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The Act of Union: the Lesser of Two Evils 

 

Three hundred years after the heated debates whose conclusion 

saw the voluntary abolition of the Scots Parliament, the question remains 

an active political issue. Scots nationalists continue to publish vehement 

pamphlets denouncing that Parliament as having sold out the Scots 

birthright for a meagre payment of English gold1, and even those who do 

not go so far as to denounce the entire affair as the most clear example of 

venality in British history have a òvague idea that it was not a very 

creditable transactionó2. The image of a venal Parliament of courtiers 

selling out their country for their own short-term gain is a striking one; 

its persistence across centuries is a vivid example of how political 

rhetoric can sear an image into the popular consciousness. For not only 

is the idea that the Scots parliamentarians were of unusual venality a 

dubious one3, it is an idea originally promoted dur ing the Parl iam entary 

debates by those who were opposed to the act. The image that modern 

nationalists draw of the politics of the period is the image that 

contemporary opponents of Union would have had them draw.  

 This persistence of the politics of the past is to some degree 

entirely one-sided. Certainly modern opponents of Scots nationalism 

would not draw on the tradition of historians such as Sir John Clerk of 
                                                 
1 See, for example, The Union of  1707: Why and How , by Paul Henderson Scott, a 
stunning denunciation of the Union published within the last year. 
2 P Hume Brown, The Legisl ati ve Union of  England and Sco tland: The Ford Lectures, 
Delivered i n Hil ary T erm,  1914 , p3 
3 Christopher Watley, in his uncommonly even-handed analysis òBought and Sold for 
English Gold?: Explaining the union of 1707ó, speculates that one of the reasons for the 
endurance of the image of the Scots politicians as venal is that nobody has an 
institutional interest in undermining it; modern Scots nationalists have an interest in 
portraying their ancestors as venal in order to deligitimize the Union, and the English 
have always wanted to portray the Scots as venal in order to vitiate their sense of 
superiority. Who, then, has an interest in undermining the myth? 
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Peniciuk, an ardent proponent of Union whose De Imper io Br itta nico 

made the somewhat astonishing argument that the entirety of British 

history constituted a struggle over who should have control of the 

everlasting British imperium, a struggle which was settled by the forging 

of union. Indeed, it would be difficult to find a passionate English 

opponent of Scots nationalism today. 

And yet, in a sense, this is not a one-sided persistence of the 

politics of the past; for, even in the early years of the eighteenth century, 

there was little debate over Union in England; and while the Scots debate 

was accompanied by a war of vitriolic pamphlets and an agitated and 

heated debate in Parliament, the English debate drew little interest, and 

little in the way of political controversy. That this was so, and that it 

remains so, is largely because of the underlying truth unveiled by the 

debate over Union: that Scotland was a weak state which could no longer 

survive economically on its own, and which in the end had little choice 

but to capitulate to the desires of the English. The controversy which 

brought about the Act of Union may have been triggered by the Scots, 

but Union itself was an Engl ish  project which solved Englandõs problem 

with the status quo while doing the minimum possible to assuage the 

Scots; and the Scots Parliament acceded to it not because it was bribed 

to, but because there was no other practical option on the table. 

§ 

 By the time of King Williamõs death in 1702, relations between the 

King and the Scots Parliament had deteriorated noticeably. Concomitant 

with this were deterioration in the relationship between the various 

factions in Parliament, and a worsening of relations between the Scots 

and the English (which, it must be said, had never been that good to 

begin with). Williamõs English ministers had long since reached the 
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conclusion that Scotland was ungovernable4, a conclusion which, if 

accurate, did nothing to improve any of the troubled relationships at 

issue. 

 One of the biggest problems was a sense of political grievance on 

the part of the Scots. Ever since the departure of James VI, it seems, the 

Scots had felt that their relationship with the King had diminished; the 

King was in London, and he listened to his English ministers, and the 

English Parliament, who were much more influential than their Scots 

compatriots. Indeed, the Scots Ministers of State were appointed by the 

King without Parliamentary consultation ð a state of affairs which would 

not have been tolerated in England ð and were widely perceived as being 

appointed by the King upon the adv ice of his Engl ish ministers . This 

created resentment against the King and against the English; that 

resentment was worsened by the habit the country party had of depicting 

the court party as English puppets.5 

 Growing in tandem with this sense of political grievance was a 

sense of economic grievance. England had been engaged in a series of 

wars throughout King Williamõs reign, and Scotland had been brought 

along for the ride; and while Englandõs economy prospered during these 

wars, Scotlandõs had not. While much of Scotlandõs trade was with 

England, a large share of it was with those countries with whom it now 

found itself at war; and that trade was cut off, to the detriment of the 

Scots farmer and craftsman both. Worse yet, while the English economy 

was bolstered by trade with the colonies, the Scots were barred from the 

English colonies by the Navigation Act of 1651. òIt was only true indeed 

that the Scots had become Englandõs slavesó, Sir John Clerk of Peniciuk 

                                                 
4 PWJ Riley,  The Union of  Engl and and Sco tland: A Study i n Anglo-Scots Politics of  the 
Eighteen th Ce ntury , p8. 
5 While it is probably true that some in the Country party honestly felt the Court party 
to be puppets of the English ministers, it is also undeniable that some of the Country 
party were using rhetoric of that sort to whip up popular support for themselves, as was 
to be amply demonstrated when some of those who held the Court party to be puppets 
were induced into the government and then ejected a year later. 
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was to write years after the fact, òsince they were denied not only their 

rights as fellow-Britains, but their rights under the Law of Nations. They 

could not live without trade, yet were hindered from practicing it by 

English embargoes and their own poverty.ó6 

 The economic and political resentment would have been 

problematic enough were it not for the rel igious issues. The Scots 

Presbyterians had hoped that King William, himself a Calvinist, would be 

more sympathetic to their cause than political reality in England allowed 

him to be; his lack of support for Puritanism left them disappointed. But 

King William was far better, in their estimation, than would be Queen 

Anne; for Anne was an Episcopalian, and they did not trust her to 

attempt to institute Episcopalianism in Scotland. Meanwhile, the few 

Scots Episcopalians bitterly resented the official status of the 

Presbyterian Kirk, and distrusted the Stuart leanings towards 

Catholicism; they hoped  that Anne would bring about the very changes 

that their Presbyterian brethren feared. Meanwhile, the remaining 

Catholics continued to support the deposed King James, and transferred 

that support to his son (the Old Pretender) upon his death; and, over 

time, many Episcopalians frustrated with official support for 

Presbyterianism in Scotland transferred their allegiance to the Old 

Pretender.  

 Between the religious tension, the political grievance against a 

King who was perceived to be controlled by the English, and the 

economic problems, Scots politics at the end of the seventeenth century 

was already turbulent; the turbulence was worsened by one of the key 

elements of the political settlement of 1689. For most of the preceding 

century, the Scots Parliament had been rendered irrelevant through tight 

royal control, exercised by a device known as the Committee of the Lords 

of the Articles. That Committee had been abolished in 1689, and the 
                                                 
6 Sir John Clerk of Penicuik, Extrac ts f rom His MS ôDe Imperio Britannicoõ, translated 
and edited by Douglas Duncan. p. 83.  
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ability of the Lord High Commissioner to the Parliament of Scotland (the 

Kingõs personal representative) to control debate was greatly weakened; 

and, as a result, there was an enormous upsurge in political activism. 

Parliament became a forum for complaint, a venue in which the 

frustrations of the Scots nobility could be heard, in which their distrust 

of the English and annoyance at their King could be voiced. A forum in 

which a consensus developed that the interests of Scotland were not 

being served by the personal union, and that a better way had to be 

found. 

§ 

 The death of King William, combined with the death of Prince 

William two years before, provided the Scots Parliament with the 

potential for a solution7. Prince Williamõs death meant that Queen Anne 

would have no direct heir; and, while the English Parliament had already 

determined ð at the request of King William ð that the throne would pass 

to Sophie of Hanover or her heirs, there was no legal reason which 

compelled the Scots Parliament to adopt the same plans for the throne of 

Scotland.  

In the eyes of the English, this was a crisis; it was absolu tely 

critical to the English that the throne of Scotland remain in the hands of 

the King of England. .ó8  England could not tolerate a truly independent 

Scotland because such a state presented a military threat; a Scotland 

allied, as it had been in the past, with France could well mean the end of 

England as a military power.  Some of the Scots realized this; included in 

their number was Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun, who wrote: òTheir 

situation is so contiguous, that one cannot be invaded but the other 

must be in danger; and if they were under different Princes, they might 

be in danger of invading each other.ó Yet even for those who understood 

                                                 
7 PH Scott, 1707: the U nion of  Scotland and Engl and in con tempor ary doc umen ts w ith  
commentary . 
8 Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun, Uni ted and Sep arate  Parli aments , p15. 
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that Scotland could not, as a practical matter, settle its crown on anyone 

other than the person selected by the English Parliament, there remained 

utility in the threat to do so; for if England could not tolerate a 

dissolution of personal union, surely the threat of such a dissolution 

could force England to address the grievances of the Scots. 

Between those who believed that personal union could be 

dissolved, and those who understood that it could not but saw gains to 

be made in the threat of such dissolution, there were enough to force the 

issue. They were unwittingly supported in that goal by a political misstep 

on the part of the Queen. 

 Scots law at the time of the death of King William required that, if 

Parliament were not in session when the King died, it must be 

summoned within twenty days. But, while the Engl ish  Parliament was 

summoned shortly after the death of King William, Anne did not summon 

the Scots Parliament within the twenty day window; she instead provided 

a letter of adjournment, postponing the meeting to the 26th of May9. 

When the Duke of Hamilton, a former Lord High Commissioner, went to 

London to protest this, the Queen and her English ministers insisted 

that the postponement was perfectly legal. 10 The result was that, when 

Parliament was eventually convened, Hamilton disclaimed the Parliament 

itself as illegitimate and walked out, along with seventy-four other 

members of Parliament. The issue of the legitimacy of that Parliament 

would continue to cloud the political debate throughout that year and 

into the next, and it considerably worsened already bad relations 

between the Scots and the Queen. 

 Those who remained behind when Hamilton walked out proceeded, 

after acknowledging Anne as their Queen, to deal with two major issues: 

the recognition of Sophie as Anneõs successor, and the granting of 

taxation to pay for the war. Parliament was able to pass taxation and 
                                                 
9 Riley,  p33 
10 Brown, p27. 
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supply for a limited period (although as many as half of the nationõs 

taxpayers refused to pay on the grounds that the Parliament which had 

passed the supply was illegitimate)11, but it was unable to settle the 

succession. Instead, the Parliament spent most of June wrangling over a 

proposal that all of the members of Parliament swear an abjuration of the 

Old Pretender, a measure which also failed to pass, and by the end of the 

month, the Lord High Commissioner, the Duke of Queensberry, 

determined that the best course of action would be to recess Parliament 

in the hopes that a recess would allow tempers to cool12. 

 He never got the chance to find out. In the interim, there was an 

election in England, and the combination of the election results and the 

preferences of the Queen saw a diminution in power of the Whigs who 

had been powerful in the administration of King William. Over the 

objections of Queensberry, the Queenõs new ministers convinced her that 

the recalcitrance of the Scots would be resolved by electing a new 

Parliament (the existing one had been sitting since 1689); accordingly, 

new elections were called, and the previous one never returned from its 

recess.  

 In some ways, this move was probably a good one; it took the sting 

out of Hamiltonõs complaint that the Parliament was illegitimate, and it 

provided an opportunity to reshuffle the offices of state. And yet, at the 

same time, it was a miscalculation; for the court partyõs numbers were 

significantly reduced in the new Parliament, and the coalition which had 

governed Scotland during King Williamõs reign was no longer sufficient to 

                                                 
11 George Lockhart of Carnwath, Memoirs an d Commentaries  upon the Aff air s of  
Scotland f rom 1702 to 1 715 . p14. 
12 The debate on the abjuration itself contains little of relevance to the Act of Union, but 
it is nonetheless an interesting story. On the surface, it makes little sense that, in a 
Presbyterian country which had twice within the last century revolted to prevent the 
King from establishing Catholicism, the political leadership could fail to p ass an act 
abjurin g all egiance to the heirs of  a deposed C atho lic K ing . That it did is a testament to 
the instability of the politics of the period; many were sufficiently dismayed at the 
potential for the continuance of the status quo that even a Catholic King seemed like he 
might be preferable to it. 
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carry the courtõs agenda through the Parliament. Anne and her ministers 

had replaced a weak governing coalition which had not been able to 

achieve its goals in the previous Parliament with an even weaker 

governing coalition which would not be able to achieve its goals in this 

Parliament. 

§ 

 The Parliament which met in May of 1703 was contentious from 

the beginning. The court party, acting on the instructions of Baron 

Godolphin, Queen Anneõs Secretary of State for Scots Affairs, had three 

goals; it wanted the meagre acts of the previous Parliament ð notably the 

confirmation of Anne as Queen ð to be retroactively confirmed as legal; it 

wanted the succession to be settled on Sophie; and it wanted the 

Parliament to vote for supply on a longer-term basis than the previous 

one had. It succeeded in one of these goals: the acts of the 1702 

Parliament were retroactively recognized as legal. The others were never 

even seriously put up for discussion, as Queensberry quickly lost control 

of the agenda to the country party. 

 The most dissident members of the country party, led by Andrew 

Fletcher of Saltoun, put forward a programme to impose substantive 

limitations on the power of the Queen. His program included provisions 

such as a requirement for annual Parliamentary elections, the automatic 

granting of royal sanction to laws passed by Parliament, and the 

devolution to Parliament of the power to make peace and war. Fletcherõs 

proposals would, in essence, have established the system of ceremonial 

monarchy which exists today; and it was vehemently opposed by the 

court party, which eventually succeeded in defeating it.  

 The court was not, however, able to defeat a portion of the 

proposal, which survived as the Act Anent War and Peace; it provided 

that, after the death of Queen Anne, no King should have the power to 
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make war without the consent of Parliament.13 Queensberry reluctantly 

granted royal assent, and debate then shifted to a proposal that, within 

twenty days after the death of Queen Anne, Parliament should be 

required to meet and select a successor, who could not be the same 

person as the person selected by the English Parliament to be King of 

England. The so-called òAct of Securityó which would have enacted this 

also specified that all government appointments would terminate with 

the death of the Queen; it would have, in a sense, established a blank 

slate, allowing the new Parliament to completely recreate the government 

as it saw fit.   

Queensberry was unable to prevent the Act from passing, but he 

refused to grant royal assent to it, and adjourned Parliament in order to 

give the court party time to figure out how to regain control before 

allowing debate to continue. 

 It was a difficult question: succession and supply had now twice 

been sent up before two different Parliaments, and twice failed, and the 

current Parliament seemed bent on a course that the Queen, and her 

English ministers, could not tolerate. The English ministers, 

underestimating the difficulty of the situation, blamed Queensberry; they 

were convinced that it was his incompetence which had allowed the 

Parliament to get out of control in the first place. So they replaced him 

with the Marquis of Tweeddale, who ð working in concert with Godolphin 

ð arranged the construction of the so-called òNew  Partyó. The idea was 

this: by selectively inviting members of the country party into the court, 

by showing them royal favor and lavishing them with royal gifts, it might 

be possible to bring enough of the nobility around, and then the 

Parliament would pass the courtõs agenda.  But the price of this policy 

was that Queensberry went into opposition, and he carried enough men 

                                                 
13 Lockhart, 37. 
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with him that, when Parliament was recalled, it remained impossible for 

the court to get its policy adopted.  

 Instead, when Parliament returned in 1704, it revived the Act of 

Security, with a minor modification: the ineligibility of the King of 

England to be the King of Scotland would be repealed, if  and  only  if the 

English Parliament granted the Scots free trade throughout the Empire.  

 This was no more acceptable to Anne than the previous yearõs Act 

of Security had been. Nevertheless, Tweeddale granted royal assent to 

the Act; he had been directed to do so as part of a compromise: 

Parliament would get assent to the Act of Security, and in exchange, the 

court would get parliamentary assent to taxation and supply. It had been 

more than two full years since King Williamõs death, and in the interim, 

supply had not been forthcoming from Scotland. This was a dangerous 

situation: the constitutional arrangements of the time required that the 

military forces in Scotland be paid for out of the Scots treasury, but the 

Scots treasury was empty, and the country was at war. Supply had, at 

this point, become more important for the court party than the 

succession, and the country party had used that to its advantage, 

refusing to grant supply unless the royal assent was granted to the Act of 

Security. 

 Still, the imprimatur of the royal assent on the Act of Security did 

not imply royal approval; still less did it imply the approval of the English 

Parliament. The royal displeasure was shown when Tweeddale was fired 

as Lord High Commissioner, the ònew partyó was kicked out of office, and 

the old court party was invited back in. The parliamentary displeasure 

was shown with the passage of the Alien Act of 1705. 

The Act of Security was perceived in England as a threat, and as a 

form of blackmail, made during wartime, when it could easily be 

characterized as treasonous. Accordingly, the Parliamentary reaction was 

also a threat, and a form of blackmail; the Alien Act of 1705 specified 

that, in the event that the throne of Scotland and the throne of England 
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should not pass to the same King, all Scots would be considered aliens 

under English law (thereby making it impossible for them to inherit 

territory in England. In addition, the Alien Act of 1705 demanded that 

the Scots appoint commissioners to negotiate the creation of a 

permanent union between England and Scotland; and it specified that, 

should the Scots fail to do so by the end of 1705, it would become illegal 

to import most goods into England from Scotland. 

§ 

 The adoption of the Alien Act of 1705 was the decisive step which 

made an Act of Union inevitable. The Scots had, figuratively speaking, 

thrown down their gauntlet by declaring that if they did not get what 

they wanted, personal union would end; the English were now throwing 

down their gauntlet in response, declaring that, if they did not get a 

perpetual union between England and Scotland, they would destroy what 

was left of the Scots economy. Scots opinion was outraged that the 

English would contemplate such a thing; but there was absolutely no 

question but that they had the power to do it. The Alien Act of 1705 

forced the Scots Parliament to consider the price which England could 

force them to pay for separation; and it was an aversion to paying that 

price which caused them to agree to discuss a permanent union with 

England. A ban on imports was just as unacceptable to the Scots, if not 

more so, than a dissolution of personal union was to the English. 

 Still, the Alien Act did not specify what  form a union between 

England and Scotland must take, and that was the crux of the debate 

within Scotland over the coming year: should there be an incorpor ating 

union, in which the Parliaments of the two countries were merged into 

one, and a single legal regime established for both? Or should there be a 

looser union, more akin to confederalism, in which both retained 

Parliaments and the right to legislate for certain ends, while certain other 

decisions were to be taken in common? If the latter, how could rules be 

embedded into the structure of the confederation to ensure that the 
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subordinate position of Scotland could be remedied? And, if the former, 

how could the security of the Kirk be preserved against the Episcopalian-

dominated united Parliament?  

 These were the questions with which the pamphleteers concerned 

themselves in the early months of 1705, as the Scots Parliament. Some 

wandered further afield, arguing that Scotland had no economic future 

on its own, and that its choices were in practice to select a union with 

England or a union with some other power, and that England at least 

valued liberty, and would, as a protestant power, be more likely to 

preserve the Kirk than would other powers14. By the time Parliament 

met, a consensus had formed among the country party, to support a 

non-incorporating, federalist union, under the theory that this would 

best preserve the Kirk; Godolphin, on the other hand, had directed the 

court party to support an incorporating union, on the theory that a 

federalist union was an insufficient guarantee of a permanent settlement.   

 The court partyõs preferred mechanism for achieving this was 

through a resolution authorizing the Queen to appoint commissioners to 

negotiate a treaty. This was understood by the opposition to be 

something of a joke; if the Queen appointed both the English and the 

Scots commissioners, in what sense could the negotiations be called 

negotiations? Would they not be largely a done deal, settling on whatever 

it was the Queen wanted? Both the country party and the ònew partyó, 

having reconstituted itself in opposition, opposed this proposal, and they 

seemed set to defeat it until ð after, it is said, promising that he would 

not do so ð the Duke of Hamilton unexpectedly called for a vote on the 

proposal and, worse yet, supported it. The measure carried, and the 

Queen was authorized to appoint commissioners to negotiate with her 

commissioners. 

                                                 
14 PH Scott, op cit.  
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 It remains unclear why the Duke of Hamilton changed course. 

Contemporary opponents of union reviled him as having been bribed to 

do it, a charge which is maintained by nationalists today; supporters of 

union had no explanation. Certainly his conduct was suspicious, and he 

neither explained it subsequently nor supported the treaty negotiated by 

the commissioners who were appointed as a result of his intervention. In 

the entire panoply of nationalist complaints about the process leading to 

the Act of Union, this is the strongest: the Duke of Hamilton, at a critical 

moment, supported a measure whose effect was detrimental to his cause, 

and no explanation was forthcoming. 

 Yet the weakness of the complaint is this: while it is clear in 

retrospect that allowing the Queen to appoint the commissioners who 

negotiated the treaty was a mistake, and while there were those who 

argued against it on those grounds, it is not a certain thing that it was 

clear to Hamilton that it was a mistake. It is possible to imagine his 

intervention as a tactical decision, undertaken in the belief that it would 

strengthen opposition to the union, by producing a treaty which was so 

obviously one-sided that the Scots Parliament could never accede to it. 

Such a motive could not have been expressed publically as part of the 

debate over appointing commissioners, lest it undermine the goal; and it 

is hardly unthinkable for an experienced politician such as Hamilton. It 

is at least as plausible as the assertion that Hamilton was offered, and 

accepted, a bribe. In any event, absent evidence from either Hamiltonõs 

financial records or his words, either explanation is speculative. 

§ 

 The commissioners appointed by the Queen of Scotland met with 

the commissioners appointed by the Queen of England and, as predicted 

by Scots opponents of the act authorizing her to appoint them, produced 

a treaty with remarkably little debate.  The treaty consisted of twenty-five 

articles which provided for an incorporating union: both England and 

Scotland were to be dissolved and replaced with Great Britain, whose 
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Parliament should consist of the entirety of the English Commons and 

Lords, plus forty-five members in Commons from Scotland and 16 

members in Lords from Scotland. The two countries together would form 

a single economic zone, with free trade within; but the same customs 

duties would apply uniformly throughout the new country, although 

exemptions were made for certain goods (particularly salt) for a limited 

time. To compensate Scotland for assuming a share of the English debt 

(which would be inherited by the united country), Scotland was to receive 

an enormous payment in money, amounting (it is estimated) to ¼ of the 

countryõs liquid capital15. The Scots court system would remain separate, 

as would existing Scots law unless later amended by Parliament, but 

there was no provision, one way or the other, about the future of the 

Kirk. 

The reaction in Scotland was dismal. Large crowds gathered in 

Edinburgh to protest, the protests developed into riots16, and members of 

Parliament known to be affiliated with the court party were assaulted in 

Edinburgh pubs. Protests were reported in the other major cities, and 

copies of the treaty were ritually burned in effigy in Dumfries17.  

Parliament assembled to debate and ratify the treaty in an atmosphere of 

fear, in the face of popular discontent and the opposition of the Kirk.  

Yet the treaty passed. The debate was long and rancorous; the 

twenty-five articles were each voted on ind ividu all y, with a heated debate 

led by the opponents of the treaty, whose plight became more desperate 

and whose rhetoric became more outlandish as each article passed. Still, 

the most significant outcome of the debate came before the first article 

was adopted: the Kirk was, in essence, placated with a separate act, 

attached to the treaty by Act of Parliament, ensuring the eternal 

independence of the Kirk from the control of the new Parliament, and 

                                                 
15 Riley, 238. 
16 Lockhart, 163. 
17 PH Scott, 55. 
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ensuring freedom to practice religion under the governance of the Kirk. 

This was mediated somewhat by a clause insisting that, as 

Presbyterianism would be tolerated in England, so too must 

Episcopalianism be tolerated in Scotland; but as England was the more 

powerful partner, and the act also provided that membership in the 

minority religion would not be a bar to public service, the overall effect of 

this act was to assuage the objection of the Kirk: the Kirk was never a 

strong suppor ter of the Act of Union, but these guarantees meant that it 

would not stand in the way. 

Once the Kirk was brushed aside, organized opposition within 

Parliament fell to the leaders of the country party, to the Duke of 

Hamilton and to Fletcher of Saltoun and Lockhart of Carnwath; and they 

argued vociferously against the treaty. 

Certainly there were debates about the particulars; the particulars 

of trade left many who made their money through trade discontented 

with the prospect of free import of cheaper English goods, and there was 

bitter opposition to the notion of a uniform tax regime (on the grounds 

that Scots could not afford to pay what the English could). But these 

were arguments about detai ls , conducted with the assumption that the 

treaty itself was a good idea; and the gist of the argument put forward by 

those opposed to the treaty itself was that it constituted the abolition of 

Scotland. In his recollection of the debate, Sir John Clerk of Peniciuk 

described the leading arguments against as being essentially nationalist 

in character; he summarized them as: 

òFor many ages past, our estates have met and debated with the 

single goal of leaving Scotland in a better state than they found it. They 

have legislated for the honour, glory, and majesty of the Kings of 

Scotland, and for the welfare, peace, prosperity, and rights of the Scots 

people. Why then is our single aim now to surrender disgracefully 
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everything cherished by our ancestors and all free men, spurning and 

ignoring the wishes of those who put the Kingdom in our care?ó18 

And yet, the proponents responded, what choice had they? 

Scotland was already dependent on England, and key decisions about 

Scots politics had long since devolved on London. òThis union, you say, 

is a shameful surrender of the name of Scotland. Has Scotland, I would 

ask, had any name since the union of crownsó19, the Earl of Stair argued.  

Absent an incorporating union or dissolution of the personal union, the 

key decisions would continue to be taken in London; and dissolution of 

the personal union would never be acceptable to the English, who had 

the military and economic power to enforce their desires. At least with an 

incorporating union, Scotland would have some power and influence; 

without it, it would have none. As later historians would describe the 

situation, òthe true state of the matter was, whether Scotland should 

continue subject to an English ministry without trade or be subject to an 

English parliament with tradeó20; and an English Parliament with some 

Scots influence, and trade to boot, was far preferable to the alternative. 

So, in the end, the Act of Union was adopted by the Scots 

Parliament (and then, with virtually no debate, by the English), and 

Scotland was abolished as an independent state. Ironically, a crisis 

which had begun when the restive Scots Parliament attempted to 

disassociate Scotland from England ended with the merger of the two. 

Not, as modern critics would have it, because the Parliament was bribed; 

but because the military and financial power lay with England, and 

England would not tolerate a potential threat on its northern frontier. 

Once that was clear, the Scots Parliament had little choice: it could 

engage in discussions about union with England, on terms of debate 

                                                 
18 Clerk, 109. 
19 Clerk, 115. 
20 Riley, 217 
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controlled by the English; or it could face the consequences to Scotland 

of failing to do so. It chose the lesser of two evils21. 

                                                 
21 Brown, 10 
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