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Introduction

In 1999, the Scottish Parliament was re-instated after almost 300 years of

central government and direct rule from London. It was an event that trig-

gered renewed interest in Scottish national identity: how was it possible,

many asked, that for over two centuries the Union has not been significantly

challenged? This is a well-known question often posed in relation to the nine-

teenth century, the springtime of independent nation-states, the time when

national movements spread all over Europe.1 The French Revolution, which

rapidly transformed the French state and established the concepts of nation

and citizenship, facilitated the development of these movements: it was in

the mid-nineteenth century that demands were made across Europe for basic

changes in the economic, social and political order. Leading figures such as

Mazzini, the founder of the ‘Young Italy’ movement, who advocated the trinity

of independence, unity and liberty, or Davis, the chief organiser of the ‘Young

Ireland’ movement, who promoted the study of Irish history and wanted to

re-establish the Gaelic language as a means of ‘expressing the nation’ are

only some of the many examples. In mid-nineteenth century Scotland, how-

ever, no such nationalist agitation developed, there was no demand for an

independent Scottish state or for a Scottish Parliament. This appears par-

ticularly strange because Scotland witnessed two Jacobite rebellions in the

eighteenth century, was a major base of Chartist agitation and had to deal

with the Disruption of 1843 which weakened one of the main pillars of Scot-

tish society. These events have been described as low-key forms of national-

ism,2 but that was about as far as it went: voices in favour of an independent

Scotland were seldom heard.

This apparent lack of nationalist activity is the reason why Scottish identity

and nationalism in the mid-nineteenth century have been characterised as

romantic and irrelevant, and why a lack of a distinct identity has been at-

tested. Tom Nairn, for example, argues in his controversial work The Break-

Up of Britain3 that Scotland in the nineteenth century, as a result of an inferior

1For example in Hobsbawm, E.J. (2002), Nations and Nationalism since 1780. Pro-
gramme, Myth, Reality, Cambridge: Canto (2nd edition).

2Pittock, M.G.H. (2001), Scottish Nationality, New York: Palgrave, p. 93.
3Nairn, T. (1977), The Break-Up of Britain. Crisis and Neo-Nationalism, London:

NLB.



Introduction 7

culture and identity, suffered from a cultural neurosis. It could not develop a

political nationalism, but had to resort to a weak and romantic cultural sub-

nationalism that was expressed through tartanry and Kailyard. For him, na-

tionalism is a purely modern phenomenon and the demand for ‘the political’

is its core.4 Cultural elements and history are either not considered or treated

as negligible in relation to political elements. Problematic (or unproblematic)

as it may be, it is not only Nairn who follows this modernist and political ar-

gument. Scholars are clearly divided along the fundamental paradigm that

distinguishes between theories that either see nationalism rooted in moder-

nity or those that acknowledge the existence of ethnic ties of the nation.5

Although this paper is not primarily about theories of nationalism, we have to

make sure that we do not accidentally fall into the modernist trap: for scholars

from the modernist camp, Scottish nationalism in the mid-nineteenth century

did not succeed because it failed to demand an independent Scottish state,

a Scottish Parliament. This is how Scotland became, in the words of Smout,

“a famous enigma to students of nationalism.”6

The assumption here is that a characterisation of Scottish identity, nation-

ality and nationalism in the mid-nineteenth century as proposed by scholars

from the modernist school is inappropriate. Not only does it fail to recognise

the relevance of both cultural elements and the history of the Scottish nation,

it also fails to acknowledge the complexity of nationality and identity because

it operates very restrictively on a one-sided definatory level. It only refers

to nationalism in political terms and bases this definition on an intrinsically

modern outlook. But nationalism does not necessarily have to demand a

parliament in order to be considered relevant or substantial. And although I

agree that modernisation processes were significant for the development of

nations and nationalism, we will see that it is difficult to understand or define

these concepts solely on the basis of modernity and politics. We must also

treat them as cultural phenomena and interpretations that are connected to

the past: the past is an important source of legitimacy and it was used to

4One of the most prominent examples that we will also examine in greater detail is
Gellner’s study (Gellner, E. (2002), Nations and Nationalism, Oxford: Blackwell.).

5For a more detailed analysis of the ‘paradigm debate’ see Smith, A.D. (2000), The
Nation in History. Historiographical Debates about Ethnicity and Nationalism,
Oxford: Polity Press, pp. 2ff.

6Smout, T.C. (1994), ‘Perspectives on the Scottish Identity’, in Scottish Affairs 6
(winter), p. 101.
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construct mid-nineteenth century Scottish identity.7 Accordingly, we will also

look into how national cultures and identities are formed. We will see that

Scottish identity was subject to processes of construction, translation and

change.8 It is through the narrative of the nation, the way in which it is told

and retold through its national history, literature and, as in our particular case

study, through the interpretations of groups of people such as the National

Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights that we will learn how a dis-

tinct Scottishness developed that allowed the successful assertion of Scottish

nationalism in the mid-nineteenth century.

But what actually is a nation? What is identity and what about Scottishness

- or is it Britishness after all? These are questions that we have to answer

before going on with the actual analysis of the situation in mid-nineteenth

century Scotland. One of the earliest, and still frequently quoted, definitions

of a nation comes from Renan who himself pointedly asked “Qu’est-ce qu’une

nation?”9 While Renan stresses the notion of morality as a binding element,

he does not say anything about ethnic bonds. But was there not, as Ferguson

points out, some element of Gaelic tribal roots,10 i.e. a distinct Scottish past?

Or was Scotland simply an internal colony of England, as part of the so-called

Celtic fringe, as Michael Hechter suggests?11 These few examples already

illustrate how complex the concepts of nation, nationalism and identity are. It

is, therefore, essential that we look very closely at the different theories and

compare them in order to establish what ‘was’ mid-nineteenth century Scot-

tish nationhood and to conceptualise and question it. Such a comparative

approach brings us back to the division that we have already seen between

the modernist school and those who stress other elements of nations and

nationalism and will be discussed in the first part of this study.

After having looked at the more general concepts that encapsulate our

7The general concept that underlies this assumption comes from Smith, A.D.
(1991), National Identity, London: Penguin, p. 52.

8McCrone, D. (1998), The Sociology of Nationalism. Tomorrow’s Ancestors, Lon-
don: Routledge, p. 30.

9In Hutchinson, J., Smith, A.D. (eds.) (1994), Nationalism (Oxford Readers), Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, p. 17.

10Ferguson, W. (1999) The Identity of the Scottish Nation: An Historic Quest, Edin-
burgh: Edinburgh University Press, p. 306.

11Hechter, M. (1975), Internal Colonialism: The Celtic Fringe in British National De-
velopment, 1536-1966, London: Routledge.
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analysis, we also have to make sure that we understand the effects the Union

of 1707 had on Scottish identity in a historical and contextual frame. In what

way, if any, can we relate concepts of (state and national) identity to the

Union? For example, did the Union actually create a unitary nation state,

i.e. a state in which nation and state are congruent?12 Did it help to estab-

lish, and maybe even maintain, a new overall British identity? Or did it only

facilitate the development of anti-English feelings? If we ask why the Union,

which initially was hugely unpopular, was not challenged successfully, we will

be able to see that it gradually established a composite British (state) identity

in dissociation from ‘the Other’ which did not demand primacy over Scottish

(national) identity.

If we want to analyse Scottish identity in the mid-nineteenth century, we

have to know which factors influenced it directly before the time in question:

after all, these factors were the immediate prerequisites for the interpretation

of Scotland’s past (and present) that the National Association for the Vindi-

cation of Scottish Rights, on which our case study is based, made. We have

to acknowledge that from the late eighteenth century onwards, protest move-

ments for social reforms were common also in Scotland. Thus it is relevant

to ask in what way these movements challenged the Union (or not) and how

they might have influenced Scottish identity. We will see that their impact was

relatively small because the ‘pillars’ of the Scottish nation helped to maintain

a marked level of autonomy. These pillars primarily were the Scottish civil

society and the Scottish religious tradition manifested in the Kirk of Scotland,

i.e. the elements of Scottish local life that had become even more important

after the Union of 1707. An analysis of these pillars will allow us to evaluate

why no political nationalism in the ‘modernist sense’ developed. Apart from

this, Scottish participation in the Empire was central for the conceptualisa-

tion and construction of Scottish identity in the mid-nineteenth century. We

will examine the way in which the Empire facilitated the creation of a form of

popular local imperialism that shaped Scottish identity within an essentially

British frame because the Scots were able to share the ‘imperial experience’.

The Empire helped to preserve Scottish national identity by, at the same time,

maintaining a loyalty to the British state.

12Morton, G.(1999), Unionist Nationalism: Governing Urban Scotland 1830-1860,
Scottish Historical Review Monograph Series No.6, East Linton: Tuckwell, p. 2.
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In chapter four, we will come to our case study of the activities of the Na-

tional Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights13, the first coherent

Scottish national movement. During a research visit to Edinburgh, I was able

to use the Special Collection of the National Library of Scotland, which holds

a large number of original documents from the NAVSR. The material consists

of letters from members of the NAVSR, pamphlets and tracts, but also press

cuttings and petitions that were addressed to the Members of the Houses

of Parliament. Studying these documents will allow us to understand how

nationalist arguments were developed within a unionist frame, i.e. a pro-

nounced loyalty to the Union of 1707, the British state and the Empire. We

will see how the Association interpreted the history of Scotland, the Treaty of

Union and the resulting developments, in a specific mid-nineteenth century

context to construct a pro-British Scottishness. As a nationalist organisation,

the NAVSR’s main objective was to address Scottish national grievances; we

will examine these grievances and the related rhetoric, tactics and proposed

solutions. To complement this analysis of the Association and its activities,

finally, we will look at how it was perceived by its contemporaries through, for

example, press reports from newspapers.

The study will show how a Scottish identity in the mid-nineteenth century,

which neither needed nor wanted an independent Scotland, which was nei-

ther purely romantic nor irrelevant, and which was constructed through Scot-

tish civil society, popular imperialism and a specific (re-)interpretation of the

Treaty of Union, could develop. This distinctive Scottish identity could not only

be sustained within a united Great Britain, but could in fact be strengthened

as a dual identity to both the Scottish nation and the British state. Such a

dual identity could then be used by the NAVSR to assert a successful Scot-

tish mid-nineteenth century nationalism in the form of the apparent oxymoron

of unionist nationalism.

13For simplicity, the abbreviation NAVSR will be used throughout the paper.



Defining the Indefinable? Nation, Nationalism and Identity 11

1 Defining the Indefinable?

Nations, Nationalism and Identity

1.1 Nations and Nationalism: Modern, Political and

Imagined?

The introduction already indicated some of the problems a study of national-

ism and identity may encounter. Perhaps the central difficulty lies in filtering

the various theories of nationalism and the related concepts of nation and

identity. Add to this the fact that our present-day understanding of national-

ism is often based solely on negative connotations and the concepts become

quite a blur. The relevance here is obvious: we need a theoretical foundation

on which to base our analysis, but, as Smith noted, it is one of the most pro-

found problems of any study of nationalism to find an adequate definition. A

useful way to establish a basis is the examination of some of the most dom-

inant theories on the ideal types of nation and nationalism that have been

introduced in scholarly discourse. We will then be able to see in what way

they are helpful for our analysis of the situation in mid-nineteenth century

Scotland.

Nationalism itself is, in fact, often not the first question scholars have turned

on. The main initial problem is usually related to the definition of nation, or, as

Hobsbawm put it, the question how one can distinguish between the nation

and other entities.14 One main point of disagreement is whether a nation can

be defined in objective terms or only in subjective terms.15 The definition

most frequently quoted as objective (and one of the classic statements) is by

Josef Stalin who said that

“a nation is a ... stable community of people, formed on the basis of a

common language, territory, economic life, and psychological make-up

manifested in a common culture.”16

Language and territory are the components often singled out as objective

criteria, but population size and economic resources could also be included

here. For Stalin, nations only exist once these different constituents have

14Hobsbawm (2002), p. 5
15Davidson, N. (2000), The Origins of Scottish Nationhood, London: Pluto, pp. 8-9.
16Hutchinson and Smith (1994), p. 20.
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come together. In that sense, his definition is useful because it does not

restrict the nation to a single definatory level.17 The problem with such seem-

ingly objective criteria is that they are still subject to different and individual

interpretations. As struggles for national independence in nineteenth century

Europe have shown, the main problem is that not all of the criteria apply to

all members of the supposed nation.18 This becomes even more relevant for

subjective criteria. Nevertheless, the “day-to-day fabric of ethnic conscious-

ness”19 is determined through the subjective interpretations by the individual

or groups of people and it is these interpretations, the cultural and histori-

cal attributes, that we have to examine. Even Renan, in his treatise on the

nation, defines it as an “everyday plebiscite”20 which singles out the individ-

ual “members’ consciousness of belonging”21 to the nation as central to the

construction of identity. The relevant point for our analysis is that potentially

objective criteria are not very useful when it comes to the identity or char-

acter of a nation and its people; no criteria objectively define a nation, but a

selection of different elements can make valid cases for it.

There is, however, good ground for establishing a definition of nation by

contrasting the concepts of nation and state. A state is the political entity, it

is sovereign and has a government. It is also limited in that it is separated

from other states by a border. Some will argue that this definition also applies

to nations, but such a simplified equation of nation and state is insufficient.

A most useful distinction has been made by Smith. Whereas the state, as

we have already argued, is the political entity, the nation incorporates cultural

elements such as common myths of ancestry, historic territory and a mass

17Max Weber argues along the same lines when he says that nations cannot be
defined by using just one simple criterion.

18Probably the most hotly debated criterion in this respect was language. Was, as
some people argued in the nineteenth century, language the binding force of a
nation? From the 1840s onwards, language took the centre stage in territorial
conflicts (for example in that between the Danes and Schleswig-Holstein), it had
become an indicator of nationality. But such an equation of language, territory
and nation is highly problematic. As for Scotland, the element of language was
less significant because Scotland shares the language with the other parts of the
United Kingdom. Gaelic, although there were and are attempts to revive it, was
important, but did not have enough force to become the main element in defining
the Scottish nation.

19Smith, A.D.(1986), The Ethnic Origins of Nations, Oxford: Blackwell, p. 3.
20Hutchinson and Smith (1994), p. 17.
21Hobsbawm (2002) p. 8.
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public culture.22 The nation also relates to other components such as ethnic-

ity, a point that is relevant with respect to the construction of identity that we

will discuss at a later stage. The claim this twofold conceptualisation of nation

and state makes is that the nation is not restricted to a single dimension (i.e.

the political level), but has multiple layers for which cultural components and

interpretations of the past are vital constituents.

If we now turn to nationalism, a definition is not made more easily. When

we look at the origins of the concept of nationalism, we can see that this

term was first employed “as an ideology and discourse”23 at the end of the

eighteenth century, the time of the French Revolution and only a few years

before Fichte’s famous ‘Addresses to the German Nation’24. Many histori-

ans would agree that nationalism is firmly rooted in modern times because it

was then that the initial ‘carriers’ of nationalism, the intelligentsia,25 used its

status to spread nationalist ideals. The increasing wealth of the new urban

bourgeoisie, which came along as an effect of the industrial revolution, pro-

moted education and although this applied to only a select few, a new culture

of debate and political activity developed that “gave these new ideas about

the nation and autonomy a social base.”26 This, however, fails to clarify the

central issues of controversy: to what extent, if any, does nationalism rely

on cultural components and history, or is it simply a political ideology? The

second controversy that goes hand in hand with this question is how modern

nations are. To determine a definition for our purposes, let us first go back to

the approaches of the modernist school by Gellner and Anderson.27

Ernest Gellner, in Nations and Nationalism, defines nationalism as a purely

political principle in which “the political and the national unit have to be con-

22Smith (1991), p. 14.
23Hutchinson and Smith (1994), p.5.
24Fichte delivered the addresses in Berlin in 1807 and 1808. They provided a prac-

tical view on what would be needed for the recovery of the German nation.
25Intellectuals were the first to benefit from the resources of education and could use

their knowledge to generate public debates about the nation and the then status
quo. Once a discourse had been established, the further expansion of education
initiated a trickle-down effect so that mass nationalist movements could develop.

26Hutchinson and Smith (1994), p. 6.
27They were not chosen randomly; their work is especially relevant since it domi-

nates scholarly discourse on theories of nations and nationalism so that it makes
sense to begin with an analysis of their concepts.
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gruent”28. This principle of homogeneity in his argument means that nation-

alism must have a political form, i.e. a nation has to have a state. Gellner

draws a restrictive correlation between nationalism and the state: the state is

the institutionalised and operationalised power. Gellner continues to explain

that the development of nations was a necessary component of modernisa-

tion29 on a functional level, and establishes a teleological connection between

the emergence of nationalism and the processes of modernisation.30 While

states were an optional component of social organisation in agrarian soci-

eties, they became a necessity in industrial societies. For Gellner, national-

ism has its sociological roots firmly, and only, in modernity and is basically

a result of the transformation from agricultural societies to the more regu-

lated and advanced industrial societies. When people began to move into

the cities in the process of urbanisation, they needed some form of common

identity to relate to. The new industrial society posed many new challenges

that could be tackled with the help of common values and points of reference

that everyone could share such as language or culture, i.e. the same sys-

tem of ideas and signs. Nationalism, argues Gellner, is therefore a uniting

element at the time of modernisation. Although we can agree with some of

Gellner’s conclusions, his general concept is less satisfactory because the

cultural components are not related to the nation’s history. By making the na-

tion intrinsically modern, by arguing that “nations can be defined only in terms

of the age of nationalism”31, the distinction that we have previously made with

respect to the nation’s multiple layers no longer applies: nationalism is again

reduced to one single (political) layer. Gellner’s theory only works where cul-

ture is not made a relevant element in its own right because it is “far too rich

a catch”32, where culture is only a source and guardian for the political and

where it can be used to fabricate the past.33

To some extent, Benedict Anderson, the second representative of the mod-

ernist camp, argues along the same lines. He defines the nation as an

imagined political community, “imagined as both inherently limited and sov-

28Gellner (2002), p. 1.
29Ibid., p. 40.
30McCrone (1998), p. 82.
31Gellner, p.55.
32Ibid., p.54.
33Compare ibid., p. 56.
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ereign.”34 The nation has a clearly defined limit, a border, and it has a sov-

ereign status. But the nation is also a community that is characterised by

a significant degree of comradeship.35 Anderson argues that it is imagined

because it is impossible for all members of one nation to know each other,

but they can imagine to belong to the same nation. One of the most impor-

tant points that Anderson makes is that although the nation is imagined, it is

not fabricated because imagination has nothing to do with fabrication.36 This

fundamentally distinguishes his approach from that of Gellner.37 The concept

of ‘imagination’ for Anderson refers to the new modes of perception that de-

veloped in the course of modernisation. Like Gellner, Anderson also sees

the development of nations in relation to the development of an increasingly

industrial and modern society. But unlike Gellner, Anderson looks into the

cultural factors of this development (but not into the cultural roots of nations

itself). He argues that the success of nationalism lies in the gradual dissolu-

tion of the old roots of society, i.e. religious and dynastic ties, in the sixteenth

and seventeenth century. While religion and dynastic ties used to be the

two most central components in the construction of identity, modernisation

facilitated the establishment of new loyalties. The other central determinant

was the development of what Anderson calls print-capitalism.38 It describes

34Anderson, B. (1991), Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism, London:Verso (revised edition), p.6.

35Ibid., p. 7.
36I agree with this and suggest that we incorporate this basic principle into our model

of identity: although I talk about the construction of identity in later parts of this
paper, this construction has nothing to do with fabrication either. It encapsulates
the idea that identities are not fixed and subject to (re-)interpretations and con-
structions in different situations under different prerequisites.

37Another well-known example is Eric Hobsbawm’s theory on the invention of tradi-
tion; Hobsbawm is also a follower of the modernist school. His main argument
is that a lot of traditions, or to be more exact, a lot of things that seem to be
traditions are, in fact, inventions. Old material is used to fabricate traditions for
an ever-changing modern world that needs traditions to rely on. If traditions do
not exist, they are invented by modifying and ritualising existing habits for a new
‘national’ purpose. The theory has been widely criticised for failing to acknowl-
edge that people would only be able to comprehend invented traditions if they
are familiar with the roots - at least to some degree. I follow this criticism which
shows that invented traditions are not invented at all but cultural products of a
certain time in the nation’s history that are re-interpreted. For more details: Hob-
sbawm, E.J.(1983), ‘Inventing Traditions’, in –, Ranger, T. (eds.), The Invention of
Tradition, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 1-14.

38Anderson (1991), p. 70.
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the process of the gradual decline of the ‘old’ languages (e.g. Latin) and

facilitated the use of local vernaculars and, eventually, the development of

national languages. Both tendencies illustrate the move away from individual

identities to an ‘imagined community’. This concept Anderson establishes is

interesting and in many ways clearly acceptable: he follows a constructivist

approach and bases his analysis on the assumption that points of reference

for identity have changed over time. The problem is that the imagined com-

munity has to be a political community so that nationalism could, then, fill the

gaps.

While Gellner establishes a political and congruent unit between nation and

state, Anderson talks about an imagined political community. Despite this ter-

minological difference, both theories rely on the connection between the ter-

ritory of the nation and the state’s power to govern it39 and neither make any

reference to historical or cultural roots as such. These two understandings of

both the role and development of nations and nationalism are a relevant an-

tithesis to the nationalism of mid-nineteenth century Scotland. What all this

amounts to is that according to these two modernist theories, Scotland in the

mid-nineteenth century was not a nation and its nationalism failed because it

was not political. We depart from such an assumption and will focus on an

approach of multi-layered dimensions to develop a new conceptualisation of

mid-nineteenth century nationalism and identity.

1.2 The Role of Ethnicity, History and Myths

Robert Louis Stevenson, one of Scotland’s greatest writers, in one of his

novels wrote:

“For that is the mark of the Scot of all classes: that he stands in an

attitude towards the past unthinkable to Englishmen, and remembers

and cherishes the memory of his forebears, good and bad; and there

burns alive in him a sense of identity with the dead even to the twentieth

generation.”40

It is impossible to draw a simple conclusion about Scottish identity from a

work of fiction, but the relevance of history that Stevenson stresses for the
39Compare Morton (1999), p. 50.
40Stevenson, R.L. (1995), Weir of Hermiston, Gutenberg etext Library: etext no.

380, http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/380 (last visited: 10 March 2005).
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making of identity is, indeed, central to the concept we want to establish. The

argument is that a national culture can only be sustained if its history lives, is

perceived “as integral to the lives of those who share it”41 and helps to shape

a sense of identity. For that reason, we have to integrate a further component

into our analysis of the theories of nations and nationalism. We can accept

that as an ideological movement nationalism is a modern phenomenon, but

we have to extend this definition by looking into the ethnic and cultural roots of

the nation. Smith, in his work on the ethnic origins of nations,42 has adapted

the modernist view by including the concept of ethnie. For him the central

point is that

“there can be no identity without memory (albeit selective), no collective

purpose without myth, and identity and purpose or destiny are neces-

sary elements of the very concept of a nation.”43

By establishing this connection between identity, the nation and its history,

Smith questions the modernist approach that does not account for folk tra-

ditions or the past.44 Smith distinguishes between six different dimensions

of ethnie: it is a group of people with a collective name, a common myth of

descent, a shared history, a distinctive shared culture, an association with a

specific territory and a sense of solidarity. The common myth of descent is

the “sine qua non of ethnicity”45 and is essential to locate the community in

the wider context of other communities. The same applies to a shared history

which functions as a means of uniting generations “each with its set of expe-

riences which are added to the common stock.”46 Smith’s concept, therefore,

also accounts for the constant interpretation and re-interpretation of the past,

the function of which we have already addressed briefly in the introduction. A

shared culture works like glue that binds people together.

This, too, shows the link between history and myths. Myths, although often

labelled romantic, unreal and sentimental, are nothing negative. Quite the

contrary, they are at the very heart of ethnicity. Myths do not only embody

41Beveridge, C., Turnbull., R. (eds.) (1989), The Eclipse of Scottish Culture. Inferi-
orism and the Intellectuals, Edinburgh: Polygon, p. 16.

42Smith (1986).
43Ibid., p. 2.
44Compare Morton (1999), p. 58.
45Smith (1986), p. 24.
46Ibid., p. 25.
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the whole range of beliefs and sentiments of a nation, they are also a means

to transmit them to future generations.47 As such, myths are not false but

a means to interpret social reality48 in the present by selectively using the

past. Myths have a long durability because they are transmitted through na-

tional histories or easily recognisable symbols that have a form that does not

change quickly (e.g. flags). There can be various types of myths, but most

commonly, myths of origin, liberation or a golden age of the nation are regen-

erated. This helps to explain the role the Wars of Independence and William

Wallace played - and still play - in Scottish society. A hero such as Wallace al-

lows people to think of Scotland as a community, a hero is the exemplification

of community spirit.49 Such mythologies are not invented or fabricated, but

are used to “furnish the maps and moralities of modern nations”50 if they are

re-interpreted and rendered to meet modern demands. To successfully con-

struct (national) identities, such myths and symbols are indispensable points

of reference because they help to keep the nation’s common past alive.

With the help of both Smith’s definition of ethnie and the myth-symbol com-

plex, we are able to broaden the concept of multiple layers that make a nation.

This will allow us to examine the ethnic elements of Scotland to determine

whether Scotland was a nation, had a distinct identity and whether national-

ism in mid-nineteenth century Scotland really failed. In doing so, we depart

from the modernist approach, which we have characterised as far too restric-

tive.

1.3 The Scottish Tartan Monster? Culture and Nationalism

As we have seen, the discussions on theories of nations and nationalism are

not only complex, but also manifold. The outlined definition places nations

in terminological opposition to states and attributes multidimensional compo-

nents that include both ethnic ties, the history and myths of the nation. We

have, thus, loosened the “strict political strait-jacket”51. The question of the

validity of culture as a component of this concept has generated a signifi-

47Smith (1986), p. 15.
48McCrone, D. (2001), Understanding Scotland. The Sociology of a Nation, London:

Routledge (2nd edition), p. 90.
49Compare Smith (1986), p. 194.
50Ibid., p. 202.
51Morton (1999), p. 53.
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cant discourse among scholars. One of the first to address this question was

Frederick Meinecke, who argued that one has to distinguish

“the largely passive cultural community from the ‘Staatsnation’, the ac-

tive, self-determining political nation.”52

We reject, of course, the notion that only the ‘Staatsnation’ can be active, but

with this definition the stage was set for ‘culture’. As for Scotland, Tom Nairn’s

The Break-Up of Britain can easily be singled out as the most controversial

analysis of Scottish culture and nationalism and although it was written al-

most 30 years ago, is still widely held to be the most influential study.

It is interesting to note that the basis of Nairn’s study is the problem of Scot-

tish nationalism, not Scottish nationalism as such. For our period in question,

Nairn’s conclusion is even more ultimate: “there simply was no Scottish na-

tionalist movement of the usual sort.”53 Of course the bone of contention is in

‘the usual sort’. Like Gellner and Anderson, Nairn argues that nationalism is

a modern phenomenon, and again, a political one: this is Nairn’s ‘usual sort’.

Let us look at how Nairn comes to this conclusion and at the role culture plays

in his line of argumentation.

A vital point in Nairn’s argument is that Scotland did not lack the necessary

prerequisites to develop a fully-fledged form of nationalism - but it did not use

them. Scotland had a dynamic middle class and, as was seen throughout the

Enlightenment, a distinguished class of literati and intellectuals. Although the

Union of 1707 ‘imposed’ a British state on Scotland, it left enough space, says

Nairn, for a strong Scottish civil society to develop because Scots “preserved

most of their own religious, cultural and legal institutions intact.”54 The intelli-

gentsia in Scotland, Nairn goes on, profited greatly from this, but, as a result,

“was deprived of the normal function of an intellectual class in the new Euro-

pean world”55 because it was not needed to fight for political independence.

The point is that the Union of 1707 came rather late, absorbed the Scottish

state and its intelligentsia into an overall British state, but preserved “institu-

tional and psychological baggage normally associated with independence.”56

52Smith (1991), p. 8.
53Nairn (1977), p. 105.
54Ibid., p. 106.
55Ibid., p. 117.
56Ibid., p. 129.



Defining the Indefinable? Nation, Nationalism and Identity 20

As a result, Scottish nationalism had to be cultural because it could not be

political.57 So developed a characteristic form of cultural sub-nationalism that

replaced political nationalism because despite the importance and acknowl-

edgement of a strong civil society, Scotland was not “married to its state”58

since the state was British and not Scottish. Out of this incongruence a gap

could develop that could in turn be filled with nothing but a form of cultural

sub-nationalism. For Nairn, Scotland faced a peculiar, even abnormal, his-

torical situation where a ‘normal’ culture could not develop, it had to turn into

the Scottish cabbage-patch in the form of the literary Kailyard and tartans.59

The simplicity of the parochial Kailyard, Nairn claims, had a ready market in

Scotland and a hitherto national culture became subverted into a sub-national

variety of kitsch and stereotype.60

Since the publication of The Break-Up of Britain, this analysis of Scottish

culture has dominated scholarly discourse and has paved the way for primar-

ily negative representations of nineteenth-century Scottish culture and history

to persist. It seems, if one looks at some other studies such as that by the late

Marinell Ash, that Scottish culture could really be nothing but deformed since

“perceptions of Scotland’s past are like foggy landscape; ... islands of mem-

ory rising out of an occluded background.”61 Yet it is this narrow discourse

that has created ‘foggy landscapes’: Scottish culture in the mid-nineteenth

century was not all Kailyard and tartans.

The dominance of this interpretation of Scottish culture has been aided by

historians and sociologists like Hugh Trevor-Roper. In his work on Highland

society he claims that

“the kilt is a purely modern phenomenon, first designed ... by an English

Quaker ... and it was bestowed by him onto the Highlanders.”62

57Nairn (1977), p. 157.
58Ibid., p. 135.
59Even if Barrie or Crockett, the traditional Kailyarders, only began to write in the

late-nineteenth century, Nairn’s analysis overshadows the whole century.
60See McCrone (1989), ‘Representing Scotland: Culture and Nationalism’, in ibid.,

Kendrik, S., Straw, P. (eds.), The Making of Scotland. Nation, Culture and Social
Change, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, p. 162.

61Ash, M. (1980), The Strange Death of Scottish History, Edinburgh: The Ramsey
Head Press, p. 1.

62Trevor-Roper, H. (1983), ‘The Invention of Tradition: The Highland Tradition of
Scotland’, in Hobsbawm, E.J., Ranger, T. (eds.), The Invention of Tradition, Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 22.
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Although there is some truth in the point that the kilt is not as ancient as

Hollywood’s Braveheart makes us believe,63 and although Sir Walter Scott

‘helped’ Lowlanders to appropriate the kilt as a national symbol not only with

his novels,64 Roper’s view is highly contentious. Why, if the kilt was invented

by an Englishman, did it seem necessary to ban it as a true element of High-

land life after the Jacobite rebellion of 1745? It is more than doubtful that

such an effort would have been made with an Act of Parliament65 had the

kilt not been of great relevance as a symbol for Scottish national identity long

before the rebellion of 1745. Another notable point is the role of the kilt in the

British Army’s Highland regiments.66

Similar doubts apply to the Kailyard argument put forward by Nairn. Yes,

the Kailyard school did create a parochial Scotland that was as far away from

reality as it could possibly be and even its mid-nineteenth century predeces-

sors celebrated rural Scotland,67 but as new research has shown, the Kail-

yard cannot be explained entirely within a Scottish historical context.68 The

Kailyard was, in fact, not very representative of Scotland; the novels were of-

ten written by people who had either emigrated or lived in England, and they

were primarily written for an overseas market. The view of parochial Scot-

land was propagated by those who had left Scotland and saw no other way

to feed their own stereotypes.69 Nairn also fails to acknowledge, as Beveridge

and Turnbull rightly point out, that cultural elements have meanings and that

these meanings are not simply consumed on a passive level, but subject to

processes of selection and adaptation. Responses to both tartanry and Kail-

yard are “not uncritical assimilation, but a complex negotiation dependent on

63The traditional Highland dress at the time of the Wars of Independence was the
plaid rather than the kilt.

64For example, Scott organised George IV’s visit to Edinburgh in 1822 where most of
the people and George IV himself wore kilts and traditional aspects of Highland
life were displayed. Scott thus re-interpreted the nation as ‘Highland’ to provide
a common and easily understandable identity (See Morrison, J. (2003), Painting
the Nation: Identity and Nationalism in Scottish Painting, 1800-1920, Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, p. 225.).

65The Proscription Act of 1747. Compare McCrone (2001), p. 133.
66Compare Colley, L. (2003), Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837, London: Pim-

lico, p. 53. or Paterson (1994), p. 104.
67Harvie, C. (2000), Scotland and Nationalism: Scottish Society and Politics 1707 to

the Present, London: Routledge (3rd edition), pp. 98-99.
68Ibid., p. 137.
69Ibid., p. 138.
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the beliefs and values which are bound up with those of other concerns.”70

Nairn does not look into any of these questions in more detail because he

is far too pre-occupied with creating arguments that help sustain his ultimate

judgement. So his conclusion comes as no great surprise considering that

he emphasises the political role of nationalism. Regardless of our criticism

of Nairn’s conclusion, his work is vital in that it was the first to single out the

importance of Scottish civil society. Nairn’s analysis, then, helped to debunk

Hechter’s claim that Scotland, as part of the Celtic fringe, was simply Eng-

land’s internal colony after the Union of 1707. Instead, Nairn points at the

gap that existed between Scottish civil society and the British state.71 What

he interprets into that gap, however, is a misconception of Scottish culture

that is unacceptable.

1.4 Constructing Identity, Constructing Nationality

One reason for Nairn’s failure to look at the gap between Scottish civil society

and the British state from a level other than that of a cultural neurosis can be

seen in the fact that he does not examine the way identities and national-

ity were actually constructed72 in mid-nineteenth century Scotland. Had he

done so, he would probably have realised that tartanry can be a component

in constructing identity just as well as a political demand for independence.

Therefore, our objective here is to expand the concept of the multidimensional

nation by incorporating a definition of (national) identity.

Like nation and nationalism, identity is also a complex issue, but complexity

should not be used as a good enough reason to simply dismiss the relevance

of identity.73 One problem that often comes up in discussions on identity

is how one concept can possibly encapsulate something that is so diverse.

Such an assumption, however, is based on the misperception that people can

only have one fixed identity.74 As with our definition of nation and nationalism,

multiple layers are also applicable for the concept of identity. But what are

70Beveridge and Turnbull (1989), p. 14.
71See Bruce, S. (1993), ‘A Failure of the Imagination: Ethnicity and Nationalism in

Scotland’s History’, in Scotia 17, p. 9.
72Allow me to point out again that ‘construction’ here does not mean invention.
73Compare Handler, R. (1995), ‘Is Identity a useful Concept?’, in Gillis, J.R. (ed.),

Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity, Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, p. 92.

74Smout (1994), p. 102.
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these layers? In what follows, we will concentrate on defining the elements

that constitute these multidimensional layers of identity.75

In general, national identities are used to define and locate the individual

within the framework of a shared culture and the even larger framework of the

nation. Identities correspond to the past and the nation’s history. As such,

they use the resources of history and culture in the “process of becoming”76

rather than being. This stresses the fact that identities, and thus, loyalties

can change. Smout, in his model of concentric loyalties, has worked out an

interesting visualisation of possible components that make up identity77

Figure 1: Smout’s model of concentric loyalties

Identities develop out of certain loyalties, of which there can be many, that

Smout arranges in concentric circles which follow a certain pattern. The first

loyalty derives from family ties and the second from the related idea of kin-

ship (loyalty to kinship has become obsolete in modern times, but used to be

a core component of Scottish identity78). The third loyalty is locality, which

75Compare also Colley, L. (1992), ‘Britishness and Otherness: An Argument’, in
Journal of British Studies 31, p. 315.

76McCrone (2001), p. 151.
77Smout (1994), p. 103.
78In particular, no doubt, this applies to Highland society in which kinship and clan-

ship were not just modes of loyalty, but constituents of social organisation.
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might be illustrated in the dichotomy of Highland and Lowland society: being

a Highlander deviated considerably from being a Lowlander.79 Nationality is

the fourth loyalty, which brings up the question whether one is Scottish. In-

terestingly enough, Smout clearly distinguishes this from the fifth loyalty, i.e.

that of statehood, which refers to the question whether one is British. Smout

includes the same basic distinction that we have already drawn between state

and nation: they are not congruent and should not be used as mutual sub-

stitutes for each another. While the state is the overall political entity (Great

Britain), the nation is Scotland. The sixth and seventh ring then complete the

layers by adding the dimension of Empire and the supranational respectively.

This model is particularly interesting because it arranges the loyalties that

can form identity in circles and does not simply rank them, so that the differ-

ent circles always surround the respective previous circles. Not only does this

illustrate that the individual components of loyalties are subject to other loy-

alties, it also illustrates that non-territorial identities such as gender or class

can intersect with the circles.80 Some of the components Smout lists may not

be relevant for our purpose (e.g. military culture), but the general concep-

tualisation remains useful: identity is not a one-dimensional concept. Smith

makes a similar claim when he defines five fundamental features of national

identity. His argument, with which we can fully agree, is that the nation has

to be able to draw on a variety of other identities to blend the ethnie element

with the political element.81

Thus a specific and distinct national Scottish identity is embedded in other

identities; they do not conflict but intersect and co-exist.82 Identities are mul-

tiple, situational and processual.83 But if we assume that national identity is

79The difference between Highlanders and Lowlanders even found its manifestation
in language. While the term ‘Sassenach’ is now used as a derogative term to
talk about the English, it was used by the Highlanders to refer to both the English
and the Lowland Scots. The change of meaning (i.e. the narrowing of meaning)
only emerged in the late eighteenth century (See Robinson, M. (ed.) (1985), The
Concise Scots Dictionary, Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, p. 581.).

80Compare Smout (1994), p. 104.
The other possible factors that intersect are language and religion, the latter of
which will be addressed in the analysis in chapter three.

81Compare Smith (1991), p. 15.
82Smout (1994), p. 107.
83Hearn, J. (2000), Claiming Scotland: National Identity and Liberal Culture, Edin-

burgh: Polygon, p. 11.
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different from state identity, we find a gap similar to that which we have seen

between Scottish civil society and the British state, and the question is again

how this gap was filled. If we take our argument for an inclusion of culture,

history and myths, the point arises that the gap might be filled through the

construction and re-interpretation of a nation’s culture and the past.84 Identity

is not fixed, but, on a personal level, rediscovered, translated and constructed

every day - a characteristic of identity that goes as far back as Renan’s daily

plebiscite. On such a subjective level, an element of banal nationalism85 is vi-

tal for sustaining identity. Banality does not refer to something less important,

but conceptualises the idea that nationalism is not only important in the initial

phase of forming a nation, but also in established nations and states. Banal

nationalism stresses the relevance of everyday encounters for ‘making the

nation’ and for preventing that ‘we’ forget that we are members of a certain

nation.86 Scottish national identity in the mid-nineteenth century was con-

structed, maintained and transmitted through the pillars of Scottish society

and the daily encounters with them to “preserve a sense of Scottish iden-

tity and prevent it from coinciding with identification with the [British] state.”87

This re-emphasises that the political, important as it may be, cannot be the

sole component on which to rest the question of what a nation and national

identity are.

In what follows, we will test the concepts of (British state and Scottish na-

tional) identity against the background of the Union of 1707: what were the

effects the Union had on Scottish identity?

84See Smout (1994), p. 108.
85The most interesting study on this topic comes from Billig (Billig, M. (1995), Banal

Nationalism, London: Sage.).
86Ibid., p. 61.

More will be said about elements of banal nationalism in the case of Scotland
when we look at the tactics of the NAVSR in chapter four.

87Smout (1994), p. 111.
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2 Scotland in the Union

2.1 Scottish Identity and the Union of 1707

“That thereby one of the most ancient nations so long and so glorious

defended by our worthie patriots will be supprest. Our parliaments,

the very hedge of all that is dear to us, Extinguished and we and our

posterity brought under ane Lasting yoke which we will never be able to

bear, The fatal consequences of which we tremble to fear.”88

Such arguments were used all over Scotland by opponents of the Union and

continued to be used after 1707. For them, the Union was a threat to Scottish

distinctiveness and independence. But was it? I have no intention of dismiss-

ing anti-Union protests as negligible, but our objective has to be restricted to

tracing and systematising the main developments in order to deduce in what

way the Union, as a milestone in Scottish history, was relevant for the con-

struction of Scottish national identity.89

In very general terms, one can distinguish between scholars who see the

Union as something that was imposed on Scotland by the English and those

who argue that the Union was practically inevitable and not absorbent, but

a partnership of equals. I would argue along the lines of the latter tradition,

assuming that the Union was, by and large, an early example of ‘realpoli-

tik’. Questions on the extent of bribery and the ‘view from below’, i.e. how

the Union was seen by the masses, remain at the forefront of both historio-

graphical traditions. Needless to say, viewpoints varied considerably between

England and Scotland, but can be broadly arranged in three groups.

Firstly, economic issues were a vital argument. Scotland was ‘the poor re-

lation’ or, as Sir Edward Seymour, the Tory Leader in the Commons, noted,

the beggar and “whoever married a beggar could only expect a louse for her

portion.”90 Many factors contributed to Scotland’s weak economic status, but

the failure of the Darien expedition at the end of the seventeenth century was

88Petition: Stirling Town Council Against the Proposed Incorporating Union, 18 No-
vember 1706, in Cooke, A., et al. (eds.) (1998), Modern Scottish History. 1707 to
the Present (Volume 5: Major Documents), East Linton: Tuckwell Press, p. 19.

89For a detailed analysis of the different protests see Pittock (2001), pp. 57ff.
90In Devine, T.M. (2000), The Scottish Nation, 1700-2000, London: Penguin, p. 4.
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the final blow.91 What the Union offered was the largest free-trade area in

Europe at the time. This included not only new trading opportunities with

England, but also with the ever-expanding Empire, so that the possibilities for

economic gain were a strong pro-Union inducement.92 Without Union, there

were trade barriers, different taxes, different weights and measures and com-

petition between Scotland and England. This put great pressure on both

countries. Many in England and Scotland saw the Union as an opportu-

nity for improving trade and for integrating into a new mercantile system of

commerce. A union provided the chance to reduce elements of both protec-

tionism on the part of the Scottish Parliament and hostile regulations on the

part of the English Parliament. The Scottish ruling classes were interested in

using Scotland’s abundant natural resources (e.g. coal) and to establish new

markets. The Union was vital for reaching these goals because it helped to

strengthen an indigenous class of capitalists in Scotland.93

Secondly, the Union was an important means of making peace between

England and Scotland. The main point of concern for the English was the

real threat of a Stuart restoration. The Scottish Parliament refused to auto-

matically follow the English line of succession, but the Union provided the

possibility to insert a paragraph on the succession into the Treaty.94 Despite

the fact that the Union was not inevitable,95 it became increasingly obvious

for the Scottish that any attempt to prevent an incorporating union would most

likely create new frictions and internal crisis.96 Although many Scots would

probably have favoured a federal agreement rather than a full union, it was

clear that in the end the choice was between union and separation. As Smout

says, “it was wiser for the country to unite with England than to cast off on

91The main reason for the serious economic impact the failure of the Darien venture
had was the extensive Scottish national investment that had gone into it. Almost
every Scot had paid some money because the prospect of establishing a Scottish
Empire was so appealing (See also Devine (2000), p. 6.).

92Whatley, C.A. (2000), Scottish Society 1707-1830. Beyond Jacobitism, Towards
Industrialisation, Manchester: Manchester University Press, p. 49.

93Compare McCrone (2001), p. 59.
94The second article of the Treaty of Union regulates succession and says that the

king or queen has to be a Protestant and that “all Papists, and Persons marrying
Papists, shall be excluded” from the throne (In Cooke et al. (1998), p. 3.).

95Devine (2000), p. 4.
96Smout, T.C. (1985), A History of the Scottish People, 1560-1830, London:

Fontana, p. 199.
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her own”97 because independence would have entailed a whole range of dis-

advantages.

Finally, but probably most importantly, the Union allowed Scotland to keep

its distinct Protestantism. But this had not been obvious from the start.

Initially, the Kirk was one of the main conveyors of anti-Union rhetoric and

through its role in society exercised great influence on the opinion of the ma-

jority of people, so that “rampant anglophobia”98 was common. Throughout

the debates and negotiations for the Treaty of Union, the chief English nego-

tiators managed to eliminate the concerns of the Church. The Act of Security

of 1706 and of course the actual Treaty of Union safeguarded the historic

rights of the Kirk and the Presbyterian system of government. Some Scottish

Presbyterians had, in fact, already thought about a union between England

and Scotland as early as 1560 (at the height of the Reformation) because

they saw a union as a means to secure Protestantism and protect it from

the Catholic threat. As Colley argues, we find here a strong connection be-

tween Britishness and Protestantism which was elementary in underpinning

the Union.99 For many, the protection of religion was far more important than

that of a secular parliament which, one has to admit, had always been con-

siderably weaker and considerably less important for Scottish daily life than,

for example, the English Parliament had been for the English. One reason for

this was the relevance of the Church in civil society, in practice, the Church

was the most important authority. Therefore, surrendering the parliament,

says Paterson, to safeguard the Church was a national bargain.100

An initial conclusion we can draw is that the level of Scottish autonomy

before the Union was significant but restricted to Scotland’s “own confines”101

and these were not touched upon to a great extent even after the Union.

In fact, there is good reason to argue that the regal Union of 1603 created

various unresolved constitutional problems that the Union of 1707 could solve

because it officially made Scotland a partner of England.102

97Smout (1985), p. 200.
98Devine (2000), p. 9.
99See also Colley (2003), p. 30.

100Paterson, L. (1994), The Autonomy of Modern Scotland, Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, p. 31.

101Whatley (2000), p. 50.
102Pittock (2001), p. 59.
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If the question of the reasons for the Union is contentious, so is that of the

consequences. The general agreement among scholars is that the short-

term effects of the Union were neutral,103 but there were effects and new

problems that the Scots were not too pleased about.

One significant source of discontent was the re-introduction of the system

of lay patronage104 in which many saw a direct breach of the Treaty of Union.

Paterson, however, argues that the re-introduction of patronage was not so

much an English attempt to subjugate Scotland, but came from within Scot-

land. It was the rich Scottish landowners who approved of patronage.105 This

is an interesting argument which stresses the relevance of local management

in Scotland even after the Union when we find political managers from Scot-

land who lobbied Scottish interests in London. Two of the most prominent

managers were the Duke of Argyll and Henry Dundas. Dundas was a true

defender of the notion that Scotland was not a colony, but an equal partner in

the Union.106 It was these managers who made Edinburgh “patently a centre

of government”107. They could do so because they practically governed Scot-

land through institutions in Edinburgh despite the loss of the Parliament.108

This is another point showing that Scotland could, indeed, retain a signif-

icant amount of autonomy even after the Union. As Whetstone explains,

autonomy flourished through “benign neglect”109 because the central British

government did not usually interfere in issues other than foreign policy and

overall financial policy.

If we apply what we have said in chapter one, the Union did not create a

unitary nation-state, but it did not take over Scottish daily government busi-

103Whatley (2000), p. 52.
104Patronage Act 1712.

Lay patronage was a system that allowed hereditary owners to select the minis-
ters for a parish without reference to the wishes of the congregation. Accordingly,
“patronage became a symbol of the subordination of the Church to the upper
social orders, especially the landed interest” (Devine (2000), p. 375.).

105Paterson (1994), p. 32.
106For example, his speech on the Union from 1799 (In Cooke et al. (1998), pp.

46-48.).
107Murdoch, A. (1980), The People Above. Politics and Administration in Mid-

Eighteenth Century Scotland, Edinburgh: John Donald, p. 11.
108For a list of institutions, see Devine (2000), p. 24.
109Whetstone, A.E. (1981), Scottish County Government in the Eighteenth and Nine-

teenth Centuries, Edinburgh: John Donald, p. x.
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ness either. Initially, the Union was deeply unpopular, but because it allowed

Scottish civil society to take care of Scottish daily politics, such resentments

decreased rather than increased in the course of the eighteenth century.

2.2 Threats from Within

The Union, as we have seen, was not as divisive as popular perception often

has it, but there were, of course, reasons for friction and reactions against

it. Most notably, the two Jacobite rebellions of 1715 and 1745 stand out.

Again, there is not enough space here to analyse the impact of the Jacobite

rebellions in great detail, but we have to balance popular modern romantic

perceptions of the rebellions. The Jacobite rebellions were, after all, the main

threat for the Union ‘from within’ and their relevance as such has to be pointed

out.

The Jacobites were, and this is probably the easiest part of the definition,

followers of James Stuart. Jacobitism developed as a result of the Glori-

ous Revolution when Mary and William of Orange succeeded James VII/II

who had been deposed. The Jacobites’ main objective was the restoration

of the Stuart family to the throne. Religion was at the centre stage of this

struggle and remained an important component: the Stuarts were Catholic

while the new monarchs were Protestants. But to argue that Jacobitism was

a purely Catholic phenomenon is incorrect. When the Scottish Parliament,

after the deposition of James, made attempts to systematically destroy Scot-

tish Episcopalianism, Jacobitism began to appeal also to Protestant Episco-

palians.110 This, in turn, made Scottish Presbyterianism a stronghold of anti-

Jacobite feelings. What is relevant here is that the Jacobites were opposed

to the Union. For them, it sealed the fate of the Stuarts, making a restoration

more unlikely and difficult. With their anti-Union rhetoric the Jacobites also

intended to broaden their appeal “to political constituencies and commercial

interests that otherwise would have opposed them outright.”111 Simply put,

joining the Jacobites was the only way to express nationalist sentiments for

many112 because the Jacobites were the only possible nationalist base for

opposition to the Union. The rebellion of 1715 posed the most potent threat

110Mackillop, A. (2001), ‘Jacobitism’, in Lynch, M. (ed.), The Oxford Companion to
Scottish History, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 350.

111Ibid., p. 350.
112Pittock (2001), p. 64.



Scotland in the Union 31

to the Union because it happened at a time when the positive effects of the

Union had not yet become visible.

Perhaps the central difficulty for us lies in the question why the Jacobites

did not manage to succeed and did not manage to significantly weaken the

Union. As we have already learned in the previous section, the majority of

Scots were strongly opposed to Catholicism and although the Jacobites ini-

tially managed to gain support from the Episcopalians, anti-Catholic feelings

prevented a broader base of support. The fact that the Stuarts had found

refuge in France showed that a French invasion was possible and a fear

of invasion clearly helped to strengthen anti-Stuart and anti-Jacobite opin-

ion.113 Apart from this, poor leadership on the part of the Jacobites was a

central component, especially in 1715.114 But these traditional arguments

cannot fully explain why Jacobitism did not have a more profound impact on

the Union. Instead, we have to ask what the restoration of the Stuart family

would have meant for the ordinary Scot. A vital component that was particu-

larly important for the 1745 rebellion is that the advantages of the Union be-

came increasingly obvious and began to take effect. Any attempt to repeal

the Union would have destroyed newly-found wealth and prosperity in Scot-

land. The links between Jacobitism and what Colley calls the “economics of

loyalty”115 are strong and elementary. Merchants and traders, who had ben-

efited greatly from the Union, feared that the restoration of the Stuarts would

corrupt internal trade in Great Britain and possibly even access to the Em-

pire. After all, France, a staunch supporter of the Stuarts, was Britain’s prime

competitor in overseas trade. It was, therefore, very likely that a restored

Stuart king would have to support French interests because the French had

been the Stuarts’ ally. So although this commercial argument did not destroy

Jacobitism, it helped to maintain a strong anti-restoration feeling among the

influential merchant class in Scotland and the opportunities offered through

the Union “helped to ensure that the local working man was less inclined to

treason.”116

We can conclude that while those in favour of Stuart restoration looked to the

113Compare Colley (2003), p. 76.
114This notion of weak leadership has become epitomised in the Earl of Mar who

failed to see strategic and numerical advantages (Mackillop (2001), p. 351.).
115Colley (2003), p. 71.
116Ibid., p. 82.
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past, the majority of Scots were more interested in the future in which the

Union was far more appealing since it offered many new opportunities than

dynastic struggles that were likely to cause friction and maybe even civil war.

The Jacobites were, therefore, no significant challenge for an increasingly

pro-Union Scottishness.

2.3 The Relevance of ‘the Other’

Another central element in shaping Scottish identity throughout the eigh-

teenth and early nineteenth century was anti-Scots feelings of the English,

which partly developed as a result of the Jacobite rebellions. These feelings

were based primarily on stereotypes similar to those we have heard about

before: Scotland remained the ‘poor relation’ in contemporary caricatures.

One good example is a propaganda painting by John Wilkes, one of the most

famous anti-Scottish Englishman from 1763 117 which shows a very thin look-

ing Scot (the beggar) dressed in tartan rags:

Figure 2: Scotland as poverty

It was Wilkes’ intention to present Scotland as both backward and alien;

his basic assumption was that it was impossible to tame the barbarian Scots.

Wilkes used these arguments to establish a distinct Englishness into which

117In Colley (2003), p. 114.
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the Scots could never be integrated to comfort those Englishmen who feared

that the Union could lead to England being absorbed into an “non-Anglocentric

Great Britain.”118 These stereotypes are both an expression of English igno-

rance of Scotland, but also a strong means for maintaining Scottish distinct-

iveness. Similar notions of anti-Scots feelings are addressed in the novels by

the Scottish novelist Tobias Smollett. In The Expedition of Humphry Clinker,

Smollett specifically writes about English ignorance of Scotland:

“... after we had passed through the town of Berwick, when he told

her that we were upon Scottish ground, she could hardly believe the

assertion - If the truth must be told, the South Britons in general are

woefully ignorant in this particular. ... The people at the other end of the

island know as little of Scotland as of Japan.”119

One reason for the development and more frequent use of stereotypes was

that many English did not like the way in which the Scottish were able to

benefit from the Union.120

Stereotypes here are used to distinguish between England and Scotland,

they are contrastive means to distinguish ‘them’ from ‘us’ to express dis-

tinct national identities.121 Such distinctions, however, were not only common

within Britain, but also within the supranational wider European context. Our

analysis has already indicated that Jacobitism was not only a political, reli-

gious and economic issue, but also formed a “subtext within the diplomatic

balance of power in Europe.”122 France was the safe-haven for the Stuarts

because it was a Catholic country (while Britain was, by and large, Protes-

tant). Add to this the fact that France was also the main commercial rival

of the British and France becomes the prime ‘Other’ in opposition to which

Great Britain stood. The idea of ‘the Other’ incorporates a core component

of identity: national identities, too, exist in dissociation from other national

identities, from their “implicit negation, the Other.”123 The strong opposition

118Colley (2003), p. 117.
119Smollett, T. (1771), The Expedition of Humphry Clinker, in Cooke et al. (1998), p.

144.
120Glasgow had become the second city of the Empire and contrary to, for example,

Liverpool was better suited for trade with the Americas because it allows easy
access to the Atlantic.

121See Billig (1995), p. 81.
122Mackillop (2001), p. 351.
123Sahlins, in Colley (2003), p. 6.
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that emerged between Great Britain as a whole and France in the eighteenth

century helped to facilitate the development of a British identity because the

majority of the people in Britain could relate to the idea that their identity was

different from that of the French. Particularly important was the notion that

the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars challenged both the political

and religious foundations of Britain and posed a threat to Britain’s internal

security.124 Britain, at the end of the eighteenth century was, Colley explains,

a product of war because it allowed all people, Scots, Welsh and English, to

collectively define themselves against the ‘Other’. This conception also rests

to a large extent on the connection between Britishness and Protestantism

that we have already traced in the previous section. For such a construction

of national identity, homogeneity in Britain itself was not necessary since it

was the opposition to ‘the Other’ that strengthened the concept of British-

ness which could be superimposed in response to ‘the Other’.125

Colley’s thesis is very interesting and up to here, we can fully agree. The

problem is that, in the end, Colley too readily assumes that Britishness was

the only identity that people could have and that it was the same all over

Britain. She dismisses the notion that the assertion of Scottish identity still

existed and focuses only on Britishness.126 But Scots still remained Scottish:

as our model of loyalties argues, Britishness was only the one side of the coin

and co-existed with Scottish national identity, which was maintained even

after the Union. Britishness in post-Union Scotland was a composite and

complementary identity to Scottish national identity, but not more.

The degree of Scottish virtual autonomy, combined with disintegration of the

Jacobite threat after the rebellion of 1745 and the material benefits the Union

brought, helped to silence anti-Union protest and facilitated the acceptance

of the new ‘Great Britain’. This was underpinned in the dissociation from

‘the Other’. The Union had, despite all problems that did exist, recognised

Scotland as a partner of England and not a mere province.127

124Colley (2003), p. 4.
125See also McCrone (2001), p. 182.
126For a more detailed analysis of Colley’s work from this perspective, see Robbins,

K. (1998), ‘An Imperial and Multinational Polity: The scene from the centre, 1832-
1922’, in Grant, A., Stringer, K.J., Uniting the Kingdom: The making of British
History, London: Routledge, p. 251.

127Paterson (1994), p. 33.
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3 Identity in Mid-Nineteenth Century Scotland

3.1 ‘Low-Key Nationalism’ and Scottish Identity

The base for transition to the nineteenth century was the French Revolution: it

challenged existing regimes all over Europe, and as such, also facilitated dis-

courses on reforms in Scotland. At the centre of these reform debates were

proposals for burghal election reforms. The role Scotland’s political managers

played in maintaining an essentially autonomous Scotland has already been

shown, but there were also flaws in the system. Henry Dundas in particu-

lar almost ‘ruled’ over Scotland and gave important positions to his relatives.

Scotland was, in many ways, an oligarchy, some contemporary sources go

as far as to talk about Dundas’ despotism “when Scotland was bound hand

and foot, and governed like a village at the gate of a great man’s mansion.”128

Regardless of these problems, however, the Union remained stable. Devine

traces three elements that help to explain why no serious attempt was made

to repeal the Union in early nineteenth century. First of all, a shift in power

away from the monarchy had already taken place in Scotland as a result of

both the Glorious Revolution and the Union of 1707 itself. The monarchy

had already lost its divine rights more than one hundred years before. Of

course, there still was a monarch, but the power of Scottish civil society and

local authority was profound. The Union had helped to safeguard the historic

rights of the landowners and most of them saw no reason to put these rights

at stake.129 Secondly, the material benefits the Union had finally brought

were far too valuable to be risked lightly. The living standards in Scotland

had improved at a level unparalleled in Europe and most of the Scots were

not interested in attacking these benefits. Finally, argues Devine, the poten-

tial threat of unrest was also defused by the significant opportunities for both

emigration and migration that offered an alternative to civil protest.130

Despite the fact that the French Revolution had little direct impact on Scot-

land, it had set the stage for reformist ideas and the government had to react

to people’s discontent. The established ruling order was challenged in Scot-

128Masson, D. (1854), ‘The Union with England and Scottish Nationality’, in North
British Review 21, p. 88.

129Compare Devine (2000), p. 212.
130Ibid., p. 217.
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land by those people from the middle class who had had commercial suc-

cess: they were insisting that such success would also have to be translated

into more political power. The Reform Act of 1832 was central because it

extended the vote and helped to emancipate the middle class. This exten-

sion of the franchise democratised Scottish local government, but “the road to

freedom [for the Scottish middle class] lay through assimilation to the English

franchise.”131 Only with the help of these reforms could the Scottish middle

class strengthen its role in civil society which in turn was vital for maintaining

a distinctly Scottish identity.

For some, of course, this was not enough. The Chartist movement of the

1830s and 1840s found ready ground in Scotland and was soon able to at-

tract many supporters, and like elsewhere in Britain, numerous local and re-

gional Chartist organisations developed. Although we should not dismiss the

relevance of Chartism as a protest movement, it was not quite as divisive

as some suggest.132 The Scottish branch of Chartism was underpinned by

a strong religious ethos that could not be found elsewhere. Scottish Char-

tism was based on the concepts of temperance, economic co-operation and

Christianity that even found its expression in the establishment of more than

20 Chartist Churches. The common dichotomy of Chartism between moral

force and physical force was not strongly pronounced in Scotland because

the religious ethos did allow physical force as a feasible solution, it was al-

ways considered to be the very last means. This was a distinctive point of

Scottish Chartism that marks it off from the more militant English Chartists

and reflects the strong Presbyterian tradition that penetrated Scottish soci-

ety. In Scotland, Chartism was “reformist rather than revolutionary”133 and as

long as Chartist leaders continued to make use of political means rather than

openly violent means of protest, Britishness as an overall composite iden-

tity was not significantly challenged and Scottish identity could be maintained

within this frame.134 This helps to explain why Chartism as a protest move-

131Harvie (2000), p. 14.
132For example Finlay, R.J. (1997), ‘The Rise and Fall of Popular Imperialism in Scot-

land, 1850-1950’, in Scottish Geographical Magazine 113 (1), p. 14.
133Devine (2000), p. 277.
134Compare Eastwood, D., Brockliss, L. and John, M. (1997), ‘From Dynastic Union

to Unitary State: The European Experience’, in Brockliss, L., Eastwood (eds.),
A Union of Multiple Identities: The British Isles, c.1750-c.1850, Manchester:
Manchester University Press, p. 196.
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ment did not destabilise the Union: protests were mainly parliamentary.

People in Scotland were, in general, less affected by the central state and did

not use radical protest to the same extent as the English or Irish. Scottish

Chartism and reform initiatives, however, were significant in that they were

asserted under a Scottish national banner. As such, they operated as the

first low-key forms of nationalism.135 The central point is that the distinctions

Smout establishes in his model of concentric loyalties that we have adopted

gradually came to surface from the late-eighteenth century onwards: a politi-

cal loyalty developed to Britain, but the nation was and remained Scotland so

that even protest movements had a distinctly Scottish colouring and did not

attack Scottish identity within the Union.

3.2 The Pillars of the Nation

3.2.1 Civil Society and the Governing of Scotland

We have already hinted at the role civil society in Scotland played after the

Union and we have seen that a gap existed between Scottish civil society and

the British state. But what actually is civil society? Ernest Gellner provides a

most useful definition:

“Civil society is that set of diverse non-governmental institutions, which

is strong enough to counterbalance the state, and, whilst not prevent-

ing the state from fulfilling its role as keeper of the peace and arbiter

between major interests, can nevertheless prevent the state from dom-

inating and atomising the rest of society.”136

It is clear that, in the end, the central British state had the final say, but Scot-

tish civil society practically was a form of local self-government used for the

day-to-day governing of Scotland and as such, helped to maintain a marked

Scottish identity because in Scottish local life, local issues were dealt with

on a local level and were given local solutions.137 But the Scottish managers

had also gradually lost influence from the early nineteenth century onwards,

so can we assume that civil society was still as relevant a pillar of Scottish

135Pittock (2001), p. 93.
136In Morton (1999), p. 8.
137Compare Morton, G. (1996), ‘Scottish Rights and Centralisation in the Mid-

Nineteenth Century’, in Nations and Nationalism 2 (2), pp. 260-261.
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identity in the mid-nineteenth century as it had been in the previous century?

Central to local self-government were the burghs. In practice, they existed

side-by-side to the many supervisory and intermediary boards that were insti-

tutionalised after the Union. The Convention of Royal Burghs was a national

body that could lobby for legislation in Parliament and act as a local agent.138

Hand in hand with the burghs operated the Scottish legal system, the sheriffs

in particular who were also local agents of the state and allowed the Scottish

to maintain an indigenous and autonomous legal system in the framework

of the tasks that were designated to them.139 The role of the sheriff was, in

fact, even extended and professionalised in the nineteenth century because

the central government in London transferred the power of initial jurisdiction

to the sheriff courts which “cemented the sheriffs even more firmly into the

culture of the Scottish legal system.”140

In like manner, voluntary societies were central to Scottish civil society:

they reached their peak in the 1840s and complemented local administration.

It was the idea of piety that had led to the establishment of voluntary self-

help and charitable organisations which aimed at tackling the social effects

of industrialisation and urban expansion:

“In the key period of minimalist and regulatory action by the local state in

the 1830s and 1840s, these voluntary societies commanded substantial

local resources.”141

These resources were utilized to build schools or to provide medical treat-

ment for the poor and were directly used to meet people’s needs. The so-

cieties operated both on a local and on a transcending national level, but

they developed most prominently in the bigger Scottish cities. As Morton

shows in his study on voluntary societies in Edinburgh,142 one can generally

distinguish between philanthropic voluntary organisations and cultural volun-

tary organisations. While the former can best be characterised in terms of

religion and included temperance societies and, most importantly, charita-

ble institutions, the latter relate back to the Enlightenment and the tradition

138Paterson (1994), p. 55.
139Compare ibid., pp. 35-36.
140Ibid., p. 54.
141In Morton (1999), p. 47.
142Ibid., pp. 68ff.
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of scientific and literary societies. Voluntary organisations were, as most of

the local government, generally composed of members from the middle class

who were, thus, able to attempt to address and tackle the social problems of

the respective town or city.143 This was only possible through the potentials

that a strong and near-independent civil society and local self-government

offered. Middle class hegemonic social power was maintained through vol-

untary societies and municipal government and could safeguard municipal

democracy.144 Civil society strengthened Scottish virtual autonomy because

the middle class could mediate between the central state and the Scottish

nation.145

In the mid-nineteenth century, Scotland still rested on its strong and distinct

civil society which facilitated the development of a relatively independent local

government in a fairly decentralised British state: civil society functioned like

a buffer. Through the Union of 1707, the British state enshrined Scottish civil

society and created the frame for a distinctly Scottish local government. The

middle class “were incorporated into the expanding infrastructure”146 of local

administration. Under such conditions, the legitimacy of the central British

state was not notably challenged, but in fact maintained through the empow-

erment of local government147 and the middle class. This empowerment fol-

lows the tradition of ‘benign neglect’ in post-Union Scotland that we have

traced in chapter two and reflects the laissez-faire attitude of the central gov-

ernment towards Scotland.

The enshrinement of civil society is a good illustration of how effectively

Scotland was governed from within. Through the institutions of civil society,

the Scots could perceive and ‘make’ mid-nineteenth century Scotland.148 For

Scottish identity, the governance from within was central in that it underpinned

national loyalties rather than only state loyalties.

143Morton (1999), p. 95.
144Compare Morton, G. (1998), ‘Civil Society, Municipal Government and State: En-

shrinement, Empowerment and Legitimacy. Scotland, 1800-1929’, Urban History
25 (3), p. 365.

145Morton (1996), p. 262.
146Hossay, P. (2002), Contentions of Nationhood. Nationalist Movements, Political

Conflict, and Social Change in Flanders, Scotland, and French Canada, Oxford:
Lexington Books, pp. 102-103.

147Ibid., p. 366.
148Morris, R.J., Morton, G. (1994), ‘Where was Nineteenth-Century Scotland?’, in

Scottish Historical Review 73, p. 96.
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3.2.2 Religion, the Kirk and Society

The relevance of religion has already been pointed out in chapter two with

respect to the relation between Protestantism and the construction of British-

ness, but it was also a central element in Scottish civil society and local self-

government. If we look again at our model of concentric loyalties, the ques-

tion arises whether religious identity was relevant for Scottish national identity

in the mid-nineteenth century.

Most historians would agree that Scotland has a distinct religious heritage

that survived the Union. The Scottish Calvinist tradition stands out as the

core element. According to Hobsbawm, it greatly influenced the very demo-

cratic Scottish educational system, the system of poor relief and the ideal

of perfection through labour.149 There are also many historians who argue

that the age of industrialisation significantly weakened the role of the Church

and alienated the working class from the traditional religious ethos. Such

assumptions were greatly influenced by contemporary discourse. Reverend

Thomas Chalmers for example wrote that

“in our great towns, the population have so outgrown the old ecclesi-

astical system, as to have accumulated there into so many masses of

practical heathenism.” 150

Out of this fear developed the idea that the alienation of the working class

could disrupt the stability of society on the whole, which is why debates on

social policy were common. This view has been challenged in the last few

years. New evidence suggests that Church membership did not collapse

abruptly, but that religious values were still extremely influential and helped

“to shape powerful national identities.”151 Secular tendencies only began to

have increasing effects in the latter half of the nineteenth century. As we have

seen with the Chartist movement of the 1830s and 1840s, a powerful religious

ethos underpinned Scottish life. This is also illustrated in the fact that the

Sabbath was maintained. Brown provides ample evidence that shows how

the Sabbath became an integral part of proletarian culture in Scotland.152

149Hobsbawm, E.J. (1999), Industry and Empire, London: Penguin (new edt.), p. 289.
150Brown, C. (1997), Religion and Society in Scotland since 1707, Edinburgh: Edin-

burgh University Press, p. 95.
151Devine (2000), p. 363.
152Brown (1997), p. 80.



Identity in Mid-Nineteenth Century Scotland 41

But religion also maintained its influence on the organisation of social pol-

icy, which was a particularly important element of Scottish civil society. A

good illustration of this are the different types of poor relief which also under-

pin the role the Scottish Presbyterian tradition played in moulding a distinc-

tive Scottishness. In England, the Poor Law Reform of 1834 led to violent

protests. This was not the case in Scotland where this reform was not ap-

plicable because poor relief was the task of the Kirk until the Amendment Act

of 1845. As Hobsbawm explains, the absence of an English-type Poor Law

in Scotland left poor relief in the hand of the local community, and therefore,

helped to safeguard rural and small-town Scotland.153 But even the act of

1845 did not completely disrupt this system of local government because the

Scottish Poor Law remained in the parish.154 From 1845 onwards, Parochial

Boards were responsible for both poor relief and health regulations. The

boards were semi-independent and worked as intermediaries between the

Scottish people and the central British state. The point is that these parochial

and domestic intermediary boards were still mainly comprised of Scots so

that Scottish social administration was relatively more localised than the Eng-

lish155 and more responsive to Scottish needs than a central government

could be. As regards social policy, the Scottish middle class was able to en-

gage in boards and local government, and thus, to feel that it could create

its own state.156 This was vital since the Reform Act of 1832, as we have

seen, had emancipated the middle class. Although we can attest a greater

involvement of the central state from the 1840s onwards, Scotland in the end

was still largely administered on a local level and the Church remained at the

core of this form of administration.157

This parochial system administered by the Church was central, too, to the

Scottish educational system. Although various scholars have attempted to

debunk the apparent myth of ’lad o’ pairts’,158 which reflects the meritocratic

and democratic tradition of Scottish education, Anderson manages to show

that there was at least some truth in the myth and that it remained a strong

153Hobsbawm (1999), p. 289.
154Morton (1999), p. 30.
155See also Paterson (1994), p. 52.
156Ibid., p. 53.
157Levitt, I. (ed.) (1988), Government and Social Conditions in Scotland, 1845-1919,

Edinburgh: Scottish History Society, p. xi.
158Compare Devine (2000), p. 390.
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pillar of Scottish identity in the Victorian period.159 One of the most signif-

icant problems that was also reflected in the parochial education system

clearly was the Disruption of 1843 which virtually broke the national Church

in half.160 The Kirk in Scotland had always been able to claim that it was a

national Church, it was responsible for poor relief and education, but after the

Disruption we find two competing Churches and the cohesive power of the

Church was lost to a notable degree. But we should be cautious because

this analysis is not altogether convincing. Brown shows in his study that con-

temporary commentators in mid-nineteenth century Scotland dismissed the

notion that the formation of the Free Church destroyed the national Church.

For them, the founding of the Free Church enhanced “the sense of institu-

tional democracy in Scotland.”161 It was Robert Louis Stevenson who point-

edly observed that “the Parliaments of the Established and Free Churches

... could hear each other singing psalms across the street”162 when they met

simultaneously in Edinburgh every May. The Disruption, by and large, was

a political and constitutional issue that left the role religion, the Presbyterian

tradition in particular, played for society intact, but it did challenge the Kirk as

an institution. With respect to education, for example, the Disruption directly

threatened the system of parish schools163 because the Free Church became

a competitor for education. So, no doubt, these difficulties did increase the

pressure on Scottish identity and brought up the question in what other ways

identity could be distinctively asserted.

3.3 A Scottish Empire: Imperialism and Scottish Identity

3.3.1 An Imperial Mission

Although initial low-key forms of nationalism did exist that used constitutional

and political rather than radical means to make themselves heard and al-

though the Disruption did not completely destroy the role of the Church, the

influence of the traditional pillars of the Scottish nation was decreasing. But

the gaps that developed were quickly filled by new but common points of ref-

159See McCrone (2001), p. 93. (We can agree with this since, as we have seen,
myths are not fabricated, but relate to a selective re-interpretation of the past.)

160Devine (2000), p. 283.
161Brown (1997), p. 186.
162Ibid.
163Paterson (1994), p. 66.
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erence. We will now examine the most important new point of reference, i.e.

the Scottish participation in the Empire: suddenly, we have “an old people

finding a new role on the world stage.”164

The foundations for Scots on the world stage were clearly laid in the course

of the eighteenth century when the first Scots were able to seize imperial

opportunities and when Glasgow became the ‘Second City of the Empire’

as a result of its participation in the tobacco trade. It was from the end of

the eighteenth century onwards, mainly aided by Henry Dundas’ activities

in the central government,165 that the notion of Scotland as a “race of Em-

pire Builders”166 was frequently heard. Through the Union of 1707, Scotland

had entered into an imperial partnership with England and was more than

happy to be actively engaged in it. It had finally lost its stereotypical status

as the beggar, “the historic curse of poverty”167, and turned into a much more

prosperous nation. In the late eighteenth century, however, it was mainly the

elite of Scotland and some of the aspiring middle class who participated in

imperial activities.

Other reasons for emigration, as we know, were less positive. Even at the

end of the eighteenth century, small-scale clearances in the Highlands led

to whole communities embark on single ships to the new world. Emigration

was partly seen as a means to relieve congested areas especially on the

west coast of the Highlands.168 Such notions of involuntary relocation, how-

ever, are only one side of the coin. As Donaldson rightly points out, many

people from the Highlands were willing to emigrate because, for example,

their relatives from America “daily sent intelligence calculated to encourage

them to follow.”169 From the early nineteenth century onwards, more oppor-

tunities developed for all Scots,170 but it was Lowland Scots in particular who

were able to seize the opportunities of the day: urban Lowlanders went for

164MacKenzie, J.M. (1998), Empire and National Identities: The Case of Scotland’, in
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 6th series 8, p. 220.

165Henry Dundas, for example, was Treasurer of the Navy and also presided over the
Board of Control for India.

166Finlay, R.J. (2001a), ‘British Empire’, in Lynch, M. (ed.), The Oxford Companion to
Scottish History, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 44.

167Finlay (1997), p. 17.
168For a more detailed analysis, see Harper, M. (2003), Adventurers and Exiles: The

Great Scottish Exodus, London: Portfolio Books, pp. 44ff.
169Donaldson, G. (1976), The Scots Overseas, Westport: Greenwood Press, p. 64.
170Finlay (2001a), p. 44.
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business and rural Lowlanders for acquiring their own farm land - the lure of

the land was, after all, one of the main pro-emigration inducements.171 So

it was a combination of both elective emigration and involuntary emigration

that characterises Scottish involvement in the Empire.

From the early-nineteenth century onwards, the idea of creating a ‘bet-

ter Scotland’ abroad, however, became increasingly important: it was Scot-

tish settlers who actively and voluntarily founded many colonies.172 After the

Disruption, for example, members of the Free Church set out to establish a

permanent Presbyterian settlement on New Zealand’s South Island, a ‘New

Edinburgh’.173 The number of Scottish settlers was significant: while Scots

stood to English in a ratio of 1:7 in Britain, ratios in the colonies were different,

for New Zealand we have a ratio of 1:2 and for South Africa of 1:3.174 These

high numbers relate to the fact that by the mid-nineteenth century, Scots were

assisted by societies, for example the Highland and Island Emigration Society

if they wanted to (or had to) emigrate.175 Apart from these general reasons

for emigration, we can basically single out four different ways in which the

Scots were engaged in the Empire in the mid-nineteenth century:

Firstly, many Scottish aristocrats and their sons actively participated in

colonial governments and became imperial administrators. If we look at the

exact numbers, we can see that between 1850 and 1939, about a third of the

imperial governor-generals were Scottish.176 A good example can also be

found in Canadian politics which, from the mid-nineteenth century onwards,

were dominated by the Glasgow-born Sir John A. Macdonald for more than

20 years.177

The military service was the second way in which more and more Scots

could be employed in the Empire. Even at the end of the eighteenth century,

171Harper (2003), p. 84.
172See MacKenzie, J.M. (2003), ‘A Scottish Empire? The Scottish Diaspora and

Interactive Identities’, in Brooking, T., Coleman, J., The Heather and the Fern.
Scottish Migration and New Zealand Settlement, Dunedin: University of Otago
Press, p. 25.

173It was finally founded as ‘Dunedin’ (Dunedin is the Gaelic name for Edinburgh).
174MacKenzie, J.M. (1993), ‘On Scotland and the Empire’, in International History

Review 15, pp. 714-739.
175For a list of emigrants sent out by the Society, see Donaldson (1976) p. 64.
176Finlay (2001a), p. 44.
177Devine (2000), p. 290.
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a significant number of the royal regiments in India were Scottish.178 The

Scottish regiments were easily recognisable because the traditional Scottish

dress was used for its soldiers, they wore kilts and tartan. Queen Victoria

frequently decorated Scottish soldiers for their gallantry179 and for their role

as fighters in the expansion of the Empire.

We also find, thirdly, a great number of Scottish doctors and lawyers who

worked in the Empire. For example, Scottish doctors dominated the Indian

Medical Service and were actively engaged in the development of the new

discipline of tropical medicine.180 As Finlay explains, the Scottish education

tradition had led to a significant increase in well-trained professionals which

the Empire readily absorbed181 - a fact that reflects the role and distinct tra-

dition of the democratic Scottish education system. Contributions by learned

Scots could be seen in sometimes rather radical approaches to education,

land tenure or agriculture. John Malcom and Thomas Munro, for instance,

established a land revenue system in India that very much followed the tra-

ditions of the Scottish Enlightenment and is, thus, one example of how the

Empire began to get a very Scottish ‘flavour’.182

Fourthly, but probably most importantly, Scots worked as missionaries in

most of the colonies of the Empire. The competition that existed between the

Church of Scotland and the Free Church after the Disruption of 1843 partly

explains why we can find so many Scottish missionaries and, accordingly,

why so many Scots were needed as missionaries: if the Free Church set up

a mission, the Church of Scotland followed suit and vice versa.183 Perhaps

the central point is that the Scottish missions facilitated the expansion of the

Scottish Presbyterian tradition all over the globe. It was this missionary work

that allowed the Scots at home to think less about the divisions within the

Church that they faced: the underlying religious ethos had not been chal-

lenged and was now transmitted across the Empire. There appeared to be

greater evils in the uncivilised countries of the Empire so that “Christian val-

178MacKenzie (2003), p. 21.
179Finlay (1997), p. 16.
180MacKenzie (2003), p. 23.
181See Finlay (2001a), p. 44.
182See MacKenzie (2003), p. 23.
183For example in Nyasaland (Malawi). See Finlay, R.J. (2001b), ‘Missions Overseas’,

in Lynch, M. (ed.), The Oxford Companion to Scottish History, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, p. 424.



Identity in Mid-Nineteenth Century Scotland 46

our helped to focus Presbyterian minds”184 on these evils and not on the

problems in Scotland. Central to the Scottish overseas mission was educa-

tion. In a letter from the Bombay Scottish Missionary Society, the Scottish

missionaries are specifically credited:

“You have been able to extend your system of education and especially

that you have been able to establish schools for the female children.”185

The missionaries followed a distinct Scottish education tradition and exported

the ’lad o’ pairts’ ideal into the Empire. Clearly the most famous missionary

was David Livingstone, who personified Scottish virtues and became a cult

figure. Livingstone also was the typical ’lad o’ pairts’ who had managed to

successfully climb the social ladder through education and his work as a

missionary and explorer in Africa and in doing so, had set an example for

many other Scots. The missionary movement powerfully underpinned and

legitimised the role of the Scots in the Empire.186

This experience as Empire builders was new for the Scots, but it was vital in

that it allowed them to look at their own identity from a positive position (‘We

are the ones who helped build up the Empire.’) rather than a negative position

(‘We are the Scottish beggar.’). If we look again at the model of concentric

loyalties, we can see that the Empire was an important component. We can

assume that it is the notion of loyalty to the Empire, an Empire which gave

many opportunities to the Scottish people, that strengthened Scottish identity

at home. This can be addressed in terms of popular imperialism and we will

look at the central determinants in what follows.

3.3.2 Bringing the Empire Home: Popular Imperialism

We have seen that the Scots actively participated in the Empire in at least four

ways. But why, one may ask, was that relevant for Scottish national identity?

Graham Walker points out that

“far from being eclipsed by her larger neighbour Scotland used the op-

portunity structure offered by the Empire to demonstrate what Scots

184Finlay (1997), p. 16.
185In Forsyth, D. (1997), ‘Empire and Union: Imperial and National Identity in

Nineteenth-Century Scotland’, in Scottish Geographical Magazine 113 (1), p.7.
186Devine (2000), p. 366.
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quite immodestly considered the superiority of their nation’s culture and

moral distinctiveness.” 187

This is true, but does not address the main reason. The central point is that

the Scots’ activities in the Empire were transmitted back to the homeland and

significantly influenced the perceptions of Scottishness and what it meant to

be Scottish. The central determinants for this process were the extensive

improvement of new means of communication and the improvement of travel.

The popular press and an increasing number of newspapers with reports on

those who had sought their fortunes around the globe greatly facilitated the

image of the successful Scot188 and helped to transport imperial values and

ideas. While the view on emigration had been largely negative in previous

years since it was usually seen in relation to poor economic and social con-

ditions in Scotland (the Highlands in particular), this view was abandoned in

the mid-nineteenth century. Emigration now stood for success and opportu-

nities and it was “celebrated as evidence of the virility and expansiveness of

the Scottish race.”189 One main reason for such a change of perspective were

the many personal success stories that emigrants sent home to their relatives

in their correspondence. John Cameron of Glasgow who had settled in New

Zealand’s Bay of Plenty, for example, wrote:

“The climate of New Zealand is something superb. I would not go home

supposing anyone was to offer me 500 Pounds a year. The air is so

nice and you appear to be so free, not caring for anyone ... I think you

should come out as soon as possible.” 190

As we have seen, missionaries were a central domain for the Scots in the Em-

pire, but their work was also received enthusiastically in Scotland. The simple

reason for this is that in the mid-nineteenth century, many local churches had

their own missionary abroad.191 This facilitated a very direct contact with emi-

gre Scots who worked as missionaries in the Empire and directly linked the

local parish with the Empire. The members of the local church raised funds

and were, therefore, personally involved in the imperial mission: people in

187In Davidson (2000), p. 113.
188See also Finlay (2001a), p. 44.
189Ibid., p. 45.
190In Harper (2003), pp. 84-85.
191Compare Finlay (2001a), p. 45.
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Scotland were able to imagine that they were part of the Empire. One partic-

ular way of ‘bringing the Empire home’ in this context was the so-called Magic

Lantern Show that was performed in churches all over Scotland. During the

show, the audience could see images from far away places and the mission-

ary work and stories were told about the barbarian and savage natives - a

method that clearly aimed at showing how noble the Scots were in carry-

ing out missionary work.192 The missionary societies, therefore, continually

stressed the role of the Scots in the Empire as a “means to the expression of

a distinctly Scots Presbyterian duty”193, a duty that only the Scots were able to

fulfil. Foreign missions, argues Brown, “re-cemented a sense of Britishness

in the face of other cultures”194 which legitimised the role the Scots played

in the Empire and helped to strengthen a pro-Union identity in Scotland. If

we think again of the concentric loyalties that developed, loyalty to the Em-

pire surrounds the loyalty to the British state. The Empire was associated

with Protestantism and could penetrate everyday life in Scotland.195 Another

interesting example in this context are little booklets that were published for

children.196 The booklets were full of stories specifically written for children

about the missionary work to encourage them to join missionaries.197 No-

tions of the noble Scot who civilised the natives with the help of a distinctly

Protestant culture also survive in the many letters and journals from David

Livingstone and are reflected in the Scottish historiographical tradition of the

mid-nineteenth century where we can, for example, find John Hill Burton’s

The Scot Abroad.

The military glamour of the Scottish soldiers of the imperial armies was

also recreated in the homeland.198 Scottish soldiers continued to appear

in paintings and engravings ever since Sir David Wilkie’s famous painting

of General Sir David Baird.199 Despite the fact that the actual number of

192Finlay (2001b), pp. 424-425.
193MacKenzie (1998), p. 224.
194Brown (1997), p. 190.
195Paterson (1994), p. 51.
196Compare Finlay (2001b), p. 424.
197For an example of a Children’s Missionary Record, a booklet published between

1839-1848 by the Free Church, see Scottish Missionaries in Africa in the 19th
century, http://www.rls.org.uk for the search term ‘Scottish missionaries in Africa’
(last visited 14 April 2005).

198Devine (2000) p. 290.
199Sir David Wilkie,General Baird Discovering the Body of Sultan Tipu (1799).
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Scottish soldiers in the British army was relatively low compared to Scotland’s

population, says MacKenzie, “they were everywhere in the visual record.”200

The following picture of a soldier from the Cameronian regiment in India is a

good example.201

Figure 3: A soldier from the Cameronians

In these paintings were reflected the ways in which Scots could play out

their national identity on an imperial stage.202 It was partly through the ‘ex-

port’ of the imperial Scot back to Scotland that a form of popular imperial-

ism on a local level developed that strengthened Scottish identity at home.

Central to this was also that Scots continued to celebrate their Scottishness

abroad: this strongly underpinned the image the Scots had of themselves.

200MacKenzie (1993), p. 727.
201See http://www.britishempire.co.uk/forces/armyuniforms/britishinfantry/26th

footuniform.htm (last visited 03 May 2005). Unfortunately, no exact date is pro-
vided, but the picture is listed in the “pre-1881” section and surely serves as a
good illustration.

202See Forsyth (1997), p. 6.
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Caledonian societies were established all over the Empire, there were news-

papers such as The New Zealand Scotsman and Highland Games on the

beaches of South Africa. Some historians have criticised that these were

again simply romantic signs of an invented Highland culture,203 but this is

a far too simple conclusion. Not only Highland emigrants participated and

recreated Scottish culture abroad in this way, it was a general phenomenon in

almost all Scottish colonies and it was transported back home to Scotland in

letters, paintings and newspapers. Queen Victoria can also be credited with

stressing such notions because she identified with Scotland, ‘balmoralised’

Great Britain, and so ensured, as Paterson shows, that she herself turned

into “a sign of the distinctive Scottish contribution”204 to the Empire.

In chapter two, we have seen that ‘the Other’ was a vital component for the

making of Scottish identity; this concept, however, rests on a negative ref-

erent. Scottish participation in the Empire now facilitated the development

of a new focal point, a positive referent, “the geographically distant positive

Other.”205 Through this positive understanding, Scottish self-confidence in-

creased notably and allowed a positive assertion of Scottish identity within

the Union that had secured Scotland’s role as Empire-builders. Scots’ partic-

ipation in the Empire was a direct result of the Union of 1707. Scottish virtues

and talents were displayed on a world stage so that the British Empire did not

“dilute the sense of Scottish identity”206 but underpinned it through popular

imperialism. It was through the diasporas that Scottish ethnie and identity

were strengthened.207 In what follows, we will see that the pride in the imper-

ial partnership was elementary for Scottish national identity in that it allowed

a successful unionist nationalism to develop that vindicated Scottish Rights

in relation to the Union and the Empire and not through the (political) demand

for an independent Scotland.

203For example Murray Pittock. Compare MacKenzie (1998), p. 221.
204Paterson (1994), p. 51.
205MacKenzie (1998), p. 218.
206Devine (2000), p. 289.
207MacKenzie (1998), p. 231.
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4 Justice to Scotland:

The National Association for the Vindication of

Scottish Rights

4.1 The Beginnings of Scottish Nationalism and the

NAVSR

In the previous chapters, we have done two things: firstly, we have developed

a theoretical basis for our analysis and we have, secondly, traced the histor-

ical and conceptual frame of Scottish identity up to the mid-nineteenth cen-

tury. We could see that despite all problems, protest and threats from within,

the Union of 1707 remained stable. A distinct Scottish national identity was

sustained within the framework of the Union and underpinned by a virtually

autonomous Scottish civil society, Scotland’s role in the Empire and the re-

lated notion of popular imperialism in Scotland itself. From the mid-nineteenth

century, however, Scotland’s self-government was increasingly under threat

because the central government began to legislate on matters that had pre-

viously been addressed on a local level. Our objective, thus, is to look at how

the National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights, the first organ-

ised and substantial Scottish nationalist movement,208 argued under these

particular prerequisites and new conditions. How did its members interpret

the Scottish past (and present) in the mid-nineteenth century and how could

they, contrary to the modernist argument, assert a successful nationalism

rather than some weak sub-form?

The first nationalist rhetoric, however, came from a very different source. Af-

ter the Disruption of 1843 and the establishment of the Free Church, quite a

few people from the Free Church wanted more responsibilities to be given to

Scotland. It was the Free Church Reverend James Begg who said

“We are sinking in our national position every year, and simply living on

the credit of the past ... A people that might match the world for energy,

and who have heretofore stood in the first rank of nations, sinking under

a combination of increasing evils - the efforts of ministers paralysed -

208Webb, K. (1977), The Growth of Nationalism in Scotland, Glasgow: The Molendi-
nar Press, p. 37.
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our universities locked up - dwarfed, and comparatively inefficient ...” 209

The Disruption clearly had some “nationalistic undertones”210 that Begg, too,

expressed. He made clear that one way of achieving a better ‘national posi-

tion’ would be the regeneration of Scottish life by initiating a national revival;

it was also indispensable, said Begg, to act quickly in order to preserve ‘Scot-

land the nation’. What Begg suggested was a stronger Scottish representa-

tion in Westminster, a demand that was to become central to the case made

by the NAVSR.

Begg was supported by the Grant brothers. James Grant was a second

cousin of Sir Walter Scott and had also written historical adventure novels,

but it was his series of letters entitled Justice to Scotland in which he out-

lined Scottish grievances that were relevant for the national cause.211 These

letters, however, were less central at the beginning, it was another issue that

caused public concern. James and his brother John can be credited with giv-

ing birth to the Scottish national movement in 1852 with an appeal addressed

to the Lord Lyon King of Arms in which they attacked the inconsistent use of

flags and royal arms (for example, the royal standard on Edinburgh Castle

had the Scottish lion in the wrong place). Hanham writes that it was this issue

that “caught public fancy”212 but at the same time dismisses it as bizarre.213

The important point for us is that the appeal of the Grant brothers showed that

there was fertile ground for nationalist arguments in Scotland. As an article

by John Grant in the London Morning Post explained:

“Insignificant as at first sight this question ... may appear, the principle

which the present movement [the movement to have consistent arms] is

intended to show forth is pregnant with most important consequences

to Scotland, and we are led to understand it is the precursor of a general

movement for obtaining a greater share of the attention of Government

to the interests of Scotland than has hitherto been accorded...” 214

209In Hanham, H.J. (1969), Scottish Nationalism, London: Faber and Faber, p. 75.
210Webb (1977), p. 35.
211See Hanham (1969), p. 76.
212Ibid., p. 77.
213We will see later on that the function of such ‘heraldic rhetoric’ was not bizarre, but

essential for underwriting Scottish identity and nationalism.
214In Hanham, H.J. (1967), ‘Mid-Century Scottish Nationalism: Romantic and Rad-

ical’, in Robson, R. (ed.), Ideas and Institutions of Victorian Britain. Essays in
Honour of G.K. Clark, London: Bell and Sons, pp. 160-161.
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The Movement for the recognition of Scottish heraldic emblems was intended

to both attract the government’s attention and to facilitate a discourse among

those Scots with similar ‘national ideas’. If we go back to chapter one and

look again at what Nairn says about the role of intellectuals in Scotland at this

time, it becomes clear that they were not deprived of their role as ‘thinkers of

nationalism’. The Grant brothers established a nationalist line of argumenta-

tion that attracted like-minded people. The fact that these like-minded people

did not argue in terms of political nationalism is no reason to simply dismiss

their arguments.

One of the Grants’ followers was William Burns, a solicitor and a well-

known Glaswegian businessman who saw himself as an advocate of Scot-

tish rights,215 something that is reflected in the tracts he later wrote for the

NAVSR. But an association, a nationalist movement, needed a well-known

figurehead. The Earl of Eglinton, who had also presented the Grant brothers’

heraldic appeal, was to become this figurehead when he took up the seat as

chairman of the NAVSR. He was characterised as “second in influence only

to Lord Derby within the Conservative Party.”216 Although this is probably an

exaggeration, the Earl of Eglinton was a prominent Tory in the mid-nineteenth

century; he had actually been a minister for Ireland, but, in the spirit of na-

tional self-sacrifice,217 had committed himself to the national cause. Once

the Association had been officially founded in May 1853, the Grant brothers

together became joint secretaries of the NAVSR and they were responsible

for many of the NAVSR’s petitions and other publications.

The NAVSR attracted people with the most diverse backgrounds. Several

members came from the Free Church, there were Episcopalians and many

people from the world of education (for example, William E. Aytoun, profes-

sor of rhetoric at Edinburgh University and editor of Blackwood’s Edinburgh

Magazine).218 We also find Charles Inglis, Laird of Crammond, and David

Buchanan, editor of the Caledonian Mercury among the associates. Many

members of the NAVSR sat in Town Councils or were actively engaged in

Scotland’s burghs. As James Grant pointed out

“Whigs, Conservatives, Radicals, Free Traders and Protectionists, the

215Compare Hanham (1967), p. 162.
216Morton (1996), p. 264.
217See Morton (1999), p. 136.
218Hanham (1967), p. 163.
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adherents of every political section and religious sect, have ignored their

petty squabbles to demand justice for their country.”219

The nationalist discourse had managed to attract a wide range of people

with the most diverse political backgrounds and, in fact, also some with no

political background at all. The ‘general movement’ that was founded as a

result of this discourse, the NAVSR, was a heterogeneous group, but the

basic underlying positions were firmly agreed upon when the Association was

launched. Diversity in the composition of the Association’s members was no

problem because the NAVSR did not see itself as a political group, but as

group of vindicators for Scottish rights on behalf of the Scottish nation.

All members, all associates, of the NAVSR had to pay an annual contri-

bution to the Association. In order to also attract as many people from the

working class as possible, the contribution that working class people had

to pay was lower than that for others since the aim was “to secure the co-

operation of the whole Scottish people.”220 As we can see from the petitions

and tracts, however, the majority of members came from the middle class or

upper class; we can learn about businessmen, chief magistrates of burghs,

landed gentlemen or other people who held a public office.

But associates did not only have to contribute financially, everyone who

wanted to join the Association had to agree with the constitution of the NAVSR

which declares the objectives to be

“to secure, by all legitimate and constitutional means, complete redress

of the manifold grievances to which Scotland is subjected - to prevent

the recurrence of similar evils for the future - to obtain for Scotland the

benefit of local administration in all matters which are exclusively Scot-

tish, - and, in general, to place the Scottish nation on a footing of full

and permanent equality with the English nation.”221

In what follows, we will examine the way in which the NAVSR tried to achieve

the goals that it had laid down in its constitution.

219In Morton (1999), p. 136.
220Burns, W. (1854b), Tract No. I, p. 4.
221In ibid., p. 3.
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4.2 An Address to the People of Scotland

Now that we have traced how the NAVSR came to life and who its most

prominent members were, let us examine more closely the Address to the

People of Scotland, which launched the Association in May 1853.

The main purpose of the address, which was written by Patrick Dove, was

to examine the character of the Treaty of Union and to relate it to the situa-

tion in mid-nineteenth century Scotland. The principle question was how the

individual articles of the Treaty were fulfilled - or not. The overall conclusion

Dove drew was made explicit at the beginning of the address where it says

that in most cases the articles have “been infringed to the disadvantage of the

Scottish nation.”222 Dove talked about the positive characteristics of Scotland

before the Union: Scotland repelled foreign powers and was able to govern

herself. He then went on to outline some of Scotland’s great achievements,

for example, the contribution of Scottish soldiers who were “seen foremost

in every hard-won field”223 around the world. This relates to the notion of

popular imperialism that we have singled out as a fundamental element in

the construction of a pro-British (and pro-Union) Scottish identity in chap-

ter three: the Scottish soldier was the dominant symbol of Scotland’s heroic

contribution to the British Empire.

But Dove did not only refer to Scotland’s recent positive present (i.e. Scot-

land as a nation of Empire builders), but also to the distinct history of both

Scotland and England to examine the character of the Scottish nation, after

all, argued Dove,

“England, that had seen the fields of Agincourt and of Crecy in France

... had found in Scotland, - Bannockburn.”224

The Association celebrated Scottish historic distinctiveness and its historic

achievements and in doing so, created a common ground that all present

Scottish grievances could be addressed from. From such an analysis, the

only possible conclusion appeared to be that

222Dove, P.E. (1853), The National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights:
Address to the People of Scotland and Statement of Grievances, Edinburgh, p.
1.

223Ibid.
224Ibid.
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“Scotland, so long as she trusted herself, governed herself, acted for

herself, and developed her own resources, was a nation of full life, and

energy, and enterprise - rough and unmanageable, it is true, but en-

dowed with a vigorous manhood that forced its way through a world of

difficulties, and achieved great ends, because it chose its own path and

pursued its own career.”225

But, said Dove, such a simplified conclusion did not reflect reality. The con-

clusion he thus drew differed considerably from other European nationalist

rhetoric, the point for the NAVSR was that self-government and the Union of

1707 were not incompatible. This assumption was to become the pillar of the

NAVSR’s argument. In fact, Dove even went one step further and said

“the more union, the better, provided ... the rights of all parties be re-

spected. Union obviates war, encourages commerce, permits free tran-

sit, abolishes national apathy. Union - provided it be union and not

domination - brings equals together for common benefit ... ”226

Dove very skilfully contrasted these two possibilities: a nation that is united

with another is often subjugated, but if the Union is no domination, it can ac-

tually improve the status of the two nations, the two partners in the union.

This assumption was developed further against the background of a general

analysis of the different methods by which two countries can be united. Dove

mentioned both the acquisition by discovery and the acquisition by conquest

and concluded that “by none of these were England and Scotland united”227

and that Scotland was not incorporated into England. Dove re-asserted the

free spirit under which the Union of 1707 was carried out, i.e. the very ‘char-

acter of the Treaty of Union’ that the Address to the People of Scotland set

out to (re-)determine.

Such seemingly modest rhetoric was also used to distance the Scottish

national movement from the more radical Irish movement. The NAVSR, in its

general loyalty to the British state, had no intention of threatening the Union.

What the Association wanted was the recognition of the spirit of the Treaty,

i.e. that the Union was legislative but not administrative.228

225Dove (1853), p. 1.
226Ibid., p. 3.
227Ibid., p. 4.
228Ibid., p. 2.
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This interpretation of the Treaty of Union, we can conclude, was positive in its

outlook. Scotland was “united with England, but not merged into England.”229

The NAVSR saw this as the basis for a both impartial and fair interpretation of

the Treaty of Union. The central difficulty was that this spirit of the Treaty had

not been fully maintained because the notion of equality did not penetrate all

policies that were carried out after the implementation of the Treaty.

At the end of the address, a direct appeal was made to every Scot because

it would need a united effort to save Scotland “from sinking into the position

of an English county.”230 The first task the NAVSR set for itself after this

appeal was to list the principle Scottish grievances, those that were the most

pressing ones, those that prevented the ‘true spirit of the Union’ from being

released: “it is to remedy these inequalities, to put an end to this injustice,

that this Association has been formed.”231 The main part of the Address to

the People of Scotland was devoted to the Statement of Certain Scottish

Grievances, but the list published at the launch of the NAVSR was, of course,

not the only statement where we learn about what the Association saw as the

major problems. The following systematic arrangement of the most significant

grievances that were put forward in the major publications of the NAVSR will

show that the problems were far from insignificant and that the Association

quite rightly assumed that the

“real complaints ... are not of a nature which will admit of so easy a

remedy as the application of a painter’s brush, or a readjustment of

quaterings; nor can they be laughed down by silly sneers at the attitude

of the Scottish Lion. They are substantial and specific ...”232

4.3 The Grieving Lion?

4.3.1 Representation in Westminster

The main concern of the NAVSR was that Scotland was only insufficiently

represented in the Parliament in Westminster:

“Whereas, since the period of the Union, the population of Scotland -

229Dove (1853), p. 7.
230Ibid., p. 8.
231In Grant, J. (1853), Justice to Scotland. Report of the First Public Meeting of The

National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights, Edinburgh, p. 6.
232William Edmonstoune Aytoun. In Morton (1996), p. 268.
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her wealth - her manufacturing industry - her commercial importance,

and the revenue which she pays into the Imperial Exchequer, have

taken a relative expansion ... no proportionate increase has been made

to the number of representatives.”233

The problem was that although Scotland no longer was the ‘poor relation’ be-

cause of her significant imperial revenue, she was still represented in West-

minster like one. Regardless of which measurement one used to assess

and determine the number of Scottish representatives (e.g. population or

the amount of revenue), Scotland was underrepresented. The case for Scot-

land was made against the then status quo of Ireland. The Lord Provost of

Edinburgh at a meeting of the NAVSR argued that

“... if they will give Scotland the same measure of justice which Ireland

has, I will be quite content ... if the population alone were taken into

account, Ireland ... ought to have 153 members. But take the element

of finance into account, and inquire how much does Ireland, and how

much does Scotland, each contribute to the National Exchequer? If,

then you take the finance aspect into account, Ireland is entitled only

to 51 members, although as regards population, she is entitled to 153.

If you add these two together, and take the mean, Ireland is entitled to

102 members. Now, Ireland has 105 members. Ireland, therefore, has

obtained justice ... Now, let us follow the same arithmetical process, and

see what number of members Scotland ought to have .... take the pop-

ulation and taxation combined, Scotland is entitled to 75 members.”234

But Scotland did not have 75 members, Scotland was only represented in

Westminster by 53 Members of Parliament. The NAVSR did not question the

number of Irish representatives in Westminster, but it criticised the different

and inconsistent application of the principles that were used by the central

government to determine the number of representatives. In like manner, the

Association criticised the fact that

“small boroughs in England send in two representatives to Parliament,

while rich and populous counties in Scotland send only one.”235

233Dove, P.E. (1854a), Petition of the National Association for the Vindication of Scot-
tish Rights, Presented to the House of Lords, p. 1.

234In Grant (1853), p. 3.
235Ibid., p. 6.
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The level of misrepresentation at Westminster becomes more pronounced if

one looks at the difference between some Scottish and English regions. For

example, Lanarkshire with all its burghs (that were substantially involved in

the imperial trade, and therefore, generated a lot of ‘imperial income’) had a

population of roughly 600,000 and had three MPs in the House of Commons.

Wiltshire in England had a population of 250,000 and returned 19 MPs.236

Even if one related the number of MPs for England to its population and to

the revenue, there was no justification, said the NAVSR, for this defect. The

problem was, the Association argued, that England saw Scotland not as an

integral part of the United Kingdom, but as a depopulated county of northern

England.

The underlying question for the Association was: Why was the Scottish na-

tion, which was so heavily involved in building the Empire, not represented

adequately at home in the Imperial Parliament?

4.3.2 A Secretary of State for Scotland

Another problem that was related to the insufficient representation in West-

minster was the absence of a proper office of Secretary of State for Scot-

land.237 As we have seen in chapters two and three, Scotland had her so-

called ‘Scottish managers’, but despite their great influence, their role was

not manifested in an official position. From 1828 onwards, the Home Secre-

tary was responsible for all matters that related to public security in Scotland;

all other matters lay in the hands of the Lord Advocate who had become the

official spokesperson for Scotland. Initially, the Lord Advocate was only re-

sponsible for legal issues, but the responsibilities were gradually expanded.

The problem with the Lord Advocate, as the Association quite rightly pointed

out, was that he had

“treble duties of Adviser of the Crown, ... public Prosecutor and Super-

intendent of the whole criminal proceedings of Scotland.”238

These were far too many responsibilities and divergent interests for one per-

son to handle adequately so that the Association concluded that the Lord

236Compare Grant, J. (n.d.), Meeting for the Vindication of Scottish Rights, p. 7.
237It had been abolished after the second Jacobite rebellion in 1746.
238Dove (1853), p. 29.
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Advocate could not properly represent Scottish interests. The NAVSR did

not question the suitability of those holding the office of Lord Advocate, it

simply asserted that

“it is absurd to conceive that the mere fraction of one man’s time, how-

ever able, is sufficient to govern the most industrious country in Eu-

rope.”239

The absence of a Secretary of State for Scotland manifested itself in the fact

that hardly anyone in Westminster seemed to feel responsible for putting for-

ward the Scottish agenda. The Lord Advocate did not have a seat in the

cabinet, so that the Scottish MPs on their own had great difficulties in getting

Scottish issues acknowledged in Parliament. The policy of ‘benign neglect’,

which we have already traced in the previous chapters, partly had positive

implications since it allowed Scottish civil society to expand in Scotland itself.

But after the Disruption and with the transferral of more powers to the central

state, the NAVSR argued, an official government office was indispensable

to help Scottish MPs represent Scottish interests in the central government.

The fact that the Lord Advocate was ill-paid and that his tenure was usually

very brief, there had been seven Lord Advocates since the passing of the

Reform Act, did not help to facilitate continuity or an adequate level of re-

sponsiveness. Such conclusions were drawn as a result of complaints by

Scottish MPs, for example, Mr. Cowan (MP for Edinburgh) said at a meeting

of the NAVSR that

“having been frequently the medium of communicating with the Gov-

ernment upon ... Scottish interests, I can bear my testimony to the

apathy and indifference with which the representations from my corre-

spondents have been met with. I refer more particularly to memorials

which I have transmitted, setting forth the miserably inadequate endow-

ments of several important chairs in the University of Edinburgh ... but I

lament to say that, although I transmitted to the Treasury an able memo-

rial, ... I have never been honoured even with any acknowledgement of

its reception.”240

Some members of the Association were even more harsh in their criticism

since a related problem was also the time at which Scottish issues were dis-

239Dove (1853), p. 29.
240In Cochrance, A.B. (1854), Justice to Scotland, Edinburgh, p. 12.
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cussed:

“Scotch business is almost invariably brought on, either in a thin House,

or at a late hour of the night, when Members on the Government benches

outnumber all the Scotch, even if there is a full attendance of the latter:

so that the whole business of Scotland is entirely left in the hands of

one irresponsible member of the executive.”241

Accordingly, it was practically impossible to debate Scottish issues with a

full house in attendance, Scottish business was “huddled into a corner.”242

Another interesting example of the consequences the absence of a Scottish

Secretary had is the following: at the beginning of the 1850s, Lord Airlie, a

peer in the House of Lords died, but an election for his succession was not

held. When Scottish MPs raised this issue, the leader of the House of Lords

replied that “because there is no constitutional officer - there is no person

who can authorise us to say that Lord Airlie is really dead.”243

Such problems were symptomatic, the Association concluded, for how little

interest the central government took in Scotland. Scotland was underrepre-

sented in the legislature and had no central authority, no Secretary of State,

to compensate for that. For the NAVSR, the restoration of the proper office

of Secretary of State for Scotland was indispensable if the true spirit of the

Treaty of Union was to be restored. The Association wanted an acknowledge-

ment of ‘Scotland the nation’ in ‘Britain the state’. The most effective means

to achieve this was a better representation in Westminster that included a

Secretary of State whose task it would be to ‘force’ the government to take

Scottish grievances seriously and to treat them with due respect.

4.3.3 Money Matters

The issue of revenue was clearly another central problem. The complaint

was that the Scottish revenue was primarily spent not in Scotland, but ei-

ther in England or Ireland. We find a comparison between the gross revenue

transmitted by Ireland and Scotland to the Imperial Exchequer in one of the

tracts of the NAVSR244

241Cochrance (1854), pp. 14-15.
242Masson (1854), p. 90.
243In Grant (1853), p. 8.
244Burns (1854b), p. 1.
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Figure 4: Gross revenue of Ireland and Scotland

Again the point was not to criticise that Ireland only transmitted a minimal

amount, but that different measurements were used to assess the amount of

money that had to be transmitted to the Exchequer. Scotland had a higher

gross revenue than Ireland due to its activities in the Empire, but it did not

get much in return despite the fact that it transmitted more than 90 per cent

of its gross revenue. A related but relatively novel problem was that annual

returns were no longer published for some institutions (which had been the

case from the Union until 1851). The NAVSR saw this as a significant setback

since Scotland was now to be kept in the dark because

“the Revenue of the Customs and Post Office arising in Scotland, but

are no longer to appear separately in the public accounts, but are to be

stated in cumulo with those of England, rendering the returns, so far as

they relate to Scotland, incomplete and useless.”245

There are several other cases in which the ‘rules’ as to how money was dis-

tributed differed considerably between England, Ireland and Scotland. One

problem the NAVSR addressed was that Scottish landlords had to pay in-

come tax on the gross rent of their properties, whereas the English landlords

paid income tax only upon the net income, i.e. after the deduction of all pub-

lic and parochial burdens. This much better provision for English landlords

245Dove (1853), p. 29.
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also applied to landlords in Ireland, which was, naturally, not plausible for the

NAVSR because it interpreted the Union as an equal partnership.

Farmers had to deal with a similar problem. Scottish farmers were disad-

vantaged because they had to pay 16s more duty than the English farmers

on manufactured malt.246 The provision of funding for the police was another

bone of contention. While Scotland did not receive any aid for its police es-

tablishments, Ireland and London did247

Figure 5: Assistance for the police

Another central concern for the NAVSR was that hardly any money was

spent on Scottish harbours and that

“while the maritime commerce of Scotland has assumed an importance

which entitles it to great consideration in the commercial estimate of the

British Empire, - no harbours of refuge have been constructed on her

coasts.”248

Scotland’s harbours and fishing ports were largely left unprotected. For the

Scots, the Empire builders for whom the ports around Glasgow were very

important, inadequate harbours that were prone to smugglers and thieves

and not equipped to provide refuge for ships were not good enough if money

was spent on harbours elsewhere in the United Kingdom. The Association

did not

“grudge England her palaces and parks ... but we do point with, we

think, feelings of just indignation, to the reverse of the picture here, - to

the neglect of our royal palaces ... we have only poor old Holyrood. ...

The Hyde Parks, the Green Parks ... are provided in rich abundance

246See Grant (n.d.), p. 12.
247Burns, W. (1854c), Tract No. II, p. 4.
248Dove (1854a), p. 1.
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for the luxuries of our southern brethren ... while I really cannot tax my

memory with anything being given to any public institution in Scotland,

except I believe, L.15,000 to the building of the Mound.”249

For an organisation that demanded the true spirit of the Treaty of Union to

be carried out, such an unequal distribution of money was hardly acceptable:

these inadequacies deprived the Scottish nation of an equal partnership with

England, although it had been postulated in the Treaty of Union and found its

powerful expression in the Empire.

4.3.4 Centralisation

Although the NAVSR did not demand an independent Scottish Parliament

and was in favour of the Union, it was strongly opposed to centralisation by

which power was taken away from Scotland.250 Burns in one of the Associa-

tion’s tracts quoted from the Dublin University Magazine, which also acknowl-

edged the disadvantages of centralisation:

“Perhaps in the whole course of centralizing influence, there never oc-

curred a more monstrous instance of presumption, than in the author-

ities of Somerset House claiming to transfer the management of the

Clyde to London. Glasgow, it is true, measured by population, is but

a sixth part of London, but, measured by the wealth they respectively

produce, London is not a sixth part of Glasgow. ... If ever a commu-

nity has given practical evidence of the capacity to manage their own

affairs with advantage to themselves and the country, it has been this of

Glasgow.”251

Burns used this quotation as the pretext for his analysis of the consequences

of centralisation. His main question was related to the degree of central-

isation, i.e. the question as to how far the central government could take

over responsibilities without adversely affecting the life of the people in Scot-

land and Scottish identity. Burns differentiated between two aspects: firstly,

he saw centralisation as a direct negation of local self-government and sec-

ondly, feared that it would lead to “the concentration of every impulse of the

249In Grant (1853), p. 5.
250Similar concerns had been voiced by critics of the Union of 1707. Fletcher of

Saltoun, for example, said that centralisation means “a concentration of all re-
sources on London and its hinterland” (In Pittock (2001), p. 57.).

251Burns, W. (1854f), Tract No. VII, p. 3.
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body politic in the capital”252, i.e. result in the expansion of the capital and

the neglect of other parts of the UK. The NAVSR feared that the concep-

tion of the central state that had prevailed for many years, a conception that

was balanced with the individual and local self-government,253 was gradually

destroyed through centralisation:

“The question is one, then, between self-government, local administra-

tion and action, generally, on the one hand, and centralisation, with its

necessary accompaniment of functionaryism, on the other.”254

Functionaryism posed a threat to Scotland’s autonomous self-government

because it could inhibit action and responsiveness. The principle question

was how long Scotland would be able to hold further centralisation, which

was not following the spirit of the Treaty of Union, at bay.

To illustrate the adverse effects of centralisation, John Grant made a com-

parative analysis of the situation in Europe and concluded that centralisation

would never be good for Scotland like it had not been good for France, Hun-

gary or Poland, “centralisation is the curse of modern Europe; let us be aware

that it does not become the curse of Britain.”255 Thus was centralisation “at

the heart of the Scottish Rights Society’s critique of the governing of Scot-

land.”256 The Association wanted to maintain the power of the Scottish local

state and civil society within the Union and the Imperial Parliament. The

main concern was that an increase in centralisation would destroy Scottish

distinctiveness and would further corrupt the true spirit of the Union.

4.3.5 Education

Scotland, as we have already briefly seen, was proud of its educational tradi-

tion. It was particularly renowned for its medical schools and medical educa-

tion at some of its universities. In England and Ireland in the mid-nineteenth

century, no tax had to be paid for obtaining a medical degree. In Scotland,

however, a tax was still applied and indeed levied on every medical diploma

issued.257 To make things worse, Scots who had received a medical degree

252Burns (1854f), p. 4.
253Morton (1996), p. 260.
254Burns (1854f), pp. 3-4.
255By John Grant. In Morton (1999), p. 148.
256Burns (1854f), p. 4.
257Dove (1853), p. 30.
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from a Scottish university could not practise all over the United Kingdom, but

only in Scotland. If they wanted to work in England, they had to take another

examination. The NAVSR stated that

“although the University of Edinburgh was second to none in the world,

yet the education of such eminent men as Dr. Allison and Dr. Simpson

would, if they went to England, be looked upon as insufficient ... Such

a state of things was a perfect insult to our Universities and the medical

profession.”258

The biggest problem, argued the NAVSR, was that this different treatment of

Scottish doctors was a consequence of acts made in the UK Parliament259 in

which also English and Irish MPs sat, who clearly had no interest in Scottish

doctors who could freely practise all over the United Kingdom.260

Scottish universities were also chronically underfunded. While English uni-

versities and some Irish universities received an allowance, Scottish univer-

sities did not even receive a grant from the imperial government, but only “a

payment out of the Hereditary Revenues of the Scottish Crown.”261 Money

from the Hereditary Revenue of the Scottish Crown, however, already be-

longed to Scotland so that it was not really a grant from the central state, but

from Scotland itself.

An issue connected to the representation in Westminster was university

representation. In England, universities could send MPs to Parliament, both

the universities of Oxford and Cambridge were represented by two MPs. This

did, however, not apply to Scottish universities.262 Considering the role the

Scottish education tradition played in Scottish life, we can understand why

the NAVSR specifically listed this problem. It seemed that the English were

unwilling to accept the status of Scotland’s top universities. They were not

equal to either Oxford or Cambridge, and therefore, deserved no individual

MPs.

258Grant (n.d.), p. 4.
259Burns, W. (1854d), Tract No. III, p. 5.
260The question of who should vote on what matters in the Westminster Parliament

is still a bone of contention today (‘West-Lothian question’).
261Ibid., p. 28.
262See Grant (1853), p. 28.
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4.3.6 Trivialities?

The NAVSR itself acknowledged that some issues it addressed were, at first

sight, rather trivial, but that really they were not. Two seemingly trivial issues

were particularly important:

William Burns, writing as a ‘North Briton’, had made it one of his objectives

to fight against the use of the terms ‘England’ or ‘English’ for the whole of the

United Kingdom. One of his main targets was Viscount Palmerston who was

Home Secretary in 1853 (and became Prime Minister in 1855). In a speech

on the Empire in Perth, for example, Viscount Palmerston said

“Gentlemen, it is, and ought, to be a great satisfaction to every Eng-

lishman, to know that the conduct of our foreign relations is now in able

hands. ... Depend upon it, however, that the example of England will

sooner or later tell. People will find out we are thriving in consequence

of that perfect freedom of commerce which we have established.”263

Such an equation of England with Great Britain was not a simple matter of ac-

cident or language. Burns pointed out that Viscount Palmerston’s speeches,

since he was one of the chief ministers of the government, were read every-

where in the UK and also all over the world so that the

“false assumption that ‘all the people of this country’ ... are portions of

‘the people of England’, that England is the only proper political desig-

nation for these Islands”264

was highly problematic. The Treaty of Union specifically points out that the

name of the newly united kingdom was Great Britain.265 The only change

was made in 1801 when the Union with Ireland created the United Kingdom.

But why is this a relevant issue, or as Burns himself asked, “why attach

so much importance to a name?”266 The point is that a country’s name is

not simply a label for a geographical territory, but includes elements of the

country’s history and traditions. Burns was sure that taking away a country’s

name would have grave effects when he wrote that

263Burns, W. (1854a), Scottish Rights and Honour Vindicated: Letters Addressed to
Viscount Palmerston, The Times and Caledonian Marcury, Glasgow, p. 13.

264Ibid., p. 14.
265Treaty of Union in Cooke et al. (1998), p. 3.
266Burns (1854a), p. 14.



The NAVSR 68

“by stripping the people of this country of their own name, and seek-

ing to invest them with another, repugnant to all the facts and associa-

tions of their past history, ... you rob them of a birthright of inestimable

value.”267

For such conclusions, the notion of popular imperialism was central: Scottish

soldiers fought in the Empire, Scottish missionaries worked in the Empire

and this was not even acknowledged at home since the Home Secretary

talked about the English Empire. But Scotland’s role in the Empire “should

be acknowledged according to her present merits, and her present impor-

tance.”268 The Association wanted an official recognition of Scottish involve-

ment in building the Empire and this could only be achieved with the correct

name, the name that had been determined in the Treaty of Union. It did not

help when the Home Secretary talked about Queen Victoria as the “Queen of

England and her dependencies”269 because this sounded as if Scotland was

one of these dependencies. This, however, was not the case as the Associa-

tion had made very clear in the Address to the People of Scotland : Scotland

had not been conquered, but a treaty had been signed for both England’s and

Scotland’s benefit. Burns supported this claim by writing the letters to Lord

Palmerston as a ‘North Briton’, not a Scot. Presumably, his use of ‘North

Briton’ relates to the concept that developed throughout the Enlightenment

when some Scottish intellectuals wanted to stress that they were British and

began to call themselves ‘North Britons’.

But Viscount Palmerston was not the only problem. The conservative press

in England, The Times in particular, was often equating what should be the

UK or Great Britain with England. Burns saw the root of this misuse of terms

in that “the old idea of imagined supremacy, of superiority on the part of Eng-

land and Englishman”270 was ever prevailing in the minds of many English-

men.271 For the NAVSR, such ideas continued to undermine the spirit of the

Treaty of Union: it is the name of a nation that reflects the nation’s character.

It was this character that the NAVSR did not want to abandon lightly because

267Burns (1854a), p. 15.
268Dove, P.E. (1854b), Tract No. IV, p. 6.
269Burns (1854a), p. 21.
270Ibid., p. 4.
271This relates back to the notion of poor Scotland that we have already examined in

chapter two.
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“so long as Scotland is a nation - by contract merely forming part of

the united Empire - so long the Scottish people have a basis upon

which, with consistency, they may rest such things as national demands.

Whenever they adopt, or have imposed upon them, the English name,

that basis is gone. In short, when, by tacit consent or otherwise, you

come to be known and recognised as what Viscount Palmerston plainly

says you are, that portion of the people of England north of the Tweed,

your distinctive character ceases ...”272

If, however, ministers of the Westminster Parliament and one of the country’s

most important newspapers were to continue to equate England and Great

Britain, Burns argued, they would take away from Scotland its distinct identity

that was embodied in the Scottish nation.

The second, but apparently most trivial question was related to the heraldic

emblems of Scotland. When we examined the Grant brothers and their role

in the establishment of a nationalist discourse, we have seen that the initial

rhetoric rested largely on heraldic themes. It comes, therefore, as no surprise

that these issues were part of the list of grievances, too. The problem was

that

“the Heraldic emblems of Scotland, as quartered upon the Royal Stan-

dards and the Union Flags displayed upon Scottish soil, have been de-

graded from their first position to an inferior, and their place usurped

by those of England, thus asserting a right of superiority over Scotland

which she does not possess.”273

The Association was firm in its belief that “the Royal Arms of Scotland should

take precedence of those of England in emblems and devices in Scotland”274

in order to facilitate the visual, and for everyone visible, existence of Scotland:

heraldic symbols were essential to the NAVSR’s rhetoric because they could

be used to underpin Scottish national identity.

272Burns (1854a), p. 8.
273Dove (1853), p. 10.
274In Grant (1853), p. 6.
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4.4 Scottish Rights Vindicated

4.4.1 The Tactics

Now that we have outlined the main grievances that the NAVSR identified,

our object is to relate the rhetoric to the tactics: in what ways was the rhetoric

conveyed?

Probably the most ‘visible’ tactic was to have public meetings. The first

public meeting was held in the Edinburgh Music Hall at the beginning of No-

vember in 1853. It was chaired by the Earl of Eglinton and attracted several

hundred people. A second bigger meeting was held in Glasgow’s City Hall a

month later and

“the audience was very large and influential ... and amongst the gen-

tlemen upon the platform we noticed the Lord Provost, Provost Grant of

Elgin.”275

The meetings were a display of power: high ranking officials, burgh magis-

trates and provosts, MPs and councillors were usually among the associates

and guests. The purpose of such public meetings was primarily to discuss

the specific Scottish grievances and the potential remedies to tackle them.

These remedies were laid down in resolutions that the public meetings had

to pass. The resolutions related to the list of grievances that we have exam-

ined and were usually passed by acclamation.276 Public meetings were used

like party conventions are used today: the parties seek approval for their poli-

cies and proposals. This was to display unity and to show that the Association

did, indeed, speak on behalf of the Scottish nation. The public meetings were

held in different places across Scotland and there were also several smaller

local branch meetings that were used to address specific local grievances.277

People who were unable to attend a public meeting themselves could read

special reports that were published by the NAVSR after the meetings and

sold for one penny. In these reports, the reactions of the guests were also

noted down so that readers were able to learn which arguments and resolu-

tions were met with approval. Newspapers also reported on the meetings.

275Grant (n.d.), p. 1.
276See Grant (1853), p. 8.
277There was, for example, a public meeting of the Inverness branch in February

1854. See The National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights - Inver-
ness Branch (1854), Public Meeting, Inverness, p. 1.
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Apart from the public meetings, the Association issued written publications,

i.e. petitions and tracts. While the petitions were always directed to the Mem-

bers of Parliament in Westminster, the tracts were addressed to the Scots.

That these two types of texts, which were used for conveying nationalist ar-

guments and rhetoric, had different readers is reflected in the language that

was used. The petitions clearly mirror the political language and social hier-

archy of the day. For example, in one of the petitions to the House of Lords,

the final paragraph says

“Believing, as your petitioners do, that whatever inequalities may have

hitherto existed in Imperial legislation, have been matter of oversight

... Your petitioners therefore pray your Right Honourable House to take

into consideration the causes of complaint above detailed, and provide

such remedies as may appear to you just and reasonable ...”278

Lord Eglinton, who as the chairman of the Association presented the peti-

tion, was very careful not to offend the Lords. The NAVSR wanted to lose the

stigma that it aimed at repealing the Union, so moderate and humble petitions

that operated within parliamentary means were common. Petitions were not

radical means, but worked within the existing political status quo. For the As-

sociation the Westminster Parliament was “the place where all ... grievances

must be redressed”279which explains why the petitions always set great store

by stressing loyalty to the Imperial Parliament and the Queen. This partly ex-

plains why Gellner’s and Anderson’s political nationalism that works outside

of the political status quo (because it demands an independent state) is a

relevant antithesis to Scottish nationalism in the mid-nineteenth century. The

petitions often included lists of supporters so as to give them more weight

and credibility: it was important for the Association to be able to show that it

was supported by influential Scotsmen.280

Contrary to the petitions, the tracts were far more direct and often included

very personal appeals. Henry Inglis in one of the tracts wrote

278Dove (1854a), p. 3.
279Grant (n.d.), p. 13.
280In one petition, the Convention of Royal Burghs and 36 magistrates and town coun-

cils are listed. See Grant, J. (1855), The National Association for the Vindication
of Scottish Rights: Address to the English and Irish Members of the Honourable
the Commons House of Parliament of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Ireland, Edinburgh, pp. 2-3.
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“The tail of the Scottish lion may be twisted into a joke; but the symbol

of Scottish individuality is no joke at all. ... And so it may be truely

affirmed of the demands of the Scottish Rights Association, that they do

not resolve into a miserable scramble for halfpence, but into a demand

for those outward signs and symbols which, till we shake off our mortal

coil, are the appanages of national character and independence.”281

For the NAVSR, Scottish rights were part of the Scottish character and so

was, thus, the fight for them: ‘miserable scramble’ and ‘mortal coil’. We do

not find such direct statements in the petitions. Very personal were also the

letters that some members of the Association sent; most important were the

Letters from a North Briton that we have already looked at.

Another notable tactic was that the NAVSR did not simply utter its criti-

cism, but supported it with calculations and statistics in many of its publica-

tions. Facts, we can conclude, were a central “campaign weapon.”282 It was

Robert Christie who compiled whole lists of facts and numbers from Parlia-

mentary Papers and town council proceedings.283 The use of facts helped to

make the Association less prone to attacks because it was not easy to de-

bunk well-researched statistics. Such an approach follows the tradition of the

Enlightenment and that of the Statistical Accounts of Scotland in which all

information was underpinned with statistics in order to make the claims more

objective and convincing.

We can conclude that the NAVSR made use of a whole range of different

tactics and did not rely on one or two means to transmit its ideas and the

list of Scottish grievances and that the different means often had a particu-

lar addressee. Most successful were probably the petitions and tracts that

operated on two very different levels: while petitions were used within the

parliamentary framework, tracts were published for ‘the streets in Scotland’.

For the vindication of Scottish rights that was developed partly with the

help of these different tactics, the Association used two particular forms of

nationalism. Both were successful and rested on a distinct understanding of

Scottish identity and its ethnie in the mid-nineteenth century. We will examine

these two types of nationalism and their function in the next two sections.

281Inglis, H. (1854), Tract No. VI, p. 6.
282Morton (1999), p. 144.
283Compare ibid.



The NAVSR 73

4.4.2 Daily Encounters: Banal Nationalism

As we have seen, issues of heraldry were part of the list of grievances the

NAVSR compiled. But they were more than that, they were recognisable

symbols of the nation, of Scottish identity, that every Scot could encounter

on a daily basis. Although we oppose Anderson’s concept of an imagined

political community, imagining the community was vital for the construction

of identity, an identity that was constructed and re-constructed daily on a

subjective level. It is on this level that banal points of reference such as flags

can operate. The NAVSR could assert a successful nationalism, but in order

to do so, it needed elements of banal nationalism: everyday encounters make

the nation and help people to imagine that they are part of it. Scottish identity

in the mid-nineteenth century was, thus, partly sustained through the pillars

of the nation and the notion of popular imperialism, but it was also sustained

and, in fact, transmitted through heraldic symbols.

Although Billig looks at present-day nationalism, we can transpose his con-

cepts for our analysis: national flags are symbolic and they have a sym-

bolic function because they stand for the “sacred character of the nation.”284

Flags represent routines because we encounter them every day; we recog-

nise them even if we are not consciously aware of them and together with

other symbols of the nation (e.g. coins) they become a habitual part of so-

cial life that embodies the nation’s history and culture. Billig defines this as

a process of enhabitation by which the national flag is enhabited in daily life

and constitutes a reminder of nationhood which is not a conscious but sub-

conscious process.285 So if the NAVSR specifically addresses the relevance

of heraldic emblems, it is far from sentimental or trivial. The Association was

aware of this banal function of heraldic symbols. Grant, for example, explains

that he would yet have to

“learn that there is anything absurd or ridiculous in a nation taking pride

in the emblems of its nationality ... was there anything ridiculous in the

eagles of ancient Rome or of imperial France? Were they inefficient in

raising the spirit of nationality, or gaining triumphs?”286

For the NAVSR, they were far from inefficient: the comparison Grant drew

284Billig (1995), p. 39.
285Ibid., pp. 42-43.
286In Grant (1853), p. 6.



The NAVSR 74

between Scotland and other nations, ancient Rome and France, is supposed

to underwrite the claim that national symbols are vital for a nation’s identity

to be maintained and that such symbols and the related rhetoric was not par-

ticular to Scotland. This idea becomes even more pronounced in the direct

comparison with England where Grant drew on English myths and history to

illustrate the relevance of national symbols: “Did anyone laugh at the orders

that glittered on the breast of Wellington?”287

Forms of banal nationalism can be used to revive the national spirit in times

when, in general, people were content with their life. This was very much the

case in mid-nineteenth century Scotland when the opportunities of the Em-

pire and the virtual autonomous self-government had secured middle class

power and were beneficial for the Scots. Heraldic emblems, flags in particu-

lar, and the related heraldic rhetoric were used by the Association to remind

all Scots of their nationality and that they should fight for their rights as Scots

within the Union. Accordingly, the Association was keen on using national

symbols for that very purpose to visualise the distinctiveness of the Scottish

nation and identity, of Scotland’s ethnie. A good example is the following

invitation for a banquet288 on which we can, for example, see the Scottish

Unicorn:

Figure 6: An invitation rich in symbols

But even at the banquet itself national symbols were widely displayed:

287In Grant (1853), p. 6.
288From the Special Collection of the National Library of Scotland.
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“The great national banquet in the honour of the Earl of Eglinton ... took

place on Wednesday evening ... in the City Hall ... At the east end, and

behind the chairman’s table, were suspended two royal standards of

Scotland ... On the north side the St Andrews standard was suspended

from a dark blue flag-staff ...”289

Of course Morton is not absolutely wrong when he concludes that the use of

flags was a glorification of Scottish nationality, but as our analysis has made

clear, seemingly trivial elements of identity have specific functions that should

not be dismissed lightly, they are “the most potent and durable aspects of

nationalism ...”290 and function on an emotive level. Banal nationalism, thus,

was a very important element for the construction of Scottish identity and the

Association knew how to utilize it well for its meetings and publications, i.e.

for the purpose to vindicate Scottish Rights. But why and how, then, if we go

back to our initial hypothesis that the NAVSR was able to successfully assert

Scottish nationalism in the mid-nineteenth century, could it do so?

4.4.3 Interpreting Culture - Interpreting the Past:

Unionist Nationalism

Central to the rhetoric of the Association and banal forms of nationalism was

a distinct interpretation of Scottish culture and history, the purpose of which

was to stress Scottish distinctiveness within the Union. As Morton explains,

the NAVSR was the organisation that “most coherently expressed how the

nation should understand its common past.”291 It could do so because it re-

lated all grievances and problems to the Union of 1707 and Scotland’s role

in the Union and Empire thereafter. Allusions to the heroic past or impor-

tant milestones in Scottish culture and history can be found in many of the

NAVSR’s publications. Grant, for instance, writes that

“true to whatever department of literature, science, or art we turn, we

find a phalanx of proud names. She [Scotland] has her heroic suc-

cession from Wallace and Bruce, through Montrose and Dundee, to the

long list of illustrious names ... She has her noble army of martyrs which

have perished for faith.”292

289In Morton (1999), p. 151.
290Smith (1991), p. 77.
291Morton (1999), p. 135.
292Grant (n.d.), p. 8.
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Reference was made to Scottish history not for the sake of flattery: these

were elements of Scotland’s common past and, as we have examined in

chapter one, essential components of Scotland’s ethnie. Remembering the

past is crucial for everyone’s sense of identity293 because it re-affirms the

present consciousness. It was the Association’s attempt to sustain Scotland’s

national culture and history by using Wallace who remains an important fig-

urehead (a notion transmitted through the myth that sees him as a ‘noble

martyr’). The purpose of such rhetoric is revealed in the report on the first

public meeting of the Association when supporters were still small in num-

ber. For the revival of community spirit, it was indispensable to use myths to

establish common points of reference for Scottish identity. As Grant said,

“we are not a province, as is proved by our having a separate Estab-

lished Church, separate laws, and a Court of Session (cheers). But,

it is asked, ‘What is the Nationality of which they complain?’ ‘What is

nationality?’ It is patriotism! (cheers) And what is patriotism? The most

noble sentiment by which the human heart is animated. (loud cheers)

... It may slumber, but it never dies, and why are we alone be decried

for loving this old country of ours? (loud cheers) We love our English

brethren, and we are proud to be associated with them on an empire

on which the sun never sets - (cheers) - but we are Scotchmen still.

(cheers) We glory in the triumphs of a Marlborough, a Nelson and a

Wellington, but may we not look with pride to the achievements of Wal-

lace and Bruce? (great applause)”294

The NAVSR was capable of using these different facets of Scottish culture

and history to establish a community spirit, and it did so “in its pursuit of

better administration of Scotland.”295 The common past and Scottish distinct-

iveness embodied in the common past, allowed the positive interpretation of

the Union. After all, it was the Union that had allowed Scotland to maintain

her virtual autonomy and to join the British imperial venture.

This generally positive outlook also found its expression in the fact that

the members of the NAVSR believed that no true Scot could “entertain the

question of repeal”296 of the Union. It was at the first public meeting when the
293Compare Lowenthal, D. (1985), The Past is a Foreign Country, Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, p. 197.
294Grant (1853), p. 8.
295Morton (1999), p. 154.
296In Hanham (1967), p. 166.
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Earl of Eglinton said

“I am not wrong-headed enough to wish that the Union, which has been

established so happily for the peace and tranquillity of both, should be

interfered with. ... I can only say that if I thought the result of this

Association could lead to such a misfortune, I would not remain in it for

a moment.”297

It was this underlying principle of the NAVSR and the generally pro-Union

interpretation of Scotland’s past (and present) that allowed the Association

to assert a successful nationalism. This nationalism was as far away from

Gellner’s and Anderson’s political nationalism as it could possibly be because

it never demanded an independent Scottish Parliament: it was not political in

the modernist sense. Its basic principle was to secure better government

for Scotland within the Union, but in clear opposition to further centralisation.

After all, concluded the NAVSR

“the Treaty of Union between Scotland and England recognises the

Supremacy, asserts the individuality, and provides for the preservation

of the National Laws and Institutions of Scotland.”298

While the NAVSR was very clear on this assertion of national distinctiveness,

it made sure that no xenophobic anti-English nationalism developed because

that would be very much the opposite of the spirit of the Union, too:

“The Council of this Association, while strenuously asserting the rights

and honour of their native country, most explicitly disclaim any but the

most friendly feeling towards England. It is their sincere prayer that no

such feelings may ever rise between the two countries ...”299

Such notions of a pro-Union nationalism have led Morton to establish the very

useful concept of unionist nationalism . This seemingly contradictory form of

nationalism could develop because the Union of 1707 had practically never

been the bone of contention for the construction of a distinct Scottish identity.

Neither was the Union a problem for Scottish nationalists. Judging from the

developments that we have traced in the previous chapters of this paper, the

Union was mainly beneficial for Scotland. Not only did it enshrine Scottish

297In Grant (1853), p. 4.
298Dove (1853), p. 33.
299Grant (1855), p. 3.
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civil society, it also allowed Scots to participate in the Empire which signifi-

cantly underpinned their own self-esteem, their distinct identity. It was under

these prerequisites that the Association set out to achieve better government

for Scotland. This explains why the NAVSR could assert a successful union-

ist nationalism: it was “a rational response in an effort to resist”300 further

centralisation. Centralisation undermined the Treaty of Union and its spirit.

With the Union, Scotland had agreed to merge its legislature into an imper-

ial legislature, but it never surrendered the base of its national existence301

because it, in fact, never had to.

With centralisation and the related problem of inadequate representation

in the imperial legislature it seemed, however, that England saw Scots as

“less useful citizens of the British Empire than Englishmen.”302 The NAVSR

of course dismissed such notions, for them Scots were manufacturers of the

Empire who deserved recognition for their work, who wanted the same rights

in the homeland and who had every right to assert and vindicate these rights.

As a means for vindicating Scottish rights, unionist nationalism was a feasible

solution because it could accommodate the duality of Scottish identity in the

mid-nineteenth century.

4.5 Unionist Nationalism Perceived

Not surprisingly, unionist nationalism, the NAVSR’s rhetoric and list of griev-

ances was not received well by all. Partly, the criticism developed in the light

of far more radical forms of nationalism that developed all over Europe in the

mid-nineteenth century: people were afraid that nationalist rhetoric might turn

into nationalist action. Critics of the NAVSR assumed that the list of griev-

ances could easily be transformed into a significant challenge to the Union.

Not surprisingly either, the most staunch criticism came from England. For

many, the grievances were simply not substantial and came from a rather

weird group that claimed to speak on behalf of the Scottish people. Such no-

tions are best represented in contemporary caricatures that were published

in a series in the Punch, an English satire magazine. The presentation of

the Scottish lion who, dressed in tartan and looking sad, presents a list of

300Morton (1999), p. 152.
301Aytoun, W.E. (1854), Address by the National Association for the Vindication of

Scottish Rights, Edinburgh, p. 3.
302See Grant (n.d.), p. 13.
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Scottish grievances, is a good example.303

Figure 7: The sad Scottish lion lists its grievances

A second caricature of an ill Scottish lion304 was accompanied by a poem

entitled A Growl from the Scottish Lion which ridicules the NAVSR’s list of

grievances:

“It was the auld Scottish Lion,

I heard him growlin’ sair

Deil ha’et, gin I pit up wi’

Siccan treatment ony mair.

Oh, ance my mane was winsome:

And oh! but my tail was lang;

But on them baith is scorn and scaith,

From Southron deeds of wrang!

Now up and ride, Laird Eglinton ...”

According to the Punch, the NAVSR represented nothing but a sore growl

from the old Scottish lion. The list of grievances was like a lion’s lamentation:

his mane used to be attractive (winsome) and his tail used to be long, but

both were damaged and rejected by the wrong deeds of the English (the

Southron). So the Earl of Eglinton, as the chairman of the Association, had

to rise and ride to save the lion.
303Punch, or The London Charivari, Volume XXV, p. 39, in: Punch 1853-54, New

Library Series No. 24-27, London.
304Ibid., p. 69.
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The English press, The Times in particular, did its best to debunk the ar-

guments of the Association. It described the members of the Association as

‘Scottish agitators’ and explained that the NAVSR itself was to blame for most

of the problems because of the “ridiculous character”305 of the grievances and

proposed reforms. Such notions mainly developed because of the seemingly

trivial issues that the NAVSR addressed, i.e. that of heraldic emblems, “all

this precious prattle about the Lion and the Unicorn.”306 The NAVSR clearly

saw such comments as a deliberate policy by The Times to “dwindle the

National Question into a mere question about the Scottish Arms.”307 It was

only because the Association downgraded heraldic emblems, the argument

of The Times went on, that Scottish symbols were degraded. Similar nega-

tive statements were made in relation to other demands. For example, the

idea to re-instate a Secretary of Scotland was dismissed as

“the most extraordinary example of misplaced agitation that we ever

remember to have seen.”308

In Scotland itself, the reception was not always positive either. The Scots-

man largely followed the criticism of The Times and tried to tear apart the

Association’s analysis of grievances by examining, as the NAVSR had done,

whether the spirit of the Union had been observed and concluded that the ar-

ticles “remain intact in letter and spirit.”309 Not only did The Scotsman article

disagree with the Association’s claim that money was distributed unjustly, it

also pointed out that alterations after the Union of 1707 were made “to the un-

doubted advantage”310 of Scotland. There was no intention to acknowledge

the grievances; the case the Association made to show that the spirit of the

Union had not been maintained, The Scotsman concluded, was “ludicrously

lame.”311

In general, however, the Scottish press was less divided in its support,

Cowan’s detailed study shows that a majority of papers were in favour of the

305The Scotsman, ‘The Glasgow Grievance Meeting’, 21 December 1853 [from The
Times].

306Ibid.
307Scott, H. (1854), The Progress of the National Movement, Edinburgh, p. 4.
308The Scotsman, ‘The Glasgow Grievance Meeting’, 21 December 1853 [from The

Times].
309The Scotsman, ‘Scotland and the Union’, 20 July 1853.
310Ibid.
311Ibid.
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Association.312 Many papers agreed that the NAVSR had picked up some

relevant issues and grievances that needed to be addressed.313 Especially

some local newspapers were less harsh in their criticism. The Dundee Adver-

tiser published an interesting article which argued that the Association was

only necessary because the Scots had failed in the previous years to assert

their rights.

“If Scotchmen were to themselves true, no Association would be re-

quired to vindicate their rights, and such rights as are now in question

would have been vindicated long ago.”314

Despite this general support, even the papers in favour of the NAVSR did of-

ten not really believe that the Association did not want the repeal of the Treaty

of Union. It probably seemed too bold to assert a nationalist rhetoric within

a pro-Union context - yet it was specifically this what the Association had set

out to do. For The Scotsman, the list of grievances remained a prelude to

the demand for repeal of the Union.315 One reason for The Scotsman’s harsh

stance was probably its closeness to The Times - some critics of the NAVSR

hoped that “the combination of The Times and The Scotsman would kill the

movement stone dead.”316

It was Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine that largely influenced learned

opinion in favour of the Association. William Aytoun’s anonymous article on

Scotland and the Union in which he outlined how reasonable and beneficial

a Secretary of State would be for Scotland was so well-formulated that even

more conservative people began to realise that there was some truth in the

list of grievances. The points were very much the same as those raised by

the Association, but the fact that they were published in Blackwood’s Edin-

burgh Magazine gave them a very different standing. Aytoun in the article

concluded that

312Cowan examined 30 papers and out of these, 20 supported the NAVSR’s in No-
vember 1853. Cowan, R.M.W. (1946), The Newspaper in Scotland. A Study of
its First Expansion 1815-1860, Glasgow: George Outram, p. 326.

313Compare The Scotsman, ‘The Scotch Movement’, 12 November 1853 [from the
Perthshire Advertiser ].

314The Scotsman, ‘The Scotch Movement’, 12 November 1853 [from the Dundee
Advertiser ].

315Compare Hanham (1967), p. 167.
316Ibid.
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“It is now full time ... that the affairs of Scotland should be administered

by a responsible Secretary of State with a seat in the Cabinet. ... We

have on every ground the full right to demand this. ... The wealth,

importance and position of the country justify the demand.”317

These arguments were plausible within the Union and the Empire for which

Scots were important. But The Scotsman was not to be convinced and still

hesitant to accept the credibility of such unionist nationalism: it launched an

attack on Aytoun’s article and Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine.318 But other

journals like The North British Review also drew a more positive picture by

stressing the heterogeneous composition of the Association:

“In short, this movement, which Scotsmen of all ranks and of all shades

of sentiment, political and ecclesiastical, have already joined ... is, so

far as it has yet gone, a truely national movement, - a movement of

Scotchmen ...”319

More support came from across the Irish Sea. The Irish nationalist news-

paper The Dublin Nation offered fellowship to the Association and acknowl-

edged the Celtic connection between them due to their forefathers.320 The

Dublin Nation concluded that “whatever Scotland is asking, she is asking in

virtue of her right as an independent nation.”321 This was very much the point

that the NAVSR had tried to make. Scotland had remained a nation with a

distinct identity and had every right to be treated accordingly.

But unionist nationalism was not only perceived ‘in writing’. Morrison in his

impressive study on identity and nationalism in the Scottish painting shows

that the majority of Scottish painters had no problems to express Scottish-

ness “in terms both of Scotland and Britain.”322 Unionist nationalism, explains

Morrison, penetrates the style of Wilkie, Drummond or Reid and the nation-

alism that was portrayed in the paintings of the mid-nineteenth century, like

the nationalism of the NAVSR, was “never independence-oriented.”323

317Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, ‘Scotland since the Union’, September 1853,
p. 283.

318The Scotsman, ‘The NAVSR and Blackwood’s’, 3 September 1853.
319Masson (1854), p. 93.
320The Scotsman, ‘The Scottish-Irish Movement. The Best Intellect of Scotland’, 19

November 1853 [from The Dublin Nation].
321Ibid.
322Morrison (2003), p. 8.
323Ibid., p. 224.



Conclusion 83

5 Conclusion:

A Vindication of Scottish Identity

Scottish nationalism in the mid-nineteenth century did indeed differ consid-

erably from nationalism in other European countries: neither was it about

oppression nor was it defensive. It was about inadequate treatment within an

existing state, within the Union. These inadequacies could develop because

the spirit of the Union of 1707 had been abandoned. The marked difference

between Scottish nationalism and nationalism elsewhere can be contributed

to the duality of Scottish identity. Not only were the Scots loyal to the Scottish

nation, they were also loyal to the British state as our model of concentric

loyalties has explained. The Union of 1707 had not deformed the Scots self-

image and it provided Scotland with a shared history with England, but at the

same time allowed the Scottish nation to survive through its distinct pillars,

i.e. the Kirk and a strong civil society which both sustained a virtually au-

tonomous Scotland. This was a level of governance “unheard of for a nation

without its own parliament”324, which facilitated a continuous loyalty to Britain.

Connected to the loyalty to the British state was a loyalty to the Empire.

While the Scots’ participation in the Empire had only been possible though

the Union of 1707, Scots were able to export their culture (elements of Pres-

byterianism/Protestantism in particular) and heritage into the Empire and the

related images of the ‘race of Empire-builders’ were transmitted back to the

homeland. For the Scots, participation in the Empire was vital because it

strengthened a distinct Scottish identity that did not have to challenge the

Union with England. This assumption partly explains why, as Smout sug-

gests,

“most Scots would, quite rightly, have laughed at the idea that the Scot-

tish nation came to an end in 1707 ... it was the end of an auld sang,

perhaps, but it was not yet the end of an auld people.”325

A distinct Scottish identity was sustained over a period of roughly 150 years,

but it was sustained within a larger composite ‘British-state’ identity. The

324Morris, R.J., Morton, G. (2001), ‘Civil Society, Governance and Nation, 1832-
1914’, in Houston, R.A., Knox, W.W. (eds.), The New Penguin History of Scot-
land. From the Earliest Times to the Present Day, London: Penguin, p. 356.

325In Nairn (1977), p. 135.
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National Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights operated under

these very preconditions. For the Association, the Union had delivered many

positive results and only within it could Scottish national interests best be

pursued. Opting for unionist nationalism meant opting for the Empire which

had provided a whole range of different opportunities for the Scots: it was the

Empire which had shown how much Scotland was worth. Any form of political

nationalism a la Gellner or Anderson that demanded the repeal of the Union

and an independent unitary Scottish nation-state would have destroyed these

opportunities. Any form of cultural sub-nationalism a la Nairn would have led

to more centralisation.

For the NAVSR, it was possible, as our hypothesis in the introduction as-

sumed, to assert Scottish nationality without demanding a Gellner-type ‘polit-

ical nationalism’, an independent Scotland. Scottish civil society, as we have

seen, was still a relevant and strong component of Scottish identity, of the

Scottish nation, in the mid-nineteenth century. What is more important: it

could be strong enough to cope with the NAVSR’s nationalism, a national-

ism that did not have to be restrictively connected to the state, as Gellner

assumes.

Anyone who wanted to be a nationalist in mid-nineteenth century Scotland,

according to the Association, had to be a unionist. Due to this, mid-nineteenth

century Scotland in many ways remains Smout’s famous enigma for students

of nationalism not because it failed to develop a political nationalism, but be-

cause it was able to develop a successful unionist nationalism. The reason

for this was, as we have seen in chapter two, that without the Union, Scot-

land would most likely not have become a partner of England, but England’s

dependency. Some historians go as far as to assume that the Union of 1707,

which made Scotland a partner of England, was only possible because Wal-

lace and Bruce had liberated Scotland: only from such a strong position as

a free country could Scotland become a partner in the Union.326 Regard-

less of whether we agree with this view or not, myths such as the one on

Wallace and Bruce were elementary to maintain a distinct Scottish identity

because they are part of Scotland’s own culture and because they transmit

both a community spirit and the nation’s ethnie. The NAVSR was the only

organisation that addressed the issues of Scottish identity and the role of the

326Paterson (1994), p. 60; see also Hossay (2002) p. 109.
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Scottish nation in a co-ordinated fashion. It used the Scottish past and ethnic

identity “as a vehicle for protest”327, a protest that operated within the bounds

of the British state.

The Association managed to establish a specific nation-state relationship,

i.e. a specific relationship between Scotland and Britain that was based on

a positive interpretation of the Union. It did not want to repeal the Union,

it wanted more Union and, what was even more important, a Union whose

spirit was maintained. It was only through an improved representation at

Westminster and a Secretary of State for Scotland that a more effective action

in the central government could be achieved and further centralisation be

prevented. It was only in this framework of the Union that Scotland would be

able to continue its role in the imperial mission.

It has to be said, however, that the NAVSR was comparatively short-lived.

It began its work as an Association in early 1853 and practically stopped

in 1856. What was the reason for this? It was the very notion of unionist

nationalism. In 1855, Britain was under threat from the Crimean War so that,

in accordance with Colley’s thesis that we have examined in chapter two,

British identity was re-enforced. This did not destroy nationalist arguments,

but they were, if you like, ‘postponed’

“until a more suitable period shall arrive for the discussion of domestic

questions ... We do not forgo our claims as Scotsmen; but we forbear

from urging them prominently in an exigency, common to the whole

United Kingdom.”328

It was again ‘the Other’ that stimulated the notion of a common Britishness

that everyone shared. This was possible because the Union and Scotland’s

participation in the Empire had manifested a dual Scottish identity, a loyalty

to both ‘Scotland the nation’ and ‘Britain the state’.

But the Association’s short life was also due to the fact that grass-roots sup-

port had always been comparatively low; it was necessary to find alternative

ways to revive the national spirit. Several members of the Association were

actively engaged in campaigns for national monuments that literally sprung

up like mushrooms all over Scotland in the late 1850s and 1860s. These

327Morton (1999), p. 154.
328Burns, W. (1855), Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights, Edinburgh, p.

2.
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national monuments were again not romantic notions of a distant past, but

continued the nationalism that the NAVSR had initiated: they were symbols

of Scotland’s culture and ethnie and celebrated them - but they celebrated

them within the Union.

Another point that we should at least mention is that the dichotomy of Scot-

tish society, the Lowland-Highland divide, resulted in the fact that the NAVSR

was, by and large, a Lowland urban movement. The remoteness of the High-

lands clearly was one reason for this. It was only towards the end of the

nineteenth century, when new and improved means of communication al-

lowed the much faster transportation of information to both Edinburgh and

London, that specific Highland problems (especially problems connected to

the new wave of Clearances) were addressed within a nationalist context.

This also relates to the fact that from the 1870s, more pronounced demands

for Scottish Home Rule were common among the ordinary Scottish people.

An increased level of pessimism in the streets and the example that debates

on Irish Home Rule had set became increasingly influential. As a broadside

ballad entitled Is Scotland to get Home Rule? put it:

“Wake! Scotland, wake! from thy long sleep ...

Rise! Scotland, rise! in all thy might, ... ”329

If we look more closely at developments in the late-nineteenth century, we

can see that more national movements developed and that they were more

radical in their approach: the pro-Union rhetoric was largely abandoned.

Judging from our analysis, those developments come as no surprise. Scot-

tish civil society had been systematically and increasingly eroded from the

1860s onwards. The middle class was no longer able to sustain its role

and hegemonic position through local self-government. Although a Secre-

tary of State had been re-instated in 1885, the increased level of centrali-

sation meant that Scotland now wanted more than better representation in

Westminster. The traditional pillars of the nation were dissolving, the Empire

began to offer more troubles than opportunities and the radical developments

in Ireland cast their shadow across the Irish Sea. The Scottish Home Rule

Association was founded in 1886 and linked the ethnie to Scotland’s terri-

329‘Is Scotland to get Home Rule?’, c. 1870. From the Digital Library of the Na-
tional Library of Scotland [http://www.nls.uk/broadsides/index.html (last visited 05
March 2005).
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tory: it wanted to create a unitary nation-state, and therefore, literally killed

off unionist nationalism which was no longer feasible in ‘the age of Home

Rule.’330 In the late-nineteenth century, Scottish nationalism did indeed be-

come political in the sense of Gellner and Anderson. This shift became even

more pronounced after World War I when the decline of the British Empire

brought about a new era. The rise of the labour movement, the pressures

of war and economic depression facilitated a different discourse on national

identity in the 1920s and 1930s. This new discourse found its successful po-

litical manifestation in the Scottish National Party which today attracts a wide

range of support.

Despite the limited initial success of the NAVSR, however, its role is not to

be underestimated: not only did it help Scotland to understand its national

identity in relation to its duality with a ‘British-state’ identity, it also used Scot-

land’s ethnie to re-establish the spirit of the Union. A positive interpretation

of Scottish history, the nation’s myths and culture were at the core of the As-

sociation’s line of argumentation. The decline of the NAVSR did in no way

end the national debate.331 The Association facilitated the development of a

nationalist rhetoric that postulated Scotland’s distinct history and culture not

in a parochial Scottish cabbage-patch, but in the Empire, and therefore, the

Union with England. It was this specific Scottish experience of the Union and

its re-interpretation by the NAVSR in the 1850s that ensured that no political

nationalism developed at that time. In the mid-nineteenth century, “Scotland,

as a proud and independent nation, would be found ever ready to vindicate

her honour”332 and her identity in relation to the Imperial Union and not Scot-

tish independence.

330For more details on Scotland’s Home Rule Movement in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, see Morton, G.(2000), ‘The First Home Rule Movement in Scotland, 1886-
1918’, in Dickinson, H.T., Lynch, M., The Challenge to Westminster: Sovereignty,
Devolution and Independence, East Linton: Tuckwell, pp. 113-122.

331McCaffrey, J.F. (1998), Scotland in the Nineteenth-Century, London: Macmillan, p.
61.

332Cochrance (1854), p. 23.
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