
Teenagers in Love 

 

 

In 1814, Isabella Smellie, then twenty-years old, was investigated by the Scottish prosecutor 

for bigamy. In her statement to the authorities, she told of getting married at seventeen, 

‘persuaded by her friends to marry [George] Angus whom they at the time understood to be a 

good match’.1 She agreed to do so, despite the fact that ‘from her infancy’ she had ‘formed 

strong attachments’ to another young man named Thomas Scot. Angus was considerably 

older than her and thought to be wealthy. After moving in with him however, she learned that 

he was deeply in debt and her livelihood threatened. Her family agreed it was wiser for her to 

return to her parent’s home, whilst Angus, fleeing his debtors, left the country. After some 

time, Smellie went through a clandestine marriage with Thomas Scot. When her family 

learned of this, they agreed she could move in with this second husband, which she did until 

the Scottish Kirk (the Church of Scotland) learned of this immorality and demanded they 

separate.  

Unfortunately for the local minister, Alexander Forrester, shortly before these events, 

a man, John Ritchie, in the same village had similarly set up home with a second wife, 

arguing that his first marriage was invalid as they had never consummated the relationship or 

lived together. If the latter was true, the first claim seemed unlikely. The Kirk Session 

however decided not to pursue the case, allowing Ritchie to remain with his second wife, at 

least in part because this marriage had a child. As Smellie pointed out in her statement for the 

court: ‘they conceived that no notice would be taken of the first marriage on account of the 

parties having separated of consent and they knowing that John Ritchie a wright in Linton 

had married two women in the neighbourhood both of whom are alive’. If the Kirk disagreed, 
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the prosecutor did not, noting ‘I am inclined to think the charge had better be dropped. There 

was no imposition practiced by her on Scott & if the first husband was a blackguard what can 

she do better that live with the 2??’ 

Bigamy was not a problem distinctive to young people, but Smellie’s testimony raised 

several points – we might call them tropes – that appeared in the testimonies of young people 

that came before the courts. The first was an acknowledgement of her youth at the time of 

events – usually given as an age, in this case 17; the second was the suggestion of youth as a 

time of contest between family and community, and independent child, often, as here, 

depicted as negotiation between family pragmatism and emotional connection; the third is the 

suggestion that youth is a time of disorder or chaos that needs to be accounted for in judging 

such behaviour; and finally youth as period of an imperfect knowing, perhaps seen here in 

Smellie’s strident claim that if one man can dissolve an unsatisfactory marriage and live with 

a second, then so could she. This situating of youth as this moment of difference – of 

becoming – reflected ideas about childhood and adolescence for eighteenth-century Scots and 

the capacities of youth to engage in adult activities – where making marriage is perhaps one 

of the most striking. 

The age of consent for marriage in law was twelve for girls and fourteen for boys, but 

in practice the Scottish legal community – and likely everyone else too – was uncomfortable 

with making marriage so young. When deciding on the validity of the marriages of twelve 

year olds (which appear to be quite rare), some lawyers even argued that in practice no-one 

believed girls could consent before fourteen; others thought puberty a key indicator of 

readiness to wed.2 In practice, it was frequently agreed that before the age of majority – 

twenty-one – a promise of marriage was not binding on a young person, unless subsequently 
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followed by consummation and cohabitation.3 This followed standard contract law, where 

contracts signed by people under 21 could be contested if they were shown to be flawed.4 

Yet, as Smellie discovered, marriage was the one contract that young people could and did 

enter into without much remark. If twelve was too young, seventeen was not an exceptional 

age to marry. In doing so however, she engaged in an activity that clearly acted as a site of 

tension for the Scottish community, a significant contractual decision made by those who had 

not yet achieved maturity. And thus a space where discussions of youthfulness could be 

brought into legal consideration when making judgements.  

This paper explores how ‘teenagers’ in modern parlance – those between the ages of 

ten and twenty-one – negotiated the emotional norms of their community around romantic 

love, and how that inflected on ideas of youth and ‘becoming’ within this community. 

Following a performative model of emotion – where emotion is something we do, rather than 

pre-existing performance – I am interested in understanding how ideas of youthfulness and 

love intersect and inform each other in the production of a ‘youthful romantic love’.5 Whilst 

acknowledging the multiple and competing cultural discourses for love in eighteenth-century 

Scotland, I am less interested in understanding how or whether young people’s experiences of 

love relate to a normative concept of love (whichever that may be), than I am in accessing 

love as part of an intersectional human experience where emotion is shaped by self, identity 

and social positioning. In doing so, I am also interested in the role of social and physical 

development in the production of emotional communities, acknowledging childhood and 
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youth as a state of recognised difference, both for us and during the period itself, whilst 

seeking to avoid locating the body or biological as primary to the experience of emotion. 

It was not just law courts that recognised youth as a distinct period of life in the 

eighteenth century. Eighteenth-century philosophers, particularly those interested in 

rationality, opined on childhood as a state where reason was nascent, becoming or imperfect. 

They saw youth as period where rational capacity was honed and perfected, considering the 

implications for education and learning.6 Theologians too worried about youth. There was 

significant contest across theological divides about the implications of infancy for salvation – 

how could children be saved if they could not make a choice to follow God? Some resolved 

this with concepts like infant baptism, limbo, or the covenant. Teenagers however continued 

to cause headaches; they were old enough to be responsible for their own salvation but could 

lack the capacity to make good moral decisions.7 Thus, youth should be particularly subject 

to parental care and oversight, as they traversed this morally-challenging period of life – an 

interesting problem given that for most people, this was also a period of leaving the family 

home and beginning training or work in other households.8 

That adolescence is a time for love – and particularly a love that is distinctive in being 

all-encompassing and irrational – is a European trope that long precedes the eighteenth 

century. If such love did not always end well, as Romeo and Juliet alerts us, and produced 

considerable social anxiety, it was often admired for its tragic passion.9 Smellie’s claim to 

have ‘formed strong attachments’ from ‘her infancy’ was a call to this romantic imaginary, 

one made by others in her situation. John Braid justified his bigamous marriage to Janet Rollo 
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by noting he had known her ‘since she was a child’.10 The Biblical suggestion to ‘Rejoice in 

the wife of your youth’, perhaps gave particular weight to the loves and marriages of early 

life.11 Youthful love however was situated as one amongst several competing loves in 

eighteenth-century Scotland.  

Romantic love, for early modern Scots, was a feeling that could be evoked by sex, 

desire, attraction, time spent together and accompanied by a wide social apparatus, 

encompassing courtship rituals, family and community, as well underpinned by economic 

necessities. It was an emotion that caused a physical reaction in the body and the mind to be 

distracted. Love was the word used to describe people’s emotional investment in their sexual 

and marital relationships. It was identified in individualized terms, as a feeling created 

between individuals, and yet a feeling that drew in the complex social networks that 

individuals were located within and could lead to a marriage that was the basis of community. 

In this way, love acted as a mechanism to tie individuals into their communities, creating an 

emotional investment in social order. Constituted as part of a network that extended the 

couple into relation with family, communities and nations, romantic love was inscribed with 

the gendered and classed power dynamics of broader society. Love reinforced patriarchal 

norms that subordinated women and their desires to men, promoting female obedience and 

male power.12 Youthful love in contrast could act to challenge normative models of romantic 

love, a disorderly potential that was closely connected to the status of young people as lovers. 

It is this disorderly love that I explore in this paper. 
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The Independent Child 

 

Youth was a time when children learned to be adults and then like now, this involved a 

negotiation between individual interest and those of family, a negotiation that is some senses 

was more weighted in this period due to the ongoing emphasis on family as a key feature of 

not just identity but selfhood.13 Children were granted a burgeoning independence, a capacity 

that they both held but which was ‘becoming’ as young people matured. A striking example 

to the modern imagination of the granting of ‘independence’ to children is that of ten-year-

old John Fell who had been abandoned by his parents at age eight and taken in by a travelling 

saleswoman and her husband, a chimney sweep, becoming part of their family. When his 

biological father tried to reclaim him in 1813, accusing the Hastings of child theft, ten-year-

old Fell clearly stated that Mrs Hastings had said she would only take him if he was willing 

and he replied that ‘he had no objections’.14 He also noted that he was ‘unwilling to leave the 

Hastings’. Ann Anderson, Mrs Hastings, similarly testified that ‘the boy was very willing’ to 

come with her. Highlighting Fell’s willingness was a legal strategy to reduce the Hastings’ 

culpability for child theft, but it was also suggestive of the capacity of this community to 

imagine even quite young children as having a ‘will’ and capacity to consent. This was a will 

that carried over into marriage law, where consent could be legally binding from the ages of 

twelve and fourteen. 

Even where young people were thought to be able to legally consent however, it was a 

consent that competed with that of family and friends. Children and young people were thus 

represented as in a moment of nascent independence, where the boundaries of the 

independent self and that of their families and communities were to be negotiated. Fourteen-
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year-old Elizabeth Duncan’s father protested her abduction and marriage, noting that Malby 

Brabson carried her off ‘without the Knowledge, Advice, or Consent of the said James 

Duncan her Father or any other of her Friends’.15 When twelve-year-old Jamie Malcolm’s 

family tried to free her from a marriage with John Cameron, ‘by reason of her tender age and 

the smallness of her Growth’, he countered arguing that they were married with the consent 

of her parents.16 If parental consent did not trump the consent of the child, it could act as an 

important reinforcement in disputes about relationship legitimacy. Independence for people 

under majority – and indeed often above – was always contingent on their position in the 

network of relations that marital love should reinforce. 

 Failing to get parental consent not only undermined claims to a relationship’s validity, 

but also could highlight youthful folly. Agnes Kello begged Patrick Taylor to return some 

lines she signed promising to marry him, arguing ‘how disagreeable it would be to take such 

a momentous Step, barely without the Consent of Friends; but how much more so, when 

contrary to their united Opposition’. She appealed to his love to justify her request: ‘for 

Heaven’s Sake, for the Sake of your own Happiness, of the tender Impressions you have 

made in my yielding Heart, and, may I add, for the Sake of my Peace, if you have any 

Concern for it, return me that foolish Line I put in your Hands’.17 James Sands, when 

replying to a friend that expressed surprise that ‘he should take a lass against his folks’ 

consent’, replied ‘He did not care if his father should disinherit him of all that he had; for he 

had brought what would support them for sometime, and he was able to maintain her by his 

own work, or by the pen, if he should be employed’.18 Kello wrote lines that she regretted in 

a moment of foolish passion; Sands recklessly risked disinheritance to follow his heart, 

pointing to the potential for his own independent labour as justification – something that went 
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against the pragmatic advice of the era to be economically established before marriage, not 

after.19 Yet, these examples were used to prove the legitimacy of these marriages. The 

consent of youth may follow an irrational passion, but foolishness did not untie the knot, and 

parental consent, or its absence, only went so far in restricting the will of the child. 

 The romantic love of the young adult marrying without consent then was a challenge 

to the adult love that produced sociable and community-orientated marriages; if both led to 

marriage, one enabled the reproduction of orderly society, the other disrupted relationships 

between family members. Yet, it was a love that also reflected the burgeoning independence 

of youth, as young people attempted to negotiate their position in society – to find a role for 

the individual who was also embedded in the community. 

 

Forms of Knowing  

 

If young people were provided with the capacity and independence to consent, despite their 

parents’ wishes, they were also imagined as in a state of development that allowed their 

consents or wills to be questioned and checked – did they know the meanings and 

implications of their actions? Physical size was often considered to be significant here, 

perhaps reflecting an era where people were often not certain of their exact birth date. Agnes 

Young, who married her schoolteacher the day after her twelfth birthday, was widely agreed 

to be too young to have made this decision, her stepfather – rescuing her after the ceremony – 

refused to let the couple go to bed even ‘for half an hour’, ‘reasoning upon the absurdity of 

going to bed with a Child’.20 At the other end of the spectrum Mary Key’s lawyers argued 

Peter-James Bennet’s promise of marriage should be taken seriously, because although he 
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was only sixteen, ‘from his looks and appearance, being remarkably tall and stout, he might 

well have passed with a stranger for a man of two or three and twenty’ and he had told her 

that he was nineteen.21 Physical size reinforced the ability of young people to make 

reasonable decisions, tying maturity of body into that of mind. In the context of marriage, this 

could also be connected explicitly to sexual maturity. Agnes Young ‘has not still any notions 

of the Nature and Consequences of Marriage nor had she ever felt any Inclination for 

intercourse with a Male … Therefore it is clear that she was not nor could not be woo'd or 

Courted like a Grown woman’.22 The love required for marriage implied sexual desire, or at 

least its capacity; unable to experience such feeling (it was claimed), Young’s consent was 

not meaningful.  

 The significance of physical development was accompanied by an attention to mental 

reasoning. Young people’s ability to make good decisions was often queried; their 

vulnerability to corruption by external parties highlighted. Younger adolescents were often 

represented as overly trusting, easily deceived and naïve. Agnes Young’s family were furious 

at what they believed to be a breach of trust, highlighting for the court how a teacher 

persuaded his student into a serious adult decision. The court papers describe Allen as 

endeavouring to ‘gain her Childish affections by giving her money Sugar Plumbs Oranges & 

by continually praising her performances and using every art which a designing man could 

use to deceive a simple Girl’.23 Sugar plums and oranges were gifts particularly associated 

with children; locating her consent in such trifles undermined any claim that the affection she 

held towards her teacher was a ‘love’ that should lead to marriage. Allen also ‘took care to 

inculcate into her that she ought implicitly to obey her Pastor her Masters and Teachers as 

enjoined by the Book of Common Prayer’, a claim that he had deliberately reduced her 
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capacity to meaningfully consent through his child-rearing practices. This was a particularly 

telling claim in an era where obedience was enjoined of wives and suggestive that such duty 

should arise from a mature love, rather than blind indoctrination.24  

Walter Dick was similarly accused of trying to ‘deceive’ sixteen-year-old Helen 

Martin ‘a young inexperienced Girl’, evidenced by his decision to avoid raising the topic with 

her family.25 He allegedly made her sign a piece of paper (marriage lines) without being 

aware of their content or legal significance. Patrick Taylor contested the claim that he 

seduced ‘a young and unexperienced Girl’, Agnes Kello, and highlighted his own youth as 

evidence of his sincerity of their relationship: ‘Having lost his Father early in Life … he 

betook himself to the Employment of a Drover, and Grazier, a Business precarious in itself, 

and ill suited to his Youth and Inexperience. The Consequence was, that he became a Prey to 

designing People, and embarrassed in his Circumstance’.26 Instead, he argued that Kello 

expressed in the ‘strongest Terms her invariable Attachment … and assured him that the 

Happiness of her Life depended upon an Union with him’. Acknowledging their marriage 

lacked parental consent, he too blamed religious ‘indoctrination’ but this time of Kello’s 

mother who was ‘entirely under the Influence of her Pastor’. 

The capacity to consent relied upon access to certain forms of knowledge and, 

conversely, freedom from indoctrination that may reduce good decision-making. Notably this 

was a knowledge that could be embodied, with physical maturity evidencing decision-making 

capacity, and explicitly tied to sexual knowledge – where knowledge was experienced as 

sexual desire. Young people’s inexperience – their lack of knowledge of the world – left them 

vulnerable to a deception that was felt as a physical attachment to the deceiver but that did 

not amount to love. We might contrast this with discussions around love in seduction suits, 
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which amounted to some observers as a ‘rape of the mind’.27 Love born of deception – a love 

produced not by free will, or even bodily will, but force – was not just disorderly, but a lesser, 

more vulnerable sort of love. As such – perhaps especially as young people matured and 

learned of their deception – it was a fragile foundation for the married life that it should have 

reinforced and disruptive of the true union imagined in marriage. Complexly if young love 

was often admired for its passion, youthful inexperience might delude individuals into a love 

that was less than ‘genuine’. 

 As well as being framed as naïve or innocent subjects in legal records, young people 

themselves also highlighted their lack of knowledges of love and its culture, sometimes 

through an inarticulacy of language. Margaret Ferguson denied her marriage to David McKie 

after her relatives refused to acknowledge it, due to their belief that he was not of a high 

enough social status.28 Similarly, whilst her aunt arranged her marriage, Margaret Miller’s 

other relatives were against her marriage to James Steedman, leading to her contesting its 

legitimacy.29 In both cases, the women were teenagers, fatherless (so, it was suggested, 

vulnerable to exploitation) and claimed that they were ‘confused’ when they went through 

with the ceremony. The witnesses in these cases argued that the women were enthusiastic 

participants, wedding after long courtships, and they were both found to be legally married, 

despite their protests. Their confusion may be viewed as a convenient excuse for actions they 

later regretted, but equally, it may well be that these young women found it difficult to 

imagine that a marriage that did not have sanction from their community was valid. 

Confusion’ in an eighteenth-century context could imply ‘distraction of mind’, ‘disorder’, as 

well as that events were obfuscated, ‘want of clearness’.30 Yet, tellingly in the context of 
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marriages that tied individuals into their communities, one of the key meanings of confusion 

was ‘to mix, not to separate’, ‘one mingled with another’.31 The sense of ‘mixing’ or 

‘mingling’ that confusion held during the period is suggestive of the blurring of self within 

the community for these women. Both at the time of the marriage and then later in discussion 

with their own families, their own emotional autonomy could be deeply interlinked with that 

of the surrounding community, making it difficult for them to articulate their own desires – if 

indeed they could conceptualize desire beyond the community (which may not be the case). 

That their marriages were found valid is suggestive of the ways that the court was willing to 

acknowledge and articulate youthful passion when the young people themselves lacked a 

vocabulary to explain themselves as willing lovers, or at least to justify their regret. 

Thus if a lack of knowledge and location as a vulnerable subject could call a young 

person’s capacity to consent into question, and so undermine whether they had experienced 

love, the experience of love – or something that looked that way to observers – was a 

recognisable form of knowledge, even when young people themselves could not articulate it. 

Like sexual desire that readied the body for marriage, youthful love prepared and authorised a 

young person’s consent for marriage. The experience of love, if deemed authentic, 

contributed to the independence of youth from family, just as marrying and starting a new 

household could.  

 

Disorderly Love 

 

If love provided the capacity for marriage and so adulthood, youthful love was most often 

presented as disorderly. This was in part, as mentioned above, because many of these cases 

involved teenagers that married without parental consent, and so involved a love that 
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contradicted an ideal that was designed to reinforce an orderly community. But it was also 

because youthful love was often imagined as excessive due to the inability of young people to 

exercise control over their passions.32 When John Cameron was told that his parents were 

reluctant to consent to his marriage due to his youth and that of the purported (twelve year 

old) bride, he was found by a witness ‘lying upon Chairs Crying like a Child’.33 The witness 

told him that she thought his father right to refuse it, to which Cameron dramatically replied 

if he was not given consent ‘He would never see another day’. On being told this, his father 

said that he ‘did not Incline to Cross his son’, so if he could gain the rest of the family’s 

consent, he would agree. Cameron’s love was significant enough to encourage threats to end 

a life, a trope found withind romance of the period but still an irrational sin and excessive 

response to a broken heart.  

David McKie and Margaret Ferguson’s courtship was represented as particularly 

passionate. McKie had asked Ferguson to make a quick decision to marry as he had an 

economic opportunity he could take up elsewhere if she refused him. Her reluctance to 

commit then led him to complain that ‘he had been constant in his Love to the defender but 

that she had not given him the return he expected and that he did not chuse to linger any 

longer in a Vain Courtship, but held out his hand & expressed his willingness to bid her 

farewell and wish her well’. On this, the tears ‘rushed’ into Ferguson’s eyes and she declared 

‘her love was as strong to him as ever And that she loved him better than any other Man in 

the World’. She followed up by suggesting that ‘she did not Value her friends and it did not 

Matter who saw her Walking with the pursuer’, before she ‘put her arms about his Neck 

pulled him down a little and kissed him’. McKie and Ferguson’s love here was located 

against both economic rationality and family consent, an emotion that exceeded practical 
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concerns and evidenced the authenticity and legitimacy of their connection. Yet, in this 

excess, it was a love that challenged the orderly basis of married life and community stability. 

If excessive feeling was common amongst teenage lovers, love – particularly when 

articulated as desire – could also go too far. Women who were too responsive to male 

attention threatened their reputation for chastity and so the expectation they would make 

good wives. Malby Brabson denied marriage to Elizabeth Duncan, acknowledging that whilst 

they had flirted ‘from her the Ladys Conduct while at the deponents house, he thought her 

very forward & Impudent’ and so an unsuitable partner.34 Andrew Russell admitted to an 

illicit connection with Elizabeth Beatson, but argued that it ‘was mainly brought about by the 

imprudent forwardness of the pursuer who was in the habit of inviting the Defender into her 

Master's kitchen where opportunities of course occurred too frequently for indulging in 

familiarities’. As a result, there could be no expectation that marriage would follow. Teenage 

passion then – whilst it did lead to sex and marriage (and often in that order) – was expected 

to be a product of innocence, of an excess that arose from a childish foolishness, not a 

knowing carnal desire. Its disorderly nature was in locating love as a primary nexus for 

society – a lesson that they may have well learned from Christian teaching – not in promoting 

lust or immorality as an alternative basis for marriage.  

 

Conclusion 

 

For these eighteenth-century Scots, youth was a period of life where one was increasingly 

recognised as having a ‘will’ and independence from others, necessary as the basis of legal 

consent, but which was also still a period of ‘becoming’ before full adulthood.  This 

burgeoning maturity was seen to develop over time, evidenced by the physical body and in 

                                                            
34 NRS CC8/6/347. 



the ability to make rational decisions. As a period where full maturity had not been reached 

however, young people were given more leeway to make ‘foolish’ decisions, including 

entering into a rash marriage. Youthful romantic love, like the desire that marked physical 

maturity, was an evidence of the readiness of a young person to marry, and if it highlighted 

that not all marriages were formed in orderly ways, their disorderly love nonetheless 

supported their capacity to consent to the relationship that followed. Teenage love then 

enabled the budding independence of young people in eighteenth-century Scotland, a process 

of refiguring their position in relation to parents and community – a remaking of child into 

adult. Given that an orderly love should reinforce family and community networks, it offers 

us suggestive insights into the making of the Scottish self, where the individual is not 

subsumed into community but produced in orderly relation to it – a relation that required at 

least some people to discover themselves as independent through making disorderly 

emotional connections with others. Love here was neither a pre-existing bodily passion, nor 

simply a discourse to be drawn in the making of experience, but a product of relations 

between contingent bodies in a moment of social and physical development. 

  

  


