gave considerable space to
women’s roles. Alexander Maxwell, a historian of Dundee, a town with
an unusually high rate of female employment, devoted one chapter of
his study of the pre-Reformation town to women and a second to the
household.5 The ‘folk museums’ movement, pioneered in Scotland by
Isabel Frances Grant in the 1930s, also encouraged interest in ordinary
people’s lives, as did Grant’s writing on economic and social history,
especially on the Highlands.6 Eunice Murray stressed the importance
of preserving the past of ordinary folk, and women’s central role in main-
taining that tradition.7 The People’s Palace in Glasgow also highlighted
women’s lives; its collection on women began in 1949 with the donation
of memorabilia by Glasgow suffragists.8

Little was done to carry on the research of these early historians until
the 1980s. Increasing concern with issues of Scottish national identity
from the early twentieth century encouraged a focus on political history.
Religion continued to be an important marker of a distinctively Scottish
identity. Generally, women were not seen as important in political or
religious history. ‘Scottish identity’ tended to be defined by masculine
images, excluding the female experience from the debate.9 This focus
meant few Scottish historians participated in the golden age of social
history in the 1960s and 1970s. T. C. Smout’s History of the Scottish People
(1969) showed its potential, but was little emulated until the 1980s,
although early demographic work on population growth, fertility,
marriage and other topics provided a base for later work.10 Rosalind
Marshall’s 1973 study of the household of Anne, Duchess of Hamilton
(1632–1716) demonstrated it was possible to write about pre-modern
women, but few followed her lead.11

Three works in the 1980s really began the modern study of women in
medieval and early modern Scotland. Rosalind Marshall’s survey of
women c.1080–1980, Virgins and Viragos,12 while focusing mainly on
the better-documented noblewomen, demonstrated that sources did exist
and encouraged other historians, many influenced by developments in
women’s history elsewhere. Christina Larner’s Enemies of God13 focused on
the Scottish witch-hunt, but foregrounded gender, asking if witch-hunting
was in fact woman-hunting. Larner’s own conclusions were open-ended,
but her question continues to be debated in European witch-hunt literature,
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while in Scotland her work encouraged what remains one of the liveliest
areas of early modern historical research.14 Rosalind Mitchison’s and Leah
Leneman’s work on illegitimacy from 166015 demonstrated the richness of
kirk session (parish courts) records, with their detailed discussions of the
marital affairs, sexual behaviour, and domestic relations of local parishioners.
More recently, earlier kirk sessions have been used to reveal new facets
of women’s and men’s lives, especially marriage, popular belief and
acceptance of new Protestant ideas, and the tensions and interactions of
everyday life.16

The 1980s witnessed new interest in social and economic history.
Margaret Sanderson’s study of sixteenth-century rural society17 was fol-
lowed by others’ work on such topics as geographical mobility, marriage,
and patterns of male and female employment.18 For the Lowlands,
evidence suggests a Northwest European household pattern, with its
life-cycle service, late marriage age, companionate marriage and nuclear
households. There is some evidence of a different demographic regime in
the Highlands, but this needs further study. Marriage patterns overall may
have been affected by the high rate of emigration of young men in
the late medieval and early modern period.19 Scottish Society 1500–1800
(1989) drew together much of this work and included an essay outlining
women’s social and economic roles to the end of the eighteenth century.20

The biographical approach reappeared and continues to flourish.
Margaret Sanderson included three women in her collection of sixteenth-
century biographies.21 The anniversary of Mary Queen of Scots’ execution
in 1987 produced numerous works.22 Studies of the tragic queen appear
yearly, but several queen consorts have also been the subjects of research.23

Two studies of noblewomen recently appeared, and a biographical
dictionary of women includes material on 173 figures from the period
1300–1700.24 Fiona Downie’s recent study of fifteenth-century queenship,
as exemplified by Joan Beaufort and Mary of Guelders, examines the
relationship between gender and power, and highlights the importance of
female networks in training women to wield such power.25

The 1990s saw a flourishing of works on Scottish women from the
eighteenth to twentieth centuries.26 Research on the period 1300–1700
also began to appear, exploring such topics as the impact of war, marriage
and divorce, employment and royal and aristocratic women.27 A conference
on medieval women was held at the University of Glasgow in 1993, some
suggestions for research directions were proposed in 1995, and in 1999
Women in Scotland c.1100–c.1750 illustrated the diversity of research with
twenty essays on topics including religion, literature, political life, work,
law and family. 28 The research of the 1990s laid the groundwork for the
substantial growth of the field in the last decade.

The 1990s also saw an increasing interest of literary scholars in women,
both as writers and as subjects of works. An Anthology of Scottish Women
Poets (1991) made accessible women’s poetry from the late fifteenth
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century onwards, and highlighted the strength of the Gaelic tradition.29 A
history of women’s writing examined Lowland authors c.1560–c.1650,
Gaelic writers to 1750, and women and ballads.30 Recovery of works by
women writers has continued, 31 and women’s importance as patrons and
readers has also been highlighted.32 Literary scholars have applied tools of
gender analysis to surviving literary texts, examining attitudes to women.33

Comparative studies have traced European and English influences on
Scottish writing. Recent work has emphasized the influence of the querelle
des femmes (a Europe-wide literary debate about the nature of woman),
arguing that the reign of Mary Queen of Scots made such debates
particularly pressing.34 Collaboration between historians and literary
scholars, mainly in the form of essay collections, has continued to
characterize work on women 1300–1700.35

Scholars have re-examined traditional sources, demonstrating the
potential of central and local court records, charters, notary’s registers and
family papers, for example.36 Witch trial reveal details of everyday lives
and women’s work.37 Scottish testaments are unusual in a British context
in being made by people from a wide range of society. The digitization
of the registers of testaments means they are now accessible to scholars
worldwide,38 although only a small number survive for the pre-Reformation
period. The potential of less-traditional sources, such as ballads, is also
being examined.39

The last two decades have seen growing interest in medieval and early
modern women’s work, adding a gendered dimension to the strong
tradition of Scottish labour history. As elsewhere, historians have increasingly
questioned the framework of separate spheres which relegated women to
private life and men to public life. Such private/public distinctions are not
sharply defined in a period where most work was carried out within
the household.40 However, a gendered division of labour remained fairly
constant. Historians have focused mainly on occupations associated with
women, such as brewing, wet nursing and domestic service. Most research
has examined the better-documented urban occupations after about 1450;
there is still much to be done on women in the countryside and the
period before c.1450. Studies of brewing have been particularly
influenced by work on England, although Scottish women seem to have
held on to their domination of the industry later than in England.41 A
study of seventeenth-century wetnurses has shown how they could be
found among women needing to pay fines imposed for bearing illegitimate
children.42 Domestic service was a common life-cycle experience for girls,
although the proportion of female domestic servants was probably higher
in the larger towns than in small towns and the countryside. As elsewhere,
women were paid less than men, although the reasons are still debated.43

Some studies have examined women’s involvement in what were
traditionally considered men’s activities. Other work has looked at
spouses’ economic partnerships. As elsewhere, widows often carried on
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their late husband’s business, including overseas trade, suggesting an earlier
active, but hidden, economic role.44 The records of seventeenth-century
Aberdeen illuminate wives’ role in credit, largely hidden in England, and
invite historians elsewhere to reassess married women’s involvement in the
credit networks crucial to early modern society.45 On the other hand,
women, often widows, were the majority of recipients of poor relief, and
their economic position could be precarious.

As elsewhere in Europe, marital status determined women’s legal position,
wives being under their husbands’ legal authority. Earlier work focused on
the formal legal position of women,46 but distinctions between law and
actual practice have become of increasing interest. Some studies have
looked at women in the courts, and demonstrated their abilities to
effectively argue their cases. Occasionally women even acted as procurators
to argue for others.47 Scottish law differed from English law, in many
respects being closer to other European legal systems. Scottish wives’
position was more favourable than that of English wives. Although wives
required their husband’s permission to make wills, it was commonly
assumed that such permission would be forthcoming. This has provided
a rich source for exploring women’s connections to kin and friends, as
well as their economic activities.48

Studies of married women have provided a base for emerging research
on the pre-modern Scottish family, including such topics as the impact
of famine, relationships between wives and husbands and parents and
children, the construction of fatherhood, and the role of community and
church in regulating family life.49 The permeability of the division
between private and public life is increasingly evident, as is the interaction
of family and political life among the elite. Although barred from formal
political office, women could exercise great influence both through and
on behalf of their husbands and children and by patronage.50 Such studies
can help lead to wider definitions of political power.

The importance of kin and women’s roles in kinship networks has been
examined in both Highlands and Lowlands, as well as outside Scotland
itself.51 There is considerable debate about the strength of marriage
alliances between families.52 The practice of wives keeping their own
surname has been used to argue for the strength of cognatic ties. Some
recent works have suggested that marriage, although defined as indissoluble
by the medieval church, was in practice more flexible.53 Earlier beliefs
about the existence of trial marriage have been questioned, although
the issue is still debated.54 There was more recognition of the rights of
illegitimate children in Scotland than in England,55 especially in the
Highlands.

Marriage and marital affairs came under the purview of the church in
both pre-Reformation and post-Reformation Scotland (although civil
Commissary Courts which dealt with marital issues, including divorce,
were established in 1564). Most research has examined the period after
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1560, reflecting the rich resources of the Reformed Church compared to
the few surviving medieval church records. However, as more work is
done on pre-Reformation women’s lives, Scottish historians may be able
to answer the question ‘did women have a Reformation?’ The impact of
the Reformed Church on women has been debated, some arguing that
the new church attempted to treat the sexes equally, while others take a
more negative view.56

Medieval convents were few in number, resulting in few female
religious women compared to most countries, but a detailed recent study
has recovered their names and has emphasized the importance of family
and kin connections in their lives.57 Work on female piety has argued for
a flourishing late medieval spirituality. Women were active as religious
patrons and pilgrims, while the lives of female saints were popular
religious models.58 Later female piety is also being studied, for example in
the life-writing of seventeenth-century Presbyterian women.59 Not all
women accepted Protestant teachings, being prominent among those who
continued to follow old ways after 1560. Some promoted and participated
in Catholicism. Fairy belief was strong in the medieval period but
becomes more visible in the records as the Reformed Church attacked
such ideas.60 Such beliefs also became more dangerous, as they could easily
lead to accusations of witchcraft.

Most studies of women’s crime have focused on witchcraft, but
new aspects are being investigated. The essay collection Twisted Sisters
(2004) examined women and deviance from 1400 to the twentieth
century, looking at such topics as urban crime, and changing definitions
of criminality.61 While earlier work often viewed women as victims,
recent work has focused on women’s agency. Some recent studies have
stressed the aggressive nature of the crimes with which many women were
charged.62 Other work has questioned the traditional view of Scots as
largely quiescent in the face of political and economic change, and
women’s role in public protest is beginning to be examined anew.63 Most
such studies have focused on individual communities, especially the towns
where local court records survive and women’s strong presence is difficult
to ignore.64 The voices of ordinary people can be heard (even if mediated)
both in testimony in witch trials and in the insults which they threw at
each other, and these are being used, as elsewhere, to examine contemporary
perceptions of gender roles in society.65 Scotswomen’s voices also
occasionally emerge in English court records when those who had
married across the border found themselves with torn loyalties in the
Anglo-Scottish conflicts from the late thirteenth century onwards.66

As will be evident from much of this discussion, the shift from women’s
to gender history which began in many countries in the 1980s, has only
recently begun to appear in the study of medieval and early modern
Scottish women. Much work has been recuperative, aimed at finding
women and making them visible, and there is still much to be done,
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especially for the period 1300–1500. But historians are beginning to
consider how an understanding of women’s experience can lead to new
interpretations of history as a whole, by compelling an examination of
how gender shaped the lives of all people, both women and men. Some
recent works on medieval and early modern Scotland have begun to
incorporate the new research into their overall discussion,67 and this is
starting to make available to a wider audience work that has previously
appeared mainly in specialist publications. Gender history is more
advanced for the period after 1700, with a recent essay collection assessing
how the consideration of gender can transform traditional historical views
of family, politics, economic life and many other aspects of society.68 But
historians of the period 1300–1700 are beginning to ask such questions
as well.69 How were gendered expectations of behaviour affected by class?
Were the strong regional differences that characterized medieval and early
modern Scotland reflected in different roles for women and men? How
did gendered assumptions influence the ways in which national identity
was defined?

National identity is a lively issue in Scotland today and raises the issue
of the relationship between Scottish history and British history, as well as
Scotland’s place in the wider European community. It has been argued
that Scottish women have been affected by a double marginalization, first
by virtue of being women and therefore excluded from mainstream
Scottish history, and secondly by being Scottish and therefore largely
ignored by women’s history in Britain.70 Ironically, the first synthesis of
recent work on Scottish women 1450–1650 appeared in a study of
women in early modern Britain. But is it possible or even desirable to
write a history of ‘British women’?71 Should Scottish women’s experience
be integrated into a wider British story, making it more visible to
non-Scottish historians or is it better to create a separate history of
Scottish women? Given Scotland’s strong ties with Europe, are comparisons
with European women and integration into their history perhaps more
appropriate? Indeed, Scottish women also have a history outside Scotland
as participants in the large-scale emigration of Scots from medieval times
onwards.72 In a country as regionally divided, geographically, linguistically
and culturally, as Scotland, is it possible or desirable to speak of a common
history of Scottish women? Such questions will be familiar to those who
have debated the place of women’s history and women’s literature within
the wider fields of history and literature as a whole. While the answers to
these questions will never be definitive, it is a mark of the growth of the
field that scholars have now begun to ask them.
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