INTRODUCTION

Until relatively recently, the Restoration era was one of the murkier
corners of Scottish history. Previous studies of Scotland in the reign
of Charles II (of which there have been a limited few) have tended to
focus exclusively on the religious conflict between presbyterian dis-
senters and a government-supported episcopal church, as if this was
the only subject-matter of note for historians of the Restoration
period. Until the latter half of the twentieth century, it was Robert
Wodrow’s portrayal of an age of brutality, in which the people were
involved in a godly struggle in defence of presbyterianism, that dom-
inated the bulk of research.! Whereas Wodrow did much to establish
the covenanting tradition of martyrdom, it was later published
accounts which inexorably linked the Restoration period with reli-
gious persecution in the popular imagination. The emergence of the
Free Church of Scotland in the mid-nineteenth century prompted a
plethora of sympathetic and hagiographical biographies of perse-
cuted covenanters, which for some years remained the dominant
output concerning the Restoration. Whilst contemporaneous episco-
palian writers challenged such an interpretation, the unerring con-
centration on the ecclesiastical dimension of the Restoration period
only served to confirm an entrenched view of the era as one marked
solely by fanatical rebellion and state oppression.?

The publication in the early twentieth century of a number of
biographies of the chief political figures of the period — such as
W. C. Mackenzie’s partisan study of the historical reputation of John
Maitland, second earl and first duke of Lauderdale, Andrew Lang’s
commentary on the career of Sir George Mackenzie of Rosehaugh,
lord advocate, and John Willcock’s life of Archibald Campbell, ninth
earl of Argyll — were to be welcomed, even if they also showed signs
of the religious bias that had marked so many previous studies of the
Restoration era.? It was not until the 1960s, coinciding with a general
renaissance in Scottish historical writing, that a number of studies
reconsidered the Restoration period in much less emotive terms,
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although these too were similarly focused on ecclesiastical matters.
Nevertheless, lan Cowan’s revisionist appraisal of the later phase of
the covenanting movement did much to advance a more balanced his-
torical understanding of government policy on religious dissent,
eschewing mawkish sentimentality in favour of a more dispassionate
approach.* The lone pioneering efforts of Julia Buckroyd in the 1970s
and 1980s, specifically focusing on the remarkable fluctuations
between repression and conciliation which marked government strat-
egy in the years 1661-81, likewise provided fresh insight into the
political alliances of the period, convincingly arguing that ecclesiasti-
cal policy had less to do with religious convictions than with political
power struggles within the Restoration regime.’

Apart from a recent number of historical accounts of the
Restoration which include Scotland as part of a ‘three-kingdoms’
approach to British history, there has been no comprehensive pub-
lished attempt to study political events in Charles II’s northern
kingdom from a non-Anglocentric perspective.® In 1994, Allan
Macinnes and Michael Lynch identified several conspicuous lacunae
in the study of Scottish history, ‘none more striking than the “black
hole” in the Restoration period.”” In the intervening period, some
valuable work has been produced that has done much to shift the
focus away from traditionalist studies of religious dissent. A number
of articles on particular aspects of Restoration politics, such as gov-
ernment policy towards the Highlands and a brief study of the origins
of the opposition to Lauderdale in the parliamentary session of 1673,
whilst illuminating, have tended to raise more questions than
provide answers.® Perhaps the most useful work undertaken recently
on Scotland in the reigns of Charles Il and James VII has been by
Clare Jackson, whose detailed and intelligent reconstruction of
late-seventeenth-century intellectual culture, particularly regarding
royalist ideas and theories, has injected Restoration history with a
much needed dose of political thought.’

Nevertheless, despite the past decade witnessing a renewed inter-
est in the study of Scottish parliamentary history in particular, the
Restoration period has not been well served by current published his-
toriography.'® For example, John Young’s exhaustive account of the
political and constitutional development of the mid-seventeenth-
century Scottish parliament ends at 1661, albeit with a short analysis
of the first session of the newly restored parliament.!! Although the
role and significance of the Scottish parliament has been briefly dis-
cussed in the aforementioned British studies of Charles II’s reign, the
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institution has often been unfavourably contrasted with its English
equivalent and subsequently dismissed as feeble and ineffective in
comparison. For example, Tim Harris, despite seeking to promote a
more inclusive and integrated British approach in his recent study of
Charles II’s kingdoms, seems content to sum up Scotland’s parliament
as a ‘relatively weak institution, unable to offer the same sort of coun-
terbalance to the political authority of the crown as their English
counterparts.’'? Such a view has been endorsed by Scottish historians
themselves, with the Restoration Scottish parliament being described
as ‘pliant’ and ‘emasculated’ because it passed legislation to
strengthen the powers of the crown.!?

As a result of the limitations identified in currently published histo-
riography, it is still Robert Rait’s 1924 book on the Scottish parliament
that remains essential reading on constitutional matters, even though
this thematic study devotes only thirteen pages to the period
1660-85."* For the modern reader, however, Rait’s generally harsh and
Whiggish conclusions about the Scottish parliament’s historical signif-
icance, derived once again from comparisons with its English counter-
part, mars what still remains the only attempt at a general history of
the institution. If Rait is to be believed, Scotland’s parliament ‘never
established the claim upon national gratitude and reverence which, at
the date of the union, Englishmen proudly acknowledged to be the
inheritance of the two houses that sat at Westminster.” Nor, according
to Rait, did it ‘give to the world that example of, and inspiration to,
representative government which is perhaps the greatest English con-
tribution to the development of civilization’. In attempting to justify his
very reasons for studying the institution at all, Rait concluded that,
despite ‘its defects and its impotence’, the Scottish parliament had value
chiefly as a historical ‘curiosity’, if nothing more.!’

Rait’s unflattering assessment of the historical significance of the
Scottish parliament was so effective that it killed off interest in the
subject for much of the last century. It was not until the late twenti-
eth century that systematic attempts were made to question Rait’s
judgements and rescue the reputation of the early modern Scottish
parliament. This revisionist approach, best seen in the work of David
Stevenson, Julian Goodare and John Young amongst others, revealed
the hitherto overlooked complexity and highly developed nature
of the institutional processes at work in the late-sixteenth to mid-
seventeenth-century parliament.'® Building on these foundations, a
recent reassessment of the early history of parliament undertaken by
Roland Tanner and other late medievalists has prompted a radical
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rethinking of the respective power of the estates between the thir-
teenth and sixteenth centuries, comprehensively deconstructing the
notion that assemblies in late medieval times were wholly passive
affairs, controlled entirely by the monarch, and instead demonstrat-
ing that a robust and developed parliament played a significant role
in government and often kept the crown in check.!” As a result of this
reappraisal of parliament’s historical significance, the new shared
consensus is that the Scottish estates were at least as powerful as many
comparable European institutions, if not more so.

Despite the recent renaissance in the study of Scottish constitu-
tional history, the role and function of parliament under Charles II
has until now awaited a detailed study. This book therefore seeks not
only to provide an analysis of the political and legislative role of the
estates throughout the Restoration era, but an explanation of why
they were called together, who attended and what they did. Individual
sessions of parliaments have been placed in the context of the time in
which they sat. Only then is it possible to ascertain if the predomi-
nant and traditional view of the Scottish parliament as a weak and
ineffective institution is a well-deserved assessment or an unfairly
harsh one.
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