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INTRODUCTION


Scottish Identity and the Historian


Dauvit Broun, Michael Lynch & Richard Finlay


A history of Scotland which focuses on Scottish identity, rather than on the more traditional concerns of Scotland’s institutional and political development, is faced with a particular challenge. Instead of dealing with Scotland as a single concrete entity, such as a kingdom, it is necessary to confront a variety of Scotlands thrown up by the different ways in which images of Scotland and Scottishness have been created and recreated in the past. At times this variety has resulted in ambiguity, if not open conflict, in what Scotland and being Scottish was understood to mean to Scots themselves. National identity is not a static phenomenon. It changes and reinvents itself. Consequently, Scotland and Scottishness have meant different things to different people at different times. It is the purpose of this volume to examine some of the varieties of Scottishness and Scotlands which have existed throughout the ages.


In many ways, the middle ages are the crucible in which Scottish identity was forged. Dauvit Broun argues that the idea of Scotland as a single country corresponding to the realm of the king of Scots, and of the Scots as all the kingdom’s inhabitants, may only have taken root during the thirteenth century. It is too easy to use the gift of hindsight to gloss over the complexities which were experienced by contemporaries. The Wars of Independence have entered into Scottish folklore as the nation’s finest hour. Yet, as Fiona Watson points out, there was no single patriotic path in this period. Although Bruce went on to emerge as the nation’s saviour, this was not necessarily apparent to contemporaries. History remembers the victors, but King Robert’s actions were, in the context of their own time, highly controversial. The simplistic notion that the Scottish aristocracy were a fractious bunch who were only out for themselves is standard historical fare. Yet, viewed from the perspective that the Bruce’s actions were violent and unconstitutional at a time when it was not known what the final outcome would be, the hesitancy and confusion of Bruce’s opponents becomes more understandable.


Ideas are central to identity. As Ted Cowan shows, the Declaration of Arbroath was a complex mixture of history, rhetoric and politics. Scottish history was reworked to provide the template for the justification of the Wars of Independence. For many, ideological warfare was just as important as combat in the field as it provided the justification for action. The ideas to sustain and vindicate the cause of Scottish freedom and the Bruce kingship were a crucial element in defining the nation and were ones which resonated throughout Scottish history. Armed with ideological justification, the kingdom needed soldiers to defend such ideals. As Carol Edington points out, the influence of chivalric ideals in Scotland could be married to the military needs of the nation, although a knight’s quest for personal honour did not always square with the patriotic cause. With the ever present danger of English aggression, Scotland needed heroic defenders and much endeavour went into building up the cult of the Scottish patriot. It was an amalgam of the ideological and the practical. The cult provided inspiration and example which contemporaries were urged to emulate.


As the Covenanting Wars of the seventeenth century clearly demonstrated, religion and nationalism were an explosive mixture. But, as Michael Lynch argues, the Reformation in Scotland was a protracted process and the reinvention of Scotland in its Presbyterian garb took much longer than conventional wisdom allows. Indeed, the Scotland of John Knox took several generations to mature and the period was marked by a profusion of competing claims, all of whom claimed to be the true heirs of the nation’s inheritance. Nor was this unique to Scotland and a comparison with other European countries shows that the Scots were just one of the many nations who claimed to be God’s chosen people. Institutions were not only part of the state apparatus, they often provided an important focal point for the expression of national identity. As John Young points out, the Scottish parliament has been much neglected by historians, most of whom have castigated it for its weakness. According to new research, however, this is not the case and one of the key features of the parliament’s development in the period after 1603 was its growing power. This is borne out by comparing it to other European institutions and it was one of the principal reasons for its demise in 1707.


The eighteenth century marks a period of transition in Scottish national identity. Whereas many of the definitions and ideas of Scotland were confined to the political elite, the socio-economic forces which swept Scotland in this period meant that the opinions and ideas of more and more Scots become more audible to the historian. Yet, as Richard Finlay points out, the period is marked by a variety of often competing Scottish identities and the emergence of the British state as a complicating factor in the equation. Again problems of hindsight abound and while Britain grew into a national concept, this was not necessarily apparent to contemporaries at the time who were bound up more with their own difficulties in trying to adapt Scottish identity to a rapidly changing society. Conventional wisdom over what is and what is not nationalism is challenged by Graeme Morton who explores Scottish civil society in the nineteenth century. Crude expectations that Scotland should have risen up and broken the shackles of English domination are dismissed and Morton illustrates how nineteenth century Scots had a very clear idea of themselves without resorting to the extremities of nationalist insurrection. In short, the Union did not necessarily compromise Scottish national identity.


The modern era, because of the availability of sources, enables the complexities of identity to be further examined. As Ewen Cameron shows, the Highlanders of the nineteenth century had their own sense of historical identity which they used in pursuit of political objectives. Catriona MacDonald demonstrates, local identity is of great importance in defining how people perceive themselves. Indeed, the power of the locality is central to the ebb and flow of politics in this period. Finally, Helen Corr demonstrates the unusual combination of gender and national identity. While much of the construction of national identity was geared towards men, the Scottish education system promoted a gender identity for women which did not work to their benefit. The belief that the Scottish education system was egalitarian can not be sustained because it deliberately treated women as unequal.


Readers may wonder why there is no specific chapter on the twentieth century. In part this is due to a lack of space, but more importantly, it was decided that as the century draws to an end readers may like to ponder for themselves what it means to be Scottish. After all, this is your century and it is your identity!




CHAPTER ONE


Defining Scotland and the Scots Before the Wars of Independence1


Dauvit Broun


However strange past images of Scotland and the Scots may seem to today’s eyes, some basic features have remained recognisable for centuries. In particular, the idea that Scotland is defined territorially by the geographical limits of the kingdom, and the notion that the Scots are the people of Scotland, appear so obvious that they barely seem to justify comment. Before the mid-thirteenth century, however, even these fundamentals would not have been familiar. For those living within the kingdom’s bounds at that time ‘Scotland’ and ‘Scots’ usually meant something quite different. To make matters even more confusing from a modern viewpoint, there was no agreement—even among the literate few—about where they thought Scotland was. The most dramatic illustration of this is that it was possible in 1214 for someone to refer to ‘Scotland’ as limited to the area north of the Forth and south of Moray,2 but for someone else in 1216 to write unambiguously of ‘Scotland’ as including Galloway in the south-west and the Merse in the extreme southeast.3


It might seem tempting to dismiss such variation as something awkward, rather like the miriad unstandardised weights and measures of the pre-industrial age, which need only concern the specialist. This would be a mistake. If contemporary definitions of ‘Scotland’ and ‘Scots’ are taken into account it is possible to gain new perspectives on Scotland’s early development, as well as achieve a more general appreciation of how even such basic terms can be flexible and adaptable.


It must be admitted that defining Scotland and the Scots hardly seems to be much of a problem according to the generally established contours of how Scotland first took shape in this period. From the beginning, we are told, there were Scots (originating from Ireland) who settled in Argyll around the year 500 AD as a branch of the Ulster kingdom of Dál Riata. Around the year 843 Cinaed mac Alpin (‘Kenneth I’), king of Dál Riata, became king of the Picts and so formed the kingdom of Scotland by uniting Picts and Scots. Scotland’s kings are therefore numbered from Cinaed (Kenneth) onwards. In the process the Scots overwhelmed the Picts, who subsequently vanished. The kingdom expanded southwards, taking Edinburgh in the reign of Illulb mac Constantin (954–62), and incorporating ‘Strathclyde’ after its last king died (probably) in 1018. The Scottish king at that time, Mael Coluim mac Cinaeda (‘Malcolm II’) (1005–34), therefore, sometimes vies with Cinaed mac Alpin as the first king of a ‘united’ Scotland.4 Throughout such an account ‘Scotland’ is defined as the Scotland of today, progressively ‘unified’ first of all when ‘Kenneth I’ overran the Picts and (allegedly) began to rule most of Scotland, and then finally when his successors gained control over what remained of mainland Scotland. The Scots, in turn, are ultimately the people whose kings conquered the Picts and expanded their realm into southern Scotland. Bede referred to them (while they were still confined to Argyll) as Scoti, so any quibble about the matter would apparently seem unnecessary. In short, Scotland is seen first-and-foremost as a concrete reality—the medieval kingdom and, ultimately, the present-day country.


No-one would deny that the early development of the Scottish kingdom is a fundamental part of Scottish history. There is an important distinction to be made, however, between the kingdom on the one hand and, on the other hand, the ‘Scotland’ understood by contemporaries before the wars of independence. As noted already, it was possible for someone nearly two-hundred years after 1018 to see ‘Scotland’ as only part of the area ruled by the king of Scots. If contemporaries did not automatically equate ‘Scotland’ with the kingdom, it must be asked whether by doing so ourselves we may be losing sight of an important aspect of Scotland’s history in this period. Moreover, giving insufficient weight to contemporary definitions can lead to distortion. The use of ‘Scots’ by modern historians to refer both to the kingdom’s inhabitants in the time of Wallace as well as the people from Argyll who (we are told) overwhelmed the Picts, threatens to obscure how the meaning of Scoti changed fundamentally in this period, and actually meant ‘Irish/Gaels’ in Bede’s day. Indeed, ‘Scots’ as a general term for the kingdom’s inhabitants does not appear to have gained universal acceptance in written sources until the late thirteenth century.5 Neither does the generally accepted view of Scotland’s origins do justice to the insistence of contemporary record that the Picts were the people of the kingdom for at least a generation after ‘Kenneth I’.6 Because the usual outline of Scotland’s early history is not sensitive to how people in the Scottish kingdom at the time defined themselves and defined Scotland territorially, it actually fails to address the early development of ‘Scotland’—as distinct from the kingdom. It therefore risks giving insufficient attention to a significant dimension of Scotland’s formative period as a society. The question of how contemporaries in the Scottish kingdom defined ‘Scotland’ and ‘Scots’ in this period can not, however, be given a simple answer, and this essay will not attempt to cover all aspects of the subject. Also, the issue of how the kingdom itself was identified will not be discussed fully. It may be noted, however, that in charters from the 1160s onwards the entire realm of David I’s successors was increasingly referred to as ‘kingdom of Scots’ or ‘kingdom of Scotland’,7 which brings us back to the question of how ‘Scotland’ and ‘Scots’ were defined in this period.


Everyone who studies Scottish history in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries is accustomed to referring to the country north of the Forth as ‘Scotia’. This is justified by an abundance of contemporary references. Before the mid-thirteenth century, however, Scotia could be understood as the area north of the Forth, south of Moray and east of the central highlands. A topographical description of Scotland (dating to sometime between 1202 and 1214) referred to the mountain-range running north from Ben Lomond and Breadalbane as ‘the mountains which divide Scotia from Argyll’;8 a charter of David I relating to Urquhart Priory addressed the ‘worthy men of Moray and Scotia’;9 and, in a section of Gesta Annalia (attributed to John of Fordun) which probably reflected the words of a contemporary source, William I is described as returning ‘from Moray to Scotia’ in 1214.10 Scotia was not always the preferred term in Latin; another term, Albania, is also found in writings of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.11 Albania was simply a Latinised version of Gaelic Alba, ‘Scotland’. It is noteworthy, therefore, that Alba itself was once applied to the area between the Forth, Moray and the central highlands.12


Now, Gaelic Alba and Latin Scotia, if used today, would normally be translated ‘Scotland’. There has been an unwillingness, however, to translate them so unless they referred to an area more or less equivalent to modern Scotland. Instead, the Scotia (or Alba) of the twelfth century tends to be called simply ‘Scotia’ or ‘Alba’—no doubt with the aim of avoiding confusion. In writing about this period in English a distinction has therefore been drawn which reserves ‘Scotland’ for what is recognisable in today’s terms as Scotland. Such a distinction, however, is impossible in medieval Latin or in Gaelic (the native language of the great majority of medieval Scots before the wars of independence): Alba, of course, is the only term available in Gaelic, and Scotia (or Albania) is all that is available in Latin. The best way to reflect contemporary terminology, therefore, would be to translate Alba or ScotialAlbania as ‘Scotland’, even if it denoted only part of what is now Scotland. In this way it would be easier to appreciate that, from the perspective of contemporary usage, ‘Scotland’ already existed as a territorial term before it was redefined during the course of the thirteenth century to include most of modern Scotland.


It would be too simple, however, to say that ‘Scotland’ meant one thing before the early thirteenth century, and then changed into something else. It is important to emphasise that before this change occurred there was, in fact, a striking variety in what ‘Scotland’ could mean. The region between the Forth, Moray and the central highlands was only the most restricted definition of ‘Scotland’: indeed, in the contemporary ‘Scottish’ section of the Holyrood chronicle (1150–89) it is possible that ‘Scotland’ was used in a rather general way which included the area south of the Forth.13 Such variation in meaning is even apparent in a single text. In the topographical tract referred to earlier (datable to 1202×1214), ‘Scotland’ is described in detail as either the entire mainland north of the Forth and Clyde (though not Caithness), or the mainland north of the Forth, but not including either Argyll or the Lennox.14


This is not to say that the variety was endless. For most of the period before the wars of independence there were, however, at least two ‘Scotlands’: a ‘lesser Scotland’ (the area between the Forth, Moray and the central highlands) and a ‘greater Scotland’, which imprecisely included most of the mainland north of the Rivers Forth and Clyde. The equation of ‘Scotland’ with the whole area ruled by the king of Scots was, at best, only embryonic before the thirteenth century. Although no specific examples of the idea of ‘lesser Scotland’ can be cited later than 1214, it may be noted that chroniclers at Melrose, in a passage relating to Scoto-Norwegian diplomacy of 1265, referred to the Hebrides as ‘the tiny islands lying around the full kingdom (ampla regio) of the Scots’.15 This equation of mainland Scotland with the kingdom at it fullest extent seems to echo the idea of ‘greater Scotland’ as distinct from ‘lesser Scotland’.


The most difficult of these ‘Scotlands’ to grasp is doubtless ‘lesser Scotland’. How could it happen that ‘Scotland’ once referred to an area approximately only a quarter of the landmass of Scotland today? The most likely answer is that this was probably the original extent of ‘Scotland’ when this term was first coined in Gaelic as Alba. This sits uneasily with the long-accepted view that Alba simply denoted the kingdom created as a consequence of a ‘union between Picts and ‘Scots’ under Cinaed mac Alpin ca 843. In the only sources likely to reflect contemporary usage, however, it was not until 900 that Alba replaced ‘Pictland’.16 Two texts, moreover, suggest that one way in which Alba was understood in the tenth and eleventh centuries was as equivalent to ‘Pictland’. The Scottish chronicle in the Poppleton manuscript, which may have originally been compiled during the reign of Illulb mac Constantin (954–62), presents Cinaed mac Alpin and his successors as rulers of Pictland;17 and a Gaelic stanza on Cruithne’s seven sons, which may probably be dated to some time before the mid-eleventh century, uses Alba for the territory of the Picts.18 If it was possible to conceive of Alba as Pictland by another name, then it may be wondered whether the switch from ‘Pictland’ to Alba ca 900 may have signified first-and-foremost a recasting of the Pictish kingship shorn of its Pictish ethnic label.


If the new-fangled ‘kings of Alba’ in the tenth century saw themselves as kings of Pictland by another name, however, this would have been little more than a fiction as far as the Scandinavian-controlled north was concerned, or Moray whose rulers appear to have regarded themselves as kings in their own right.19 In reality, therefore, it is likely that kings of Alba consistently controlled only the area between the Forth, Moray and the central highlands—in other words, ‘lesser Scotland’. The application of ‘Scotland’ to this area suggests, therefore, that what I have termed ‘lesser Scotland’ may be recognised as ‘Scotland proper’—the original core of the kingdom of Alba, ‘Scotland’, in the tenth century. From the beginning, however, there were probably two ‘Scotlands’: ‘Scotland proper’, where the kings’ rule was well established, and a ‘greater Scotland’ over which they might have hoped to rule, and only partially and sporadically achieved a loose overlordship.20 This may not be the whole story, however. It is striking how these two ‘Scotlands’ seem for centuries to have been unaffected by the successful expansion of the kingdom’s territory southwards after the mid-tenth century.


The way in which contemporary perceptions of ‘Scotland’ developed before the wars of independence, therefore, can offer a different outline for Scotland’s early history than that given by concentrating on the kingdom itself. Scotland ‘begins’ ca 900, rather than ca 843; but it only becomes something close to its modern meaning in the thirteenth century, rather than the early eleventh. Scotland’s early history can be seen to revolve around two critical periods of change ca 900 and the thirteenth century—when, it may be assumed, a combination of political and social factors led those (at least) who had some stake in the kingdom to experience society in a decisively novel way. Once this is recognised, work can begin on identifying what underlying political and social forces may have been involved.21 An appreciation of contemporary definitions of ‘Scotland’ can assist our understanding of Scottish history up to the thirteenth century in other ways. For instance, ‘Scotland proper’ may be seen as the historic core of the kingdom whose allegiance David I and his successors could be most confident of keeping, introducing knights and new monastic foundations more gradually than in other areas under their direct control while leaving much of the top rank of society undisturbed. Certainly, the kings’ relationship with ‘Scotland proper’ was quite different from other Gaelic areas such as Moray and the north, Argyll, the Isles, and Galloway, which were forcibly brought more firmly under royal control. It makes more sense to see risings in these areas in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries as attempts to resist the dominance of kings of Scots than as part of a general Gaelic reaction to the introduction of foreign personnel and influence.22


As might be expected, contemporaries generally indentified Scots as the inhabitants of ‘Scotland’—which meant that Scots could be viewed as the natives of either ‘Scotland proper’ or ‘greater Scotland’, as defined above. ‘Scots’ in either of these senses was used (for example) by chroniclers at Melrose (in the eastern borders) describing events of 1216 and 1235.23 It is striking, however, that when a Melrose chronicler (writing as late as 1285×91) recorded the successful negotiations with Norway in 1265–6 conducted by a fellow monk of Melrose, Reginald of Roxburgh, he was happy to regard him as a Scot, although (judging by his name) Reginald presumably originated from near Melrose many miles south of the Forth.24 This may be taken to indicate that, at some stage in the second half of the thirteenth century, all the kingdom’s inhabitants identified themselves as ‘Scots’ regardless of where they originated from in the kingdom or whether they were of native or immigrant stock. It would appear from the Chronicle of Melrose, therefore, that although monks at Melrose began to consider their own area (and Galloway) as part of ‘Scotland’ from 1216, it was another fifty years or more before they also regarded themselves as ‘Scots’.25


If we turn back to ca 900 we find that at the same time as ‘Scotland’ (Gaelic Alba) first comes to view as a replacement for ‘Pictland’, so also the Gaelic for ‘Scots’—Albanaig or fir Alban (literally ‘inhabitants/men of Alba’)—first appears in contemporary record in 918, replacing ‘Picts’ who are last mention in these sources in 875.26 Presumably the Gaelic-speakers of ‘Scotland proper’ in the tenth century were the first people to think of themselves as ‘Scots’ in any way ancestral to today’s sense, although it was not until the thirteenth century that people saw themselves as ‘Scots’ in something closely resembling modern usage.


‘Scots’ before the thirteenth century, therefore, is as difficult a term to the modern mind as ‘Scotland’ in the same period. Moreover, it is surely rather misleading to talk in English of the ‘Scots’ before the tenth century. As noted before, modern references to ‘Scots’ in Argyll up to the ninth century appear to follow contemporary writers (for example, Bede) who described them as Scoti. In fact, however, Scoti in this period was applied regularly to the Irish as well. Bede and other early-medieval writers understood Scoti to mean ‘Gaels/Irish’—the inhabitants of Ireland as well as colonies in Britain such as Argyll. Now, the Gaelic speakers in the tenth century who first saw themselves as Albanaig, ‘Scots’, made a clear distinction in their own language between being Goídil, ‘Gaels/Irish’, and Albanaig. Here, then, is an example of where contemporary usage can offer a welcome release from the unnecessary muddle caused if Scoti in a Scottish context is translated ‘Scots’ willy-nilly. It would be easier, as well as more accurate, to refer to ‘Gaels’ or ‘Irish’ when this is what was meant at the time, and reserve ‘Scots’ for the inhabitants of the ‘Scotlands’ which came into being ca 900.


The first Scots (according to this definition), as Gaelic speakers, identified themselves ethnically as Gaels, and doubtless placed themselves alongside other Gaelic peoples such as Fir Muman (Munstermen), Lagin (Leinstermen) or Ulaid (Ulstermen) who also formed territorially coherent groups on a scale comparable to ‘Scotland proper’. Moreover, according to the tenth-century edition of Senchus fer nAlban, ‘History of the Men of Scotland’, they continued to look upon themselves as settlers from Ireland.27 Not only were they (or, at the very least, their literati) conscious of being one people with their fellow Gaelic-speakers in Ireland, but they also looked to Ireland as their ancestral home. This corresponded with cultural and historical reality: literate Gaels wrote and recited essentially the same kind of Gaelic from Munster to Buchan, and Ireland was, in fact, where Scotland’s Gaelic culture originated from. If all this is taken together, it can hardly be denied that in English ‘Gaels’ can just as well be termed ‘Irish’—for this was no more or less than how Scots (or at least those who were men of letters) in this period conceived of their ethnicity.


Now, it might be expected that this identification with Ireland and the Irish would have died out fairly soon among the upper echelons of society in ‘Scotland proper’ once Gaelic lost favour and status in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. From what I have been able to find out about accounts of Scottish origins written in the thirteenth century, however, this was not the case.28 On the contrary, not only did accounts of Scottish origins continue to repeat the umbilical link with Ireland, but there were two accounts—one certainly and the other probably written in the thirteenth century—which actively sought to make the Irish connection more emphatic. One restructured its source to make Ireland the divinely-ordained homeland of the Scoti; the other climaxed with the colonisation of Ireland as their sure and perpetual home. Another account identified the Stone of Scone with Tara and the kingship of Ireland. None of these accounts can be attributed convincingly to a scholarly Gael: indeed, they display a striking ignorance of Irish historical learning which suggests that their authors can have had no direct literary contact with Gaelic Ireland. Taken together, these accounts imply that Gaelic—or, rather, Irish—identity retained its vitality in thirteenth-century Scotland even among literati who had lost any meaningful contact with the Gaelic culture once shared from Buchan to Bantry Bay. In particular, it appears that the view of Ireland as their homeland was not simply repeated passively, but could be actively promoted. As far as our understanding of the Latin term Scoti is concerned, therefore, this seems bewildering to us only if ‘Scots’ and ‘Irish’ are deemed to be mutually exclusive: in fact, Scoti when applied in this period to the inhabitants of ‘Scotland’ seems simply to have reflected a continuing Irish identity.29


It is not, in fact, until the wars of independence that an account of Scottish origins can be found which makes Scotland, not Ireland, the Scottish homeland. In Baldred Bisset’s Pleading (1301) the eponymous Scota actually arrives in Scotland itself, and Ireland becomes no more than a stop for reinforcements on the way.30 The equally abbreviated sketch of Scottish origins in the Declaration of Arbroath (1320) goes further still, and fails to mention Ireland at all.31 A more extensive text is a verse-history of the Scots from origins to conquest in 1296, written sometime between 1296 and 1306:32 this stated that the ancient ancestors of the Scots only assumed the name ‘Scots’ once they arrived in Scotland from Ireland. It appears, then, that the idea of the Scots as a wholly individual and distinct people on a par with the Irish, English or Welsh was not articulated until the wars of independence.


This would not have been possible, however, without the decisive appearance by the mid-thirteenth century of a simple and self-contained Scottish identity as a country and a people defined by the kingdom itself. It is often judiciously observed that the kingdom of David I and his successors was a hybrid realm.33 Not only did it include a variety of ethnic groups—English, Flemings, French, Gaels, and Welsh (from the old kingdom of ‘Strathclyde’)—but it also encompassed a diversity of regions, such as Lothian, Galloway, Argyll, Moray, and ‘Scotland proper’ itself, a number of which were ruled by their own kings during David I’s reign. The question of how or when this hybrid realm gelled into a single country and people which withstood catastrophe and conquest during the wars of independence necessarily involves a consideration of the kingdom’s institutional and political development—but this alone will not provide a satisfactory answer. A crucial consideration must also be the way the kingdom and its people were conceived by the kingdom’s inhabitants themselves. This would include an idea such as the ‘community of the realm’ which came to prominence during the crisis following Alexander III’s death;34 the history of saints’ cults (notably of St Andrew and St Margaret) should also be taken into account. At its most fundamental, however, it means addressing the issue of how Scots themselves defined ‘Scotland’ and ‘Scots’, which shows when the idea prevailed of a country and people corresponding to the kingdom, and from what this idea developed.35


Such an approach serves to emphasise the key point that Scotland and the Scots are, first-and-foremost, images which have been adapted and recreated according to the experiences and aspirations of the society to which they related. It would not be a surprise, moreover, if a more detailed examination of what Scotland signified in this period revealed that different aspects were emphasised by different groups. Certainly, Fiona Watson has shown how the assumptions about Scotland which motivated those who fought in the first war of independence did not always coincide.36 It is important, therefore, not only to trace how contemporaries defined Scotland and the Scots, but to ask who identified with which image.


It is extremely difficult to address this issue in the source-starved middle ages, however. All that can usually be said is that there is often only direct evidence for those whose writings survive who (regardless of whether they were a secular clerk or a cloistered cleric) are likely to reflect views current among at least a significant group of society’s movers and shakers. A clean and consistent view is not usually apparent, as we have seen with regard to different ideas of Scotland’s territorial extent.


It is even more difficult to gauge how the average ‘person in the field’ defined Scotland and Scots in this period. This is not entirely impossible, however. There are place-names which mention an Albanach—a ‘Scot’—outside the bounds of ‘Scotland proper’. In Argyll, for instance, there is Beinn an Albannaich, ‘hill of the Scot’, and the mountain Stob Coir’ an Albanaich, ‘stob of the corrie of the Scot’.37 Presumably such names were coined by people ‘on the ground’ who considered a Scot to be unusual: if they had thought of themselves as Scots, then it would hardly have been sensible for them to distinguish a feature of their landscape in this way. Moreover, there is other place-name evidence which suggests that the idea of ‘Scotland proper’ was generally well known by those outside its bounds. W. J. Watson has noted, for instance, how two rivers in Breadalbane called Lòchá are distinguished from each other by one, flowing east, being called Lòchá Albanaich, ‘Scottish Lòchá’, while the other, flowing west, is called Lòchá Urchaidh, ‘the Lòchá’, of Orchy’ (after the locality where it is found).38 These Gaelic place-names show that the people of the area (who presumably coined them) did not consider themselves part of ‘Scotland’.


It is striking, indeed, how the evidence for what I have called ‘Scotland proper’ is predominantly found in incidental references and place-names, while ‘greater Scotland’ appears in learned texts (such as the topographical account written 1202×1214). It is conceivable, therefore, that the sense of a ‘greater Scotland’ was predominantly learned and literary, though it probably also served a political function as a justification for claims to rule all the territory north of the Firths of Forth and Clyde.


Be this as it may, the study of contemporary perceptions of Scotland and the Scots serves to emphasise that the emergence of Scotland in this period is not simply about the creation and expansion of a kingdom, but is also the history of an idea which people have engaged with, recreated and adapted. This, in turn, offers a new dimension to our understanding of Scotland’s early development, and points to critical periods of changing perceptions which, it may be surmised, reflect important shifts in how the more significant groups among Scotland’s inhabitants experienced being part of its society. Not only does Scotland in this way seem a much more malleable and responsive phenomenon than it would be if regarded chiefly as a concrete entity like a kingdom; it becomes the property of people’s identity rather than the object of kings and governments. As a result, the existence of more than one ‘Scotland’ before the thirteenth century can be seen as only one example of how Scotland can at any given time mean different things to different people, or even different things to the same people.


NOTES


1 This is an almost completely rewritten version of a paper with this title which appeared in the pre-circulated (and unpublished) proceedings of the Association of Scottish Historical Studies conference Nationalism and Identity: The Search for Scotland, organised by Ewen Cameron and Fiona Watson, held at St Andrews on April 6–7, 1994.


2 Johannis de Fordun Chronica Gentis Scotorum, ed. W. F. Skene, 2 vols (Edinburgh, 1871–2) [hereafter Chron. Fordun], i, 279, describing how William I in 1214 de Moravia rediit in Scocia, de Scocia vero profectus in Laudoniam, ‘returned to Scotland from Moray, then went into Lothian’.


3 The Chronicle of Melrose from the Cottoniam Manuscript, Faustina B ix in the British Museum: a complete and full-size facsimile in collotype, with intro. by Alan Orr Anderson and Marjorie Ogilvie Anderson, and index by William Croft Dickinson (London, 1936) [hereafter Chron. Melrose], [62], described towns in the Merse as ‘in the southern part of Scotland’ when King John of England wasted them in 1216; at [64], Galloway is described as ‘in the western part of Scotland’ in an account of a supernatural event witnessed there in 1216.


4 Michael Lynch, Scotland: A New History (London, 1991), 49. Another view is that Scotland began when the kingdom expanded south of the Forth under King Illulb: A. A. M. Duncan, ‘The making of the kingdom’, in Why Scottish History Matters?, ed. R. Mitchison (Edinburgh, 1991), 7: see also the same author’s, ‘The kingdom of the Scots’, in The Making of Britain: The Dark Ages, ed. L. M. Smith (London, 1984), 135.


5 see below, p. 9.


6 see below, p. 9.


7 G. W. S. Barrow, The Anglo-Norman Era in Scottish History (Oxford, 1980), 153–4, where it is pointed out that another phrase which was used increasingly in this period was ‘kingdom of the king of Scots’ (or ‘land of the king of Scots’): presumably ‘kingdom of Scots’ (or ‘of Scotland’) functioned as shorter forms of this more cumbersome phrase.


8 montes qui dividunt Scociam ab Arregai<t>hel: M. O. Anderson, Kings and Kingship in Early Scotland (2nd edn, Edinburgh, 1980), 241–3 (at 241). The tract (known as De situ Albanie) is translated in A. O. Anderson, Early Sources of Scottish History A.D. 500–1286, 2 vols (Edinburgh, 1922) [hereafter ESSH], i, cxv–cxviii. Marjorie Anderson (Kings and Kingship, 140) argues for a date of composition between 1165 and 1184: for the dating between 1202 and 1214, see Molly Miller, ‘Matriliny by treaty: the Pictish foundation-legend’, in Ireland in Medieval Europe: studies in memory of Kathleen Hughes, edd. D. Whitelock, R. McKitterick and D. N. Dumville (Cambridge, 1982), 138.


9 Archibald C. Lawrie, Early Scottish Charters prior to A.D. 1153 (Glasgow, 1905), no. 110: see also Regesta Regum Scottorum vol.i, The Acts of Malcolm IV, ed. G. W. S. Barrow (Edinburgh, 1960), 43.


10 See n. 2, above. For the use of contemporary material in Gesta Annalia relating to other royal events in 1214, see W. W. Scott, ‘Fordun’s description of the inauguration of Alexander II’, SHR, 50 (1971), 200.


11 E.g. the account of Alexander III’s inauguration in Chron. Fordun, i, 294–5, written no later than 1249. Albania was also the title of the dukedom (usually rendered in English ‘Albany’) bestowed on Robert, second son of Robert II, in 1398: the use of Albania here is usually regarded as an antiquarian revival; see Scotichronicon by Walter Bower in Latin and English, gen ed. D. E. R. Watt, 9 vols (Aberdeen/Edinburgh, 1987– ) [hereafter Chron. Bower (Watt)], viii, 154 (at 1.45); Stephen Boardman, The Early Stewart Kings: Robert II and Robert III 1371–1406 (East Linton, 1996), 193 n.107.


12 W. J. Watson, The History of the Celtic Place-Names of Scotland (Edinburgh, 1926), 12–13.


13 A Scottish Chronicle known as the Chronicle of Holyrood, ed. Marjorie Ogilvie Anderson with some additional notes by Alan Orr Anderson (Scottish History Soc., Edinburgh, 1938) [hereafter Chron. Holyrood], 161–2: Mclxxvii [read Mclxxvi], Vivianus cardinalis venit Scotiam, et visitavit Hiberniam. Mclxxviiiº [read Mclxxviiº], de Hibernia rediit Vivianus Scotiam, et concilium tenuit apud Castellum Puellarum …, ‘1176: Cardinal Vivian came to Scotland and visited Ireland. 1177: Cardinal Vivian returned from Ireland and held a council at Edinburgh Castle’. The chronicle becomes a contemporary Scottish source from 1150, kept at Holyrood until sometime between 1171 and 1186 (probably 1186), and subsequently at Coupar Angus until 1189 (see discussion at 35–9). Another possible example of this more general usage is in Carmen de morte Sumerledi, (‘Song on the death of Somerled’, written soon after the defeat and death of Somerled, king of Argyll, at the battle of Renfrew in 1164), in which Kentigern, patron saint of Glasgow, is implicitly regarded as a ‘Scottish saint’ when it says that Bishop Herbert began to rail against the Scottish saints (sancti Scotticani) and reproach the blessed Kentigern because his prayers appeared at first to be going unanswered: see ESSH, ii, 256 for translation, and Chron. Fordun, i, 449 for text.


14 For the tract (called De situ Albanie) see n.8, above.


15 Chron. Melrose, [128]: cum minutis insulis circumiacentibus ample regioni Scoctorum. Earlier in the sentence the chronicler explains that Mann ‘was once called a kingdom’, olim regio vocabatur, which shows that regio here means ‘kingdom’. The Chronicle of Melrose is the principal contemporary Scottish source from 1171 to 1263 (see Chron. Melrose, xi). This later section, however, was not written into the chronicle until 1285×1291 (ibid., xvi–xvii), although where it is part of a year-by-year sequence (as in this case) it may have been composed from contemporary notes.


16 See most recently Dauvit Broun, ‘The origin of Scottish identity’, Nations, Nationalism and Patriotism in the European Past, edd. Claus Bjørn, Alexander Grant & Keith J. Stringer (Copenhagen, 1994), 35–55, at 40–5.


17 Dauvit Broun, ‘The birth of Scottish History’, SHR, 76 (1997), 5–6.


18 Broun, ‘Origin of Scottish identity’, 50–1.


19 See next note.


20 The most successful king before David I in extending his rule beyond ‘Scotland proper’ may, therefore, have been Mac Bethad mac Findlaích (Macbeth) (1040–57), who was already ruler of Moray before he became king of ‘Scotland’. The ruler of Moray’s description as a mormaer probably merely reflected the king of Scotland’s point of view: the rulers of Moray themselves doubtless preferred the title rí, ‘king’. The most recent detailed discussion is Seán Duffy, ‘Ireland and the Irish Sea Region, 1014–1318’, unpublished Ph.D. thesis (Trinity College, Dublin, 1993), 21–2: see also D. P. Kirby, ‘Moray prior to c.1100’, in An Historical Atlas of Scotland c.400–c.l600, edd. Peter McNeill and Ranald Nicholson (St Andrews, 1975), 20–1. A different and more speculative approach has been taken by Benjamin T. Hudson, Kings of Celtic Scotland (Westport CT, 1994), 150–2, who argued that the rulers of ‘Scotland’ and Moray were two Dál Riata royal kindreds competing for an overkingship, ‘one supreme king of Scots’, which he envisaged stretching ‘from the North Channel to the North Sea’ (61).


21 A possible social context for the new identity ca 900 is discussed in Dauvit Broun. ‘The origin of Scottish identity in its European context’, in Scotland in Dark Age Europe, ed. B. E. Crawford (St Andrews, 1994), 21–31: for a contrary view see Patrick Wormald, ‘The emergence of the regnum Scottorum: a Carolingian hegemony?’, in Scotland in Dark Age Britain, ed. B. E. Crawford (St Andrews, 1996), 131–60.


22 As in R. Andrew McDonald and Scott A. McLean, ‘Somerled of Argyll: a new look at old problems’, SHR, 71 (1992), 3–22.


23 Chron. Melrose, [63], [84], discussed in Dauvit Broun, ‘Anglo-French acculturation and the Irish element in Scottish identity’, Britain and Ireland 900–1300, ed. Brendan Smith (Cambridge, forthcoming). Another probable example is Chron. Holyrood, 151, which records how on Sept. 23 1168 three named individuals fraude Scottorum interfecti sunt, ‘were killed by the deceit of the Scots’ (see also comment at 37).


24 ‘… none out of the sons of the Scots has ever been able to accomplish this mission except for the aforesaid monk [Reginald of Roxburgh]’: Chron. Melrose, [129], For the date when this was written into the chronicle, see n.16, above. In a tract on Simon de Montfort written into the chronicle at the same time (1285×1291) (but, again, concerning events of the mid-1260s) the thoroughly ‘Anglo-Norman’ Guy de Balliol is described as ‘by nation a Scot’ (nacione Scotus): Chron. Melrose, [131].


25 Royal scribes ca 1180 abandoned the practice in charters of addressing the king’s subjects as ethnic groups (see Regesta Regum Scottorum, vol.ii: The Acts of William I, ed. G. W. S. Barrow with collaboration of W. W. Scott (Edinburgh, 1971), 77); this followed a similar change in practice at this time by royal scribes in England. As Professor Duncan has pointed out to me, this does not mean that French, English, Gallovidians and Welsh (in what had been the kingdom of Strathclyde) were now regarded as Scoti.


26 Broun, ‘Origin of Scottish identity’, 44–5.


27 John Bannerman, Studies in the History of Dalriada (Edinburgh, 1974), 41; 118–19 for comment.


28 For what follows, see David E. Brown, ‘The Scottish Origin-legend before Fordun’, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation (University of Edinburgh, 1988), 28–183 (and, in a much revised form, in my forthcoming The Irish Identity of the Kingdom of the Scots, ca 950–ca 1300). R. James Goldstein, The Matter of Scotland: Historical Narrative in Medieval Scotland (Lincoln, Nabraska, 1993), 104–32, takes a different view, but see my review in Nottingham Medieval Studies, 39 (1995), 205–7. For a different reconstruction of this material (which only impinges slightly on what follows), see Chron. Bower (Watt), i, xxiii–xxx. This material is also discussed in Broun, ‘Anglo-French acculturation’.


29 If Scoti is taken in isolation, however, it is difficult to know whether Irish/Gaels is intended, or only those in ‘Scotland’. The title rex Scottorum is a case in point: Seán Duffy (‘Ireland and the Irish Sea Province’, 27) has argued that kings of Scots in the twelfth century may, indeed, have seen themselves as the leading king in Gaeldom (in effect ‘king of the Irish’).


30 Chron. Bower (Watt), vi, 182–3.


31 Sir James Fergusson. The Declaration of Arbroath (Edinburgh, 1970), 9.


32 It can be identified as the earlier core of an historical poem attached by Walter Bower to his Scotichronicon. A new edition and discussion of this text (hitherto known as Chronicon Rhythmicum) will appear in under the title Liber Extravagans in Chron. Bower (Watt), vol. ix.


33 For instance, in Duncan, ‘Kingdom of the Scots’, 136.


34 See for instance G. W. S. Barrow, Kingship and Unity: Scotland 1000–1306 (London, 1981), 124–9.


35 This point has been consistently emphasised by A. A. M. Duncan: see his ‘Kingdom of the Scots’, 144; ‘The making of the kingdom’, 13; ‘The Making of Scotland’, in Who are the Scots?, ed. G. Menzies (London, 1971), 138, and W. C. Dickinson, Scotland from Earliest Times to 1603, revised by A. A. M. Duncan (Oxford, 1977), 33.


36 See 00–00, below.


37 Beinn an Albannaich is the south flank of Ben Resipol in Sunart (Ian A. Fraser, ‘The place-names of Argyll: an historical perspective’, Transactions of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, 54 (1984–6), 188); Stob Coir’ an Albannaich is in the ridge of Munros on the south side of Glen Etive.


38 SWatson, History of Celtic Place-Names, 12.




CHAPTER TWO


The Enigmatic Lion: Scotland, Kingship and National Identity in the Wars of Independence


Fiona Watson


Introduction


National identity is understood in modern times as the sense of a common past and future pertaining to a nation, despite the diverse inherited experiences of the individuals within it. This ‘modern’ conception of national identity also tends to assume that the political and geographical boundaries encompassing the nation are the same, despite the likelihood that such boundaries might have moved about in the past. In other words, a single (though not necessarily homogenous) political nation must be contained entirely within clearly defined national borders. Such a definition of identity has already been shown by Dauvit Broun to have come into existence in Scotland only in the thirteenth century. He also convincingly postulates that the periods in history when ‘Scottish’ identity can be detected as having experienced a dramatic change are associated (though not exclusively) with advances in kingship and government.1 Thus, almost from the beginning of its ‘modern’ history, a distinctive ‘Scottish’ identity has been profoundly influenced by the experiences, perceptions and aspirations of those who ran the country and, more particularly, of the ruling dynasty itself. This should come as no real surprise when one considers the nature of pre-democratic societies, which took it for granted that the elites knew best. This is not meant to imply that royal/elite conceptions of identity were necessarily at odds with those of the vast majority of the population, whose thoughts will remain, but for a few tantalising glimpses, forever hidden. Even our own democratically elected governments can present images of the state which large numbers of its citizens do not identify with and we must always be careful to find out who exactly is responsible for propagating any particular image of identity and, most importantly, why.


Thirteenth-century Scottish identity


The thirteenth-century kings of Scots, in a period of comparative peace, were engaged in doing what medieval kings (perhaps, indeed, governments generally) found so instinctive; consolidating and expanding their authority. This had, of course, been an ongoing process but they were now able to reap the fruits of many of the policies of their predecessors. The last challenge to the throne was snuffed out brutally in 1230 and Galloway finally accepted the full implications of royal control in 1236. Even the more thorny, militarily absorbing and potentially dangerous question of the long-standing Scottish claim to the northern counties of England was given up for good in 1237, which allowed energy and resources to be channelled into the development of an increasingly cohesive kingdom. It also made for expansion, culminating in 1266 with the forced transference of the (admittedly nominal) allegiance of the petty kings and lords of the north-west highlands and islands from the king of Norway to the king of Scots. This ended the long-standing security threat to western Scotland by bringing the northern half of the Irish Sea under the control of the Scottish government (in theory at least).


The creation of this kingdom, which is at last recognisably ‘Scotland’ to the modern observer,2 was not an inevitable historical process as there is nothing inevitable about the emergence of any kingdom, nor its continued existence. However, the instinct of the crown, as a healthy political animal, was to continue to underline its position as intrinsic to the future well-being of the kingdom as a whole. This served to maintain the political status quo, as expected by both the secular and ecclesiastical elites, and to maximise the authority of the crown as the heart, not only of the political system, but of the nation itself.


The growing desire on the part of the kings of Scots to cash in on contemporary theories of divine grace,3 an undeniably effective way to advance and sublimate an irrefutable claim to rule, was exemplified by the (ultimately successful) requests for papal canonisation of the mother of the dynasty, Margaret, wife of Malcolm III Canmore, and by the initially unsuccessful attempts to have the right of crowning and anointing added to the ceremony of inauguration of new kings which was an overt symbol of divine sanction.4 This last aspect is an important one in that the blessing of the holy spirit made no difference to the actual power wielded by the king, but it was important in elevating ultimately the perceived power of the crown. This, it was presumably hoped, would have an effect on the reality of that authority. Perhaps more importantly, however, it would also have given an ecclesiastical justification to the notion of independent Scottish sovereignty in the face of the continued airing of the overlordship question by English kings and the English church.


Another, less savoury, element of the drive for enhanced authority was the way in which the crown sought to bring under firm control areas which had only recently accepted even its nominal jurisdiction. Historians must be aware of the dangers of unconsciously maintaining a centralist bias when dealing with those, such as the inhabitants of the recently defunct kingdom of the Isles, who were extremely uneasy about the development of ‘Scotland’ and its government. As Robin Frame suggests: ‘the regions in the west and north [of Scotland] that remained to be integrated had regal traditions that the spareness of the evidence, and the concentration of historians on the eventual victors, may lead us to underestimate. … it is unhelpful to seek a simple answer to the question whether they were within, or outside, a Scottish polity’.5


Ironically, King John Balliol’s only real achievement almost certainly contributed to west Highland antipathy towards royal government.6 The creation of the sheriffdoms of Skye, Lorne and Kintyre in 1293 has been described as the product of ‘sensible, constructive thinking’.7 It certainly is, if you consider that political and cultural assimilation is both inevitable and good, and that the central royal government had a duty to seek the creation of the modern ‘ideal’ Scotland. The crown obviously thought so, but, of course, it would. Balliol’s policy depended largely on the co-operation of Alexander Macdougall of Argyll, who was to be given almost vice-regal powers in the north-west. The support of a major player in any ‘difficult’ area was a vital step towards integration, but the immediate consequence (and one which the crown might well have desired to achieve) was destabilisation, even a localised civil war, as other important members of that community fought to maintain their own positions. Only once the area had been ‘softened up’ by internal strife could the long-term aim of solving ‘the difficult problem of governing the Hebrides and the mainland country west of Drumalban and the Great Glen’ be achieved.8


Admittedly, this process had begun long before King John ascended the throne. The other two sheriffs, the earl of Ross and James the Steward, had already taken advantage of the possibility of western expansion to become well-established players in the area; their new offices effectively confirmed the existing balance of power. However, Professor Barrow’s comparison of King John’s ordinance for the western Highlands with Edward I’s Statute of Rhuddlan of 1284, which provided similar administrative units for Wales, is a revealing one as shades of imperialism can be detected in both policies.9 John may well have been making the most of political reality ‘on the ground’, given the intense interest in the north-west currently exhibited by a number of mainland magnates; but the Crown was also used to exploiting such territorial ambitions to extend its own power. Despite his historical reputation, it can certainly be argued that Balliol had much in common with his predecessors on the throne. He had every sympathy with the process of centralisation which he had inherited, and this was essential to the growth of a national identity.10


In essence, therefore, the kings of Scots had much to gain from the development of a national identity and could also do much to promote their central position within the kingdom. It should also be underlined that this process was already underway before the outbreak of war with England, and was in keeping with developments elsewhere in western Europe.11 This is not meant to suggest that the crown created this sense of identity out of nothing, nor that it was engaged in a deliberate policy; rather, I would like to postulate that the institution which brought about an increasing political coherence to Scotland was therefore also the main impetus behind the transformation of the looser notions of ‘Scottishness’ described by Dr. Broun into the form of ‘national’ identity evident in the thirteenth century.12 However, the concerted efforts of successive English kings to absorb Scotland into their kingdom, together, equally importantly, with the effects of the usurpation of the Scottish throne by Robert Bruce, transformed that burgeoning Scottish identity into something far more concrete and enduring.


Scottish identity in the immediate pre-war period


Given that Scottish identity today revolves to such a large extent on not being English, it is necessary to point out that, during the period prior to the death of Alexander III, the relationship between Scotland and England was extremely close. The secular elites in both countries shared the exclusive cultural values of chivalry and were separated from lesser mortals in a French-speaking brotherhood;13 they were served, both administratively and spiritually, by clerics, members of the universal church, who were themselves distinguished from the rest through their use of Latin. Many members of the thirteenth-century English and Scottish aristocracy up to and including the kings themselves were related to each other by marriage and, while marriage by no means guaranteed close relations, it at least engendered familiarity. Alexander III’s first wife had been Margaret, sister of Edward I; King John was married to the daughter of John, earl of Surrey, one of England’s senior noblemen and, ironically, the victor of Dunbar in 1296. The list is endless and would serve as an interesting study in itself. The whole question of cross-border landholding was also one which affected large sections of Scottish and English society, and not just those at the very top. In other words, Anglo-Scottish elite society was integrated to a considerable degree, though this by no means implies that Scottish society was in the process of wholesale anglicisation.14 The question facing Scotland’s leaders in the late 1280s, having reluctantly accepted as queen the young Margaret, grand-daughter of Alexander III,15 was the desirability or otherwise of her marriage with the future king of England; would it make that much difference?


Initially, the Scottish political community regarded such a marriage positively. The Treaty of Birgham of 129016 certainly stipulated most explicitly that Scotland’s independent governmental, judicial and ecclesiastical systems would remain intact; but there could have been no doubt in anyone’s mind that the marriage presaged a union of the crowns of England and Scotland. This was the preferred solution. The identity of both kingdoms would be preserved, and there would be no need to choose between them. It was also not the first time that such a proposal had been mooted. King Alexander himself contemplated a marriage between the Maid and a member of his brother-in-law Edward I’s family as early as 1284.17 Such a union seems to have been viewed as a natural extension of the close relationship already enjoyed by both countries and an acceptable solution to the problem at hand.18 It was not the fault of the Scottish political community that Edward I would ultimately begin the transformation of the generally co-operative familiarity of the thirteenth century into a fundamentally hostile relationship.


The death of the Maid in September 1290 was nonetheless a worst-case scenario all round. The holding of a court to choose the next king of Scots gave Edward I an unprecedented opportunity to interfere in the future of the northern kingdom, though it is unhelpful to speculate on exactly when he decided to believe his own Arthurian mythology and create a Britain of his own design. It must be said that although Edward was one of a long line of English kings to push the claim of suzerainty on Scotland, he was the first to make a consistent attempt to put full feudal theory into practice.19 This attitude was not just reserved for the Scots. The Welsh, the French, the Gascons, and even Edward’s own political community were learning painfully that ‘familiarity with royal rights could be an additional weapon in the hands of a ruler who combined an authoritarian outlook with political competence’.20 Conflicts of this sort (Edward was himself as Duke of Aquitaine, similarly engaged with his feudal superior, the king of France) were perhaps unavoidable as national consciousness came to be defined more rigidly by political borders. Feudal law was never intended to cope with touchy royal egos and equally touchy national identities.


Although he doubtless believed fervently in enforcing his royal rights as stringently as possible, Edward’s actions undoubtedly served to stiffen the backbone of the Scottish political community and to persuade them that Scotland’s sovereign rights, as invested in King John, were worth fighting for. The Scots also, most significantly, reacted to Balliol’s inability to stand up to Edward by separating the person of the king from his office, removing him from effective power in 1295 due to his ‘incapacity’.21 This was the first, but not the last time, that such a drastic step would be taken in medieval Scotland. It was not, however, an attack on the crown: the chief movers in this palace revolution were without doubt the Comyns, Scotland’s most important political family, who were closely allied to the king. An independent Scotland was totally dependent on the continuance of Balliol’s kingship; any alternative was unthinkable, both in terms of legality and because of the continuing danger of civil war. It did not matter that at least one important component of the community of the realm, the Bruce family, maintained the opposite view. The majority, including those, such as James the Steward and Earl Donald of Mar, who had supported Bruce’s claim to the throne during the Great Cause, regarded the question of the succession as permanently settled. However, the increasing assertiveness required of the community of the realm at the same time as the monarchy was effectively eclipsed must have resulted in an unconscious shift in the balance of their mutual relationship.


The phrases ‘community of the realm’ and ‘political community’ have been used to describe collectively those members of Scottish society who were entitled to play an active role in national matters; in other words to speak for the nation as a whole. Medieval society accepted that a varying number of ‘good men’ represented the community at large, usually by virtue of their status rather than any form of election. Such a role was regarded as part of the responsibility of being a member of the elites. The phrase communitas regni (community of the realm) was not used in Scotland until after the death of Alexander III,22 and was presumably employed because the Scots wished to communicate with Edward I in terms with which he was familiar. This does not mean, however, that it came into being then. The Scottish political community is usually described as conservative, presumably because it made little or no attempt to curtail the activities of their kings, unlike in England. Indeed, it often proved singularly unable to render its combined reluctance effective on the monarch, failing in 1284, for example, to prevent Alexander III from settling the succession on his grand-daughter in the first place.23 There is a danger of overstating this, however. Medieval Scotland was divided into regions which still maintained highly individual identities, however much most of them had been integrated into the kingdom. The magnates who held sway over these regions were thus at least as concerned about maintaining networks with neighbouring lords against others, as they were about creating a cohesive aristocratic identity centred on the court.24 It is likely, therefore, that the king could divide and rule on national issues which were really not that many, so long as he left regional politics to those whose business it really was.
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