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Abstract
For centuries, Scottish national identity was shaped through 
narratives dominated by masculine heroism, political 
rebellion, and historical myth-making. In recent decades, 
however, women writers have redefined the contours of 
Scottish literature by reclaiming silenced histories and 
introducing feminist perspectives that challenge patriarchal, 
religious, and national hierarchies. This paper examines how 
authors such as Liz Lochhead, Jackie Kay, Janice Galloway, 
Ali Smith, and Denise Mina employ narrative, poetry, and 
performance to recover women’s experiences from the 
margins of history. It argues that contemporary Scottish 
feminist writing transforms the nation’s literary landscape by 
blending personal and political voices, reconstructing cultural 
memory, and asserting alternative forms of belonging and 
identity.
Introduction: Rethinking Nation Through Gender
The reemergence of feminist voices in Scottish literature since 
the late twentieth century marks a significant transformation 
in national consciousness. Historically, Scotland’s literary 
canon—from Burns to Scott, Stevenson to MacDiarmid—
privileged male perspectives that equated the nation with 
masculine valour, sacrifice, and stoicism. Women’s roles were 
often confined to symbolic figures—the muse, the martyr, or 
the mother of the nation—rather than as agents of cultural 
production.
As critic Sarah Dunnigan observes, “Scottish women’s writing 
has long been haunted by absence—an absence not of creativity 
but of recognition” (Dunnigan 7). The feminist movement of 
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the 1970s, coupled with devolution-era politics, created new 
spaces for women to articulate their stories. By interrogating 
both nationalism and patriarchy, Scottish women writers 
have offered alternative histories that complicate notions of 
identity, power, and belonging.
The feminist reimagining of Scotland is not merely a literary 
gesture; it is a political act of reclamation. Through poetry, 
fiction, and drama, women writers reinterpret the nation’s 
myths, question its exclusions, and envision more inclusive 
futures. This paper explores how five major figures—Liz 
Lochhead, Jackie Kay, Janice Galloway, Ali Smith, and 
Denise Mina—use language and narrative form to challenge 
traditional historiography and reconstruct Scottish identity 
from a feminist perspective.
Liz Lochhead: The Poet as Reclaimer
Liz Lochhead, Scotland’s former Makar (national poet), 
stands at the forefront of feminist re-interpretation. Her work 
reclaims female agency from the confines of myth, folklore, 
and literary tradition. In collections such as Dreaming 
Frankenstein (1984) and The Colour of Black and White (2003), 
Lochhead revisits canonical figures—from Mary Queen of 
Scots to Shakespeare’s women—infusing them with modern 
sensibility and political edge.
In Mary Queen of Scots Got Her Head Chopped Off (1987), 
Lochhead rewrites the national narrative through a female 
lens. The play juxtaposes the fates of Mary and Elizabeth I 
to expose the intersection of gender and power in history. 
Through the character of La Corbie, a crow-like narrator 
who speaks in Scots dialect, Lochhead reclaims the oral 
storytelling tradition as an instrument of resistance. The 
use of Scots—a language marginalized alongside women’s 
voices—symbolizes a double rebellion against patriarchal 
and linguistic oppression.
As Roderick Watson notes, Lochhead’s feminism is 
inseparable from her nationalism: “Her assertion of the 
Scots tongue parallels her recovery of women’s language 
and experience” (Watson 94). By restoring voice to silenced 
women and suppressed dialects, Lochhead reframes the 
nation as plural, performative, and inclusive.
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Jackie Kay: Identity, Race, and the Polyphonic Nation
Jackie Kay’s writing extends feminist discourse into 
intersections of race, sexuality, and diaspora. Born to a 
Scottish mother and Nigerian father and raised by white 
adoptive parents in Glasgow, Kay’s very identity defies the 
homogenizing tendencies of traditional Scottish nationalism. 
Her work—spanning poetry (The Adoption Papers, 1991), 
fiction (Trumpet, 1998), and memoir (Red Dust Road, 2010)—
celebrates multiplicity and questions the boundaries of 
belonging.
In Trumpet, Kay fictionalizes the life of Joss Moody, a Black 
Scottish jazz musician whose death reveals that he was 
biologically female. The novel, narrated through multiple 
perspectives, dismantles binary constructions of gender and 
identity. Through this act of narrative ventriloquism, Kay 
queers both Scottishness and womanhood.
Kay’s poetic voice is equally subversive. The Adoption Papers 
presents three interwoven female voices—birth mother, 
adoptive mother, and daughter—each expressing love, loss, 
and identity from a different standpoint. The multiplicity of 
voices mirrors the hybrid identity of contemporary Scotland: 
multiethnic, feminist, and fluid.
As Carla Sassi argues, Kay “offers a vision of Scottishness 
beyond blood, beyond gender, beyond the limiting 
narratives of nation” (Sassi 63). Her feminist intervention 
lies in embracing otherness not as threat but as the essence of 
modern Scottish identity.
Janice Galloway: The Interior Nation
Janice Galloway’s fiction delves into the psychological 
landscapes of women constrained by social and emotional 
expectations. Her debut novel The Trick Is to Keep Breathing 
(1989) explores the mental fragmentation of Joy Stone, a 
schoolteacher navigating grief, depression, and alienation. 
Galloway’s fragmented narrative form—interspersing prose 
with lists, quotations, and inner monologue—reflects the 
fractured consciousness of women silenced by societal norms.
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Critic Linden Peach describes Galloway’s style as “a feminist 
phenomenology of despair” (Peach 118). Yet despair in 
her fiction is never purely nihilistic; it becomes an act of 
revelation, a means of exposing the psychic cost of gendered 
repression. In Clara (2002), a biographical novel about the 
19th-century pianist Clara Schumann, Galloway recovers the 
female artist from the margins of history. Clara’s struggle for 
creative autonomy against patriarchal expectations mirrors 
that of Scottish women writers seeking recognition within a 
male-dominated canon.
Through Galloway’s introspective realism, the personal 
becomes political. Her protagonists’ inner turmoil reflects 
the nation’s broader search for wholeness—psychological, 
cultural, and historical. The domestic sphere, traditionally 
dismissed as private, becomes the stage for feminist resistance 
and national redefinition.
Ali Smith: Play, Temporality, and the Feminist Imagination
Ali Smith’s fiction represents one of the most innovative 
feminist interventions in contemporary Scottish writing. 
Her narrative style—fragmentary, playful, and self-aware—
challenges linear temporality and fixed identity. Smith’s 
novels Hotel World (2001), How to Be Both (2014), and Autumn 
(2016) blur the boundaries between genders, generations, and 
genres.
In How to Be Both, Smith intertwines the stories of a modern 
teenage girl and a Renaissance painter, Francesco del Cossa, 
who transcends gender binaries. The novel’s structure—
published in two interchangeable versions—embodies the 
feminist principle of multiplicity. As Elaine Morley notes, 
Smith’s narrative “refuses the authority of sequence and 
hierarchy, privileging simultaneity and connection” (Morley 
207).
Smith’s feminism is subtle yet radical. Rather than declaring 
ideology, she enacts it formally—through polyphonic 
structure, narrative inversion, and empathetic fluidity. Her 
characters, often outsiders or observers, question norms of 
identity, belonging, and storytelling itself.
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In Autumn, Smith situates feminist concerns within the political 
landscape of Brexit-era Britain. The novel’s fragmented 
dialogues between a young woman and her elderly friend 
meditate on art, memory, and moral consciousness. Here, 
feminism merges with humanism: the capacity to listen, to 
imagine, and to connect across difference.
Denise Mina: Feminist Noir and the Gothic City
While Lochhead, Kay, and Smith transform the lyrical and 
philosophical dimensions of Scottish feminism, Denise Mina 
brings it to the gritty realism of crime fiction. Her novels—
especially Garnethill (1998), Exile (2000), and The End of the 
Wasp Season (2011)—redefine the traditionally masculine 
genre of detective fiction through feminist and working-class 
perspectives.
Mina’s protagonist Maureen O’Donnell, a survivor of 
abuse, navigates Glasgow’s underworld while confronting 
corruption, violence, and institutional misogyny. The city 
becomes a Gothic labyrinth—dark, oppressive, yet ultimately 
survivable. Through Maureen, Mina dismantles the trope of 
the “fallen woman,” replacing victimhood with agency.
As Gill Plain notes, Mina’s crime fiction “reclaims the moral 
authority of the Gothic heroine, but places her in the real 
streets of post-industrial Scotland” (Plain 142). Her feminism 
is intersectional: addressing gender, class, and trauma within 
the broader framework of social justice.
Mina’s engagement with crime, poverty, and female 
resilience situates feminist writing firmly within Scotland’s 
urban and political realities. In doing so, she demonstrates 
that the feminist project is not only about voice but also about 
visibility—about reclaiming public space as much as private 
narrative.
Feminist Revisions of History and Myth
A unifying feature of contemporary Scottish women’s writing 
is the revision of history and myth. By retelling traditional 
narratives from women’s perspectives, these writers challenge 
the patriarchal foundations of Scottish historiography. 
Lochhead’s rewriting of Mary Stuart, Galloway’s revival of 
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Clara Schumann, and Kay’s reconfiguration of Black and 
queer identity all function as acts of historical recovery.
Moreover, these revisions engage with the very form of 
storytelling. As Angela McCarthy observes, “Scottish feminist 
writers destabilize not only the content but also the structure 
of history—refusing closure, linearity, and teleology” 
(McCarthy 88). Their narratives often adopt circular or 
fragmented patterns, echoing women’s lived experiences and 
resisting masculine models of progress.
By fusing personal memory with collective history, feminist 
writers reconstruct a Scotland that is polyphonic rather 
than monolithic. History becomes a conversation, not a 
chronicle—a process of listening as much as narrating.
Language, Nation, and the Feminist Voice
Language itself becomes a site of feminist struggle. Lochhead’s 
reclamation of Scots, Kay’s lyrical blending of dialects, 
and Smith’s fluid syntax all demonstrate how linguistic 
experimentation can resist authority. The use of Scots or 
hybrid Englishes destabilizes cultural hierarchies, asserting 
authenticity and inclusivity.
This linguistic plurality also mirrors Scotland’s post-
devolution ethos—a recognition of multiplicity within unity. 
Feminist writing thus aligns with national self-determination, 
not as separatism but as pluralism. The act of speaking 
differently becomes an assertion of being differently.
As Anne Varty succinctly puts it, “To write in Scots as a 
woman is not merely to speak, but to shout across centuries of 
silencing” (Varty 56). The feminist voice in Scottish literature, 
therefore, is not just expressive—it is insurgent.
Conclusion: Toward a Feminist Future for Scottish Letters
The feminist interventions of Scottish women writers have 
transformed both the aesthetics and politics of national 
literature. By giving voice to the marginalized—women, 
queer identities, racial minorities—they redefine what 
Scotland means and who it represents.
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These writers remind us that the nation, like gender, is a 
construct—one continually rewritten through narrative. The 
recovery of women’s stories is not an addition to Scottish 
history but a re-foundation of it. Through humour, anger, 
empathy, and experimentation, feminist authors have 
opened the national imagination to new forms of community, 
solidarity, and creativity.
In the words of Liz Lochhead: “We mak oor ain myths noo” 
(Lochhead, Dreaming Frankenstein 88).
This declaration encapsulates the spirit of contemporary 
Scottish feminism: self-defined, self-articulated, and self-
renewing. In reclaiming myth, language, and history, women 
writers ensure that Scotland’s story—like their own—remains 
unfinished, alive, and fiercely inclusive.
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