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The IFRWH’sfirst conference (1989) resulted in the publication of Writing Women's
History: International Perspectives (1991), edited by Karen Offen, Ruth Roach
Pierson and Jane Rendall. In that collection, there was no separate chapter on Scottish
women's history, but instead in the then aptly titled chapter * uneven developments:
women's history, feminist history and gender history in Great Britain’, Jane Rendall
recorded the acknowledgement of a distinguished historian of Scottish social history
(in fact an Englishman) that the neglect of women'’s history in Scotland was ‘a
historiographical disgrace’. As Rendall acknowledged in afootnote, that was ‘just
beginning to be remedied’. 1 Indeed, Rendall herself has played no small part in the
development of Scottish women’s history through her contributions to two projects
nearing completion: a Biographical Dictionary of Scottish WWomen and a collection of
essays on Gender in Scottish History: 1700-Present. 2

Y et as late as 1991, the collection Why Scottish History Mattersfailed to
consider why it mattered to Scottish women, or indeed why women should matter to
Scottish history. 3 Two years later, speakers at a conference considering the future of
Scottish historical studies acknowledged that women were still not central to the
discussion. 4 Indeed, work published on Scottish women over the previous three years
revealed that they had been excluded from history largely by the nature of the debate
on Scottish national identity which has been conceived as a masculine construct. 5 In
both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries there was much soul-searching over
threats to, and loss of national identity, notably under pressure of anglicisation,
reflected in works on the *democratic intellect’ in the national educational tradition. 6
Such works never considered the absence of women from this tradition, which had
been framed around men. Since the Reformation, a great deal of national sentiment
had been invested in the figure of the talented boy, the ‘lad of parts’, from humble



socia origins and remote villages, being empowered by parish schooling to climb into
the professions through the universities. The parish school over which the dominie
presided was believed to develop a common culture for the whole nation. Though
girlsas well as boys were taught in the parish school, the former were generally
excluded from the democratic intellect, since women in Scotland were precluded from
university until the 1890s. 7 The dominie was the stern task-master who dedicated his
life to the school, asif book-learning and book-loving was a masculine trait. In
practice, Victorian dominies often depended on their wives to run the school, and
increasingly from the 1860s, on their daughters rather than their sons to follow their
footsteps into the profession. The construction of a masculinity based on the dominie -
that dogged, disciplined father figure who presided over packed classroomsin co-
educational schools - contributed enormously to the shaping of national identity. Y et,
it was a construction flexible enough to allow the wider tradition from which it
emerged to incorporate women, while even by the 1790s, the parish school was only
part of anetwork of schools. The dominie aone could not serve the needs of a
growing population, while many teachers outside the parish system (in voluntary,
private, and charitable schools) were female.

Here was the beginning of a gendered division of labour in the teaching
profession, particularly in the Lowlands where private schools often catered for
younger children and girls, with the schoolmistress teaching basic literacy (especially
reading) as well as sewing and knitting to the girls. She thereby took some of the
pressure off the parish school, allowing the dominie to concentrate on teaching the
older children, especially boys, more advanced subjects. Early Victorian Scotland,
however, felt the strains of industrialisation, urbanisation, immigration, growing
divisions within Presbyterianism and English influences. Such pressures threatened
the traditionally high status of the dominie. Anglicisation was presumed to include
lower standards in terms of curriculum and teaching, both associated with the
numerical domination of elementary schooling in England by women. Hence, the
sharp increase in Scotland of female teachers after the 1872 Education (Scotland) Act
was seen as undermining not only the dominie but also national harmony by
narrowing the education of the poor to the elementary branches.

Education was, and is, seen as integral to Scottish distinctiveness but until
recently the educational tradition was gender-blind. The collection of essays Girlsin
their Prime: Scottish Education Revisited (1990) included a mixture of historical and



contemporary studies which challenged the comfortable stereotypes of the lad of parts
and the dominie. The contributors saw the Victorian ideal of domesticity as gendering
education in Scotland, just as in England and Wales, and argued that the Scottish
tradition of co-education (more accurately, mixed sex schooling) discriminated
against women. 8 The situation, however, has been shown to be more complex than
this suggested, as parents and some teachers resisted the teaching of sewing and
domestic economy because of a belief that intellectual discipline was the best means
of developing an intelligent, moral and cultured individual. 9 The gender specific
curriculum was class based, directed at working-class girls, and regarded by many of
their mothers as an implied insult and by educational authorities as a distraction from
book-learning. Indeed, upper and middle-class women, including feminists, criticised
the educational establishment for its opposition to domestic training. 10

The majority of women into the first half of the twentieth century would have
had a primary (or elementary) education at best. 11 It has been shown, however, that
working-class women were not simply passive recipients of institutional ideologies of
domesticity and femininity. 12 Nevertheless such ideas were relentlessly directed at
them wherever they were schooled, including Industrial Schools and Ragged Schools
established as reformatories, or to provide for potential vagrants. In such punitive
institutions, girls were specifically prepared for domestic service. Moreover, female
delinquents were treated more harshly than boys, because girls were seen as
especially vulnerable and in need of protection from the temptations of the street,
leading them into prostitution. 13 There were similar interventionist responses to the
sexual morality of the working classes in the early twentieth century, but while some
women's organisations were prepared to support local initiatives, for example on
controls to prevent the spread of venereal diseases, others were opposed on the
grounds that prostitutes and other female patients of public clinics were targeted when
it was men who were the majority of defaulters, failing to complete their course of
treatment. 14 Studies of lower class girls deemed to be 'in moral danger' tend to focus
on the city, and Glasgow in particular; but research on illegitimacy in the nineteenth
century has revealed that there were higher ratesin rural areas, particularly in the
south-west and north-east of Scotland, confirming the importance of the local context.
15

Indeed, alongside the gendered division of labour in the teaching profession,

there was a geographical division. In the Highlands and Islands, generalised poverty



meant that few lads of parts took the low road to the universities. The Highlands were
considered to be less civilised than the Lowlands, even when tamed and incorporated
into the British state. Even before the union of Scotland with England and Walesin
1707, Scottish soldiers were grossly over-represented in the armed forces — from the
mid 18™ century, they retained a quarter of all officers. 16 This heroic figure cameto
prominence as the dominie faded, except perhaps as an ideal, during the surge of
imperialism in the later Victorian period. In contrast, or perhaps as a complement, to
the domestic manliness of the book-loving Lowland dominie, there was the image of
the Highland soldier as the warrior of the British Empire: courageous, loyal, steady
under fire and adaptable. 17 This warrior manliness reflects only one aspect of the
attractions of the British Empire for Scottish men — indeed, for British men, as by the
Victorian period, Highland regiments were comprised of only a minority of
Highlanders. 18 The soldier was held in higher esteem in Scotland than in England,
but he is only the most evocative of imperial images, since professional men were
central to the Scottish imperial enterprise, at home and in the colonies. Not
surprisingly, Scottish imperialism has been conceived as above al a masculine
enterprise, with women in background, supportive roles. Y et women were not entirely
absent from the imperial story: in particular, they played a significant role as
missionaries, both at home and in the colonies. 19

Besides the educational and martial traditions, a major focus of Scottish
history has been labour history, which, in an economy that favoured the male-
dominated sector of heavy industry, helps explain the neglect of women's history at
least until the 1980s. In that decade, studies of urban employment in the nineteenth
century revealed how the varied economic structures influenced patterns of female
employment. Thus, for example, in 1901, while under 40 per cent of women in three
of the main cities (Aberdeen, Edinburgh and Glasgow) were in paid employment, in
Dundee it was nearly 52 per cent. The categories of female employment also differed
substantially. Thus while the biggest employer of women in Dundee was textiles, with
almost 80 per cent of women workersin the textile industry and only eight per cent in
domestic service, in Edinburgh the majority (42.43 per cent) of women workers was
in domestic service, which also accounted for around a fifth of women workersin
Glasgow and a quarter of those in Aberdeen. Certainly, the percentage of female
employment in Dundee was exceptionally high, while Aberdeen, with the lowest



percentage of the four cities, had a more diverse and balanced pattern, with nearly 50
per cent in the service sector, and 40 per cent in manufacturing. 20 Yet evenin
Edinburgh by the beginning of the twentieth century, the most common sector of
female employment was industrial. 21 Despite awidening of job and educational
opportunities, and ‘equal pay’ legislation from the 1970s, women’' s work throughout

the twentieth century remained low status and lowly paid. 22

These studies of urban employment were not specifically devoted to women's
history, and tended to categorise women as mostly unskilled, not surprisingly given
the limited educational and employment opportunities on offer. Much work still hasto
be done on women and the professions in Scotland, though it has been shown that the
progress made by middle-class women in the late nineteenth century in terms of
educational and professional opportunities was, to a considerable degree, gained at the
expense of working-class girls who were exhorted by their social superiors to accept
their domestic destiny. 23 The development in Scotland of teacher training from the
1820s, and the introduction from England of the pupil-teacher system in 1846
provided Scottish women with points of entry into publicly funded education and
what had been an exclusively male profession. The pupil-teacher system was gresatly
resented by dominies as undermining the traditional link between universities and
schools, and narrowing the scope of education in the latter, and in 1847 the
Educational Institute of Scotland [EIS] was set up in an attempt to protect and
enhance their professional status. The 1872 Education (Scotland) Act resulted in a
huge demand for teachers, however, opening up a respectable means of becoming
self-supporting in akey male profession for the daughters of skilled workers and the
lower middle-class. The result was the feminisation of the teaching profession: by
1911, 70 per cent of teachers were female, and within two years a woman was elected
president of the EIS. Still, only a minority of female teachers could achieve a
university education, and since this was a means of ensuring teaching retained its
professional status in keeping with the educational tradition, schoolmasters
monopolised headships and commanded better pay. 24

Thus, the profession remained dominated by men, putting Scottish women
teachers at a disadvantage. Moreover, Scottish school mistresses have been
unfavourably compared to their more feminist English counterparts for apparently

accepting a subordinate place in a masculine profession, and so being complicit in the



Scottish patriarchal tradition. 25 That argument, however, overlooks the relative lack
of professional careers open to women in Scotland compared to England, and
underestimates the ways in which women manoeuvred within a patriarchal system,
and did not smply passively submit. 26

Hence, on the one hand, the history of the Scottish teaching profession reflects
the patriarchal nature of Scottish society. On the other, it reveals a much more
complex situation than simply concluding that Scotland was peculiarly patriarchal, in
thrall to John Knox’ s infamous remarks about the * monstrous regiment’ of women.
Knox did not aim his *first blast of the trumpet’ against women in general. It was
Knox who insisted on the spiritual equality between women and men, and that
education for all - regardless of gender aswell as socia class - was essential. As
Eleanor Gordon and Gwyneth Nair have observed, Presbyterianism imbued values of
independence, moral responsibility and the dignity of work. 27 Certainly, the male
parish schoolteacher continued to be seen as the epitome of the democratic intellect.
Nevertheless, as the state school system expanded, women made career gains and
gradually, if grudgingly, were recognised as junior partnersin preserving the
educational tradition, so central to national identity.

Teaching, however, was a poorly paid profession. It was much more difficult
for women to penetrate the more lucrative professions such as medicine. 28 The First
World War gave women great opportunities to practise medicine denied themin
peacetime, notably through the Scottish Women's Hospitals [SWH]. 29 The SWH
was founded, supported and run by feminists. Not only were these women acting out
of patriotism and determination to prove women’'s worth as citizens, they were also so
near to the front in key areas of combat that their actions put a different slant on the
notion of ‘no man’sland’. Y et even the success of the SWH did not lead to easier
acceptance of women in the profession.

Outside of the professions, however, it has been argued that women's and
children's labour was significant, if not crucial for Scotland's early economic
transformation. 30 There has also been significant revision which has challenged
certain assumptions, notably concerning the concept of 'skill* as above all a masculine
construct, with women at best semi-skilled and then only at the expense of dilution of
male skills. 31 In addition, Eleanor Gordon's seminal work, WWomen and the Labour
Movement in Scotland, challenged earlier labour historians who equated lack of



formal trade union organisation among women with passivity, and highlighted the
importance of female labour in a particular region, upsetting broad generalisations by
demonstrating the need to consider locality and industry, and not just the labour
market as awhole. 32 As noted above, Dundee and its textile industry were
dominated by female labour, including skilled workers, as early as the middle of the
nineteenth century, so that skilled men tended to leave to find work elsewhere,
notably in Glasgow's heavy industry and shipbuilding. Thus a gender segregated work
force was confirmed, but the assumption that paid employment was necessarily a
negative experience for women was questioned, showing that they often took pridein
and got pleasure from waged work. Certainly, women's work was inferior to men'sin
terms of status, skills and pay, and men were seen as the breadwinners, but it was
accepted that women's wages were often crucial to family survival, while women
workers themselves often viewed any work that was specific to them (such as
domestic service) to have its own skills. 33 Women also remained important in the
agricultural labour force, more so than in England. 34 Often working on farms was a
family affair, with daughters being taken on because of the father, and female wages a
proportion of men's. The growing practice of employing low-paid seasona workers
on farms, common throughout the UK into the twentieth century, ensured that
women's (and children’s) wages in the countryside were especialy low. However,
improved education and job opportunities outside of farming led to the migration of
female farm labourers to the towns in the later nineteenth century. Moreover, the
mechanisation of harvesting as well as changes in women’s employment patterns,
notably from the 1960s with married women increasingly entering full-time jobs, led
them to withdraw from casual agricultural work. 35

Scottish political history has also been male-dominated, but again that has
been challenged since the mid 1990s, as has the definition of ‘political’ to give afuller
and fairer assessment of women's role, rather than remain within the narrow orbit of
parliamentary politics. 36 Ironically, even in terms of the movement for female
suffrage, Scottish women were largely absent from a mainly English, and especialy
Pankhurst-dominated story, until the pioneering work of Elspeth King on the west of
Scotland suffrage movement. 37 Leah Leneman's longer study of the national
movement confirmed that it differed in significant respects from the English
movement, in the independence of the Scottish WSPU from London, the left-wing
politics of many of the leading Scottish suffragists, the successful cooperation of al



the suffrage organisations in Scotland, and the part played by male supporters. 38
Leneman also convincingly disputes the facile distinction made between the suffrage
issue as being seen in terms of social classin Scotland, but in terms of women asa
whole in England. 39 Jim Smyth’s case study of Glasgow has also placed the suffrage
campaign in the wider political context. 40

In another study of Glasgow, this time of a middle-class area of the Victorian
city, Eleanor Gordon and Gwyneth Nair have engaged with the historiography of
‘separate spheres’ so influenced by the 1987 work of Leonore Davidoff and Catherine
Hall, Family Fortunes, which focused on Birmingham. Gordon and Nair convincingly
demonstrate that the powerful discourse of separate spheres ‘is not sufficient to
explain how middle-class women’ s experience was shaped and their identities
structured’. 41 Still, outside of philanthropy, men continued to dominate civic life, in
Glasgow asin all Victorian cities, despite the acceleration of female engagement in
the public sphere.

The focus on heroic male figures in the educational, military, political and
labour histories of Scotland is reflected in the history of Scottish literature. 42
However, in 1997 A History of Scottish Women's Writing challenged the 'male
generated and male fixated' Scottish tradition in literature in general, and Hugh
MacDiarmid's particular dismissal of Scottish women's writing. 43 Many writersin
this collection link the inferior status of women in Scottish society to the Reformation
and Calvinism, but it has been shown that Presbyterian women also manoeuvred
within the patriarchal church to establish an influential, if still subordinate, place for
themselves. 44 Indeed, it can be argued that parallel to the feminisation of the
teaching profession, there was a feminisation of Presbyterianism in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries which saw women increasingly engaged with social and
public issues such as temperance, education and suffrage. 45 Even the male officials
of the Orange Order in Scotland recognised that there was arole for women when
they agreed to the establishment of the first women's lodgesin 1909; by 1934 there
were 191 female lodges with the women soon proving to be ‘expert organisers,
indefatigable workers for charity, in particular local hospitals and confirmed
conservativesin their politics. 46 The Catholic Church in Scotland, another deeply
patriarchal institution, also saw women as playing a key role in preserving their
minority community and culture within a hostile environment. 47 That role was

primarily domestic, though crucially it involved teaching, in which the trainees were



told that they stood 'between the priest and the parent and like them derive authority
from Almighty God'. 48 This was another case of manipulating patriarchy (and being
manipulated by it) which forces us to confront the rather patronising assumption of
female passivity in Scottish history, and confirms the need to widen our concept of
‘political’.

As Esther Breitenbach has pointed out, however, the struggle to escape
marginalisation is on three fronts: not only within Scottish history and within the
debates on nationalism, but also within British feminist history. 49 That isa
considerable task, but one which is being undertaken with energy and determination.
It has been spearheaded by the Scottish Women'’s History Network [SWHN], which
was established in 1998 following the annual (UK) Women's History Network
conference held that year in Glasgow. In 2005 the SWHN decided to re-launch itself
as the Women'’ s History Network Scotland, ‘with the aim of publicising more
effectively the work we are doing and engaging many more historians of women and
gender in Scotland’. 50 This reflected the fact that the SWHN had never intended to
be exclusively an organisation for historians of Scottish women’s and gender history,
and that there was much to be learned from a comparative perspective. 51 In addition,
aswomen'’s history has developed in Scotland, more male historians have
acknowledged the extent to which women are missing from histories of Scotland.
Some have perhaps overcompensated for their absence by emphasising the extent of
oppression they experienced. 52 An article in the national newspaper, The Scotsman,
acknowledged the efforts of the SWHN, notably through the forthcoming
Biographical Dictionary, of ‘writing women back into the history books'. It quoted
Tom Devine, one of Scotland’s leading historians, who has himself written about
women, as both claiming that women'’s history in Scotland is ‘relatively under-
developed’ and that it is ‘passt’. He warned against ‘ the danger of continuing to
ghettoise the femal e experience if you produce books which are concerned almost
exclusively with the historical role of women aone’, yet acknowledged that ‘thereis
bound to be a certain degree of concentration on men in any history of a country that
was dominated by them until the mid twentieth century’. 53 Thus, the male historical
establishment will ensure that those who write about Scottish women’s and gender
history will not become complacent. The place of women in Scottish history has
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