
A Woman in Rebellion: Punishment, Discipline, and 
Willful Figures in Outlander

Citation
Eagan, Brenna Lee. 2020. A Woman in Rebellion: Punishment, Discipline, and Willful Figures in 
Outlander. Master's thesis, Harvard University Division of Continuing Education.

Permanent link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37367491

Terms of Use
This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made available 
under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material, as set forth at http://
nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you.  Submit a story .

Accessibility

https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37367491
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA
http://osc.hul.harvard.edu/dash/open-access-feedback?handle=&title=A%20Woman%20in%20Rebellion:%20Punishment,%20Discipline,%20and%20Willful%20Figures%20in%20Outlander&community=1/14557738&collection=1/14557739&owningCollection1/14557739&harvardAuthors=290e36e67f11c19a57468b4c289c8a43&department
https://dash.harvard.edu/pages/accessibility


 

Brenna Eagan 

A Thesis in the Field of Visual Arts 

for the Degree of Master of Liberal Arts in Extension Studies 

Harvard University 

March 2021 

A Woman in Rebellion: Punishment, Discipline, and Willful Figures in Outlander 



Copyright 2020 [Brenna Eagan]



Abstract 

This thesis investigates Outlander’s depiction of violence as a response to 

willfulness enacted both by individual characters and by Scotland as a national entity. At 

times, physical violence serves as a form of discipline intended to prevent future willful 

behavior, and at other points the violence serves as punishment for prior willful behavior. 

Because Outlander’s central character is a 20th century woman who finds herself in the 

midst of the 18th century Jacobite Rebellion – in which most of the other main characters 

are men – Outlander genders willfulness and discipline in ways that shape both how the 

violence is carried out and how characters respond to the violence. I examine the audio 

and visual elements of moments of violence depicted on screen, and I also discuss the 

ways in which willfulness is repeatedly met with violence on Outlander. I argue that 

Outlander’s depiction of violence as a response to willfulness makes a connection 

between imperialism and discipline in Scotland. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

In the first episode of the contemporary Starz series Outlander1, a World War II 

combat nurse touches a circle of standing stones in the Scottish Highlands and is sent 

back in time to 1743. On vacation with her husband Frank shortly after the end of the 

war, Claire Randall suddenly finds herself more than two centuries in the past (S1,E1 

“Sassenach”).2 This period is a significant time for Scotland as it is on the precipice of 

the 1745-46 Jacobite Rebellion, an uprising led by Prince Charles Edward Stuart to 

restore his family to the British throne. As Claire soon sees, the British army is already 

present in the Highlands to patrol the region, and her first human interaction after her trip 

through the stones is a violent introduction to a sadistic British officer who looks exactly 

like Frank. Claire is rescued by a Highlander and becomes held in a sort of courteous 

captivity by the local MacKenzie clan, her English accent considered as suspicious as her 

appearance alone in the Highlands.3 Early episodes of Outlander follow Claire as she 

 
1 Outlander is a television series that first premiered in August 2014. It has aired for five seasons on Starz, 

with a sixth season forthcoming. All seasons have been adapted from the novels of Diana Gabaldon, who 

first published Outlander in 1990 and has released a subsequent seven books in her series which goes by 

the same name. Gabaldon’s Outlander novels center on the journey of World War II British combat nurse 

Claire Randall, with the television series closely following the focus and events of the books.  
2 I will often include the season and episode number in my in-text citations to clarify the episode’s 

placement within the series. 
3 Courteous because she is treated politely, as well as well-fed, finely clothed, and socially entertained. 

Captive because she cannot leave the premises. Claire is observed as she moves about Castle Leoch and its 

grounds to ensure that she does not try to escape, but is otherwise free to do as she likes. She is eventually 

asked to help with medical matters and given free reign over the castle’s surgery (S1,E2-4 “Castle Leoch,” 

“The Way Out,” “The Gathering”) 



 

2 

learns to navigate the 1743 Scottish Highland society, with her sights set on finding an 

opportunity to escape to the stones and return to Frank in 1945. 

In depicting the journey of a former World War II combat nurse back to the 

circumstances surrounding the 1745-46 Jacobite Rebellion, war frames the show’s 

personal narratives. Even before Claire travels to the 18th century, she has witnessed the 

violence of World War II close-up as a nurse for the British army on the front lines in 

France. On Outlander, violence occurs in many circumstances and on various scales – 

there are numerous fights and battles, which range from one-on-one encounters to large-

scale engagements between armies. Claire cannot escape war and violence; she has lived 

through it in World War II, and just when those horrors come to an end, she is thrust back 

into the beginning of another conflict. 

Violence saturates the patriarchal worlds depicted on Outlander, particularly in 

what we see of the 18th century. We witness violence in battle, violence used in judicial 

punishment, and also violence carried out in domestic situations, such as by a husband to 

punish the disobedience of his wife. Sexual assault is presented as a real and constant 

threat for Claire, and this is not limited to her character. Claire has to protect herself from 

all sorts of danger, but most commonly from violence by men. 

About midway through the first season, Claire is convinced to marry a Scottish 

Highlander to shield herself from the aforementioned British officer – who is notably 

Frank’s ancestor and, as mentioned, his doppelgänger. She does this in order to make 

herself “into a Scot” and release some of the legal hold the British army attempts to claim 

over her due to her self-identification as a lady from Oxfordshire (S1,E7 “The 

Wedding”). Despite her desire to travel back to Frank, she soon falls in love with her new 
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Scottish husband, a young man named Jamie Fraser. Jamie is an outlaw in the eyes of the 

British army and is currently hiding from them amongst his MacKenzie relatives. Claire’s 

eventual decision to remain with Jamie in 1743 further embroils them both in the 

imperialist conflict between Scotland and the British Empire, which mirrors their 

personal conflict with Frank’s ancestor, Jonathan “Black Jack” Randall, a captain in the 

British army. 

The depictions of interpersonal violence in Outlander tell us stories about 

imperialism, the “practice, theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan center 

ruling a distant territory… in a kind of general cultural sphere as well as in specific 

political, ideological, economic, and social practices” (Said 9). On Outlander, these 

stories are told with a woman at the center of the narrative. This focus on a female 

protagonist is a core difference between Outlander and other popular depictions of the 

Scottish Highlands such as Rob Roy and Braveheart. These films focus on Highland 

legends – Rob Roy MacGregor and William Wallace, respectively – who fight back 

against the oppression of Scotland by the British Empire (Rob Roy, Braveheart). 

This thesis investigates Outlander’s depiction of violence as a response to 

willfulness enacted both by individual characters and by Scotland as a national entity. At 

times, physical violence serves as a form of discipline intended to prevent future willful 

behavior, and at other points the violence serves as punishment for prior willful behavior. 

Because the central character is a 20th century woman who finds herself in the midst of 

the 18th century Jacobite Rebellion – in which most of the other main characters are men 

– Outlander genders willfulness and discipline in ways that shape both how the violence 

is carried out and how characters respond to the violence. The ways in which willfulness 
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is repeatedly met with violence on Outlander makes a connection between imperialism 

and discipline in Scotland. In punishing willful behavior exhibited by the people of 

Scotland, it aims to deter future willfulness from their other territories and colonial 

subjects. In this story of imperialism, willfulness is determined by authority – the British 

Empire – and is a punishable offense, and the association that Sara Ahmed notes between 

willfulness and womanhood positions the men of Scotland as somehow feminized in 

relation to the British Empire (Willful Subjects 20). 

As soon as Claire arrives in the 18th century, she experiences violence in abutting 

encounters with Black Jack Randall and with a Scottish Highlander, Murtagh Fitzgibbons 

Fraser. These early incidents in the first episode are an indication of how Claire will 

come to participate in this imperial conflict that she has been dropped into – she will be 

an object to be bartered with, a woman to be protected; a boundary that delineates the 

British Empire and Scotland. Violence is often a motivating force in Claire’s precarious 

existence as a willful woman who comes up against authority by being both part of and 

excluded from the Scottish and British sides of a dispute. These early introductions of 

violence from representatives of the British army and the Scottish Highlanders are also a 

predictor of the future violence that Claire will suffer from this society’s practices of 

discipline and punishment. 

 By examining moments in which Claire and other willful characters are subjected 

to violence, this thesis will explain how willfulness is linked to violence through both 

imperialism and discipline. In these moments, we see that performances of willfulness are 

met with violence. Characters such as Claire are repeatedly punished in response to their 

willful behavior. The way that violence is enacted on these characters is what tells us that 
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the person is understood as willful. Similarly, the way that violence is enacted on the 

Scottish people by the British Empire tells us that Scotland is being punished for its 

willful behavior. 

Imperialism and Willfulness 

In depicting a rebellion against the significant power of the British Empire in the 

18th century, Outlander tells a story about how imperialism can function as a frame that 

links personal willfulness to national rebellion. Willful behavior from characters such as 

Claire and Jamie, who are aligned with Scotland, is punished by characters like Black 

Jack Randall, who is a representative of the British army. Tracing violence within the 

show helps to tell this story. For instance, figures of authority enact violence upon 

characters and communities that they deem to be willful. This violence is an important 

way that the British Empire seeks to control those characters and their communities.  

This thesis will describe how Scotland becomes a unified idea to the point where 

it is almost a character within the show. Other characters speak of Scotland as a 

motivating idea, rather than just a territory of land. Scotland’s uprising enacts willfulness 

as a national movement. Along with figures such as Claire, Scotland becomes one of 

many willful characters in Outlander who rebel against authority. As it is portrayed by 

Outlander, the clash between willful subjects and imperial authority often leads to 

violence.  

Claire quickly becomes caught in the middle of the conflict between Scotland and 

the British Empire in the first episode of Outlander, and the situation becomes personal 

to her in a very material way. A few days into their post World-War II vacation, Claire 
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and Frank visit a circle of standing stones to observe a Druid ritual. Later in the episode 

Claire returns to the circle to examine a flower, pursuing her interest in botany. As she 

looks around the circle, she hears strange noises coming from a large stone at the center. 

She places her hands on the stone and then awakens on the ground not yet aware that she 

has traveled in time. She wanders through the woods to find the car she arrived in, and 

suddenly sees red-coated British soldiers and kilted Scottish Highlanders engaged in 

guerilla warfare. The men shoot at each other and Claire becomes caught in the crossfire. 

While trying to flee the area she runs into Black Jack Randall, who questions her identity 

and threatens her with his sword, and then attempts to rape her (Figure 1). She is rescued 

by a Highlander, Murtagh, who tries to lead her away from the ongoing skirmish between 

the MacKenzies and British soldiers (Figure 2). Claire starts to yell for help, but Murtagh 

silences her by striking her head with the butt of his knife. These encounters are similar 

in that both men are violent to Claire, but different in the way that the show characterizes 

the violence through elements such as music and language. Claire refers to Murtagh as 

her “savior,” which implies that she considered herself in more danger with Black Jack – 

though she does add the word “erstwhile,” meaning former, before savior – an indication 

that Murtagh is not currently saving her from danger by keeping her with him to go meet 

up with the MacKenzies (“Sassenach”). These incidents taken together show that Claire 

is under the threat of violence from both groups, but also that the world is particularly 

dangerous when interacting with the British Empire – even for a woman originally from 

that country and who speaks in an English accent. 

Throughout the first two seasons of Outlander Claire represents the dividing line 

between the British and the Scottish through the ways that she is often bartered between 
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the groups – not fully belonging to either side, but existing outside of them while still 

being involved in their dispute. In subsequent episodes it becomes clear that Claire is not 

trusted or accepted by the British army or the Scottish Highlanders that she meets. Both 

of these groups suspect Claire of being a spy for the other side, which puts her in a 

difficult position. Her English accent is damning to the Scots (“Sassenach”). To the 

British, a moment of sympathy for the Scots’ political situation becomes evidence of her 

treason (S1,E6 “The Garrison Commander”). To both sides, her presence wandering 

alone in the Highlands wearing strange garb is baffling at best and highly suspicious at 

worst. Despite their distrust of Claire, they do both seek to protect her from the violence 

of the other – though primarily for their own benefit, out of fear that she truly is a spy 

who could divulge information. While Black Jack Randall never intends to protect Claire, 

there is an instance in which another officer in the British army witnesses her arguing 

with one of the MacKenzie clansmen. Observing her English accent, he inquires after her 

welfare. He even tracks her down later in the episode to confirm that she is not being held 

captive by the MacKenzies, and despite her assurances he insists that she report to his 

commander (S1,E5 “Rent”). Emphasizing Claire’s in-between status even further, the 

war chief of clan MacKenzie, Dougal, demands to accompany her and later saves her 

from Black Jack Randall’s violent interrogation (“The Garrison Commander”). 

In order to address the issues of nationalism and imperialism that are vital to 

Outlander’s plot and character development, I am thinking alongside Matthew 

Evangelista’s book Gender, Nationalism, and War: Conflict on the Movie Screen. 

Evangelista explores the depiction of women’s roles in national conflicts on screen, and 

the ways in which women are often depicted as “boundary markers” between national 
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groups rather than a part of them – and yet, how their protection is a justification for 

militarized action from their society’s men (Evangelista 1-11). Evangelista’s work is also 

relevant when examining the personal exemplification of the British/Scottish conflict 

between Black Jack Randall and Jamie because of the way that the personal mirrors the 

political in Outlander. For example, when Claire is captured by Black Jack in the first 

season, Jamie leads a small band of Highlanders in an attack on a British-held fort to 

rescue her (S1,E9 “The Reckoning”). His attack on the fort is justified as something he 

does to protect Claire. After Jamie interrupts Black Jack’s near rape of Claire at the fort, 

Black Jack holds a knife to her throat to force Jamie to surrender his weapon. Black Jack 

uses Claire as a bargaining chip – he will not physically hurt her (or at least kill her) so 

long as Jamie complies. Claire’s role in this conflict is not of her own making, though she 

eventually does learn to use this precarious position to enact her own will.  

 At the height of the Jacobite Rebellion in the second season – and the tensions 

between the British Empire and Scotland – Claire subverts her previously-held role as an 

object in order to help the Scots (S2,E9 “Je Suis Prest”). By this point in the show, Claire 

and Jamie are explicitly aligned with the Jacobite cause; though she remains somewhat of 

an outsider to the Scots, still an “outlander” with her accent and other peculiarities. When 

Jamie captures a young British soldier, Claire claims to be an English hostage in need of 

rescue from the Jacobite army, which convinces the soldier to give up sensitive 

information in order to presumably protect her from assault. This is markedly different 

from the circumstances involving Black Jack because rather than destroying her free will 

by being objectified, Claire purposefully positions herself as an object to enact her own 

will. Despite the extraordinary circumstances of Claire’s travel to the past and the many 
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forces – such as violence and the patriarchy – that attempt to dictate her existence in this 

world, Claire tries to exert her own will.  

Claire is willful in spite of opposition from authority. It is shown in Outlander 

that in 1743 men lead the clans in the Scottish Highlands, and the British army that 

polices Scotland is made up entirely of men from King George II down to the lowest rank 

physically present in the region. In Outlander’s portrayal of this time period in Scotland, 

authority is a patriarchal structure. It is useful here to refer to a definition of patriarchy 

formed with historical context in mind. In her book Love, Intimacy, and Power: Marriage 

and Patriarchy in Scotland 1650-1850, Katie Barclay outlines a definition of patriarchy 

as a complex social structure and as a word to describe gender inequality. She notes that 

patriarchy is “rooted in ideology, culture and society” and is broader than the dominance 

of males in the household. Barclay also discusses how patriarchy is a system and within 

that system power is not as simple as “male domination and female exploitation.” 

Patriarchy is a “system of life” with day-to-day experiences of individuals, rather than 

just a “system of oppression” (Barclay 5). This is relevant to Claire’s situation, since she 

not only comes up against the dominance of males within her marriages and personal 

relationships but in the dominance that permeates British and Scottish societies. Claire 

does not outwardly reject this authority every time she comes up against it, but she is 

determined to take her own way whenever possible and comply only when it is better 

than being forced.  

Claire exhibits willful behavior when she inserts herself into a medical situation 

upon meeting the men of clan MacKenzie in the first episode. Observing their ineffective 

treatment of a dislocated shoulder, she tells them to stop and then she gives commands to 
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her Scottish captors who had just moments ago commanded her (“Sassenach”). This early 

example of Claire’s willfulness – and also of the men’s disdainful reaction to it – gives a 

preview both of her character and also of her complicated relationship with the Scots. 

Claire’s behavior here is willful is the sense that she takes her own way in handling the 

situation without being asked, but in this case her willful action is helpful to the Scots and 

therefore not punished. Over the course of the first two seasons of Outlander Claire 

becomes a valued healer for the clan MacKenzie, despite their initial skepticism. She 

eventually aids the Jacobite army by running a field hospital at the Battle of Prestonpans, 

and is known even by Prince Charles Edward Stuart as someone who cannot be ordered 

about – though he does suggest that an order to her would be more likely to be obeyed if 

it came from her husband than from himself (S2,E10 “Prestonpans”). 

My sense of willfulness as a gendered concept in Outlander draws on Sara 

Ahmed’s description of this dynamic in everyday life in Living a Feminist Life and 

Willful Subjects. Outlander is fiction, but it depicts the daily lives of its characters – with 

some days being more extraordinary than others. Ahmed describes the tension between 

authority and willfulness through her defining of the latter: “If authority assumes the right 

to turn a wish into a command, then willfulness is a diagnosis of the failure to comply 

with those whose authority is given” (Willful Subjects 1). If diagnosis is the identification 

of a problem, that means that willfulness is the reason that one does not comply with 

authority, rather than willfulness being a result of that disagreement. This dynamic is 

explored on Outlander through the depiction of willful female characters such as Claire, 

Geillis Duncan, and Jenny Murray. These women often come up against patriarchal 

authority and are punished for their willfulness. It is not that they never comply with any 
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authority, but rather that they have specific disagreements with authority that evoke their 

willfulness. 

It is helpful to think about willfulness alongside the concept of empire, a 

sovereign state made up of territories subject to a single ruling authority. The British 

Empire was and is made up of territories, including Scotland, with distinct borders and 

customs, and yet are subject to the British monarchy (“The Garrison Commander”). 

Ahmed writes that “One form of will seems to involve the rendering of other wills as 

willful; one form of will assumes the right to eliminate the others” (Willful Subjects 2). 

This passage describes the will of those in authority, not those that rebel against it, and it 

provides an explanation for the way that the British Empire and its soldiers such as Black 

Jack Randall are willful in a sense – they do what they want and judge others as 

rebellious or obstinate – but are not willful in the same way that Claire, Jamie, and even 

Scotland itself are willful in opposition to authority. Black Jack Randall and other British 

figures enact their own wills without being condemned to willfulness and its punishment. 

Their status as representatives of the Crown mean that they determine who is willful and 

who is not. 

 Outlander depicts the years immediately preceding the Jacobite Rebellion, when 

British soldiers manned forts throughout Scotland to keep order. In 1743, Scotland was 

already part of the British Empire. Within the first few episodes of the show we are 

shown an instance where the British army seizes supplies from locals, harasses civilians, 

and punishes individuals who fight back (“Castle Leoch”). One of the first things Claire 

sees in 1743 is a small skirmish between the Scottish Highlanders and British soldiers in 

the woods, from which the Scots escape unpunished (“Sassenach”). Despite the fact that 
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they are part of the British Empire, the Scots assert their own will in various ways, such 

as maintaining their clan identities and jurisdiction over clan lands that, in some cases, 

supersedes the jurisdiction of the British army. When Prince Charles begins his rebellion, 

he does so with the buy-in of many clan leaders. “They seemed quick to take up arms in 

insurrection, and from the perspective of the [British] government, their home region 

appeared almost impossible to police” (Plank 3). Scotland, and particularly the 

Highlands, is willful in the ways that its citizens represent the country and try to resist 

British authority eventually to the point of violent rebellion. Even after the rebellion fails, 

Scotland’s cultural identity in the later seasons of Outlander is shown to remain strong – 

showing the persistence of its will.  

The way that Scotland is characterized as having a willful nature throughout its 

long history helps it become a character of sorts on Outlander. Those characters who are 

shown to support the Jacobite Rebellion early in the show, such as Geillis and Dougal, 

say that they do so for their love of Scotland. Claire learns that Geillis has been using her 

husband’s finances to divert money to the Jacobite cause. When asked why, she answers 

“For Scotland.” Claire then asks, “what do you mean ‘for Scotland?’ and Geillis 

describes her vision of a Stuart king back on the throne. Geillis also cites Dougal’s love 

for Scotland as the reason that he is a worthy man. “Colum fights for the MacKenzies. 

Dougal fights for the MacKinnons, the MacPhersons, the Chisholms, the Camerons, all of 

the clans, all of Scotland” (S1,E11 “The Devil’s Mark”).  

Language like this turns Scotland into a collective idea rather than just a land area 

or a loose group of people. After Claire realizes that Dougal and his men have been 

rallying support for the Jacobite cause, she says that she now sees them in a different 
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light. She recognizes their willful behavior against an imperial authority. “Not criminals, 

but rebels. I wished I could tell them that they were on the losing side of history, that it 

was all a pipe dream. The Stuarts would never unseat the protestant King George II, but 

how could I tell them that, these proud, passionate men who lived and breathed for a flag 

of blue and white?” (S1,E5 “Rent”) In calling them rebels rather than criminals, she is 

showing the change in her perspective. She does not think they are breaking the law, but 

rather that they are standing up to their oppressors by seeking Scotland’s freedom from 

the British Empire. Claire thinks of their intent to restore a Stuart king to the throne as 

patriotic, motivated by their love of Scotland. From her 20th century knowledge she 

knows that the cause is doomed, which seems to make them – and also Scotland – all the 

more willful for their efforts, which is something that Claire admires and that deepens her 

attachment to these men. 

Discipline and Willfulness 

Outlander depicts a relationship between discipline and willfulness, most notably 

through the character of Claire. One of the first things we learn about Claire is that she 

was raised in unusual circumstances. Following the death of her parents, she traveled 

with her archaeologist uncle all over the world. “I'd spent the balance of my formative 

years traipsing through dusty ruins, and various excavations throughout the world. I had 

learned to dig latrines and boil water, and do a number of other things not suitable for a 

young lady of gentle birth,” her voiceover tells us (“Sassenach”). Per Claire’s own 

assessment she was raised without experiencing the discipline that would have formed 

her into a typical young lady. This links the idea that Claire is willful and that she was not 
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normatively disciplined as a child. The show suggests a connection between what Claire 

tells us of her past and the adult we see now. This is conveyed by the connection between 

present Claire, voiceover Claire, and flashback Claire in this scene – we see her driving 

in a car with Frank in 1945 when her voiceover tells us that she doesn’t mind Frank’s 

passion for history, considering how she was raised by her archaeologist uncle. We then 

see a flashback of a younger Claire wearing pants, lighting a cigarette, and kneeling in 

the sand to look at an archaeological find before the show cuts back to Claire and Frank 

in the present. This starts to develop the idea of Claire as an unusual person, someone 

who perplexes the other characters especially after she travels in time. 

Throughout the first season of Outlander, Claire is considered suspicious by the 

British and Scottish people she interacts with. This is likely due to the circumstances of 

her introduction to them – in the woods, unescorted, wearing unusual clothing – but also 

due to her exhibited behavior. Claire is stubborn and outspoken, qualities we are told are 

not typical for women in this society. Even before Claire travels in time, we see her 

struggle to tame her curly hair – a physical representation of her willfulness, her own 

body’s refusal to conform to a certain expectation. On the other hand, Claire’s attempts to 

tame her hair show that she has some willingness to follow societal norms, which in this 

case is the neatly pinned styles we see on other women in the first episode such as Mrs. 

Baird and Mrs. Graham (“Sassenach”). 

Claire has her own code of behavior coming out of the non-traditional conditions 

under which she was raised. While she was not normatively disciplined, she was still 

raised with expectations for her behavior. Claire’s uncle’s profession, archaeology, is a 

study that requires delicacy, patience, and attention to detail. Claire’s childhood may 
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have lacked certain structure, such as sitting at a desk in school, but it did not lack 

discipline all together. She also later trained and worked as a nurse, which brings another 

sort of discipline that shaped her code of behavior. We see that once she travels to the 

past, Claire is subjected to physical punishment or threats when her code of behavior 

does not align with someone else’s – particularly when their authority is derived from the 

patriarchy.  

Dealing with patriarchal authority is not new for Claire – in the first episode we 

see a flashback of Claire as a nurse being pushed aside by a male doctor after saving a 

patient’s life. On the domestic side of things, she was about to move with Frank to 

Oxford for his career – her career options are not mentioned and it is not clear if she will 

be pursuing her own interests. The society Claire left behind by traveling in time is very 

different from the one she arrives in, but both are structured by the patriarchy. However, 

it is not until she is in 1743 that her willfulness is met with violent punishment.  

As I move through Outlander’s engagement with concepts such as discipline and 

punishment, it is useful to examine connections with Michel Foucault’s landmark text. 

Discipline & Punish is a study of the transition from sovereign power to disciplinary 

power through the development of the prison system, which has significant implications 

for the way society is controlled. Foucault describes the spectacle of the punishment of 

the body, and the shift into the unseen punishment of the soul through a disciplining 

prison (Foucault 7-8). If discipline is the practice of training someone to obey rules or a 

code of behavior, punishment is sometimes what can be used to correct disobedience. 

Punishment occurs when undesirable behavior has already happened, but discipline 

intends to prevent the behavior from occurring in the first place. The punishment of one 
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person may also be used to discipline others, to show them the consequences and 

dissuade them from the behavior that led to the punishment. The repeated physical 

punishment of Claire’s body in the 18th century shows that her willfulness is considered 

a punishable offense. 

It is worth noting here that the word “discipline” functions on a number of 

registers. Foucault helps us understand discipline in relation to power, but discipline is 

also used to describe a branch of knowledge (such as an academic discipline), a code of 

behavior (as described above, and extending into what is expected from certain 

institutions), and as a verb that refers to punishment. After Jamie physically punishes 

Claire (despite her resistance) for disobeying his orders, she is angry with him. He 

eventually agrees to reconsider this practice: “Wives obey their husbands. Husbands 

discipline them when they do not. Now, that's how it was with my father and his father on 

and on and on, back. But maybe for you and me it has to go a different way” (S1,E9 “The 

Reckoning”). Here Jamie is using the word discipline as a verb that describes his 

punishment of Claire. Before he punished her, he said that it would be a way for her to 

learn not to commit disobedience again. This suggests that for Jamie, the word discipline 

refers to the act of punishing and also to training someone to obey a certain code of 

behavior. His actions in doing this creates a tension with Claire, who does not believe 

that he was justified in carrying out this punishment. Claire disobeyed his orders to enact 

her own will, which in that moment was her escape to the stones in an attempt to return to 

Frank. 

Claire is not the only willful character to be punished in Outlander. Treatment of 

Geillis and also of Jamie himself shows that the punishment of willful characters is not 
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isolated to Claire. We see Geillis frequently take her own way or use others to do her 

bidding; the extent of her willfulness comes into light when her full backstory as a time-

travelling Jacobite is revealed. She is eventually tried for witchcraft by her village, and 

while it is unclear if her witchcraft was actually successful (the existence of magic in 

Outlander is complicated) it is apparent that Geillis has tried to use it to exert her will. 

She is sentenced to be burned at the stake and is carried off by the crowd (S1,E11 “The 

Devil’s Mark”). We do not see this occur, and therefore do not know if she was meant to 

be burned alive. If she was, this would become the spectacle of torture that Foucault 

describes. Even if she was burned after death, there would have still been an execution 

followed by a torture of the body: “Hence no doubt those tortures that take place even 

after death: corpses burnt, ashes thrown to the winds, bodies dragged on hurdles and 

exhibited at the roadside. Justice pursues the body beyond all possible pain” (Foucault 

34). Alive or dead, Geillis becomes part of the ritual of the spectacle of torture and 

execution. 

Jamie is also sentenced to physical punishment in a public spectacle. In flashback 

we witness a younger Jamie’s willfulness in standing up to the British army, which 

causes him to be violently punished in front of a crowd (S1,E2 “Castle Leoch,” S1,E6 

“The Garrison Commander”). Even as he is flogged he still enacts his own will by 

displaying an outward stoicism and depriving both the British crown and Black Jack 

Randall the satisfaction of his cries of pain, despite the visual spectacle of his bloody 

back (“The Garrison Commander”). In this violent world, Jamie, Claire, Geillis, and 

others are subjected to violence as punishment for varied reasons and justifications, but 

seemingly always stemming from their willfulness. 
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Crafting Concepts 

Outlander uses televisual representation to explore the relationships between the 

concepts of violence, willfulness, discipline, punishment, and imperialism. It is through 

televisual representation that willfulness and discipline emerge as key ideas for 

understanding the show’s depiction of imperialism. Claire and Jamie in particular 

frequently experience violence at the hands of the British army – and specifically from 

Black Jack Randall. As mentioned, their personal conflict is a representation of the larger 

imperial issue between the British Empire and Scotland. The audio and visual elements 

used in the making of Outlander help to accentuate this mirroring – for example, there is 

certain music associated with the helpful arrival of a Scot. The craft of the show also 

distinguishes between the instances of violence. When Claire emerges in 1743 she nearly 

immediately runs into Black Jack Randall and is rescued by Murtagh, who silences her 

yelling by knocking her out (S1,E1 “Sassenach”). These encounters are similar in that 

both men are violent to Claire, but different in the ways that Outlander uses music, 

language, and narrative pacing to depict that violence. The audio and visual elements in 

scenes like this create distinctions which show that Outlander does not treat all violence 

as carrying the same threat or intent.  

One of the key narrative techniques is Claire’s voiceover. When Claire refers to 

Murtagh as her “erstwhile savior” in her voiceover, it expresses her inner thoughts about 

the situation. She does not feel saved now, but acknowledges that Murtagh saved her 

from the greater danger of Black Jack Randall. It is important that Claire’s voiceover is 

used often in the show, particularly in the earlier seasons. In her essay “How to Be a 

Woman in the Highlands: A Feminist Portrayal of Scotland in Outlander” Courtney A. 
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Hoffman focuses on the cinematic importance of assuming Claire’s gaze, perspective, 

and internal thoughts (Hoffman 104). This essay is helpful to consider in regards to the 

craft of the show – including music, cinematography, casting, language, and sound – 

because it helps underline the importance of these elements to the creation of the world of 

Outlander. The way that these elements are used, with the similarities and variations 

between them, make pointed distinctions between situations within the show. This further 

underlines the complexity of violence, willfulness, imperialism, and other concepts that 

Outlander engages with. By using Claire’s voiceover to help explain the action, it keeps 

her perspective at the forefront of the story.  

When willfulness is exhibited by Claire or by Jamie – the two principal characters 

on the show – it is often linked with their bravery, strength, and perseverance. However, 

their actions associated with willfulness are often punishable with violence by the society 

they live in. What does this say about Outlander’s perspective on will? Willfulness is 

punished, and yet these characters still have a tendency to enact their own will and 

remain resilient despite the known consequences. Scotland too can be considered willful, 

and yet the show depicts a violent period in Scotland and the British Empire’s 

relationship which ultimately culminates in the punishment of Scotland – via punishment 

of Scottish people – for its uprising. This is depicted on another level through Claire and 

Jamie’s personal conflict with Black Jack Randall, which mirrors the imperial conflict 

between Scotland and the British Empire. It can be argued that Black Jack and the British 

Empire are willful as well, and yet they are not willful against an authority the way 

Claire, Jamie, and Scotland are – they are the authority. It is important that Outlander 
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makes that distinction, because in doing so the show aligns itself with Claire and with 

Scotland, the willful underdogs. 

Outlander is hardly the only representation of Scottish conflict with Britain on 

screen, but it differs from many of the most popular ones by having a female protagonist. 

In a patriarchal society, men retain authoritative power (Barclay 5). Patriarchy also 

prioritizes men’s lives and stories. By focusing on a female character, Outlander views 

this world through the lens of someone without that power and prioritizes a woman’s 

story. In 1995, two films were released that depicted the Scottish Highlands. Braveheart 

and Rob Roy both featured male protagonists based on historical figures in conflict with 

the British Empire. “Outlander explores the same tensions between clan patriarchies and 

English occupation. Crucially, however, it does so through a plot revolving around and 

through the very perspective of a woman, something that is highlighted by its very title, 

which indicates that the series’ focus is on the character who does not belong to her 

setting” (Hoffman 104). All three of these stories feature the British army as an 

occupying force in the Scottish Highlands and the imperial conflicts that arise from that 

situation.  

Women in these stories are treated as Evangelista described – something to be 

protected, to rouse men into military action. Braveheart and Rob Roy both “conflate the 

personal with the political in the guise of revenge for the sexual assault of the 

protagonists’ women. A seething patriarchal anger brims under the surfaces of William 

Wallace’s and Robert MacGregor’s desire to remain free from English control as 

Highlanders” (Hoffman 107). But while Claire is nearly raped by men from the British 

army – including Black Jack Randall and two unnamed deserters – she is also threatened 
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with sexual assault by unnamed MacKenzie clansmen and by Dougal (S1,E8 “Both Sides 

Now,” S1,E4 “The Gathering”). This shows that for women, this violence does not only 

come from the “bad guys” – which in these stories are mostly representatives of the 

British army. By subjecting Claire to violence from both sides of the conflict, Outlander 

creates tension on a national and personal level. She does not belong to either side, and 

she is not safe with either side. 

 The first chapter of this thesis will explore this tension through Claire’s role in the 

conflict of the British Empire and Scotland depicted in Outlander’s first two seasons. 

This chapter dives deep into the interpersonal encounters that occur between Claire and 

the men of both groups. It also will examine the relationship of her position in this 

conflict and the violence she experiences. It is significant that Claire learns to use this 

position – which often makes her into an object to be bartered over – to enact her own 

will. The chapter argues that Outlander tells stories of imperialism through the 

connections it makes between willfulness and violence on an individual level. 

The second chapter focuses on Outlander’s depictions of discipline and violent 

punishment. It explores the importance of the tension that results from Claire’s temporal 

displacement and the differences in her code of behavior as compared with other 

characters. Claire’s reaction to the physical punishments she witnesses after travelling 

back in time highlight the differences that Foucault describes between disciplinary power 

in the 20th century and sovereign power in the 18th. Claire’s behavior – a result of her 

circumstances and of the discipline she was raised with – makes her seem suspicious or 

even dangerous to some characters while perhaps explaining a deeper connection she has 

to others such as Jamie and Geillis. Their codes of behavior are demonstrated to be 
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different from the societal norm, and like Claire they are punished for trying to enact their 

own will. 

These chapters utilize specific examples from the first two seasons of Outlander 

as evidence of the perseverance of the will. In a world filled with violence and conflict, 

Claire and other characters, – including the character of Scotland – demonstrate this 

resilience. While later seasons of Outlander are still very much concerned with these 

concepts as well, the lead-up to and coverage of the Jacobite Rebellion best exemplifies 

Claire’s role in the imperial conflict and the connections the show makes between 

violence, will, discipline, and punishment. The show’s engagement with these concepts 

creates a complex environment for characters and for the audience. 

 In the world shown on Outlander, men occupy roles of authority. By enacting her 

own will, Claire is sometimes forced to come up against the will of the men in charge. 

When she does not act in line with their code of behavior, she is punished per their 

discipline. The tension created by Claire’s willfulness and the patriarchal authority is a 

result of Outlander’s use of a woman at the forefront of a story. As noted above, the most 

popular stories of Scotland have been typically focused on men. By centering on Claire, 

Outlander is able to make the political even more personal in this tale of rebellion. 

 Claire and Scotland are both shown to be up against established systems of power 

– the patriarchy and the British Empire. On the other hand, Outlander still does not fully 

align Claire with Scotland in this story. As per the title of the series, Claire is an 

“outlander” – an outsider, a stranger. She exists in a time period that – if thinking linearly 

– she should not be living in. She is a wife of men from both sides and she has healed 

men in both armies, but she also faces the reality of violence from these men. By naming 
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the series Outlander, the show emphasizes that it is Claire’s story. Her experience may be 

mirrored with Scotland’s, but in facing violence that does not discriminate by side, she 

often stands alone in her willfulness – unlike Rob Roy or William Wallace.  

 By investigating Outlander’s depictions of violence and punishment in relation to 

willfulness, this thesis will underline the importance of telling a story of imperialism 

from the perspective of a time-traveling woman. In focusing on a female character, 

Outlander does something different than Rob Roy and Braveheart – it re-examines 

women’s roles in depictions of national conflicts. And finally, by incorporating Claire’s 

time travel Outlander highlights connections between different periods in Scottish and 

British history, which has implications all the way up to the present day. Scottish 

independence is a contemporary conversation and political movement, resulting in a vote 

as recently as 2014 – the same year that Outlander premiered. 
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Figure 1. Black Jack threatens Claire. 

Black Jack holds his sword up to Claire’s neck as he questions her about her identity. 

(S1,E1 “Sassenach”). 
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Figure 2. Claire and Murtagh run. 

Murtagh rescues Claire from Black Jack and leads her away from the scene, before he 

silences her with a blow to the head. (S1,E1 “Sassenach”)..
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Chapter II. 

Telling Stories of Imperialism Through Violence on Outlander 

This chapter examines the precarious position of Outlander’s protagonist Claire 

as a woman removed from her original time and now inserted into the 18th century 

imperial conflict between the Scottish people (primarily Highlanders) and the British 

Empire. The chapter considers how this conflict relates to the violence that she suffers.4 

As a time traveler from the 20th century stuck in the 18th, Claire is in an unusual 

situation of living her life out of the order she had anticipated. For her, the 18th century is 

no longer the past – it is present and future. Claire’s outsider role in the story also aligns 

her with the audience, since the viewers also must be introduced to the time and place in 

which much of this story takes place – the 1740s in the Scottish Highlands.5 In addition 

to being an outsider to the Scots, Claire finds herself in the midst of an imperial conflict 

in which she is considered suspicious by both sides and therefore is not a part of either. 

 
4 This thesis will refer to the British Empire to make a distinction between Scotland and Britain, of which 

Scotland is a part. “The eighteenth century witnessed an official effort to create a new understanding of 

"British" nationality, one that accommodated various English, Scottish, and Welsh traditions and united the 

peoples of Britain by emphasizing a few antagonisms that they all allegedly shared, particularly against 

France and the Catholic Church. These were also years in which many in Britain, and in Scotland in 

particular, were engaged in a fluid debate over the categorization of peoples, the attributes of "savagery," 

and the meaning of “civilization.” In large part because of the distinctive language and traditions of the 

Gaelic-speakers, and the complex relationship between Highlanders and the rest of the peoples of Britain, 

Ireland, and the colonies, these issues—the meaning of British nationality, and the steps between savagery 

and civilization—carried special significance in Scotland” (Plank 8). 
5 Hoffman emphasizes the importance of Claire’s heavily-used voiceover in the first season as she moves 

from the 1940s to the 1740s. “She lives by 20th century mores, which do not always align with those of the 

18th century and even less so with the strictures of the Highland culture that is alien to her and her 

expectations. The viewer identifies with Claire’s insertion into a world in which she is both an outsider and 

must find a place to be a productive member of society…” (Hoffman 108). 
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As depicted in the early seasons of Outlander, there are repercussions that stem 

from Claire’s position in between the Scots and the British Empire. She is often subjected 

to violence by men from both sides – violence that is a symptom of patriarchal power 

structures, and also part of her specific situation amidst larger national conflict where she 

exists in a unique role in the middle of and outside of those groups. Through elements of 

the show’s craft such as music and dialogue, it becomes apparent that in the violent world 

depicted on Outlander not all violence serves the same function. Instances of violence 

that Claire suffers at the hands of the British army are frequently linked with an attempt 

of sexual assault. Claire also experiences physical violence from the Highland Scots, but 

in many cases they hurt her with the intention of preventing greater harm from befalling 

her – and/or them – by the British army. This seems to be a significant choice by the 

show, which is dramatizing the Jacobite Rebellion from the Scottish perspective through 

the eyes of a non-Scottish, female protagonist. The violence that is prevalent in 

Outlander outlines a dangerous world, which is particularly dangerous when interacting 

with the British Empire.  

Claire has a complex relationship with both the Scots and the British army in 

1743. With her English accent, it is immediately obvious that she has a connection to that 

country. The audience learns early that she is a British citizen, but was raised all over the 

world before becoming a nurse for the British army in World War II (S1,E1 

“Sassenach”). However, her presence as a woman wandering alone in the Scottish 

Highlands is questionable to the British army and to the Scots who live there. She is 

suspected by the British to be a spy for the Scots, and vice versa. Later in the first season 
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she even has to marry a Scot to protect her from the imperial reach of the Brits, 

deepening the complexity of her identity and allegiances.  

Claire navigates a perilous situation as a female newcomer to the Scottish 

Highlands and to the 18th century. As seen in the first episode of Outlander, minutes 

upon her arrival in the 18th century she is subjected to violence by a British soldier and 

then by a Highlander. She demonstrates self-preservation immediately – she complies 

with orders when needed in order to avoid immediate harm, but still attempts to escape 

her would-be captors (or rescuers?) whenever she identifies an opportunity. She also 

gives out orders of her own and manages to take charge of a medical situation despite the 

skepticism she receives in response to her offer of help (“Sassenach”). Even as a captive, 

Claire asserts her will.  

Claire can be identified as a willful character per the description from Sara 

Ahmed in her book, Living a Feminist Life. Ahmed references a typical definition of 

willfulness as “asserting or disposed to assert one’s own will against persuasion, 

instruction, or command; governed by will without regard to reason; determined to take 

one’s own way; obstinately self-willed or perverse” (Living 65-66). Claire is often 

depicted as someone who exerts her own will against other’s commands, or is at least 

disposed to do so. The first episode shows a situation in which Claire becomes willing 

rather than be physically forced to go along with Scots. Ahmed writes about this idea, 

that being forced feels worse than complying – even if you don’t want to (Living 75). 

Despite Claire’s willfulness, she is often used outside of her control as an object to be 

defended or exploited by both the British army and the Scots. After several experiences 

of this nature, Claire shows that she has learned to manipulate her position in between the 
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groups to assert her own will and turn situations around to her benefit through strategic 

mobilization of her national and gendered identity. 

Using elements such as music, sound, language, and cinematography, the 

following examples examined in this chapter will address the meaning of these instances 

of violence against Claire. This analysis will also demonstrate how the show uses Claire 

to personalize the British/Scottish imperial conflict, by representing her as someone 

outside of both groups and yet who is also sought to be protected or bargained over by 

them. These scenes start to appear as early as the first episode, making them essential to 

the story and introducing the viewer to the world built by Outlander. Immediately after 

Claire travels through time by touching the standing stones, she runs into Black Jack 

Randall and the interaction quickly leads to the first instance of violence and threat of 

sexual assault against her in the 18th century. She is rescued by a Scot, Murtagh, who 

also inflicts her with violence with a different intent – to protect both of them. In these 

two back-to-back interactions of violence from men, it is clear that Claire is subject to 

violence from both the Brits and Scots. Her own connection to the British Empire, albeit 

from a different century, does not provide her with protection, and it also makes her a 

subject of great suspicion in this setting. She does not have her own national quarrel, but 

she becomes caught up in theirs. 

The relationship between the British Empire and Scotland, and Scotland’s role 

within that empire, is complex and comes with centuries of context. The relationship as 

depicted on Outlander primarily focuses on the events preceding, during, and then 

following the Jacobite Rebellion of 1745. This rebellion was not the first, and this 

particular incident kicked off when Charles Edward Stuart, the grandson of England’s 
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ousted King James II, arrived in Scotland in the summer of 1745. His supporters, the 

Jacobites, sought restoration of the Stuart dynasty to the British throne. These supporters 

included prominent clan leaders in the Highlands, and they helped Charles take areas as 

far south as the midlands of England before being forced to turn back. The British 

military defeated the Jacobites at Culloden Moor on April 16, 1746 and Charles fled, 

ending the rebellion with a particularly violent battle. Geoffrey Plank’s Rebellion and 

Savagery: The Jacobite Rising of 1745 and the British Empire posits that the violence of 

this conflict grew out of the character and scale of Charles Stuart’s aims. “He believed 

that his father was the rightful monarch of all Britain and Ireland, and he came to 

Scotland with the ultimate purpose of asserting his family's claim to those kingdoms and 

the entire British Empire. As a result, the conflict had a powerful, almost intrinsically 

violent, moral component. Both sides accused the men in the opposing army of treason” 

(Plank 3).  

On Outlander, the suggestion of this moral component can be seen through the 

suspicion of Claire by both the Brits and the Scots when they first encounter her. They 

are equally unsure as to whether she is a spy with malicious intent against them. Both 

sides subject her to violence and use her against the other in their disputes on both a 

personal and national level, casting her in a challenging role between them. Claire’s 

position between (and outside of) the Scottish and the British sides of conflict is an 

important part of the first episode of Outlander. She continues to play this role in future 

interactions in the first two seasons of the show, which cover the lead-up and culmination 

of the Jacobite Rebellion. 
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 During conflicts between British and Scottish Highlander men, she is often used 

as a pawn or bargaining chip, something that she eventually learns to take advantage of 

and use to her benefit. As Matthew Evangelista argues, “Women serve as “boundary 

markers” between different national, ethnic, and religious communities, and thus might 

be expected to play an important role when such communities come into violent 

conflict.” (Evangelista 1) Claire’s first few minutes in her new 1743 setting see her 

literally stumble into a skirmish between the British military and men of the local 

Scottish clan. She gets caught in the fray and is shot at by a British soldier, and upon 

fleeing from his gunfire she then encounters Black Jack Randall and then Murtagh, who 

both subject her to violence. For both Claire and the audience, this is merely an 

introduction to Claire’s position amidst (and outside of) these communities, with the 

examples that follow deepening her role and the complexities of her situation. 

As she continues through her early days navigating this new time period, it is 

quickly demonstrated that she is caught in the middle of the British and Scottish conflict 

and not accepted by either side. Claire is called “Sassenach,” meaning English person or 

outlander, by the Scot (Jamie) who becomes her second husband. The fact that 

“outlander” is the title of the series amplifies the importance of this label for Claire. As I 

continue to describe several examples of interpersonal violence towards Claire, I will 

demonstrate her precarious position with the Scots and the British Empire in the larger 

imperial conflict that arches over the early seasons of Outlander. The gendered violence 

towards Claire is certainly a symptom of patriarchal structures in which men hold 

primary power, as we see other female characters subjected to violence. Claire’s situation 
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is specific as it correlates to the larger British/Scottish conflict and her unique role to 

those sides. 

Violent Introductions to Black Jack and Murtagh 

Claire’s first two interpersonal interactions in the 1740s result in violence, and 

they are only the beginning of her exposure to violence from both the British army and 

the Scottish Highlanders. Her initial encounters with the characters of Black Jack Randall 

and Murtagh start to construct expectations of violence from men in this 18th century 

imperial world that she has landed in. Through these back-to-back encounters, Outlander 

depicts violence against her with different intentions. Both of these instances of violence 

are threatening or even painful for Claire, and yet Outlander makes distinctions 

separating the two by positioning these interactions directly next to one another, and 

linking them to particular characters and their relationship to the British Empire. Black 

Jack Randall wants to destroy Claire with his violent actions, and Murtagh wants to 

control her behavior so she does not get them both killed by the British army. The world 

that Outlander creates is one in which violence, including violence towards women, is 

prevalent. This does not exempt “good” characters from committing violence, even 

towards Claire. Furthermore, Claire herself is also willing to commit violence (S1,E8 

“Both Sides Now”). These initial encounters in the first episode introduce the audience to 

the idea that within the world of Outlander, understanding intent is essential to 

understanding violence’s role in the narrative.  

The craft of the show highlights the differences of the instances of violence and 

also of their intention. These elements also draw attention to the imperial conflict and to 
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Claire’s role in it. Following her entrance to the 18th century, Claire sees a man who 

looks exactly like her 20th century husband Frank Randall. He introduces himself as 

Jonathan Randall, and Claire has prior knowledge of him as an ancestor of Frank’s with 

the foreboding nickname of “Black Jack.” Importantly, both characters are played by the 

same actor, which draws a deliberate connection between them in the eyes of the viewer. 

In addition to looking identical, both Frank and Black Jack Randall are British officers of 

a high rank. When he sees Claire, Black Jack asks who she is and is instantly skeptical of 

her answers, due to her demeanor and dress and his own violent misogyny. Within 

seconds of their meeting, he grabs Claire to keep her from running away and she 

struggles against him. He calls her a whore and starts to yank up her dress, stopped only 

when he is struck by another man (“Sassenach”). Just minutes into Claire’s journey in the 

1740s, she has already experienced violence, assault, and was nearly raped by a British 

officer. 

Claire faces more violence even as she is rescued from Black Jack’s attack, 

though elements of the show’s craft distinguishes the encounters. The man who saves her 

by hitting Black Jack, the Scottish Highlander named Murtagh, rescues her from Black 

Jack’s violence before subjecting her to more himself; even though he stopped an assault 

on Claire, he is also violent towards her. He hits Claire on the head to knock her out after 

she yells for help, seemingly in order to more easily and quietly bring her along to his 

companions. This introduces a level of complexity to the situation that separates Murtagh 

from Black Jack. Claire has just been attacked by a British officer, and yet she still 

appeals to the Redcoats for help. Presumably, these soldiers are under Black Jack 

Randall’s command (as he has said he is Captain of His Majesty’s eighth dragoons) and 
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were the same soldiers seen fighting with the Scots in the woods. For this reason, it is 

advantageous for both Claire and Murtagh to avoid them even if Claire does not realize 

that yet. Claire’s yelling puts them both at risk, so Murtagh silences her with violence.  

The music used in these moments contributes to the distinction between the 

violent acts. The fast, drum-heavy soundtrack that plays as Claire flees the British 

soldiers’ gunfire abruptly stops once she sees Black Jack kneeling by a creek. The only 

sound heard is that of rushing water as she stares at him and then confusedly asks, 

“Frank?” When Black Jack introduces himself to Claire, music begins in the background. 

It is in a minor key and the deep cello evokes impending danger. Ending his introduction 

by saying “at your service,” Black Jack raises his eyebrows suggestively. Claire 

nervously starts to step away, and the strings in the arrangement play dissonant notes that 

project her fear. The strings play faster as she breaks into a run to get away from Black 

Jack. The music ceases as Black Jack interrogates Claire, but the dissonant strings start 

again as he pushes up her dress. After Murtagh jumps down from the cliff and knocks out 

Black Jack, the strings disappear and the bagpipes enter the score. While it is not 

triumphant or calming, the bagpipe music is more melodic, open and pastoral – it does 

not continue the dissonant half-step strings heard when Black Jack was on screen 

(Eagan). When Claire yells for help and Murtagh covers her mouth with his hand, the 

strings return. Less dissonant this time, the music does not resolve until the screen (and 

Claire) black out (“Sassenach”). Claire may have escaped violence from Randall, but she 

is still in danger of violence from Murtagh. 

In film, music can be used to express the unspoken thoughts of a character or the 

less obvious consequences of a situation. During these two violent interactions, the score 
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is useful in conveying “subliminal messages where we can feel what the main character is 

feeling or where the music creates the conditions of the atmosphere on screen.” (Green 

83) The music adds to the actor’s performance to demonstrate the fear Claire experiences 

in both interactions, but it also more subtly distinguishes the encounters. As described 

above, Outlander uses music to create different atmospheres when Claire is interacting 

with Black Jack versus Murtagh. Music is an element of the show’s craft, and therefore 

an explicit choice made by showrunners. That these encounters have different musical 

cues says not only that they should be contrasted, but that viewers should distinguish 

between an intention to harm and an intention to protect. 

The difference in dialogue is also important when examining these subsequent 

interactions and the intent of the violence. Black Jack asks Claire about her identity and 

grabs her to prevent escape. Claire tells Black Jack to “Get off me, you bastard, ”and 

spits in his face. After Claire’s struggle to get away and her show of defiance by spitting 

in his face, Black Jack stops asking her for answers and instead attempts to rape her. 

Black Jack drops his sword and says that she has “the speech of a lady, the language of a 

whore. I choose the whore” (“Sassenach”). He turns her around and presses her face 

against the cliff as he starts to pull and rip her dress up to assault her. Black Jack’s 

application of the word “whore” seems to be an excuse for him to treat her the way he 

wants to, not the way she does. This is evidence of Black Jack’s destructive intentions 

towards Claire. He first threatens her with his weapon to get answers, then attempts to 

sexually assault her. This is violence with a motive to dominate Claire and destroy the 

willfulness she has exhibited. This scene is the first instance of interpersonal violence 

towards Claire in Outlander, and the first violence shown to be committed by Black Jack 
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– neither will be the last. These two characters will have similar verbal and physical 

interactions between them in future episodes (S1,E6 “The Garrison Commander,” S1,E8 

“Both Sides Now,” S1,E15 “Wentworth Prison”).  

On the other hand, Murtagh and Claire hardly speak during their initial encounter. 

Murtagh extends his hand out to Claire, yelling at her in Gaelic. She cannot understand 

his language, but interprets that he wants her to come with him. She gives him her hand 

and goes along, asking who he is and where they are headed. Murtagh hides them both 

behind a tree as Redcoats walk past. Seeing them, Claire yells for help. Murtagh covers 

her mouth to muffle her yells, and then knocks her on the head with the back of his 

dagger. The music continues through their interaction and is the dominant sound in the 

scene aside from the limited dialogue and the sounds of Murtagh’s physical blows 

towards Claire and Black Jack. When Murtagh hits Claire, he literally silences her – the 

show is devoid of any sound for a moment as the screen goes black (“Sassenach”). 

Cinematography is also a powerful element of craft that is used to convey 

meaning in these scenes. When Claire first sees Black Jack, he is kneeling and positioned 

below her on the creek bank. She stays on higher ground until he confronts her with his 

sword. Once they are face-to-face at camera level, her face is illuminated while his is in 

shadow. Murtagh jumps from the cliff above and knocks Black Jack down. When he 

reaches back up to Claire for her hand, his face is also in shadow, perhaps suggesting that 

he is a potential threat to Claire like Black Jack Randall, or simply that he is mysterious. 

Once she goes with him they are lit equally and his face stays in view even as he restrains 

her and knocks her out. Murtagh is threatening to Claire in this moment, but he will 

become an ally to her as the season progresses. For this reason, it is important that he is 
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differentiated from Black Jack Randall even before we (and Claire) get to know him 

better – despite the fact that they are both violent to her at first meeting.  

Claire’s introduction to the Scottish Highlands in 1743 is colored by violence and 

suspicion from British and Scottish men, but through the craft of Outlander we see 

distinctions between the violence that relate back to intent. Despite the physical violence 

that Murtagh applies to Black Jack and then to Claire, the interaction is not treated by the 

show in the same manner as the one between Claire and Black Jack. This is conveyed by 

the music, dialogue, cinematography, and also by the narrative “pause” and relief of 

audio/visual tension when Claire is knocked unconscious. Claire awakes as she is seated 

in front of Murtagh on a horse. In voiceover she says she hoped everything that had 

happened so far was a dream, though she knew it was not. She refers to Murtagh as her 

“erstwhile savior” and does not appear to protest as they ride together, or as he pushes her 

into a cottage to meet up with the MacKenzie men.  

 Even though he struck her hard enough to knock her out, Claire does not project 

the same level of fear she had during her altercation with Black Jack. Perhaps this is 

because she thinks of him as her rescuer from Black Jack’s rape attempt. Murtagh’s 

violent blow towards her only came after she yelled out to the Redcoats, who he wanted 

to avoid for the aforementioned reasons. He does not have time to explain them to Claire, 

so he quickly silences her. Murtagh uses the butt of his knife in this violence, which is 

still painful for Claire but not as suggestively lethal as Black Jack’s threat of a blade 

towards her. Black Jack’s violence is not given any explanation – as Claire herself will 

state in the second episode, “Is there ever a good reason for rape?” (S1,E2 “Castle 

Leoch”). Black Jack’s suspicion of Claire is supposedly the reason for his interrogation, 
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but that same justification does not extend to his attempted assault. Again, the show 

distinguishes Murtagh’s intentions from Black Jack’s through sound design, 

cinematography, and dialogue, which coincide with the varied level of fear that Claire 

expresses in their presence.  

However, it is important to note that Claire is still Murtagh’s captive. She did not 

ask to come along with him and she does not know what he would do if she tried to 

escape, though it would be reasonable for her to expect violence after the behavior 

Murtagh has exhibited thus far. Therefore, Murtagh’s violence is still physical in method 

even though it is intended to be protective from more extreme violence (in this case, rape) 

perpetrated by a British officer. The show’s craft tells us that he does not mean to destroy 

Claire through his actions as Black Jack does. 

Through these adjacent encounters, Outlander introduces viewers to the 

recurrence of gendered violence within this world. These interactions create an 

expectation of violence against women in this 18th century depiction of the Scottish 

Highlands. Murtagh knocks Claire out in order to prevent himself and the other men from 

being subjected to violence by the British soldiers in pursuit. He is violent to Claire, but 

he is also at risk of violence. He hits her to protect himself. In addition to creating an 

expectation of violence, these early scenes also introduce different types of violence and 

the complex situations that Claire will frequently face at the hands of the British army 

and the Scottish in her position between the two groups.  

While Claire initially belongs outside and between these opposing sides, she 

physically spends more time amongst the Highlanders as the first season progresses. She 

occupies a confusing role as both a captive and a guest of the clan MacKenzie and lives 
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with them at Castle Leoch. Here, she becomes more acquainted with the rules and power 

structure of her new setting. As an Englishwoman of unconfirmed origin, she is 

considered suspicious and therefore not allowed to leave. She balances between her 

captive and guest capacities, eventually proving herself to be of some worth to the clan 

after several demonstrations of her medical prowess. Claire gained medical experience 

from her time with the British army in World War II – when the people of the British 

Empire, including the Scots, fought together as one. Now 200 years in the past, Claire is 

caught up in Scotland’s conflict with the British Empire which is about to break out into 

full rebellion. She eventually marries a Scot, chooses to stay in the 18th century, and tries 

to prevent that rebellion from happening to protect the Scots from bloodshed and loss. 

When prevention efforts fail, Claire serves alongside the Jacobites as a nurse. By the end 

of the second season, we have seen Claire in her capacity as a nurse for both the British 

and the Jacobite army. This is important because it further complicates Claire’s position 

in relation to the British Empire and Scots – her role, her feelings, her allegiance. She has 

helped both groups, but does not quite belong to either – an outlander. This point is 

further underlined by the violence she suffers at the hands of both. 

The violence from Black Jack and Murtagh in the first episode of the series offers 

a fairly clear distinction between their motivations. Other instances of gendered violence 

are not so easy to distinguish, particularly when perpetrated by Scots. For instance, 

Dougal stops unnamed clansmen from assaulting Claire during a MacKenzie gathering. 

The unnamed men’s intentions are clear, but Dougal’s are not. When the other men leave, 

Dougal grabs her, kisses her, and tries to pull up her skirt. She slaps him, and he steps 

back while warning her to leave “before ye pay a greater price” (S1,E4 “The Gathering”). 
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Despite saving her from assault, he threatens her with the same action from himself. On 

the other hand, the violence that Claire suffers at the hands of the British army (especially 

Black Jack) seems to always be intended to destroy her, often through sexual assault. 

This is a significant choice by the show, which is dramatizing the Jacobite Rebellion 

from the Scottish side, but through the eyes of an English-accented female protagonist. 

The gendered violence that is prevalent in Outlander paints a dangerous world for 

women, and especially dangerous for Claire when interacting with the British army. 

 Claire’s introduction to Black Jack Randall is very similar to her future 

encounters with him in the first season of Outlander. Following her rescue in the first 

episode, she does not see him again until episode six, “The Garrison Commander.” He 

interrogates her once more about her identity and her political sympathies, then lulls her 

into a false sense of security before abruptly punching her in the stomach. As Claire 

gasps, trying to get her wind back, Black Jack crouches over her and threatens her. He 

then directs his subordinate, Corporal Hawkins, to come over and kick her repeatedly. 

Over the sound of Claire’s gasps from the floor, Black Jack uses language that makes 

specific reference to her gender when he gives his orders – “Have you ever kicked a 

woman? … It’s very freeing.” After the corporal complies, Black Jack says “You see? 

They’re so soft” (“The Garrison Commander”). The music volume during this scene rises 

from quieter background strings to fast, dissonant notes that grow louder when Black 

Jack grabs and threatens Claire, and then when the corporal approaches (Eagan). The 

camera stays primarily on Claire’s face as she gasps for air and feels the impact of the 

blows from the corporal’s foot – we must watch the impact on Claire rather than the 

perpetrators of her suffering. 
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In a similar pattern, Claire is again rescued by a Scot – Dougal this time, who 

barges into the room as the music shifts to bagpipes – but she is ordered to appear at Fort 

William for further questioning. In order to escape this, she marries a Highlander – Jamie 

– because the marriage changes her “into a Scot” and therefore she cannot be compelled 

to appear at the fort. Claire feels awkward about the marriage, but she proceeds willfully 

with the ceremony and consummation for her legal protection from Black Jack (S1,E7 

“The Wedding”). This action is willful from the perspective of the British, and yet Claire 

is in a sense being disciplined – without violence – into becoming a Scot.  

In the next episode (“Both Sides Now”) Claire is caught by British soldiers and 

carried off to Fort William after all. Elements of this scene are similar to the last 

encounter between Black Jack and Claire, down to the dissonant strings and the 

involvement of Corporal Hawkins, who is told not to re-enter the room no matter what he 

may hear. Claire still tries screaming for someone to help her, but presumably Hawkins 

and other soldiers follow the orders of their superior to ignore the sound of her pleas. 

Unsurprisingly, Black Jack Randall uses violence against Claire. He threatens her with 

his knife, using the blade to cut open the front of her dress. He forces her down over his 

desk and pulls up her dress to rape her. Finding her knife in her stocking, he notes that 

“the lady has claws” – language that refers to her gender literally and suggesting that 

behind her genteel facade she has the capacity to harm. He uses her own knife against her 

as he traces it over her breast in threat while the camera primarily focuses on Claire’s 

stricken face. This familiar scene is interrupted again by a Scot heralded by the music of 

bagpipes, though this time it is by Claire’s new husband Jamie. 
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Claire exhibits willfulness during these violent encounters with men with 

patriarchal authority. As previously noted, these men retain power by responding to her 

willfulness and her retaliation with violence. 

Violence and Protection from the Scots 

Claire’s relationship with Jamie also contains the threat of violence and instances 

of physical violence, which also begins to develop in the first episode. Following their 

introduction where Claire tends Jamie’s wounds, she tips him off that a British ambush 

may be lying ahead of them on their journey. She is correct, and a brief skirmish ensues. 

Jamie throws Claire off of the horse and tells her to hide herself. Claire starts to make her 

escape from the Scots to find the standing stones and return to the 20th century, but Jamie 

finds her first: “Dougal and the others will be waiting further up the stream. We should 

go.” Claire replies that she is not going with him, and he counters that she is. Claire asks 

what he will do if she does not comply: “What, are you going to cut my throat if I don't?” 

Unlike both Black Jack and Murtagh, Jamie doesn’t actually use a weapon against her 

(though he is already holding his sword when he arrives, and points it towards her) but 

does say he will carry her off: “You don't look that heavy. Now if you won't walk, I shall 

pick you up and throw you over my shoulder. Do you want me to do that?” He grabs her 

and pulls her close, until she says no. Jamie smiles and says “Well then… I suppose that 

means you are coming with me” (S1,E1 “Sassenach”).  

 Claire is compelled to follow Jamie’s commands here in order to avoid being 

forced. Sara Ahmed describes how compliance can be evidence of willfulness in Living a 

Feminist Life: 
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“Someone says, “Are you going to let me or do I have to make you?” We 

can hear in this statement a will directive: if you are not willing, you will 

be forced. Being forced to something would be worse than doing 

something willingly, even if you are not willing to do something. When 

willing is a way of avoiding the consequence of being forced, willing is a 

consequence of force. Once you are willing to do what you are compelled 

to do, less pressure needs to be exerted. To become willing offers a relief 

from pressure. To refuse to become willing requires accepting more and 

more pressure (the effort to make you do what you are not willing to do). 

Willfulness might be required to refuse to become willing.” (Living 75) 

 

 

It is understood that Claire complies rather than be thrown over his shoulder, even 

though the end result is the same. She does not want to go with him, she wants to go her 

own way so she can return to the standing stones and get back to Frank in the 1940s. 

When Jamie offers the will directive, Claire becomes willing rather than be physically 

forced, which as Ahmed notes would be worse for her than to comply when she does not 

want to.  

This scene does not contain any music – the upbeat strings that play as Claire 

walks through the woods fade out as Jamie appears on horseback and blocks Claire’s 

path. The background nature sounds are prominent – rushing water, chirping birds. After 

Jamie smirks and concludes that Claire is coming with him somber, tonal music begins 

and follows them to the next scene as they ride on Jamie’s horse to meet the others 

(Eagan). Unlike the interactions with Black Jack and Murtagh, this encounter between 

Jamie and Claire lacks music that projects tension or fear. With his size and weapon, he is 

in a position to dominate Claire physically. The dialogue in this scene is also driven by 

Jamie, but is more conversational than the limited exchange Claire has with Murtagh and 

less hostile than the one she has with Black Jack. The threat of violence is there, but 

Jamie does not need to act on it – only allude to it with his words and outstretched sword. 
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 During this scene, the cinematography helps demonstrate Jamie’s dominating 

position. The camera is positioned low, near the ground, as he is shown dismounting 

from his horse. As he approaches Claire, the camera helps depict the way he blocks her 

path – Claire is shown over Jamie’s shoulder, his looming physical presence keeping her 

from escaping. Once face-to-face, Jamie is shot from below and Claire is shot from above 

(“Sassenach”) The camera craft in this scene does a lot of work to show the threat that 

Jamie poses to Claire, and why she complies with his commands (Figure 3). 

Prior to this interaction, Claire has fixed Jamie’s shoulder and ridden with him on 

his horse as the Highlanders head back to Castle Leoch. Jamie has been appreciative and 

friendly towards her, but it is important that even he will resort to physical restraint or 

violence if he determines a need. Jamie’s capacity for violence comes up again later in 

Claire and Jamie’s relationship, particularly in relation to Outlander’s depiction of 

patriarchal power structures after they become married. 

 Claire is considered suspicious by the British army (specifically Black Jack) and 

also by the MacKenzies due to her sudden appearance alone in the Scottish Highlands 

dressed in an unconventional garment. As shown right from the start of Outlander, Claire 

is also subject to violence from British and Scottish men. Her status as an “outlander” 

displaced in time places her outside of these national distinctions, and yet she is often 

used as an object to be protected or exploited to both groups’ advantage. At the end of 

episode five, “Rent,” a British soldier witnesses Claire’s struggle with clansman Angus. 

Hearing her English accent, he asks Claire if she is held against her will. After a 

cliffhanger, in the subsequent episode Claire responds that she is a guest of the 

MacKenzies, the soldier’s suspicion is piqued and he asks her to meet with his 
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commanding officer at an inn. Claire agrees, and Dougal insists that he goes with her. 

There, Claire re-encounters Black Jack Randall. Eventually the two are left alone, and he 

resumes his interrogation from the first episode. He punches Claire in the stomach and 

orders a subordinate to kick her repeatedly. Dougal bursts in and tries to extract Claire. 

“You have no right to that woman,” Black Jack claims. “Not while she’s being 

questioned by a British officer.” Dougal counters that “she is a guest of clan MacKenzie,” 

and Black Jack responds that “she is an English subject first.” Dougal insists that since 

Claire has stated that she is a guest of the clan, she is under their protection and cannot be 

interrogated on MacKenzie land. This persuades Black Jack to let them go, but he orders 

Dougal to bring Claire to Fort William by the next day or face repercussions (S1,E6 “The 

Garrison Commander”). 

 While Dougal is acting to protect Claire from further harm by Black Jack, his 

motivation to do so is not solely to protect her wellbeing. Claire has lived among the 

MacKenzies for weeks and observed Dougal’s efforts to fund a Jacobite army to restore 

the Stuarts to the throne. Even if Claire is not a spy for the British, she may divulge her 

observations to Black Jack under questioning or torture. Therefore, Dougal considers 

Claire as a potential liability that must be protected for his own good as well as her own. 

It is for this reason that he accompanies her to the inn, and that he rescues her when the 

interrogation turns violent. 

By the end of the first season, Claire has escaped Black Jack’s violence four 

times, all through Scottish men’s intervention. First Murtagh, then Dougal, then Jamie 

twice. Jamie’s first rescue of Claire from Black Jack comes shortly after their marriage. 

As mentioned, Claire marries Jamie in order to “turn [her] into a Scot” and prevent her 
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from being compelled to appear at Fort William for questioning. The marriage is 

Dougal’s idea, and though initially reluctant Claire and Jamie develop a sexual 

relationship that grows into a loving one.  

Claire as an Object 

When Claire is captured by the British and brought to Black Jack, she finds 

herself once again subjected to Black Jack’s violent actions (S1,E8 “Both Sides Now”). 

She is tied up, threatened with a knife, and then is nearly raped by him again. Jamie 

bursts in through a window and points a gun at Black Jack. Claire is then used by Black 

Jack as a bartering chip – he holds her in front of him to block Jamie’s shot, and holds a 

knife at her throat to encourage Jamie’s compliance (Figure 4). This is the first direct 

example of Claire used as an object between Jamie and Black Jack – this similar scene 

will play out again in the penultimate episode of season one, “Wentworth Prison.” In both 

instances, Black Jack uses violence against Claire in order to control Jamie. Though 

Jamie has indicated that he too is willing to exert violence upon a woman if need be, he 

will do whatever is necessary to spare Claire from Black Jack’s actions. This is true of 

this scene in “The Reckoning,” and even more so in “Wentworth Prison.” Black Jack and 

Jamie’s contempt (or obsession, depending on the perspective) for each other goes 

beyond their national identities, yet as representatives of the British Empire and Scotland 

they do represent their national identities on an interpersonal level. The interactions 

between Black Jack, Jamie, and Claire dramatize the imperial/national conflict and the 

aforementioned “boundary marker” role that women sometimes play. Claire’s presence in 
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these interactions helps demonstrate the complex moral component of the national 

conflict, which as Plank notes is what made the Jacobite Rebellion intrinsically violent.  

After being used as a bargaining chip between the Scottish and the English 

several times in the first season of Outlander, the second season sees Claire embrace this 

role in order to protect herself, her husband, and the Jacobite army. In “Je Suis Prest,” 

Jamie and his troops capture a young British soldier, Grey, and interrogate him about the 

army’s movements and numbers. The young soldier claims that there is nothing they 

could do to make him talk, but as Jamie threatens him with a scorching hot knife Claire 

interrupts and uses her status as a woman and English accent to spare the soldier from 

torture and still get him to provide the information the Scots need. She pretends to be an 

English hostage, calling Jamie a “Scottish barbarian” and agreeing to submit to him if he 

lets the soldier go free (S2,E9 “Je Suis Prest”). The sound of her accent has indicated her 

country of origin before, and she uses her accent here to help the situation just by using 

her voice. Her language seems important in subliminally explaining her plan – she 

pointedly calls Jamie a “sadist,” a word she used towards him back in season one when 

he physically punishes her for disobedience, and a word she had to define for him (S1,E9 

“The Reckoning”). Jamie, picking up on the ruse, says to the British soldier, “You may 

be indifferent to your own welfare, but perhaps ye have some concern for this English 

lady's honor,” and grabs Claire (“Je Suis Prest”). He threatens to rape her in front of the 

soldier, and then give her to his men to do the same. The young soldier, motivated to 

protect Claire, agrees to tell Jamie information about the company he marches with. The 

music indicates that Claire’s participation has alleviated the tension of the moment for the 

Scots and the danger for the soldier, though he doesn’t know it – once Claire interjects, 
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the soundtrack shifts from being slow, dramatic, and tonal into a fiddle melody with a 

faster tempo (Eagan). When the boy agrees to talk to “save” Claire, the music stops 

entirely. Here the music is used to help depict the way this interaction is playing out from 

Claire and Jamie’s perspective, not Grey’s. To him, he is still in danger of torture and 

death – the alleviations in tension that the music provides are for the benefit of the 

audience.  

Claire exploits her unusual role in the middle of the British Empire and the Scots 

in order to resolve the situation. She uses her English accent to suggest her national 

identity and therefore her affiliation to the young British soldier. By this point in 

Outlander, Claire’s allegiance lies more firmly with the Scots. She is happily married to 

Jamie, and serves as a medic with their army. The camera cuts back and forth between 

the faces Claire, Jamie, Grey, and the other Scottish men, but when the wider angles 

show the scene it is important that Claire is not positioned between Jamie and the British 

soldier, but rather remains on the outside (“Je Suis Prest”). Despite the ruse, she is not 

actually being bargained over in this instance. She helps the Scots by willingly operating 

in a “boundary marker” role, which gives Grey what he feels to be is a nobler reason to 

speak outside of his own self-interest – protecting an Englishwoman from rape – and 

sparing him from violence that Jamie was prepared to carry out to drive Grey to the point 

of compliance. After being frequently used as an object to be protected, Claire pretends to 

be in that situation again to her advantage – to protect herself, her men, and the Jacobite 

cause.  

She employs a similar tactic later in the second season. In “Vengeance is Mine,” 

she helps a group of Scots avoid capture and death when they are trapped in a building by 
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Redcoats. She uses the sound of her English accent to proclaim her presence in the 

building, motivating the British to negotiate her “rescue” from the Scots in exchange for 

their safe escape. This time she also uses explicit language in addition to her voice: 

“Help, save me! I’m a British subject!” Just like she did with Grey, she puts the plan into 

motion herself and gets Jamie onboard afterwards. As she speaks, the camera follows her 

as she moves past Jamie to shout to the British. “Look, say I'm your hostage. They won't 

fire the place with me inside,” she tells a resistant Jamie. “Exchange me. Use me to 

bargain with them. It worked the last time.” During her argument, bagpipes enter the 

score. Bagpipes have been used before to herald the arrival of a rescuing Scot, which is 

how Claire is acting in this scene. Jamie protests further, and Claire makes her intent to 

protect the Scots even more clear: “Am I not Lady Broch Tuarach? Are these men not my 

responsibility too” (S2,E11 “Vengeance is Mine”)? Again, as shown in the first episode 

of Outlander, Claire is subject to violence from men of the British army and from 

Scottish men. Her status as an outlander displaced in time puts her outside of these 

national distinctions, and yet she is often used as an object to be protected or exploited to 

both groups’ advantage. She is also protecting herself, since she knows that she is not 

immune to violence from the British army if she is considered suspicious or if they knew 

her allegiance no longer lay with their imperial aims. 

Matthew Evangelista posits the idea that “in order for nationalist movements to 

become militarized, men must embrace an identity that defines their masculinity as 

directly linked to the armed protection of their society’s women” (Evangelista 11). 

Outlander certainly displays this – but it also shows instances where women protect their 

men. In these examples where she pretends to be a hostage, Claire is protecting men that 
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she loves and in doing so is also advancing the Jacobite cause by safeguarding its 

soldiers. Despite her allegiance to the Scots at this point, she is still an outsider. In 

Claire’s role between the British and the Scottish groups, it has been shown that both 

sides seek to protect her even as they are both willing to subject her to violence.  

As Outlander dramatizes this national/imperial conflict, Claire’s identity as a 

woman and her position as both a Brit and a Scot – and in some ways her position as 

neither – embodies Evangelista’s concept. In this position, Claire personalizes the moral 

complexities of the national conflict. The complicated national distinction between the 

British Empire and Scotland (which was technically a part of its empire) meant that both 

sides felt that the other was committing treason. Since Claire serves as a boundary marker 

between the groups and as a personification of the complex dynamic, she is also a 

lightning rod for violence that comes from both sides. The ways that Outlander 

distinguishes the violence perpetrated by the British army and the Scots emphasizes the 

show’s alignment with the Scottish perspective in this conflict, even as it creates a world 

in which violence is prevalent and seems inevitable. 
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Figure 3. Claire looks for escape from Jamie. 

Jamie blocks Claire’s escape and insists she come along with him (S1,E1 “Sassenach”). 
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Figure 4. Black Jack holds Claire hostage. 

Claire is held at knifepoint by Black Jack to prevent Jamie from attacking. Black Jack 

also aims a gun towards Jamie (S1,E9 “The Reckoning”). 
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Chapter III. 

Outlander’s Engagement with Discipline and Violent Punishment 

This chapter describes how discipline and punishment, as forms of violence, are 

foundational elements of the world created on Outlander, as well as the way in which 

Claire’s displacement in time affects her relationships to these concepts. Since Claire is a 

character that has travelled back in time, she therefore comes from a very different 

background than the other characters she encounters, which often creates conflict. In the 

first season of the show, we follow Claire’s transition from the 20th to the 18th century. 

Claire’s reactions to violence and punishment often demonstrate the differences between 

the society she left and the one she moves into. Like Claire, the audience also enters a 

different world when they watch Outlander, making her a surrogate of sorts for the 

viewer. Claire’s voiceover is used to express her inner thoughts, which both serves to 

connect the audience to her and add additional explanation and insight to her actions in 

this new setting (Hoffman 104). 

As we frequently see, Claire’s arrival in 18th century Scotland puts her in a place 

of tension – in the middle of the British Empire and the Scottish Highlanders, and caught 

between her own code of behavior and the norms of 18th century society. She is an 

outsider in several ways, one of which is her relationship to discipline. By travelling back 

in time, her life is no longer disciplined in the manner to which she was used to. Claire 

expected her life to unfold in a linear, progressive way, but time travel has upended this 

structure. Things that she knows from learning about history are suddenly predictive of 
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the future. She is set further apart from characters in both the 18th and 20th centuries 

because she is out of step with time. 

Ahmed writes about discipline as rules, like traffic rules, which create safer 

roads.  

“Some of these rules are formal or written down; other rules are more 

informational; they become habits, ways of acting and being in relation to 

others that have become second nature over time. When you are a stranger 

– maybe you are a tourist, or just newly arrived, and you don’t know the 

unwritten rules (How can you? There is nothing to consult)–you can 

become quite an imposition, a burden, a thing” (Living 45).  

 

Claire’s worldview was formed by discipline in the environment she was raised in, 

different from the one she finds herself in now – which not only includes the norms of the 

18th century, but also includes the reality of time travel. 

This chapter will dive deeper into this tension that Claire experiences from her 

temporal displacement and her willfulness. Claire’s behavior makes her seem suspicious 

or even dangerous to some characters, but also connects her to other willful characters 

who differ from the norms of society. This includes Geillis Duncan, a fellow time traveler 

from the 20th century – though Claire and the audience do not know this for many 

episodes. Unlike Claire, Geillis intentionally traveled to this time and place with a 

specific mission to change Scotland’s history by ensuring that the Jacobite Rebellion is 

successful. This large-scale plan is certainly evidence of Geillis’s willfulness – she goes 

up against what she knows will happen to try to fulfill her own version of Scotland’s past, 

present, and future. Claire also forms a deep connection with the man who will become 

her second husband, Jamie Fraser. Some of Claire and Jamie’s early conversations 

highlight both characters’ willfulness, and describe circumstances that have made them 
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each into outsiders of a sort. Claire and Jamie were raised with different forms of 

disciplines amongst very different backgrounds that have shaped their varying beliefs, but 

they come to understand this about each other. 

Thinking Alongside Foucault 

The forms of discipline that shaped Claire’s beliefs and behavior is different not 

only because she was not only raised all over the world, but she was also raised in a time 

200 years after most other characters. Claire is from a time that Foucault describes as 

after the transition from sovereign power to disciplinary power. In Foucault’s 

groundbreaking 1975 work, Discipline and Punish he primarily examines this transition 

through 18th to nineteenth century France, but the results are much the same for Europe 

and other Western civilizations (Foucault 7-11). The disciplinary transition that Foucault 

describes can be observed in Outlander as can other concepts from Foucault’s work, 

including the shift from punishment as a spectacle to an unseen process and the 

relationship between the body and the soul.  

Outlander engages with the concepts of discipline and punishment through 

Claire’s unique perspective as a time traveler and new inhabitant of the 18th century. 

Foucault describes the turn from the 18th to 19th century when punishment shifted away 

from torture and from being a public spectacle. He begins by examining torture and the 

spectacle of punishment. The body was formerly the target for punishment in order to 

save the soul, but through a gradual phasing-out that included chain-gangs and public 

exhibition, the body ceased to be the target for punishment and the process itself became 

hidden.  
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Foucault points out how this overlapped with the time of the Enlightenment and 

“the end of the sovereign’s vengeance” – meaning that crime was no longer seen as a 

crime upon the sovereign (through his subjects), but rather a crime upon the victim 

(Foucault 74). This altered power structures because it changed who had the power to 

punish and how punishment would play out in practice. “The punishment must proceed 

from the crime; the law must appear to be a necessity of things, and power must act while 

concealing itself beneath the gentle force of nature” (Foucault 106). Another prominent 

concept is the individualization of the penalty for committing a crime. “So one punishes 

not to efface the crime, but to transform a criminal (actual or potential); punishment must 

bring with it a certain corrective technique” (Foucault 127). Whereas before crimes 

carried a specific sentence, now the sentence was set for one criminal at a time, factoring 

in not only the circumstances of the crime but also how to achieve “correction” of the 

behavior. Foucault writes of a transition to “gentler” punishment than torture of the body, 

though this move had serious implications for the discipline of society as a whole 

(Foucault 104). 

Foucault also describes the rise of the prison system as a result of discipline 

concerned with controlling the body, not torturing it. Foucault uses the term “docile 

bodies” – which, produced through discipline, are bodies that are controlled and may be 

used and improved as needed. “Thus discipline produces subjected and practised bodies, 

‘docile’ bodies. Discipline increases the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) 

and diminishes these same forces (in political terms of obedience). In short, it dissociates 

power from the body” (Foucault 138).  
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This statement refers to the prison system, but also to modern society in general. 

Like prisons, hospitals, barracks, and factories became more orderly, structured, and 

systematic. The control of activity was instituted through time-tables and particular 

guidelines for acts and bodies to ensure efficiency. Institutions need to be able to observe, 

or appear to observe, the bodies that they control in order to create and maintain 

discipline. This is true of prisons, which are the most overt example of this “panopticon” 

in modern society, yet Foucault posits that they are not the only ‘carceral’ institution 

(Foucault 298-307).  

Since it incorporates time travel, Outlander is set on either side of the transition 

that Foucault describes in Discipline and Punish. Therefore, characters raised in the 20th 

century, like Claire, have been a part of the modern carceral society. Despite Claire’s 

unorthodox upbringing by her traveling archaeologist uncle, she is still accustomed to 

modern discipline as it relates to the prison system itself and the structured, ordered 

society that became the norm as sovereign power waned and disciplinary power rose.  

For example, as a trained army nurse she has worked in hospitals and barracks set 

up as Foucault describes – systemic, ordered, and organized by the concept of the 

“panopticon.” Claire carries these ideas with her to the past. She takes charge of setting 

up a field hospital at Prestonpans, designating roles and ordering the space for efficiency. 

This is not only an example of the discipline Claire is used to, it is also illustrative of her 

willfulness. She sets up the hospital according to her standards and operates it 

accordingly. When Prince Charles tells Jamie to inform Claire that she should treat the 

British army casualties before the Jacobites ones, Jamie says that he does not believe she 

would follow the order (S2,E10 “Prestonpans”). Claire’s willfulness precedes her to the 
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point that Jamie knows better than to ask her to comply with the prince’s demands. 

Claire’s medical practices are often where her willfulness and discipline intersect. 

Claire may be able to introduce a hospital built with her accustomed structure, but 

it is more complicated for her to reckon with the idea that she is living life out of order. 

Now an outsider to disciplined time, Claire is also often shown as an outsider positioned 

in the middle of the British Empire and the Scottish nation. As I discussed in the previous 

chapter, she is subjected to violence during these interactions and is also sometimes used 

as an object to be leveraged between these groups. Claire’s in-between (and outsider) 

status is also important as she navigates the shift from her society, governed by 

disciplinary power, to this 18th century society in which Scotland is under British 

sovereign rule. She enters a world built upon sovereign power that uses physical 

punishment as a spectacle, very different from the world she left behind.  

Claire’s Reaction to Spectacle of Punishment 

There are several examples in Outlander where Claire must contend with power 

and punishment that is unfamiliar to her. Since Claire is both the show’s protagonist and 

a character from a time period closer to the show’s conception, she serves as an audience 

surrogate as she looks upon the punishment practices with disdain and often horror. She 

is so unfamiliar with these methods that she often has to ask what they are. The audience 

watches the 18th century society depicted in Outlander through a 21st century lens. 

While other characters act accustomed to the punishments I will describe here, Claire and 

the audience linger on the violence and spectacle. Claire even exerts her will to take steps 

to protest against it. 
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Claire is uncomfortable with the common 18th-century practices of punishing the 

body. This is most clearly demonstrated in the early first season episode “The Way Out” 

with an incident involving punishment of a young boy caught stealing in the town of 

Cranesmuir, which Claire visits while staying with the MacKenzie clan. Before the 

conflict with the boy is introduced, the episode has already set up Claire’s discomfort 

with physical punishment. Claire and Geillis are discussing Father Bain, a local priest, 

and his view that women “should be beaten daily by their husbands to keep evil at bay” 

which prompts Claire to scoff, and say that she feels “very much a stranger in a strange 

land.” Geillis sympathizes that it “can’t be easy, being a Sassenach in the Highlands,” 

which suggests that Geillis understands that Claire is used to a different society, different 

discipline and punishment (S1,E3 “The Way Out”). In this early episode Geillis’s 

backstory has not yet been revealed, and though it seems she senses something unusual 

about Claire, it has not yet been confirmed to her that Claire is out of her time as well as 

her homeland. This mirrors the way Geillis is presented to the audience at this stage in 

the show – possibly mysterious, and with origins unconfirmed. 

Claire and Geillis’s conversation is interrupted by the sounds of an angry mob, 

and as they move to the window they see Father Bain bringing a boy to be sentenced by 

Arthur, Geillis’s husband and the town fiscal. Geillis suspects that the boy was caught 

stealing and therefore is being brought before Arthur so he can “dispense justice.” Even 

the way that is phrased suggests that Arthur, in his role for the village, is a conduit for 

justice from a higher power – the sovereign, and God.  

Claire is also shown to be disgusted by mutilation of the body for punishment, 

especially when she feels that the severity of the punishment exceeds the crime. When 
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Geillis notes that the boy will probably lose a hand as punishment, Claire shakes her head 

and says “For stealing? That’s appalling.” When she tries to intervene with Arthur, he 

says that Father Bain is indeed advocating for cutting off the boy’s hand. “Says it is the 

only way to save his immortal soul” (“The Way Out”). This is in line with Foucault’s 

explanation that torture was considered to be “counted as penitence and so [pains] 

alleviate the punishments of the beyond: God will not fail to take such a martyrdom into 

account, providing it is borne with resignation. The cruelty of the earthly punishment will 

be deducted from the punishment to come: in it is glimpsed the promise of forgiveness” 

(Foucault 46). Claire does not view the punishment this way, she considers it to be 

mutilation of a child, “just for stealing a loaf of bread.” She does not separate out the 

child’s soul from his body. Arthur does not even engage with Claire on this issue – “Och, 

away,” he says in dismissal (“The Way Out”). Her input on punishment has no value to 

him or to his society. 

Geillis mobilizes her femininity and presents her case to Arthur in line with the 

patriarchal structure that gives him power over this situation. Rolling her eyes at Claire, 

Geillis kneels before Arthur asking him to reconsider the punishment and be merciful. 

“Surely it was but hunger that made the lad take to thievery,” she says as she leans 

against him (“The Way Out”). Geillis’s sympathetic, “tender hearted” argument to Arthur 

leans away from generalized punishment that does not take extenuating circumstances 

into account – poverty, hunger, youth – and towards a more individualized approach, yet 

she presents this with seduction and flattery to Arthur rather than logic. This is relevant 

because in future episodes we learn that Geillis is not from the 18th century but rather 

from a time in the 20th century even later than Claire (S1,E11 “The Devil’s Mark”). 
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However Geillis, unlike Claire, has spent years in the 18th century and is not surprised or 

disturbed by the eventual punishment of the boy – one hour in the pillory and one ear 

nailed. As we learn later, Geillis perpetrates violence – even murder – herself (S2,E13 

“Dragonfly in Amber”). Geillis also knows to apply her argument to Arthur in a manner 

that it will be best received. “There. Easily done. The man has no notion of guile,” she 

smirks to Claire (“The Way Out”). 

Despite the “leniency” of this punishment compared with the loss of a hand, 

Claire is still horrified by the act. She even has to ask Geillis what that punishment 

means. Geillis, with a laugh at Claire’s naivete, explains that the boy’s ear will be nailed 

to the pillory itself. As she says this, the sounds of the angry crowd start up again and 

Claire goes to the window to literally and morally look down on the proceedings from 

above (Figure 5). Father Bain strokes the boy’s hair, and after the ear is nailed tells him 

that now he “will be absolved.” Some members of the crowd clap when the nail is hit, 

and others laugh during the nailing and while loitering around afterwards to watch the 

boy sit his required time in the pillory (“The Way Out”). 

Geillis can see that Claire is not used to violent, public discipline, and it makes 

her question Claire’s origins. She observes Claire looking out the window at the boy and 

notes that Claire’s tolerance of this punishment is different from the norm. “You do 

puzzle me, Claire. One would think you don’t have pillories or punishment where you 

come from” (“The Way Out”). Geillis cannot believe that England is so different from 

Scotland in regards to punishment, and this seems to make her suspicious of Claire’s 

story purporting to be a widowed lady of Oxfordshire. This could be explained by the 

idea that a person’s sense of appropriate discipline comes from the way in which they 
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have been disciplined. For example, when the townspeople see that someone is punished 

with violence for stealing, they are being taught that stealing deserves to be punished and 

should be punished in this method. Claire’s discomfort with this society’s forms of 

discipline give Geillis the suggestion that Claire does not belong. 

The resolution to this incident involves Claire’s eventual husband, Jamie, and also 

reveals something of his belief in punishment. He does not seem horrified or 

uncomfortable by this particular punishment when he escorts Claire from Geillis’s house. 

Claire angrily asks how long the boy will have to stay nailed, and Jamie tells her that “the 

lad’s not got up the courage to tear his ear from the nail” (“The Way Out”). Claire, not 

wanting the boy to have to do this, asks Jamie to pull the nail loose with his fingers while 

she causes a distraction – which he does. This incident taken alone could just suggest 

Jamie’s chivalrous interest in helping Claire, but in the previous episode, “Castle Leoch,” 

Jamie volunteered to take a punishment on behalf of a teenage girl, Laoghaire, for her 

“loose behavior” with another man. Claire comments during Jamie’s beating that it is 

“barbarous” and afterwards asks him why he volunteered. He says “it would have shamed 

the lass to have been beaten in the hall before everyone that knows her” (S1,E2 “Castle 

Leoch”). Rather than have her suffer this shame, he takes the beating for her because he 

would only be sore, not “damaged.” To Jamie, his physical pain is absent of shame, 

whereas Laoghaire would have experienced both.  

Both of these instances in which Jamie helps someone avoid shame, pain, and 

public exhibition suggests that he does not believe that the soul is saved through bodily 

suffering, which sets him apart from the norms of society seen displayed by the 

MacKenzie clan and the Cranesmuir mob. In both of these examples the gathered crowds 
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do not protest the punishment or act surprised when it is carried out. The people of 

Cranesmuir are shown taunting and scolding the boy while he is nailed to the pillory, 

even clapping and laughing at the sight (“The Way Out”). The music during these parts 

of the episode is tonal – somber and unsettling (Eagan). Jamie teases the boy and 

threatens to yank his head away from the pillory, but he only does this to get close 

enough to pull the nail out with his fingers and spare the boy from the additional pain of 

having to rip it free, and the continued shame of sitting at the pillory. When Jamie steps 

in to intervene, the music becomes more upbeat as drums and pipes enter the score, one 

of many examples when pipes signal the helpful arrival of a Scot. 

Jamie explains his upbringing to Claire in the very next scene, providing some 

perspective as to why he has different beliefs and opinions from other Highlanders. He 

says, “I’m an educated man, mistress. If I may be so bold. Maybe not as educated as you, 

but I had a tutor – a good one” (“The Way Out”). In this scene, Jamie is helping Claire 

investigate the ruins of the Black Kirk, where two boys were supposedly possessed by 

demons. Claire believes the boys were sick, not possessed, and she asks Jamie if he 

believes that demons live at the Kirk. He does not say no but tells her how he learned 

Latin and Greek, and that he also learned childhood stories of demons and fairies. From 

his laughter and light tone, the implication is that he knew them to be fiction rather than 

fact. He then says he still considers himself a Highlander, so while he may not believe all 

local customs he also knows better than to be “tempting fate by making light of Old Nick 

in his very own kirkyard” (“The Way Out”). Jamie cites his education as a reason why he 

thinks differently than other people in Cranesmuir, who believe in demonic possession. 

This could also be applied to his behavior helping the boy in the pillory, rather than 
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scolding or jeering at the boy on the pillory during the spectacle of his punishment. And 

while he does not judge other Highlanders for their beliefs – since he too was raised in 

the Highlands – he does not share them all. Jamie is not an outsider in the way that Claire 

is, but he thinks of himself as in some ways outside the norm. 

This glimpse into Jamie’s upbringing and beliefs help reconcile his actions 

helping the boy in the previous scene, beyond his desire to please Claire. From what he 

tells Claire, it seems that Jamie’s sense of discipline, which he learned through education, 

is part of what has shaped his beliefs. He is shown speaking to her through windows in 

the ruins, literally and metaphorically revealing parts of himself to her. The music is a 

slow, quiet pipe melody that develops into a theme often used on Outlander – Jamie and 

Claire’s theme – which is further evidence that this scene is significant not only in plot 

but in developing their characters and relationship. The music fades out as the 

conversation turns more towards pure plot, leaving only the sounds of birds and insects in 

the background while Claire describes a plant to Jamie. The language in this scene is also 

significant – as mentioned, he laughs off some of the local beliefs as “childhood stories” 

but uses words like Satan and souls in seriousness. In addition to his own admittance that 

he thinks and acts differently from other Highlanders, Jamie’s actions in helping the boy 

(and also Laoghaire) could additionally be an empathetic response resulting from the 

public punishment that he was subjected to at the hands of the British several years 

before he met Claire.  
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Effects of Punishment to Jamie’s Body 

The punishment of Jamie’s body is another way that Outlander tells stories of 

imperialism. As previously noted, Claire and Jamie’s conflict with Black Jack Randall 

mirror the national conflict of Scotland and the British Empire. As I will discuss here, 

Jamie is punished as part of a spectacle that has implications for him personally and for 

his status as a representative of Scotland. 

Claire is not present for these public punishments, but she hears them recounted 

by Jamie and then later by Black Jack Randall. In “Castle Leoch,” Jamie describes one of 

the incidents to her after she sees flogging scars covering his back. She asks why he was 

flogged, and he tells her the first time was for trying to escape and the second was for 

theft – or “at least that’s what the charge sheet read.” Claire asks why he was imprisoned 

in the first place, and Jamie tells her that the charge was obstruction, which Claire does 

not think sounds like a serious crime. “I suppose it’s whatever the English say it is,” 

Jamie responds (S1,E2 “Castle Leoch”).  

His words to Claire become the narration of a flashback, which depicts how 

Jamie’s willfulness is punished by the British Empire. The flashback shows the 

altercation between his family and British soldiers which led to his arrest. The music as 

the Redcoats approach the family farm is foreboding, full of deep drums. The sounds of 

his sister Jenny’s screams alert Jamie, out in the fields, that something is wrong. 

Bagpipes, which as noted previously usually indicate the arrival of a Scot, begin as we 

see him rush to the defense of Jenny when she is grabbed by the Redcoats who have 

arrived on their land to collect supplies. He attacks the ones who had been harassing 

Jenny, but stops when Black Jack Randall puts a gun to Jenny’s throat (Figure 6). Jamie 
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surrenders, and yet Black Jack continues to torment Jenny by ripping her dress open. 

Black Jack holds Jenny up to Jamie, who is restrained on the ground – the upward camera 

angle shows how this threat to Jenny is held over Jamie.  

This visual flashback pauses briefly before we see Randall whipping Jamie in 

front of Jenny and the other soldiers, and back in the present time Jamie tells Claire that 

this particular beating was, from Jamie’s perspective, to send a message that “this is what 

you get when you fight back against the English” (“Castle Leoch”). Resuming the 

flashback, Black Jack also uses this punishment of Jamie’s body to force Jenny into 

compliance. We see Jenny cringe at the sounds of the blows and of Jamie’s gasps. Black 

Jack Randall’s will directive to Jenny infers that she will either willingly go with him, or 

he will make her go by linking Jamie’s suffering as a consequence of her refusal. He hits 

Jamie until Jenny agrees to go inside with Black Jack and offer him “better 

entertainment.” Despite the threat to herself, and Jamie’s urging her not to, she goes in 

order to stop Jamie’s suffering and possibly save his life.  

This moment also invokes Ahmed’s writing on will and force. Perhaps being 

forced to do something would be worse than doing it willingly, even if you are not 

actually willing. If being willing becomes a way to avoid being forced, it is now an effect 

of that force. The implication in this scene is that it would be easier for Black Jack if 

Jenny came along willingly, and Jenny will become willing by having the “power” to end 

Jamie’s pain.  

When Jamie finishes his story, Claire tells him that she is sorry and sympathizes 

that it must have been terrible for him. While Claire only has Jamie’s words to describe 

the incident, as opposed to the visuals and sounds that the audience has, the fact that 
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Jamie is telling the story to Claire is important. Claire witnesses the punishment of the 

Cranesmuir boy firsthand, and though she did not see this incident, the audience sees her 

response to it. A similar device is used when Black Jack Randall recounts Jamie’s second 

flogging to Claire in the episode “The Garrison Commander.” As a result of his 

obstruction arrest that we saw in flashback during “Castle Leoch,” Jamie was flogged 

twice within a week while imprisoned at Fort William as punishment for escape and for 

theft.  

Claire hears this story from Black Jack, who uses his description of punishing 

Jamie to try to compel her to do what he wants. He tells her this story after she 

encounters him again while meeting with another British officer about helping her 

resume her travels (in reality, to the standing stones, but presumably to Inverness). 

Randall gets her alone, and resumes his interrogation of her from the first episode. “You 

will not leave this room until I am satisfied that you are as innocent as you claim to be. 

Either you can cooperate with me, or I shall be forced to use methods less pleasant than 

talk” (S1,E6 “The Garrison Commander”). At this threat, Claire asks if he would flog her, 

and tells him that she has heard about his penchant for this method, referencing the 

punishment of “a poor Highlander boy,” meaning Jamie. Randall takes issue with her 

description of Jamie, instead calling him a “wanted thief and murderer.” Claire retorts 

that she’d heard Jamie had merely stolen bread. She is already threatened and upset by 

Randall, and yet she openly argues with him about the severity of Jamie’s punishment 

and the nature of the charges against him. Claire does not deny that something was 

stolen, but in referencing “merely” a loaf of bread she puts this crime in perspective to 

the violent punishment that it earns from the British. Randall begins to tell Claire about 
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the flogging, and the spectacle of this punishment is shown in flashback as his narration 

overlays with the visuals: 

“The thief had been flogged before for trying to escape. One hundred 

lashes administered by the corporal, a man not without skill in using the 

cat-o'-nine-tails, but the thief didn't break. No, he took his punishment 

without making a single sound. It set a bad example for the assembled 

onlookers, both soldier and civilians, and I could not allow that insult to 

the crown to pass unchecked, so yes. I decided that a further hundred 

lashes were in order. This time, I would administer them myself” (“The 

Garrison Commander”). 

 

In addition to the narration and visuals, the music during this flashback is similar 

to the music used during the punishment of another bread thief, the Cranesmuir boy – 

slow, somber, and more tonal than melodic (Eagan). The sounds of the flogging are more 

prominent than the music. The language Black Jack uses here is also important – he calls 

Jamie “the thief” rather than “the prisoner” or using his name or identity as a “Highlander 

boy” like Claire does  (“The Garrison Commander”). Black Jack puts Jamie’s criminality 

at the forefront of his identity, supplying a reason for the brutal punishment. 

Importantly, Black Jack is claiming that the primary reason for a second flogging 

was to exercise sovereign power and take revenge for the King upon the criminal’s body. 

Jamie had said to Claire earlier that the second flogging was to punish his theft, which 

Claire herself repeats to Randall. Black Jack uses sovereign power as an excuse to 

brutalize Jamie, equating the theft with an offense to the crown. In his chapter on torture, 

Foucault states that in punishment “there must always be a portion that belongs to the 

[sovereign]” both as redress for the injury “that has been done to his kingdom (as an 

element of disorder and as an example given to others, this considerable injury is out of 

all proportion to that which has been committed upon a private individual); but it also 
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requires that the king take revenge for an affront to his very person” (Foucault 48). The 

way Black Jack insists on the second hundred lashes as punishment to rectify the insult to 

the King – which is that Jamie did not make a single sound, therefore withholding a 

desired part of the spectacle of the punishment.  

 Black Jack also claims that Jamie’s stoicism set a bad example for others, which 

ties back to what Jamie said in his retelling of the attack on himself and Jenny – that the 

British wanted to show what happens when you retaliate against their empire. Black Jack 

and the other British soldiers are in the Highlands to maintain control of the people there. 

For Jamie to be seen as a strong, Scottish martyr, bearing his punishment and pain 

without crying out, might turn the shame from the criminal to the authority. Foucault 

speaks of this phenomenon in relation to execution, not flogging, but could be relevant to 

any spectacle of the scaffold. “For the people who are there and observe, there is always, 

even in the most extreme vengeance of the sovereign a pretext for revenge. This was 

especially the case if the conviction was regarded as unjust” (Foucault 61). This may be 

all the more accurate of the feeling of the assembled civilians at Jamie’s flogging – for 

the precise reason that they were assembled there, not just part of a willingly amassed 

crowd. The British wanted them to bear witness; they would not be there otherwise. 

During the flogging, Jamie is positioned towards the wall so his back – and therefore the 

full horrors upon it – are displayed out to the crowd. It does not seem that the crowd is 

there to shame Jamie, since they do not scold or taunt him, or applaud the punishment. 

They are there to receive a warning. 

As Black Jack recounts to Claire, who is visibly disgusted and upset by this story, 

he says that he knew despite Jamie’s silence that he was hurting him. “But the boy would 
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not beg for mercy. The boy would not beg.” He grabs Jamie’s hair, yelling at him – “Is 

that enough” (“The Garrison Commander”)? Jamie’s silent resistance here seems in line 

with his willfulness – this is the one way he can still exert his own will in this situation. 

Black Jack is not just seeking Jamie’s physical suffering, but has said that he wants to 

“break” him. Perhaps for Black Jack, a cry of pain and a plea for mercy would make him 

feel that he has successfully punished Jamie, satisfying his code of discipline. However, 

the first season overall paints Black Jack not just as a British soldier set on quelling 

Scottish rebellion, but as a sadist who takes pleasure from inflicting pain on others. He 

justifies his actions by claiming they are in service to the crown. 

When one of Black Jack’s soldiers faints at the sight of the flogging, it becomes 

clear that this is not the spectacle that the crown would have sought in order to affirm 

sovereign power. The crowd begins to laugh. The British are trying to make an example 

of Jamie to the local community, and therefore Black Jack is incensed by the humiliation 

not of Jamie but rather of his own soldier and by extension the British army and crown. 

This is also not the response that he seeks to satisfy his sadistic tendencies, though he 

sticks to his sovereign justification when recounting the events to Claire (“The Garrison 

Commander.” 

“Torture forms part of a ritual. It is an element in the liturgy of 

punishment and meets two demands. It must mark the victim: it is 

intended, either by the scar it leaves on the body, or by the spectacle that 

accompanies it, to brand the victim with infamy; even if its function is to 

'purge' the crime, torture does not reconcile; it traces around or, rather, on 

the very body of the condemned man signs that must not be effaced; in 

any case, men will remember public exhibition, the pillory, torture and 

pain duly observed. And, from the point of view of the law that imposes it, 

public torture and execution must be spectacular, it must be seen by all 

almost as its triumph” (Foucault 34). 
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This punishment does mark Jamie’s body permanently, but perhaps to the British this 

incident stops short of triumph because Jamie did not behave in a manner that made him 

a compelling victim in the spectacle. The ritual was not fully completed. Furthermore, 

Jamie’s body is later used by Dougal to mobilize action against the British Empire. In an 

earlier episode, Dougal shows Jamie’s scars to demonstrate the power and violence of the 

British, and rally enthusiasm (or more preferably, funds) for restoring the Stuarts to the 

throne (S1,E5 “Rent”). 

 When Black Jack finishes the flogging story, he says to Claire that he has now 

revealed himself to her. His purpose in the telling of this event was to show her his true 

nature. Since Outlander depicts this story through flashback visually, and not just through 

Black Jack’s narration, it stands to reason that showing this spectacle goes beyond Black 

Jack’s motives. One possibility is that it shows the impact on Jamie’s body and mind, and 

how this motivates his character in other instances of punishment, spectacle, and shame. 

Another is to further illustrate the imperial relationship between the British Empire and 

the Scots in this time period – for this reason it seems important that Black Jack tells this 

story to Claire, since she is already placed between them and yet by episode’s end will 

need the protection of the Scots, which will come from marriage to Jamie (“The Garrison 

Commander”). Finally, this moment speaks to the spectacle of punishment and the 

mutilation of the body that existed in the historical 18th century and now in the world that 

Outlander is building on screen.  
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Discipline and Punishment in Jamie and Claire’s Relationship 

As mentioned, this event has a lasting impact on Jamie’s body and mind which is 

vital to his character. The scars themselves are a frequent reminder of the punishment he 

endured. As Ahmed says, “This history enacted on our bodies is one that we carry with 

us” (Living 72). He has been empathetic to those being (or about to be) punished. Likely 

shaped by his upbringing, which has been described as a combination of operating a 

Scottish Highland farm, learning how to be a laird of his land, and studying the classics in 

Paris, Jamie has been raised with forms of discipline that shape his own beliefs on 

punishment, which is not absent of a need for physical punishment. This causes tension 

early in his marriage with Claire. After she disobeys his order to stay hidden in the 

woods, which results in her being captured by the British and held at Fort William, Jamie 

and the other men think that she needs to be punished for endangering herself and the 

entire rent-collecting party. “She doesn’t understand what she nearly cost us,” says 

Murtagh. “And she needs to,” replies Jamie (S1,E9 “The Reckoning”). He feels that it is 

his duty to attend to Claire’s punishment as her husband, and that punishing her would 

produce understanding of her actions and prevent future disobedience.  

When he goes upstairs to see Claire, he tells her that if another man had put the 

rest in danger as she did, “he'd have likely had his ears cropped or been flogged, if not 

killed outright.” He does not propose to do this to Claire, but does plan to physically 

punish her by hitting her with his belt on her backside. When Jamie takes off his belt to 

use it on her, she has to ask what he means. “You know fine well what I mean,” Jamie 

replies (“The Reckoning”). Her wary expression becomes indignant when he tells her to 

get down and pull up her shift. Just as Claire had to ask what one ear nailed meant, she 
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has to ask Jamie to clarify his intentions. Despite Jamie’s speech about her wrongdoing, 

she does not know to expect physical punishment for her actions. In this moment, Jamie 

is acting in accordance with his belief on punishment, not Claire’s. He adds that he thinks 

she comes from a place where things are easier, but in his world he thinks that 

disobedience can have serious consequences. He also acknowledges that she is not 

familiar with “our ways,” which he thinks is a partial excuse for her behavior. When the 

camera cuts to Claire during this conversation, part of Jamie is still shown in the 

foreground – his shoulder, his hip. He is blocking her escape, just as he did back in the 

first episode (Figure 7). Despite Claire’s protestation at being beaten, and her assurance 

that she will comply with his orders in the future, Jamie deems the punishment to be 

necessary in order to prevent future repetition of this undesirable behavior. “There's a 

difference between understanding something in your mind and really knowing it, deep 

down. I can tell you from my own experience that a good hiding makes you understand 

things in a more serious light” (“The Reckoning”). By telling Claire that he himself has 

been punished in this way, and that “such a thing is justice” he is explaining the 

discipline with which he was raised to her. Claire, with her own feelings on punishment, 

does not feel that this punishment is warranted and refuses to submit to the beating. She 

retaliates against Jamie physically, throwing things at him, kicking him, and scratching 

him. She calls him a sadist and accuses him of enjoying the punishment, which he does 

not deny.  

By thinking that it is his role to punish Claire, he is invoking patriarchal power 

over her. Jamie does not claim revenge in this punishment, saying that he wouldn’t hold 

her to punishment if she’d only endangered him, but she “put all the men in jeopardy” 
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and “done wrong” to them (“The Reckoning”) He thinks she must suffer for this, so as 

her husband Jamie is responsible for carrying out vengeance for the entire group. Claire 

does not accept any of these justifications and remains angry with him before, during, and 

after the incident. She is still shaped by her own upbringing, code of behavior, and beliefs 

on punishment. 

There are elements of Jamie’s punishment that distance it from the torture and 

spectacle he has himself endured. For one, the severity and brutality are nowhere near 

flogging – Jamie wants to cause Claire pain, but not mark her body permanently. 

Secondly, the punishment is carried out without visual spectators. He could have 

punished her earlier and in front of the other men, who were in agreement that she 

deserved it and that it was his duty to administer it.  

Jamie removes the visual spectacle of Claire’s punishment, though the other men 

are still downstairs within earshot of the sounds from Jamie and Claire’s argument, 

subsequent fight, and eventual punishment. This is reminiscent of the way that Claire and 

Jamie’s consummation of marriage took place in a separate room, but the other men 

stayed nearby downstairs to make sure things were “official” (S1,E7 “The Wedding”) In 

that sense, the men are nearby again to hear evidence of Claire’s punishment. In this 

instance, the men are first shown to be amused at the sounds of the fight that occurs 

before the beating. They hear the sounds of Claire throwing objects at Jamie, and her 

yells of protestation and anger, and note that “the lad’s getting on with it” (“The 

Reckoning”).  

The men encouraged him to punish Claire for her disobedience, but when they 

laugh at the sounds of Jamie’s pain, it shows that they are amused by Claire’s retaliation 
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towards Jamie as well as her suffering. “I’m not sure who’s punishing who,” says Angus. 

This is further indicated by the following scene, when Claire comes down to breakfast 

and the men tease her about her sore behind, but seem to have forgiven her for putting 

them in danger. Some of the audio/visual choices that Outlander makes in depicting this 

event further distance it from the other examples of punishment in the show. As Claire 

tries to distance herself from Jamie and they circle each other around the room, the music 

is upbeat, with fast-paced strings and bagpipes more typically associated with adventure 

scenes than scenes of punishment. The implication of this music is that Claire is not in 

serious danger from Jamie, as different music has been used to project Claire’s fear or 

suggest that she is in peril. 

Jamie acknowledges that he and Claire have different senses of discipline. He 

does this by agreeing to move away from the punishment of her body, which she strongly 

opposed, and even by reconsidering the power dynamic of their marriage. “Wives obey 

their husbands. Husbands discipline them when they don’t. Now that’s how it was with 

my father and his father on and on and on, back. But maybe for you and me, it has to go a 

different way” (“The Reckoning”). This suggests that Jamie is now considering Claire’s 

personal sense of discipline, her views on punishment, and even the patriarchal power 

dynamic in their relationship. 

Just as Claire was willful in defying Jamie’s orders so she could get to the 

standing stones, she was willful in resisting his attempts to punish her. Jamie was not 

deterred by her willfulness. As Ahmed writes, “Being judged as willful was a technique 

for justifying violence in the midst of violence. You are being punished for your 

subjectivity, for being the being you are. You can be beaten by a judgement. And then: 
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you become the cause of the violence directed against you” (Living 72-73). Ahmed goes 

on to describe how screaming when her father approached her got him to stop carrying 

out physical punishment, because it drew attention to her father’s violence. “So often 

people do not recognize their actions as violent; we know this. Hitting a willful girl, after 

all, has been justified as discipline and moral instruction: for her own good. By 

screaming, I announced my father’s violence. I made it audible.” (Living 73) Claire’s 

resistance and her subsequent anger at Jamie announced his violence to him, and made 

him realize that while a physical punishment was part of his sense of discipline, it was 

not something Claire could accept. 

 In these three examples – the punishments of the Cranesmuir boy, Jamie, and 

Claire – the body suffers. Since these punishments were not part of an execution, they do 

not save the soul by setting it free from the prison of the body. However, as Father Bain 

says to the Cranesmuir boy, the punishment “absolves him.” Jamie’s flogging seems 

intended to assert sovereign power over the Highland Scots, though this is also just the 

rationalization provided by Black Jack Randall in order to fulfill his own desires. Claire’s 

punishment by Jamie is supposedly justice for her wrongdoing and the necessary step to 

receive forgiveness from those she had wronged. Even though only one of these directly 

affects Claire, we see her perspective on all three punishments and understand it to be 

different from the perpetrators.  

Punishment, like violence, is an important way that Outlander enacts world 

building, and a way that Claire is shown to be an outsider. Each of the above examples is 

viewed through Claire’s sense of punishment and the discipline by which she was shaped 

– if not while it is actually happening, then in the way that she reacts to the retelling. 
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Claire observes the punishment of the Cranesmuir boy herself, and inserts herself into the 

situation to help minimize the damage (S1,E3 “The Way Out”). We see Jamie telling her 

about his initial beating by Black Jack Randall, and then Black Jack himself tells Claire 

about Jamie’s second flogging (S1,E2 “Castle Leoch,” S1,E6 “The Garrison 

Commander”). Finally, Claire is physically punished herself by her husband Jamie 

(S1,E9 “The Reckoning”). In each of these situations, she is either surprised by the 

physical violence or at minimum she is uncomfortable with it – she is not used to this as 

other characters are, most of whom hail from the 18th century. She is accustomed to 

seeing violence in war, not in punishment. Claire’s sense of discipline is shaped by the 

discipline she experienced growing up in a society without the torture and spectacle that 

was the norm at one time. She is an outsider, and her status as one leads to tension in her 

personal interactions and even to violence. Her reactions to these instances further 

distinguish her from other characters, and this is most clearly seen in examples of violent 

punishment. 
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Figure 5. Claire’s view of the pillory. 

Claire watches the boy’s punishment through the window of Geillis’s house (S1,E3 “The 

Way Out”). 

 

 

 



 

79 

 

Figure 6. Black Jack threatens Jenny. 

To force Jamie’s compliance, Black Jack holds a gun against Jenny’s neck (S1,E2 

“Castle Leoch.” 
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Figure 7. Claire learns of Jamie’s intent to punish her. 

Jamie holds out his belt as he explains to Claire that he is going to punish her for 

disobedience. He blocks her exit to the room when she protests (S1,E9 “The 

Reckoning”). 
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Chapter IV. 

Conclusion 

Barely a month after Outlander premiered in the United States, Scotland held a 

referendum on September 18, 2014 in which voters were asked the yes/no question, 

“Should Scotland be an independent country?” (Black). Ultimately the “Yes” campaign 

was unsuccessful, with final voting results showing 55% “No” to 45% “Yes,” meaning 

that the majority of Scottish voters voted to stay in the United Kingdom (“Scottish 

independence referendum”). Despite the loss, the fact that there was a vote at all is an 

indication of the sustained desire for Scottish independence amongst many that live there. 

Even though Scotland has been a part of the British Empire (now the United Kingdom) 

for centuries, the willfulness of Scotland that is depicted on Outlander persists in the 

present day – though rebellion is now carried out through a vote, not with war. The 

violence of the previous rebellions has made way for the sedate referendum of 2014, an 

indication of the discipline that now shapes the way modern United Kingdom governing 

bodies work. 

However, the momentum surrounding the vote did give pro-independence 

campaigners an opportunity to seek power and autonomy for Scotland. To sway voters to 

a “No” vote, political leaders from the three main parties in Parliament promised to 

“extend significant new powers of taxation to Scotland, while maintaining a formula for 

public spending that many English voters saw as favoring Scots with a higher per-capita 

contribution” (Erlanger and Cowell). Even though the pro-independence campaign lost, 
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the increased attention on Scotland helped make the case for granting more power to the 

Scottish Parliament.  

After the Jacobite Rebellion of 1745-46 fails, Outlander shows how Scotland was 

punished by British authorities for this violent, rebellious behavior. Those that fought for 

the Jacobites were killed in battle, executed by the British army, imprisoned, or sold into 

indentured servitude. Even those that did not fight for the army faced penalty for 

associating with those that did (S3,E1-3 “The Battle Joined,” “Surrender,” “All Debts 

Paid”). But the fallout from the 2014 referendum did not lead to retaliation – the 

willfulness of the Scottish nationalists in this case led to increased power, not 

punishment.  

It is also notable that one of the figures most associated with Scotland’s 

independence referendum is Nicola Sturgeon, the deputy head of the pro-independence 

Scottish National Party in 2014. Following the referendum Sturgeon was sworn in as 

First Minister of the Scottish Government, making her the first woman to hold the 

position (“Nicola Sturgeon sworn in”). Her participation in the pro-independence 

movement and now her position as the First Minister of the Scottish Government shows 

the shift in women’s roles from the 18th century rebellion as depicted in Outlander to the 

present moment. Sturgeon is now the face most associated with Scottish independence 

efforts, and is also the most significant governing figure in Scotland. 

As for the recent referendum’s direct relationship to Outlander, it has been 

reported that the United Kingdom’s Prime Minister in 2014, David Cameron, met with 

Sony Pictures6 representatives ten weeks before the referendum to discuss the release 

 
6 Company that owns Outlander television series. 
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date of Outlander in the United Kingdom (“David Cameron”). A leaked email suggests 

that the future of Sony Pictures’ overall investment in the United Kingdom would be 

threatened by a decision to release Outlander in their country before the referendum.7 In 

fact, Outlander ended up being released by Amazon Prime in the United Kingdom in 

March 2015, a seven month difference from when it premiered in the United States. The 

UK government’s decision to step in to regulate a television series premiere shows that 

representation in entertainment can have a political impact. Outlander has political 

implications that went against the goals of the UK government in the lead-up to the 

referendum. Perhaps a future vote will win Scotland its independence, but the events of 

2014 make it clear that the conflict between Scottish nationalists and the United Kingdom 

(made up of the remnants of the British Empire) is relevant today. Outlander may tell a 

story of imperialism in the past, but there are ties to imperialism in the present day.  

This thesis has examined Outlander’s depictions of violence as they relate to the 

concepts of willfulness, discipline, and punishment. Unlike other examples of visual 

entertainment set in the Scottish Highlands, Outlander centers its story on a female 

character. Not only does Claire’s status as a woman bring a new perspective to this 

subject matter, but she also brings in another layer of complexity as a time-traveler and as 

a person caught in the middle of a national dispute.  

Through characters such as Claire, Outlander shows the relationship between 

discipline and willfulness on an interpersonal level that mirrors what is happening on the 

 
7 “The email, sent from Sony vice president Keith Weaver to chief executive Michael Lynton and other 

senior Sony figures, outlines the focus of the meeting, with particular reference to ‘overall investment in 

the UK. The email states [sic]: “From a SPE [Sony Pictures Entertainment] perspective, your meeting with 

Prime Minister Cameron on Monday will likely focus on our overall investment in the U.K. - with special 

emphasis on...the importance of OUTLANDER (i.e. particularly vis-à-vis the political issues in the U.K. as 

Scotland contemplates detachment this Fall)” (“David Cameron”). 
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national level. Willful characters such as Claire, Jamie, and even Scotland itself are 

punished with violence when they go up against authority; and yet, this violence does not 

deter them from enacting their own way. Despite being a fictional television series, it is 

significant that Outlander tells a story of imperialism through moments of violence – a 

story that was even considered threatening to the longstanding control that the United 

Kingdom maintains over Scotland in the present day. 
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