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Introduction
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This book on the history of Britain from 1603 to 1702 is written to support AQA’s A-level History Breadth Study specification on seventeenth-century Stuart Britain. The seventeenth century is sometimes called England’s ‘century of troubles’, a turbulent century of civil war and political revolution. For some historians this was the most controversial century in English history, and the most fascinating. It includes the English Civil War, the Protectorate of Oliver Cromwell, the Restoration of Charles II and the Glorious Revolution of 1688. During this century England changed from being a relatively weak, peripheral kingdom to a major European power. The relationship between the Crown and Parliament was transformed within four generations, setting England on the road to constitutional monarchy and playing a major part in the making of the United Kingdom.
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Figure 1 The changing monarchy – stages of development.



The key content

‘Stuart Britain and the Crisis of Monarchy, 1603–1702’ is one of the breadth studies offered by AQA, and as such covers over 100 years. The content is divided into two parts.

Part 1 (1603–49) is studied by those taking the AS examination.

Parts 1 and 2 (1649–1702) are studied by those taking the full A-level examination.

Each part is subdivided into two sections.
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PART 1: ABSOLUTISM CHALLENGED: BRITAIN, 1603–49

This covers developments in Britain from the accession of James I to the execution of his son, Charles I, following the Civil War. It includes the relationship between James I and his parliaments to 1624, and the difficult first years of Charles I’s reign until 1629, when he decided to rule without Parliament. After 11 years of Personal Rule, the three kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland all fell into civil war, which led to the rise of the New Model Army as a political force in England, the Second Civil War, and the trial and death of the King.

Monarchs and Parliaments, 1603–29

This period focuses on the relationship between the King and Parliament, in which Parliament was asserting its powers by insisting on the redress of grievances before supplying subsidies for the Crown, which was defending its royal prerogative. Growing religious tensions were evident, particularly in the 1620s, a decade during which England went to war with Spain and France, and the Crown was accused of ruling in an arbitrary way. By 1629, the King was ready to rule without Parliament.

Revolution, 1629–49

This period witnessed the most dramatic events of the seventeenth century as the King’s Personal Rule was brought down by opposition in England and rebellions in Scotland and Ireland. The nation disintegrated into a civil war between King and Parliament, a conflict which Parliament eventually won, only to find that the search for settlement proved impossible. The breakdown of central government encouraged the growth of radical religious and political ideas which challenged the old assumptions about government and belief. Finally, the relationship between Parliament and the New Model Army broke down over negotiations with the King, leading to a military coup d’etat and the trial of the King on a charge of high treason. The period ended with the execution of King Charles I in front of his own palace of Whitehall.
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PART 2: MONARCHY RESTORED AND RESTRAINED: BRITAIN, 1649–1702

Part 2 covers further profound changes in British politics and society, including the Interregnum period, when the monarchy and the House of Lords were abolished and England was governed as a republic. The failure of the republican experiment led to the restoration of the monarchy, but in the following decades Britain moved through a series of further crises towards another revolution and an invasion of England by a Dutch army in support of William of Orange. By the end of the century Parliament had placed limits on royal power which, ironically, unleashed the full economic and military possibilities of the British state.

From Republic to Restored and Limited Monarchy, 1649–78

Further important events occurred in this period, dominated at first by the Protectorate of Oliver Cromwell. After his death the Restoration saw the return of monarchy and, at first, an apparent period of stability. This turned out to be illusory, however, and by the 1670s England was in more or less perpetual crisis, even though the machinery of government was evolving to create a more sophisticated state. During this period the monarchy began to change as Parliament became a much more powerful source of wealth and power.

The Establishment of Constitutional Monarchy, 1678–1702

The final section of the book charts the prolonged political crisis that dominated British politics in the late 1670s and 1680s, leading to another revolution in 1688 which replaced King James II with William III and his wife Mary. Once the revolution was consolidated throughout the British Isles, Britain embarked on a major war with France that led to further changes in British government, including a revolution in government finance. These changes had the effect of converting Britain into a constitutional monarchy, one in which Parliament played a permanent role. The book ends with a review of the state of Britain in 1702, focusing on religion, the constitution and changes in the economy.

The seventeenth century is therefore a period of profound political and religious change. It transformed Britain from the religious and political instability of the Tudor period to the stability, prosperity and progress of the eighteenth century. In making this transformation Britain became a more secular society, one in which religious beliefs were increasingly regarded as a private matter, though opposition to Catholicism remained a constant.
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Key concepts

But the study of history does not just include narrative – interesting though the stories often are! There are four concepts which steer our thinking and our understanding of the past. These are important in your study and questions may well involve assessing these concepts.


•  Change and continuity: To what extent did things change? What are the similarities and differences over time?

•  Cause and consequence: What were the factors that led to change? How did the changes affect individuals and groups within society, as well as the country as a whole?



In relation to these concepts, the essay questions you will face will be asking you to assess, for example:


•  the extent to which you agree with a statement

•  the validity of a statement

•  the importance of a particular factor relating to a key question

•  how much something changed or to what extent something was achieved.



In addition, you will be learning about different interpretations: how and why events have been portrayed in different ways over time by historians. In the first section of both the AS and A-level examination you will be tested on this skill with a selection of contrasting extracts.

The key questions

The specification lists six key questions around which the study is based. These are wide-ranging in scope and can be considered across the whole period. They reflect the broadly-based questions (covering twenty years or more) that will be set in the examination.
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1  How far did the monarchy change?

    You will learn about change and continuity in respect of the monarchy over time and whether the abolition of the monarchy between 1649 and 1660 permanently affected its power and prestige. The King of England had an enormous amount of power in 1603 compared to parliament, but to what extent was that still true in 1702?
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2  To what extent and why was power more widely shared during this period?

    You will discover how and why the monarchy was forced to share more power with Parliament in the course of the century. In 1603 Parliament was called at the King’s convenience, but during the civil wars of the mid-century Parliament became a regular aspect of political life. The ‘political nation’ also expanded as more and more people, whether through their elected representatives or through their own participation in local and national government, became involved in political decisions.
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3  Why and with what results were there disputes over religion?

    The English Civil War has been called the last of the Wars of Religion. You will discover why religion was such a contentious political issue and how religious radicalism influenced the course of events in the 1640s and 1650s. You will also investigate how the idea of religious toleration was explored by Cromwell and how, by the end of the century, a degree of toleration had been extended to various Protestant churches and denominations.
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4  How effective was opposition?

    Opposition to what, or to whom? Opposition to the King? Opposition to Cromwell? Opposition to the Church of England? Opposition took various forms during the seventeenth century and although it was not always effective, there is no doubt that, in the course of the seventeenth century, authorities of all types learned that they had to accept challenges to their authority and, to a certain extent, develop more skilful techniques of political management.
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5  How important were ideas and ideology?

    As you might expect from a century associated with revolution, religion and rebellion, the seventeenth century was rich in ideological thinking and debate. You will learn not only about standard concepts like the ‘divine right of kings’, but also the politically progressive views of groups like the Levellers, who in 1647 debated concepts of equality and the sovereignty of the people. Two of our greatest political philosophers – Thomas Hobbes and John Locke – lived and wrote in this period, developing theories of government that were almost diametrically opposed, yet based on similar ideas.
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6  How important was the role of key individuals and groups and how were they affected by developments?

    You will discover that key events and developments were profoundly influenced by key individuals in this period. Oliver Cromwell, for example, with no previous military experience, quickly rose through the ranks to become Lieutenant-General of Horse in the New Model Army. His impact on the key events of the 1640s and 1650s was immeasurable. James I has been described as ‘the wisest fool in Christendom’. The personality of King Charles I has mesmerised historians for generations. Charles II was a notorious rake. Everywhere you look in the seventeenth century, you will find individuals like the radical ‘Honest John Lilburne’, the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes or skilful politicians like Pym, Danby and Shaftesbury.
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How this book is designed to help your studies

1 With the facts, concepts and key questions of the specification
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2 With the skills needed to answer examination questions
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3 With the skills in reading, understanding and making notes from the book.

Note-making

Good note-making is really important. Your notes are an essential revision resource. What is more, the process of making notes will help you understand and remember what you are reading.

How to make notes

Most note-making styles reflect the distinction between key points and supporting evidence. Below is advice on a variety of different note-making styles. Throughout each section in the book are note-making activities for you to carry out.

The important thing is that you understand your notes. Therefore, you don’t have to write everything down, and you don’t have to write in full sentences.

While making notes you can use abbreviations:



	Full text
	Abbreviation



	
Seventeenth Century

King

Development

Catholic

Protestant

New Model Army

	
C17

Kg

Devt

Cath

Prot

NMA





You can develop your own abbreviations. Usually it is only yourself who has to understand them!

You can use arrows instead of words:



	Full text
	Arrow



	
Increased

Decreased


	
↑

↓






You can use mathematical notation:



	Equals
	=



	plus, and
	+



	Because
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	Therefore
	∴




Note-making styles

There are a large number of note-making styles. However you prefer to make notes – by hand or on a laptop or tablet – the principles are the same. You can find examples of three popular styles below. All of them have their strengths and it is a good idea to try them all and work out which style suits you.

Style 1: Bullet points

Bullet points can be a useful method of making notes because:


•  they encourage you to write in note form, rather than in full sentences

•  they help you to organise your ideas in a systematic fashion

•  they are easy to skim read later

•  you can show relative importance visually by indenting less important, or supporting points.



Usually it is easier to write notes with bullet points after you have skim-read a section or a paragraph first in order to get the overall sense in your head.

Style 2: The 1–2 method

The 1–2 method is a variation on bullet points. The method is based on dividing your page into two columns: the first for the main point, the second for supporting detail. This allows you to see the structure of the information clearly. To do this, you can create a chart to complete, as follows:



	Main point
	Supporting detail



	  
	  




Style 3: Spider diagrams

Spider diagrams or mind maps can be a useful method of making notes because:


•  they will help you to categorise factors: each of the main branches coming from the centre should be a new category

•  they can help you see what is most important: often the most important factors will be close to the centre of the diagram

•  they can help you see connections between different aspects of what you are studying. It is useful to draw lines between different parts of your diagram to show links

•  they can also help you with essay planning: you can use them to quickly get down the main points and develop a clear structure in response to an essay question.

•  you can set out the spider diagram in any wish that seems appropriate for the task, but usually, as with a spider’s web, you would start with the title or central issue in the middle with connecting lines radiating outwards.




Part One: Absolutism Challenged: Britain, 1603–49

1 Britain in 1603: the Tudor legacy
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The purpose of this chapter is to establish the nature of government and society in England in 1603 and how they related to other parts of Britain. In the process you will explore the responsibilities and expectations that a King of England had to meet, the resources that were available to him and the problems with which he had to grapple. In order to understand the nature of both government and society you need to look at how they had developed over a century of Tudor rule, and the attitudes and beliefs that they shared. Because the focus of the chapter is on the years before James became King in 1603, you will not need to make detailed notes about the events and developments that are covered. Instead you should be seeking to understand:


•  the structure of government and society

•  the theories and beliefs on which they were based

•  how they worked in practice.



When you have familiarised yourself with these key features, you will be able to investigate the problems that James faced in governing his new kingdom and make some assessment of how effectively he dealt with them. The main question that we will focus on is:

How far were the problems that James faced in 1603–25 inherited from his predecessors?
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

The chapter begins with a summary of relations between the British kingdoms and moves on to three sections concerned primarily with the structure and working of government in England. In theory English monarchs derived their power from God. In practice they relied on the support of the Church and of a ruling class defined by the ownership of land to ensure that government functioned effectively. While the sixteenth century saw few structural changes in the machinery of government, the impact of a religious reformation, a rapidly rising population and the growth of commerce and literacy had brought significant changes to the political nation, requiring adjustments and alterations in the way that government functioned. It was the benefits and problems arising from this process that formed the Tudor legacy passed on to James I in 1603.
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1 The British Kingdoms

The accession of James I as King of England in 1603 brought all the regions of the British Isles under a single ruler, but not as a single, united kingdom. There were, and remained, significant political, religious and cultural differences within the British Isles. This would cause problems to any monarch who sought to establish power across the different regions, unless he was willing and able to permit his subjects in some areas to use laws and practices that he denied to others.

England, Wales and Ireland

What did James I inherit?

Wales had been conquered by the English before 1500 and was incorporated into the English kingdom by three Acts of Union passed during the reign of Henry VIII. These had introduced English law and the system of county government based on Justices of the Peace, so that Wales was governed as an integral part of England. Henry had also extended the traditional claim of English kings to be ‘Lord of Ireland’ into a claim of kingship. By assuming the title of King he not only extended his power in temporal (non-religious) matters, but also claimed to be Head of the Church in Ireland, as confirmed by the Irish Parliament in 1540.

While these claims proved difficult to enforce in practice, strategic needs made them essential. The Protestant Reformation had divided Europe, and after Henry rejected the authority of the Pope and seized control of the English Church in 1534, there was a serious danger of Catholic reprisal. Since the majority of native Irishmen and Old English settlers remained Catholic, Ireland offered a potentially convenient base for an invasion, and it was therefore necessary to assert English control there. English influence, which had been limited to the area around Dublin known as the Pale, gradually increased through the sixteenth century. Irish chieftains were persuaded to accept English titles of nobility. Successive rebellions provoked by the arrogance of some English administrators provided the excuse for extending English military control. In the 1590s a major rebellion led by Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone, was defeated by Elizabeth’s generals, and after a period of uneasy peace, the Earls of Tyrone and Tyrconnel, the last great chieftains of Ulster, fled to Spain in 1605, leaving the English in control of the whole island. However, Ireland remained a separate kingdom, with its own parliament under the control of an English governor.

Anglo-Scottish relations

What difficulties did James face in reconciling his different kingdoms?

There had been similar problems between England and Scotland ever since the failure of English attempts to conquer Scotland in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. By securing a marriage between his daughter Margaret and James IV of Scotland in 1502, Henry VII had hoped to bring the two kingdoms together, but the more aggressive policies of Henry VIII had ensured that traditional hostilities lingered, and had encouraged the Scots to maintain an alliance with France. However, a Protestant Reformation in Scotland led by John Knox in 1560 had benefitted from English support and therefore to some improvement in relations between London and Edinburgh. Knox was a follower of John Calvin (see page 14) who had established a Reformed Church in Geneva that gave significant powers to individual ministers, and the Kirk (Church) that he founded was organised in a similar way. By 1603 this clerical independence was a strong feature of the Scottish Kirk, although Catholic influence lingered in the west and parts of the highlands. Both factors would pose problems for a monarch who sought to create religious uniformity.

The accession of James to the throne of England in 1603 brought an end to hostilities between the English and Scottish kingdoms, but left the matter of the relationship between the English and Scottish peoples in doubt. While James and his heirs had a natural desire to create greater uniformity of government and perhaps even to unite the two kingdoms, there were deep-seated cultural differences both within Scotland itself and between the Scots and English. Like Ireland, Scotland had its own parliament as well as a Council of State, and the Scottish Kirk differed significantly from the Church of England. There was also a bitter legacy of hostility and warfare. The English feared an invasion of Scots seeking wealth and opportunity, while the Scots feared the loss of independence and resented English assumptions of superiority. In these circumstances, the problem of ruling multiple kingdoms and of regulating relationships between them became one of the most significant issues facing the Stuart monarchy. In the early years of James’s reign there existed a level of hostility between a King with Scottish friends and the English ruling elite who regarded the pickings of power as their own.

2 The English monarchy in 1603

The monarchy that James inherited in 1603 was the product of long-term developments dating back to the Norman Conquest, but many of its most significant features had been shaped or reshaped by the events of the sixteenth century, and above all, by two very separate developments. The first was a steady rise in population dating from around 1500 and reaching a peak in the mid-seventeenth century before gradually levelling off. The second was the emergence of religious divisions across Europe, which enabled Henry VIII to seize control of the Church in England in the early 1530s. Although separate, the impact of these changes gradually intertwined to create significant developments in English government and society, shaping both the responsibilities that James inherited and the means with which he had to manage them. If the seventeenth century was a period of crisis and change in the government of Britain, the causes and outcomes of the crisis were both rooted in the Tudor legacy of social and economic development and religious conflict.

The structure of government

What were the main features of the English system of government?

In broad terms, the structure of English government in 1603 would have been recognisable to the first of the Tudor kings, Henry VII – government by a monarch with the help of a Council drawn from the nobility and Church, and a parliament of two houses drawn from the nobility, gentry and clergy across the kingdom. Parliaments were not a permanent part of government, but assembled as and when the monarch deemed it necessary. The legal system rested on the Common Law, a mixture of custom and precedent backed by Statute Law, which was made by the King-in-Parliament and interpreted by judges appointed by the King. The central courts of the Exchequer, King’s Bench and Common Pleas were based in London, but their authority at local levels was in the hands of justices of the peace (JPs). These were backed by the County Assizes, where judges sent out on circuit dealt with the more serious cases referred to them by the local JPs. At every level these officials were appointed by the king and supervised by his council, while there were also a number of prerogative courts which represented direct royal authority and were manned by councillors of the king’s choice.

Theoretically, therefore, the king, appointed and approved by God, was the source of all power and authority, but in practice he needed to maintain the support of a majority of the nobility and clergy in order to govern effectively. This was achieved through a mixture of loyalty and self-interest known as patronage, by which a powerful leader granted wealth, office and status to chosen inferiors and received their loyalty and support in return. Through this relationship the king secured the loyalty of the greater nobility, and they, in turn, used their royal connections to advance the careers of friends and family both at Court and in the regions where they wielded influence. Its impact was therefore felt across the country as a whole, but its centre lay in the royal Court and its ultimate source was the monarch. For Henry VII, as for James I, the skilful manipulation of patronage was essential for the security of the monarch and the peace of the kingdom.

The role of the nobility

What part did the greater nobility play in making government effective?

Nevertheless, a century of Tudor rule had brought a number of significant changes by 1603, primarily aimed at extending royal authority and ensuring its acceptance throughout the kingdom. Some developments, such as restrictions on retaining and the creation of the prerogative councils for Wales and the North, were deliberately aimed at reducing the power of the nobility in the regions and depriving them of the means of rebellion. While the greater nobility, who wielded a powerful influence in the regions through their possession of land and military resources, expected positions at Court and a seat on the council, both their loyalty and their skills were variable. To increase royal authority and ensure the quality of government, the Tudors sought to advance talented individuals of humbler origins on whom they could rely in both areas, rewarding them with appropriate grants of land and titles to maintain their new position. The introduction of new blood with a direct dependency on the Crown helped to dilute local loyalties and enhance royal control, but it also encouraged the emergence of an inner circle of influence at Court where loyalty and professionalism could be rewarded. Over time this inner circle developed into the Privy Council, a group of advisers and office-holders, chosen and trusted by the monarch, who met regularly to help the monarch make decisions and oversee the working of government. The benefits of this development were demonstrated when Tudor government and control survived through fifty years of rule by a child and two women.

Combined with the increased use of the prerogative courts, an enhanced role for JPs and a system of regional Lieutenancies to manage local defence against invasion, the period of Tudor government saw a significant reduction in the power of the regional nobility and a growing link between their status and their service to the Crown. This was felt throughout the political nation, as the growth of royal power also entailed an increasing number of administrative posts, encouraging greater awareness of the significance of written law and the need for literacy. When they forgot this fact of life, as the northern Earls did in 1536 and 1568, they learned a bitter lesson on the consequences of rebellion that both demonstrated and enhanced royal power. The failure of the Pilgrimage of Grace in 1536 allowed royal nominees to be placed in important positions, and when the Earls rebelled against Elizabeth in 1568 they were unable to raise a credible army. The result was that they were driven into exile and their ally, the Duke of Norfolk, was executed for treason. One unforeseen consequence, however, was that as the power of the nobility declined in the regions and at Court, it found a new channel in the growing frequency and impact of parliaments, where attempts to influence royal policy could be organised and executed in an entirely legal way.

The role of parliaments

How had the role and functions of parliaments developed?

As with other parts of government, the sixteenth century saw little structural change in the functions of parliaments. They existed to enable the King to make new laws that would override existing arrangements and to sanction extra taxation when the monarch was unable to provide for all the functions of government from his own resources. However, the power and importance of parliaments, and especially of the House of Commons, increased significantly across the century, for a number of reasons arising from the social, economic and religious changes explained in more detail below. Three key features need to be explored:


•  The rise in population encouraged the growth of trade and commerce, but it also brought rising prices and placed new burdens on the resources of the Crown. The result was a greater need for parliamentary taxation.

•  The religious Reformation of the 1530s was enacted in and through a parliament, involving parliamentary influence in key areas of government such as the Church, foreign relations and the succession to the throne. This gave the changes greater legal and moral authority, but it meant that future amendments would also need the approval of a parliament.

•  The combined impact of these events and the expanding machinery of government was to give the political nation as a whole more experience and awareness of law and government, and to influence its attitudes and expectations. The main channel for expressing this was the meeting of the political nation with the monarch and his advisers in Parliament.
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The political nation

Political nation is a term used to describe the part of any nation (the people living within a particular state) that is able to exercise political power. In a modern democracy the political nation is all of the citizens old enough to vote. In Tudor and Stuart England this was not the case. Political power and influence was limited to those who had the particular skills and status that enabled them to support the monarch in the tasks of government and whose advice and approval was therefore necessary. At the highest level were the nobility who had a place at Court with the King, or held land in areas where they were needed to maintain order or defend against foreign invasion. Below them came the gentry and in towns some merchants, who often acted as JPs or local officials and could, if they were talented, eventually be promoted to higher offices of state.

In general terms this governing class came from those who owned land and whose income from it enabled them to live without physical labour, but there were other groups who also contributed. Merchants played a significant role in the management of towns and boroughs. The Church played a role in providing educated administrators and in teaching the importance of morality and obedience to higher authority, and with the development of the Poor Laws (see page 9) the churchwardens took on wider responsibilities. These were often drawn from the yeomen or minor gentry and sometimes from skilled craftsmen. As the diagram of the structure of government and governing class on page 7 shows, those who were active in central and local government formed a governing class on whose support and participation the monarch had to rely, and whose members were able to express their views and concerns at Court or in parliaments. As individuals their influence was limited, but the political nation as a whole, or at least the majority part of it, was a necessary partner to any effective monarch.

[image: ]



Source A From De Republica Anglorum by Sir Thomas Smith, 1583.
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The king distributes his authority and power in the fashion of five things [in five ways]: in the making of laws and ordinances; in the making of battle and peace with foreign nations; in providing of money for the maintenance of himself and defence against his enemies; in choosing and election of the chief officers and magistrates; and fifthly, in the administration of justice. The first and third are done by the prince [king] in Parliament. The second and fourth by the prince [king] himself. The fifth is by the great assize [law courts].
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Using the information on this page and Figure 1 on page 7, in the context of your knowledge of the system of government, explain:


1  Whose help and support the King needed to ensure that government was carried out effectively.

2  How the King could obtain and maintain that support.
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Figure 1 The structure of government and the governing class.



3 Changes in economy and society

Developments in the system of government were enhanced by a number of social changes, arising mainly from an underlying growth of population across the Tudor century. A rising population placed pressure on resources, increased unemployment and caused prices to rise as the demand for food and other necessities outstripped supply. While limited and unreliable records mean that it is notoriously difficult to provide accurate estimates of population in this period, the graphs provided below indicate the broad scope of changes. Even allowing for some inaccuracy, the trend of rising prices (inflation) and a resulting fall in real wages (the amount that could be purchased) indicates a level of social upheaval that would inevitably pose problems for government.
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Figure 2 Population patterns and the effects on wages and prices.



The impact of inflation

How did economic developments bring changes in the social structure?

The impact of inflation on a predominantly agricultural economy was enormous. While there were some industrial activities, mainly mining and the production of woollen cloth, and a few ports such as London, Bristol and Hull, the vast majority of the population at all levels of society earned their living from some form of farming. As a result of the Black Death in 1349 and recurrent plagues thereafter, the fifteenth century had been a period of declining population, labour shortages and relative prosperity for many ordinary people. High wages and low rents had allowed some to purchase their own land and establish themselves as independent yeomen. A rising population reversed this situation, bringing price inflation and lower wage levels and wage labourers and cottagers suffered severely. However, the great landlords and aristocracy were also affected, as was the monarchy itself, as traditionally they leased out land for rent, often on long leases, rather than involving themselves directly in agricultural management, and so they were dependent on the fixed rents that resulted. Like the Crown, they also had a tradition of paternalism and often a significant number of dependents to manage as part of the system of patronage. The maintenance of their power and status could be costly.

However, for those who owned their land freehold or were able to limit their costs, population and price rises presented an opportunity. Food production and profits increased, new land was taken into cultivation and the growing trade in woollen cloth, stimulated by the need to clothe the population across Europe, encouraged the development of sheep farming as a highly profitable enterprise. Yeomen and merchants were able to grow rich enough to purchase landed estates and move into the ranks of the minor gentry. The minor gentry, who also managed their estates themselves rather than renting out their lands, were then able to increase their wealth and status within the governing class. These developments were further encouraged as the Crown’s financial problems led to a proportion of the land seized by Henry VIII from the Church being sold or granted as a reward for service. At the same time, some of the independent peasantry, who had previously leased or rented land to farm, slipped into the class of wage labourers, while unemployment reduced a growing section of the labour force to the status of paupers. Ultimately, the rise in population produced a growing gap between rich and poor and associated problems of vagrancy and popular unrest.
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The Poor Laws

As a result of the rise in population and growing unemployment, the Tudors were faced with widespread discontent and unrest, including bands of ‘sturdy beggars’ who roamed the countryside in search of work or some other source of income. A series of laws had been passed to punish vagrants and make provision for the needy within their own parish. Those who left their local area were subject to harsh punishments such as whipping, branding and ultimately death by hanging, while those who stayed within their parish could be given food and money from poor rates distributed by the churchwardens. These laws were eventually drawn together in the Great Poor Law of 1601. This helped to restore control over population movements, but unemployment continued to encourage some mobility and helped to swell the population, criminal and otherwise, of that magnet for migrants, London.
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Society and government

What were the political effects of social and economic change?

By 1603, when James became king, the worst problems of vagrancy and unemployment had been brought under control by the Poor Laws, brought together in the Elizabethan Poor Law Act of 1601, but within the higher levels of society these changes had some political impact. While the traditional aristocracy and the Crown itself faced financial stress, the wider elite of lesser nobles and gentry were becoming increasingly wealthy, educated and confident. The effects of this were seen where they were directly represented – in parliament. Parliaments were not a permanent part of government. The meeting of parliament was an event entirely within the monarch’s control, but the growing cost of government led to a greater need for parliamentary taxation and hence more frequent meetings. This allowed the lesser nobility to express their views and concerns, to gain experience and to become more assertive, and in turn, encouraged monarchs to seek alternative ways of raising money in order to reduce their dependence on parliaments. One method, the selling of monopoly patents that included the exclusive right to make or import and sell certain goods, increased the problem of rising prices and led to a parliamentary backlash. Another, the sale of Crown lands, led to a further reduction in royal income. Essentially, the result of the economic and social changes that occurred across the Tudor period was to weaken the finances of the Crown and enhance the importance of parliaments – a problem that was increasingly compounded by the impact of religious changes and divisions arising from the Protestant Reformation and its development across Europe.

4 Impact of the Reformation

The effects of the Protestant Reformation were felt across all parts of government, and as an additional problem for James, the task of ruling separate kingdoms was made more difficult and complex by religious divisions that cut across national borders. The Protestant Reformation had shattered the religious unity of Europe and resulted in reform taking its own course in different areas. While there is no need to discuss the Reformation in detail here, it is necessary to understand some of its main features and effects, because they influenced the political and cultural development of the British kingdoms in important ways.

The European Reformation

How did religious disputes create conflict across Europe?

Christianity in Western Europe had developed under the control of the Catholic Church, centred in Rome and led by the Pope, who claimed to have inherited the power given by Christ himself to the disciple Peter. In different countries the Church was administered by bishops who were often chosen by the monarch, although they received their spiritual power from the Pope. The key features of Catholic belief are described below.


•  Jesus Christ, the Son of God, sacrificed himself on the cross to atone for sins.

•  Humans could avoid the punishments of Hell and reach Heaven once they died by believing in Christ and following his word in their daily life.

•  The knowledge of Christ’s word and the power to help human souls had been passed to Peter, and from him to those whom the Church ordained as priests.

•  This power was exercised by the priests in the ceremonies and sacraments ordered by the Church. The most important of these were the ceremony of the Mass and the sacrament of the Eucharist, which re-enacted the Last Supper of Christ and his disciples, and the Confession, in which the priest could forgive the sins of those who truly regretted them.

•  It was the duty of the Church to enforce its rules, to bring souls to God.



The implications of these beliefs were that Christians could only reach God through the Church and that the clergy were a special order, separated from the laity (non-clergy) and superior to them. Over the years the Church had become increasingly wealthy and powerful and, like many powerful institutions, appeared to some to have lost some of the spiritual purpose that had justified its position. In the fifteenth century criticism of the Church and the desire of conscientious churchmen for reform had been spread by the growth of literacy and printing. By 1500, there were many complaints from reformers that religion was mechanical, faith had degenerated into superstition and the leaders of the Church were embroiled in politics and luxurious self-indulgence. In time the Church would reform itself, but in the early sixteenth century there were few signs of change.
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Ceremonies and Sacraments

Sacraments are sacred acts or ceremonies. The key point about sacramental religion is that taking part in the ceremony is considered to be a sacred act in itself, which could not be replaced by private prayer or meditation. This gave great power to the Church that provided the sacraments, because it made the Church a necessary part of the individual’s relationship with God. This was particularly the case with the Eucharist, which was preceded by the ceremony of the Mass in which the priest’s blessing of the bread and wine was believed to transform it into the actual body and blood of Christ. Only a priest properly ordained by the Church could receive and exercise the power to perform this Transubstantiation, which made his presence essential within the sacrament. While this strengthened religion as a communal activity, it could also encourage mechanical or superstitious acts by the congregation, which reformers found unacceptable. The Eucharist itself, under the name of Communion or Holy Communion, remained part of worship in most reformed churches, but as an act of remembrance rather than a sign of divine presence. Similarly, the ceremony of Confession required the presence of a priest, whereas the reformed churches emphasised private prayer and seeking God’s forgiveness as the means of demonstrating repentance.
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The Protestant challenge

These criticisms of the Church became the background to the protest mounted by Martin Luther, a German monk who challenged the authorities and demanded reforms. Unlike many contemporary critics of the Church, Luther challenged its ideas as well as certain practices. The core of his argument is described below.


•  Salvation – in which the human soul gained a place in heaven with God – could not be guaranteed by the Church or by good works, but only by individual faith.

•  God offered salvation as a free gift to those who believed in Him and followed Christ.

•  Belief came from private prayer and study of the Bible – the Word of God. It should therefore be accessible to individual Christians, not just the scholars and clergy who could read it in Latin.

•  Church ceremonies and sacraments only symbolised internal faith and too many encouraged ignorance and superstition.

•  In God’s eyes, priests and laity were equal, meaning that priests had no special powers.

•  While the Church remained important as a source of guidance, teaching and preaching, there was no justification for the wide-ranging authority claimed by the Catholic Church.



The Pope responded by declaring Luther a heretic. He was not the first reformer to suffer this, but the rulers of Saxony, where Luther lived, protected him from the Church and its allies. This allowed him to develop and publish his views and to inspire other reformers such as Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin. Those who took up Luther’s ideas became known as Protestants and by 1550 there were Reformed churches in much of Germany and Scandinavia as well as the Netherlands and England. In response, some of those who remained loyal to the Catholic Church accepted some of his criticisms and set about strengthening the Church by dealing with abuses and clarifying its doctrines. This process of internal reform, known as the Counter-Reformation, began with the Council of Trent which met in several sessions between 1545 and 1563. The authority of the Pope was reinforced, administration was improved and many of the scandals that had provoked Luther’s protests were eradicated.

The resulting renewal of faith and of papal authority strengthened the loyalty of Catholics and the fears of Protestants and led to war in Europe. It also contributed to Catholic plots against Queen Elizabeth and James I, and to the anti-Catholic paranoia that affected many English Protestants in the seventeenth century. By the end of the sixteenth century Europe was divided between a militant Protestantism, which rejected the authority of the past and looked for its rules and inspiration to the Bible, and a militant Catholicism determined to recover its control and destroy heresy.


[image: ]
Figure 3 The religious map of Europe showing major wars and civil wars. By 1603 much of Europe remained Catholic, but Scandinavia and Northern Germany were predominantly Lutheran. Switzerland was dominated by Calvinist Churches, which were also influential in parts of Germany and Holland. France had a Catholic establishment, but with a legally tolerated Protestant minority known as Huguenots. England and Scotland were predominantly Protestant, but the population of Ireland was mainly Catholic.



Britain and the effects of the Reformation

Why did religious conflicts develop across Britain?

In England, a Reformation was carried out on the instructions and in the interests of Henry VIII. Henry was no Protestant and his seizure of the Church and its property was motivated by a desire for power and wealth, as well as the need for a divorce in order to marry Anne Boleyn and, hopefully, to produce a male heir. In 1534 the Act of Supremacy declared the King to be Head of the Church and this was followed by the seizure of Church property, including the monasteries, and laws to enforce royal control and regulate the succession to the throne. By rejecting the authority of the Pope he placed himself in the Protestant camp and was forced to grant positions of influence in the Church to men with Protestant ideas. Equally significant, the chosen method of establishing and enforcing his new powers was the use of statute law, made, and only reversible, in parliament.

Hence, when a genuinely Protestant Reformation was carried out during the short reign (1547–53) of his son, Edward, which his Catholic daughter Mary could not entirely reverse during her even shorter reign (1553–58), both settlements required the co-operation of the political elite in parliament once more. As a result, when Elizabeth sought to create reconciliation and a moderate compromise in the Church of England, not only did she have to establish it by parliamentary statute, she was also faced by parliamentary efforts to modify and change the arrangements that she put in place. The effect of Henry’s actions was to enhance both the status and power of parliaments, at a time when religious ideas and conflicts made its members more concerned and more willing to exercise their influence.

Conflict of ideas

Mary’s persecution of Protestants and her links with Spain (she married the heir to the Spanish crown) created a backlash against Catholicism across all social classes. Perhaps equally important, her persecution drove some Protestants into exile in Europe, where they came into contact with other Protestant groups. The development of Protestant ideas posed a number of problems for government. Luther argued that the rules for Church government, as well as salvation, could be found in the Bible, and that the Christian monarch, or godly ruler, had the power and responsibility of interpreting and enforcing them. However, the Bible – part history, part mythology, part poetry – was often unclear and contradictory, and men and women who believed that their salvation depended on it were inclined to interpret it for themselves. The result was that Protestant ideas soon began to develop in different ways, and the varied and piecemeal nature of reform in different areas reinforced these differences.

By the time of Mary’s death, there was considerable variation of opinion on what constituted a ‘true’ Church. The model favoured by many was that established by the French reformer, John Calvin. Calvin had extended Luther’s ideas about salvation to establish the doctrine that some people were predestined to be saved, because they were able to accept the gift of salvation and the disciplined Christianity that went with it. The sign of such predestination was the ability to live a godly life and accept the rules of a godly Church. The idea that God would exclude some souls from a gift that He granted freely was in some ways illogical and would be rejected by later religious leaders, but such assurance of salvation did encourage great dedication and commitment among Calvin’s followers. The result was that many exiles returned after Mary’s death, determined to reform the Church along Calvinist lines. This meant getting rid of all traces of Catholic ceremonies and rituals and allowing ministers to concentrate on preaching the Word of God and ensuring that their parishioners lived godly lives (whether or not they wanted to!). In Scotland the reformer John Knox was able to establish a Calvinist system known as Presbyterianism, but in England the reformers came up against a Queen who was more interested in political control and religious peace than in their cherished schemes of reform.
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John Calvin (1509–64)
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John Calvin was the most influential Protestant reformer after Luther. He established his own church in the city of Geneva. His doctrine became dominant among Protestants in France, Switzerland, Scotland and the Netherlands and to an extent within the early Church of England. Its core was the idea of predestination, which claimed that God divided humanity into ‘saints’, who were predestined to follow the path of true religion and escape sin, and sinners, the ‘unregenerate’ who were condemned to hell. The sign of sainthood lay in a daily struggle to avoid sin and to carry out God’s will in daily life, a struggle that required the discipline and support of a Calvinist Church. These gave great authority to the minister and certain senior members of the congregation (known as elders or presbyters) to control the behaviour and lives of their followers, and came to be known as Presbyterian. Only those who were able to accept the restrictions entailed by this discipline could be sure of salvation.

The harshness of this doctrine led it to be first softened (by an implied expansion of the number of possible saints and reduction of the number of irredeemable sinners) and later challenged by other reformers. It also came to be abused by some known as Antinomians, who argued that since they were predestined to heaven by God, they need not fear to sin in their daily life. For most Calvinists, however, the belief that, as long as they genuinely sought a godly life, they could be sure of ultimate victory over sin, was a powerful inspiration. They could serve God in whatever capacity they had – as a merchant or labourer as well as a minister – and any success was evidence of God’s approval, as well as enhancing the reputation of God’s people. The task was not easy and it was important that the Church to which they had access should support them with good preaching and instruction and not hinder them by unnecessary and possibly corrupting ceremonies and sacraments. Hence Calvinist enthusiasts required the correct forms and organisation within their Church, to reflect doctrine in practice as well as in words.
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The Elizabethan settlement

As the daughter of Anne Boleyn, whose marriage to Henry had never been recognised by the Catholic Church, Queen Elizabeth was bound to establish a broadly Protestant form of worship when she came to the throne in 1558. But as a skilful politician she recognised the need for healing and reconciliation in the religion of England. The result was the Elizabethan settlement and the establishment of an Anglican Church which sought to provide a compromise – a ‘middle way’ between the Catholic and Protestant extremes. Undeniably Protestant in doctrine, it retained many of the familiar ceremonies and services inherited from the Catholic Church, as well as bishops, whom Elizabeth appointed and controlled and who therefore maintained her authority. It was able to satisfy the needs of most of her subjects but, like most compromises, it left dissatisfied minorities at both ends of the spectrum (see Figure 4, below).
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Figure 4 The Tudor pendulum. Why would the developments shown in the diagram encourage religious confusion and division in England?



A minority of English Catholics gave primary loyalty to the Pope; their treason in attempting to replace Elizabeth with the Catholic Mary, Queen of Scots in the Northern Rebellion of 1568–69 led to a Papal Bull (declaration) issued in 1570, which excommunicated Elizabeth and enjoined a duty on Catholics to remove her from the throne. This, and their links with Spain, did much to create anti-Catholic feeling in England. A minority of Protestants was dissatisfied with a half-reformed Church and sought to persuade or pressurise the Queen into further change. Their desire for further purification of the Church led them to be nicknamed ‘Puritans’. In the 1570s attempts were made to introduce reforms through Parliament, prompting the angry Queen to forbid such discussions and raise political conflict over MPs’ rights to free speech. Having lost this battle, Puritan preachers attempted to change the Church from within. Elizabeth, who was determined to maintain the system of bishops as the best method of ensuring her own, royal control, suppressed their meetings and muted their protests, but she could not silence them entirely. By 1603 they had been denied the fulfilment of their plans for reform, but were nevertheless able to preach, convert, stimulate and spread their influence and ideas. The impact of Protestant ideas as a whole was to encourage individual faith and teach the necessity of private study of the word of God, resulting in the spread of literacy and an increasingly educated laity. In Puritan ideas and practice this development found its most enduring expression, and nowhere was this demonstrated more effectively than in the debating chambers of parliament.

Conclusion: the effects of the Reformation in Britain

The result of such Reformation was that James inherited a legacy of religious divisions across three kingdoms:


•  In Scotland the Presbyterian Church dominated the lowland areas, but a sizeable Catholic minority remained in the Gaelic highlands.

•  In Ireland the majority of the population remained Catholic, and the loss of traditional chieftains encouraged the people to look to Catholic priests as leaders in the community. English control, however, led to the imposition of an Anglican Church as the official Church of Ireland, while Protestant settlers, especially those from Scotland, who settled in Ulster, brought an extreme Protestant or Presbyterian tradition.

•  In England the established Church was Anglican, based on Elizabeth’s ‘middle way’, with a small Catholic minority who remained loyal to the Pope. Within the Church, however, there was a significant movement seeking to achieve further reform.



Conclusion: the Tudor legacy

The century of Tudor rule that ended in 1603 had seen significant changes in English government and society, which brought both greater powers and new responsibilities to the monarchs who followed. The combined effects of Tudor rule and the extension of royal power in a century of religious conflict and economic development placed new demands on the monarch’s skills and increased the importance of an effective partnership with the political nation. On the one hand James inherited a stable system of government in which royal power was accepted across the kingdom and exercised through a legal system that drew on the Common Law and tradition, while also enshrining areas of direct power through the exercise of the royal prerogative. Alongside this he inherited a relatively prosperous and well-ordered society, with increasingly educated and able administrators and systems of social control in the Poor Laws and a state Church.

At the same time, however, as head of the Church of England he inherited responsibility for hugely contentious issues that could affect key individuals at every level of society. In addition he faced significant financial problems, made worse by an ongoing war against Catholic Spain and a rebellion in Catholic Ireland, which affected the power of the Crown to carry out decisions and policies at home and abroad. Perhaps most significantly, the essential forum for dealing with these matters was no longer simply the royal Court and Privy Council, but included an increasingly necessary, but increasingly independent and articulate, section of the wider political elite under the form and name of a Parliament. If James was to manage his legacy effectively, as Elizabeth had already discovered, his handling of this institution would be crucial.
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Figure 5 The Tudor legacy.



Working on the Tudor legacy

The material provided in this section forms the background to your main period of study, and you do not need to make detailed notes about it. However, you will find it useful to ensure that you have understood the key concepts and clarified key terms relating to both government and religion. Many of these are explained in the glossary on pages 256–58, but they are also used in context in the outline of developments that you have been reading. You may find it helpful to compile a list of terms and write a short definition of your own. These can usefully include government courts and offices, the class structure, the system of patronage and religious groups and ideas.

To consolidate your wider understanding of the systems and situations that James inherited, and to begin considering their impact on his reign and later developments, you will find it useful to summarise the main features and consider their implications. You can also begin to build on the material in the Introduction on pages v–viii regarding the key historical concepts of change and causation that will shape your understanding of the period. While you will develop your ability to do this over a period of time, as you study the whole period to 1702, the outline provided here on the Tudor legacy offers you a starting point in both aspects of the course.
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ACTIVITY


1  Change and continuity: This part of the activity will help you to familiarise yourself with the nature of monarchy and government in 1603 and enable you to pick out changes and consider their impact as your study of the period develops. Using the information you have read and extracted from the maps and diagrams, write out a brief summary of the key features of the system of government of England inherited by James I in 1603 using the following questions:




    a) What were the duties of the monarch?

    b) What methods and machinery did he use to carry them out?

    c) How did he exercise his power to do this?

    d) Whose help and support did he need?

    e) What, if any, limits could be imposed, and by whom?




2  Causes and consequences: The diagram of ‘the Tudor legacy’ (Figure 5, page 17) provides a brief summary of the events and factors that shaped the system of government across the Tudor century and indicates how they both enhanced the monarch’s powers and created potential problems and restrictions. In particular, it highlights two key factors – the Reformation in England and the rise in population – as causes of change, and sets out the complex range of consequences that they produced. You may find it helpful to decide first which of these consequences increased royal power, which created problems, and which, if any, did both. You can then use the information that you have read and the points made in the population graphs on page 8 to write brief answers to the following questions about the causes of change, 1534–1603:




    a) In what ways did the Reformation in England increase the power of the monarch?

    b) What new problems did it create?

    c) What problems were created for the monarch by the rise in population?

    d) What other factors contributed to the difficulties facing James in 1603?

    e) In what ways did the different factors combine or work together to affect:




        •  the powers of the monarch

        •  the influence of parliaments

        •  the relationship between the two?
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