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The kirk session (church court) was established in Scotland by the Reformation Parliament of 1559 – 60 as a means of ensuring conformity with the Reformation. It prosecuted many different moral offences, including fornication, Sabbath breach and slander, with punishments which often included acts of public humiliation. The royal burgh of Perth, one of the largest towns in sixteenth-century Scotland, has some of the earliest surviving and most complete records of the session’s proceedings. 
This paper will examine how the local community played an important role in the proceedings of the session in a number of ways. Parishioners involved themselves by reporting neighbours they suspected of offending, acting as witnesses to cases, and holding the session to a certain standard. Recent historiography has suggested that local communities were generally in favour of kirk session discipline, and Perth is considered to have been an especially good example of this. While this was so, evidence from the records suggests that there were limitations to the ability of the session to discourage parishioners from poor moral conduct, as a number of parishioners also undermined the session’s authority, by protecting offenders, concealing evidence from the session, or hindering the process of discipline in their own cases, such as by refusing to submit themselves to their punishment, or denying that they had committed any fault. By focusing on the varied interactions between parishioners and session members, this paper will consider the extent to which the congregation of Perth supported the exercise of kirk session discipline.
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