
Three hundred years ago, on 16 January 1707, the Scottish
Parliament voted in favour of ratification of the Treaty of
Union with England. On 28 April the Scottish Parliament
was dissolved by proclamation. Three days later, with the
opening of the first session of the new British Parliament,
the state of Great Britain formally came into existence. Stan
Crooke examines the background and the immediate results
of the Act of Union.

“The most radical elements in the modern British labour move-
ment are most often natives of Ireland or Scotland... Scotland
entered on the capitalist path later than England: a sharper turn
in the life of the masses of the people gave rise to a sharper polit-
ical reaction.” Trotsky 1925.

THE English and Scottish Crowns were united in 1603
with the death of England’s Queen Elizabeth I and the
accession of Scottish King James VI, to the English

Crown as James I. Proposals then for some form of closer union
between England and Scotland had come to nothing. 

A major obstacle to union of the two kingdoms had been the
unwillingness of the English bourgeoisie to allow Scottish
merchants access to England’s colonies in America.

Hostility towards Scottish Presbyterianism by English
Anglican Tories had been another. English politicians also saw
Scotland as a poor country with little or nothing to contribute in
the event of union.

Yet by 1707 there were good reasons for the English ruling
classes to go for union.

Since 1701 England had been fighting France in the War of
the Spanish Succession, a conflict over which dynasty would
inherit the territorial possessions the last Spanish Hapsburg
king. A victory for France threatened England with the loss of
its American colonies, the main source of the English bour-
geoisie’s mercantile wealth. 

In 1688 the Catholic King James II of England (and James
VII of Scotland) had been chased out in the “Glorious
Revolution” which established Parliament’s primacy in govern-
ing England and Scotland. he was succeeded by his Protestant
daughter mary and her husband William of Orange (William II).
They were succeeded by James Stuart’s other daughter Anne,
who had no living children. Who would be monarch after Anne?

The English government wanted to ensure that Queen Anne
was succeeded by a member of the House of Hanover. This
would prevent, or at least minimise, the danger of a Stuart
restoration. 

In 1701 France recognised the Catholic son of James II/VII as
the rightful monarch of England, Scotland and Ireland. The
English government feared a Jacobite (pro-James Stuart) upris-
ing in Scotland, backed by French forces. 

What was at stake, therefore, was the political and economic
power of the English bourgeoisie. A Stuart restoration in
conjunction with defeat by France could undo the “Glorious
Revolution” of 1688 as well as depriving England of her
colonies.

Since the Union of the Crowns a century earlier England had
undergone a bourgeois revolution. Scotland’s history over the
same period, however, had been a very different one. 

Early eighteenth-century Scotland was still essentially a
feudal society. Whereas in England the attempts of James II/VII
to establish a form of absolutist rule had been opposed — and,
in the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688, defeated — because they
threatened the interests of a post-feudal bourgeoisie, in Scotland
they had met the same fate because they threatened the rights
and privileges of a feudal nobility.

The Scottish nobles exercised their own jurisdictions: “regal-
ities” in the case of the most important nobles, and baronies in
the case of the lesser nobles. These courts were empowered to
try most criminal offenses. 

As Daniel Defoe, the English writer and government spy,
wrote of such feudal powers, “they bound down Scotland to the
private tyranny and oppression of the heritors and lairds.”

Another contemporary observer commented: “The barons have
power not only in life and limb but in an absolute sense too…
In fact, these lords of regality are sovereigns, not subjects.”

The vassals of the feudal lords were required to carry out
military service for their masters. Vassals were also obliged to
carry out non-military services. Even craftsmen, such as
weavers, shoemakers and millers, were subject to the feudal
privileges of the nobles on whose estates they laboured.

By the early eighteenth century many nobles had fallen into
economic difficulties. The estates of these nobles were the main
source of the major Scottish exports: textiles, cattle, and, to a
lesser extent, coal.

Linen was woven by tenants and paid to their feudal lords as
a form of rent in kind. Black cattle were exported to England
from estates in the Highlands and, much more so, from estates
in the Lowlands. (In 1703 black cattle exports from the estates
of just one Lowlands lord accounted for 40% of the value of all
Scottish exports to England.) In Fife and the Lothians the estates
of lesser nobles were the main sources of Scotland’s exports of
coal.

The feudal nature of Scottish society was reflected in the
composition of the Scottish Parliament.

One hundred and fifty members of the Parliament were feudal
nobles, members by birthright. Ninety members represented the
counties. They, and their “electorate”, consisted in the main of
lesser nobles who also exercised feudal rights. The other 67
members represented the royal burghs: their “electorates” varied
from 33 (in Edinburgh) to nine (in the smaller burghs). 

There were “parties” in the Scottish Parliament. But they bore
no resemblance to parties today, or even to the Tory and Whig
parties which had emerged in the English Parliament by this
time. 

The main parties — the Court party and the Country party —
were unstable alliances between different nobles. Their
members regularly switched their allegiances in pursuit of
personal gain and advancement — “disobliged courtiers and
self-conceited men who could relish nothing but what was of
their own contrivance”, as one contemporary writer described
them.

In the latter part of the seventeenth century the Scottish
Parliament had taken steps designed to promote Scottish trade,
banking, manufacturing, and imperial expansion. A small
minority of nobles had begun to promote mining and industrial
production on their estates. There had also been some improve-
ments in Scottish agriculture, and market relations had begun to
penetrate agriculture, in the south east in particular. 

BUT despite such — modest — developments, late-feudal
Scotland remained a poor country. Scotland consisted of
a series of small local economies, rather than anything

even beginning to approach an integrated national economy. 
For every ton of Scottish shipping, England had a hundred

tons. 
Most money in circulation in Scotland was foreign.
Agriculture in Scotland was largely subsistence-based.

Harvest failures could, and did, result in mass starvation. In the
last decade of the seventeenth century between 5% and 15% of
the Scottish population perished after a succession of harvest
failures.

“Everyone may see death in the face of the poor that abound
everywhere. Some die in the wayside, some drop down in the
street, the poor sucking babs are starving from want of milk,”
wrote one contemporary.

At the close of the seventeenth century something over 5% of
the Scottish population lived in towns, compared with over 18%
in England. Only two towns in Scotland had populations
exceeding 10,000. 

Scotland’s economic weaknesses were mirrored in — and
reinforced by — its failures to emulate England in the sphere of
imperial enterprise.

Settlers who claimed Cape Breton Island for Scotland in 1629
quickly surrendered to the French. An attempt to create a “new
Scotland” in Nova Scotia collapsed  in 1632, when the territory
was ceded to the French.

But the weakness of manufacturing in Scotland meant that the
would-be colonists had nothing to trade.

When a new session of the Scottish Parliament assembled in
May of 1703, it did so at a time of a virtual crisis in Anglo-
Scottish relations: policies pursued by the English Parliament
and successive monarchs were condemned for having benefited
the English ruling classes at the expense of their Scottish coun-
terparts. 

England imposed high customs duties on its principal imports
from Scotland. The English Navigation Laws, which denied
Scottish merchants access to England’s American colonies,
were being enforced with increasing vigour. England’s wars
with the Netherlands and France had damaged Scottish trade
with continental Europe.

The response of the Scottish Parliament was to pass the Act
of Security. Under the terms of the Act the Parliament would
meet within twenty days of the death of Queen Anne and, in the

absence of an heir apparent, choose a successor — who would
not necessarily be the successor to Queen Anne chosen by
England for England.

The Act of Security declared that the Union of the Crowns
would be maintained only if “the freedom, frequency, and the
power of parliament, and the religion, liberty and trade of the
nation (free) from English or any foreign influence” were guar-
anteed in the course of the current monarch’s rule.

A second Act gave the Scottish Parliament the right to declare
war and make peace even if Scotland and England continued to
have a single monarch after the death of Queen Anne.

The Court party had unsuccessfully opposed the Acts. But
support for the two Acts was not the result of a unified opposi-
tion. Rather, it was the product of different, and often contradic-
tory, political interests.

The Jacobites, who numbered about 70 in the Parliament,
supported the Acts as a step towards blocking the Hanoverian
succession and restoring the Stuarts. The first Act left open the
question of who would succeed Queen Anne, while the second
Act might eventually allow Scotland to conclude a separate
peace with pro-Jacobite France.

A group around the baronial laird Fletcher of Saltoun saw the
Acts as an assertion of parliamentary rights against royal
control.

For the majority of the Country party the Acts were an
attempt to secure more favourable terms for Scottish trade and
commerce in exchange for support for the Hanoverian succes-
sion.

When the Scottish Parliament met again the following year, it
re-affirmed the position taken in 1703. A composite motion
declared that the Parliament would not “proceed to the nomina-
tion of a successor (to Queen Anne) until we have had a previ-
ous treaty with England in relation to our commerce and other
concerns with that nation,” and that the Parliament should also
“rectify our constitution and vindicate and secure the sover-
eignty and independence of the kingdom.”

The English Parliament saw the Acts in the same terms as the
Jacobite members of the Scottish Parliament: a threat to the
Hanoverian succession, and a threat to successful prosecution of
the war against France.

In 1704, in response to the Scottish Parliament’s Acts, the
English Parliament passed an act which stated that unless the
Scottish Parliament accepted the Hanoverian succession, then
all Scots, apart from those already living in England, would be
treated as aliens, all Scottish imports into England would be
forbidden, and all estates held by Scots in England would be
confiscated. This became known as the Alien Act. It was given
Queen Anne’s royal assent in February 1705.

The Act also proposed the appointment of commissioners to
conduct negotiations about “a nearer and more complete union”
between the two kingdoms.

Later the same year, the Scottish Parliament appointed
commissioners to discuss a closer union with England.

The rationale behind the Parliament’s decision to open nego-
tiations differed from one party and faction to another. As had
been the case in 1703, different factions had reached a common
position for conflicting reasons. 

In November, the English Parliament voted to repeal the
sanctions threatened by the Alien Act. 

NEGOTIATIONS about a union were back on the agenda.
But now the Whigs who controlled the English
Parliament, changed their position. Previously, their

priority had been to secure the Hanoverian succession, while
leaving the question of union to a later date. Now, however, they
decided that union itself could resolve the question of the
succession. But for that to be the case, the union would have to
be a union of the two Parliaments.

The Scottish commissioners initially argued for a federal-type
arrangement between Scotland and England, either because
they supported this as an end in itself, or because they saw a
federal relationship as a tactical step towards a later union of the
Parliaments.

The English commissioners, however, were intent on a union
of the Parliaments. As one of the Scottish commissioners later
wrote: “For the English commissioners were positively resolved
to treat of no kind of Union with us but what was to be incor-
porating and perpetual.”

Three months later, in July of 1706, the English and Scottish
commissioners reached agreement on the draft Articles of
Union. Apart from securing the Hanoverian succession, by vali-
dating the English Act of Settlement, the 25 Articles covered
Scottish representation in a single British Parliament, the preser-
vation of the powers of the Scottish nobility and of other
Scottish institutions, and, at greatest length, economic issues.

Scotland was to have 45 Members of Parliament, and 16
peers in the House of Lords, unrepresentative of the size of
Scotland’s population.

The Scottish legal system, including the authority and privi-
leges of all Scottish courts and all Scottish laws which were not
inconsistent with the terms of the treaty, was to be preserved.
The rights and privileges of the royal burghs were also to be
preserved, as too were the “heritable offices, heritable jurisdic-
tions, offices for life and jurisdictions for life” of the nobility,
whose other privileges would also include exemption from civil
actions for debt.

Scottish merchants and traders were to enjoy freedom of trade
with England and equal access to the English colonies (“…free-
dom and intercourse of trade and navigation … for all the
subjects of the United Kingdom of Great Britain”). 

Although payment of a share of the national debt was to be
raised in Scotland — £398,085 and 10 shillings — exactly the
same sum, the so-called “Equivalent”, was to be paid out as
compensation for this.

The contents of the proposed treaty, published in October,
triggered popular unrest in Scotland. Demonstrations were
staged outside of Parliament House. Presbyterian ministers
denounced the proposals as a threat to the Kirk. Riots broke out
in Edinburgh and became a daily event. In early November riot-
ing also spread to Glasgow. 

In Kirkudbright, Dumfries, and Stirling — all of which, like
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