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Preface

______________________

✢

I received the invitation to contribute this volume to ‘Profiles in Power’ from the General Editor, Professor Keith Robbins, and from Mr Andrew MacLennan, at the time Editorial Director of the Academic Department in Longman Higher Education. I wish to thank them both for extending it to me. Andrew has now, alas, retired from Messrs Longman, subsequently to its becoming an imprint of Pearson Education. He once characteristically expressed the wish to see the book ‘before I finally hang up my clogs!’ I regret that I was unable to complete it in time, and apologise to him and to Keith for having to extend the date for delivery beyond the original deadline. The latter's forbearance, and that of Heather McCallum, Andrew's successor as Editor-in-Chief at Pearson Education, in agreeing to delays was greatly appreciated.

I had thought that taking early retirement from Leeds University in 1997 would free me to devote more than enough time to complete the book on schedule. However, I have found myself distracted by developments I did not envisage when I signed the contract. One was to be elected to the presidency of the Historical Association for three years in 1999. While I am very grateful for this honour, and enjoy the commitments it requires me to undertake, these have involved considerable travel visiting local branches of the Association to give lectures. I would like to think that those I gave on the Glorious Revolution clarified my thinking on the reign of fames II, and helped to improve this book. Another unexpected interruption to my schedule was my appointment to a Visiting Professorship at the Carlisle campus of the University of Northumbria in September 2000. Again, while I am delighted to thank my new colleagues for their generous gesture, it involved a move from Yorkshire to Cumbria which unsettled me for longer than I had anticipated. I have now settled down in Carlisle, and benefit greatly from the facilities offered by my new institution, which have been of enormous help to me in the final stages of preparing this book for publication.

Help has also been forthcoming from others. My friend and former colleague at Leeds, David Parker, invited me to contribute an essay on ‘1688’ to a collection of essays which he edited, Revolutions and the Revolutionary Tradition in the West (2000). The seminar which he organised at the University of Birmingham, which other contributors to the volume attended, was a stimulating exchange of views, which deepened my knowledge of the significance of the Glorious Revolution. John Morrill and Tim Wales helped to consolidate my ideas about James II, with their incisive comments on a brief life of the king I submitted to the forthcoming new Dictionary of National Biography. Andrew Barclay, whose Cambridge PhD thesis on James's household has thrown fresh light on his reign, kindly allowed me to read ahead of publication an article which summarises his main conclusions: ‘James II's “Catholic” court’. Mary Geiter discussed James with me on countless occasions. She contributed William Penn to this series of ‘Profiles in Power’, and her unique appreciation of Penn's role in the events of the reign has greatly assisted my own understanding of them. Mary tried to keep me on the right lines. If I have nevertheless gone off them, then I have only myself to blame.

Carlisle, June 2001
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The Julian or Old Style Calendar used in England in the seventeenth century was ten days behind the Gregorian or New Style Calendar employed in Europe. Old Style dates have been used throughout, though the year has been taken to have started on 1 January and not, as contemporaries officially began it, on 25 March.




Prologue 

__________________________

✢

‘A great king with strong armies and mighty fleets, a vast treasure and powerful allies fell all at once’, remarked Bishop Burnet of the sudden collapse of James IIs power. ‘And his whole strength, like a spider's web, was so irrevocably broken with a touch, that he was never able to retrieve what for want of judgement and heart he threw up in a day’.1 Burnet here placed the blame for the king's downfall squarely upon the king himself, attributing it to his want of judgement and heart’. Had James judged the situation more realistically, it is implied, or had he even had the courage to face up to his enemies, he might have retained his crown. The implication is intriguing, since James is often written off as a loser whose rigid religious policies inevitably provoked a backlash which toppled him from the throne. For a hostile contemporary to concede that he might have retained his kingdom invites a reappraisal of his role in the Revolution of 1688.

Burnet was right to blame James for his own predicament. Although the Bill of Rights accused James of endeavouring ‘to subvert and extirpate the Protestant religion and the laws and liberties of this kingdom … by the assistance of divers evil counsellors, judges and ministers employed by him’, this was little more than a pious convention. It had become a constitutional commonplace under the Stuarts that kings were not directly accountable for their actions, but that responsibility lay with their ministers. This merely ensured that the only way that kings could be criticised was to attribute any action alleged to be arbitrary or unconstitutional to their advisers. James was quite convinced that this was nothing more than a ruse. Thus of Sir John Hotham's refusal to admit Charles I into Hull in 1642, he observed that he Tell upon the old common place of declaring against evil counsellors with such canting expressions as were generally in use amongst that party’.2

James was of course given advice by several men. In England he was advised by such courtiers as the earls of Rochester and Sunderland, Judge Jeffreys, the Catholic Father Petre and the Quaker William Penn, all of whom were no doubt implied in the Bills indictment. When dealing with Scottish affairs he relied on the earl of Melfort, and with Irish on the earl of Tyrconnel, both of whom have been criticised for misleading the king about his prospects in Scotland and Ireland. But the truth of the matter was that they were just advisers, fames himself was determined to be king indeed and to make the key decisions. It is a mistake many historians have made to try to attribute the king's ‘policies’, to use an anachronistic term, to anybody else.

What those policies were has long been a subject of debate. A view of James held by his opponents at the time and by whig historians thereafter took it for granted that he aimed at ‘Popery and arbitrary power’. By popery they did not mean Catholicism merely as a religious creed, though that was bad enough to most Protestants. Rather it was the allegiance of Catholics to Rome which allegedly made their religion a threat to English liberties. For the Pope was a foreign potentate who was held to be committed to using every device to bring England back to the true faith. James himself was charged with the same ambition the moment he publicly revealed his conversion to the Church of Rome in 1673. Any disclaimer of this was disregarded, as Papists were held to be capable of equivocating to the point of lying if that means would achieve the end of a counter-Reformation. It was widely believed that they received dispensations annulling any penalties for perjury. The king could assert that he genuinely believed in religious toleration, and did not wish to thrust his religion upon his subjects; but many of them would never bring themselves to trust his word, simply because the word of a Papist was not to be trusted. The legend thereby arose that he sought the forcible conversion of his subjects to Catholicism. When he demonstrated a commitment to toleration by granting a Declaration of Indulgence which relieved Protestant nonconformists as well as Catholics from the penal laws, it was taken to be a deliberate ploy to lull them into a false sense of security. James insisted in it that ‘we humbly thank Almighty God it is and hath of long time been our constant sense and opinion … that conscience ought not to be constrained nor people constrained in matters of mere religion’.3 Yet even this categorical statement was widely greeted with cynicism. In A Letter to a Dissenter the marquis of Halifax compared the king to a bear hugging the Protestants the better to squeeze them later. ‘The other day you were sons of Belial’, he warned the dissenters, ‘now you are angels of light’.4

James was also accused of aiming, like all Catholic kings, at arbitrary power. Arbitrariness was not necessarily the same as absolutism. It meant ruling with disregard for the law. It was held that there was a rule of law to which even kings were subject. This was not just enshrined in Acts of Parliament but in the common law of the land. The use of their prerogative by the Stuarts to overcome statutes and legal precedents established in the common law courts was seen as an attack on the constitution. For example, the issuing of dispensations to individual Catholics granting them immunity from prosecution for breaches of the Test Act was seen as an arbitrary act since it challenged both statute and common law. It not only undermined the statutory requirement to take communion in the Church of England to qualify for office under the Crown, but also called into question verdicts in court cases which had ruled that the king could not dispense a subject from the obligations of an Act of Parliament if, for example, it injured a third party.

In reaction to these criticisms James has been seen as a ruler enlightened before his time with views of religious toleration. The king genuinely believed in liberty of conscience. It was essential for the religious well-being of his subjects. But it also stimulated trade, as the example of the Dutch had shown; by contrast, Louis XIV's persecution of the Huguenots had been detrimental to the French economy. As James pointed out in the instructions he gave to judges going on circuit in 1688, toleration ‘had already much increased the trade at home’, and if continued would make the country ‘the chief seat of trade in Christendom’.5 He did not seek to force Catholicism on his subjects, but simply to achieve toleration for them and other non-Anglicans. In so far as he employed the royal prerogative to achieve this goal it was as a means to an end, not an end in itself. If the overwhelmingly Anglican parliament elected in 1685 had been prepared to cooperate with his policies he would have had no need to fall back on the suspending and dispensing powers. Instead, the intransigence of the two Houses had shown that it was the Anglicans who remained bigots, refusing to go along with an enlightened monarch intent on achieving toleration. He had been forced to issue dispensations to Catholics and Protestants granting them immunity from prosecution for breaches of the penal laws and ultimately to promulgate an edict suspending the laws altogether.

Was James a bigoted Catholic or an enlightened ruler? Did he aim at absolutism? This study seeks to answer these questions. Like all the titles in this ‘Profiles in Power’ series, this is not a biography of James II, much less a life and times’. In order to answer the questions, however, some appreciation of the historical context in which James II exercised power is indispensable.

Few outside Northern Ireland today can appreciate the animosity which divided Catholics, or Papists as they were significantly dubbed, from Protestants. The Unionist slogan ‘Home rule is Rome rule’ goes to the heart of the matter. Roman Catholics were held to place a higher premium on their loyalty to the Pope than they did to their country. They were agents of a foreign power. Hence Elizabethan statute law had made it treason to try to convert subjects of the English crown to Catholicism. Catholics were also held to prefer arbitrary power to limited monarchy, and therefore to be inimical to the liberties of Englishmen’. It was the perceived influence of Charles I's Catholic queen, James's mother Henrietta Maria, which led his Protestant subjects to suspect a plot to undermine their constitutional freedoms, and this did much to bring about the atmosphere of paranoia which preceded the civil war between the king and his parliament which broke out in 1642. This atmosphere was poisoned by the uprising in Ireland in 1641. Bloodcurdling stories of atrocities committed by Catholics against Protestants quickly escalated into a lurid legend of a ‘massacre’. It fed the fantasies of English Protestants about the cruelty of ‘papists’ towards them ever since the Reformation. Foxe's Book of Martyrs preserved the memory of those who had been burned as heretics in the fires at Smithfield during Bloody Mary's reign. The Gunpowder Plot of 1605, when Guy Fawkes and his accomplices sought to blow up king, Lords and Commons, and would have succeeded had not Providence discovered their hellish conspiracy, was further proof of their inhuman malice. Now they had sought to ethnically cleanse Ireland of its Protestant inhabitants. The Irish rebellion indeed made civil war in England inevitable, since it had to be suppressed. The question then arose: who was to command the army raised to suppress it – the king or parliament? It was over this question that the royalist and parliamentary sides were adopted which were to fight in the civil wars of 1642-1646, and 1648.

The wars also brought out the divisions in Protestant ranks which had previously been largely contained within the Church of England. Charles I had encouraged the advancement of a so-called Arminian element in the Church led by Archbishop Laud. The name was used as a term of abuse implying that those preferred by the king were followers of the Dutch theologian Arminius, whose doctrines had been condemned at the Synod of Dordrecht in 1618. He was alleged by his detractors to have qualified the Calvinist doctrine of the predestination of the elect by introducing an element of freewill and justification by works as well as by faith alone. Although Laud protested that he was not a disciple of Arminius, he was associated with a crypto-Catholic policy of tempering the austerity of Calvinism by introducing the ‘beauty of holiness’. Thus in ‘Arminian’ churches the plain communion table was removed from the transept to the chancel, adorned with candles and the crucifix and revered as an altar. Those who objected to these practices were dismissed as ‘Puritans’ by those who approved of them.

Puritans were those who wanted a more thorough godly reformation than the Elizabethan church settlement had produced. Although they welcomed the doctrinal aspects of it as being largely along Calvinist lines, they scrupled at some three or four of the Thirty-nine Articles which seemed to them to lack scriptural sanction, for true Puritans insisted that all religious observances should be based on the Bible, which to them was literally the word of God. Such liturgical practices as bowing at the name of Jesus, crossing an infant's head in baptism, and exchanging rings in marriage smacked to them of ‘relics of Popery’. Perhaps above all they objected to the priesthood being a separate estate, with ministers being distinguished from their flocks by wearing of surplices, and the church itself having a hierarchy dominated by bishops. Under Elizabeth, and even under James I, those who held such views had been for the most part prepared to remain within the established church. They considered that it was reformed sufficiently for them to ‘tarry for the magistrate’, as they put it, i.e. to wait until the state moved further towards the doctrinal and liturgical model provided by the centre of Calvinism in Geneva. Under Charles I, however, so far from moving in the direction of Geneva it seemed to be reversing towards Rome. Some Puritans were no longer prepared to wait and went across the Atlantic to set up a godly society in Massachusetts. Those who remained took heart when the king summoned the Long Parliament in 1640, seeing in it an instrument of godly reformation. When relations between it and the king broke down in 1642, precipitating civil war, it took the form largely of a religious conflict between the Arminians and the Puritans.

Under the pressure of the war, however, Puritanism disintegrated into a variety of sects. Those who wished to reform the Church of England along Genevan lines emerged as Presbyterians. Others who no longer desired a national church, but preferred each congregation to be responsible for its own affairs, called themselves Independents. These were the major divisions in Puritan ranks, but there were many others: Baptists, Fifth Monarchists, Quakers, Seekers, etc. After the defeat of the king in the first civil war, parliament reformed the Anglican Church on a Presbyterian basis. Bishoprics were abolished, the Thirty-nine Articles were superseded by the Westminster Confession, and the Book of Common Prayer replaced by a Directory of Public Worship. Thus the Church of England became in theory Presbyterian between 1646 and 1660. In practice, however, after the second civil war the Presbyterians in parliament were discredited in the eyes of the army high command, through their attempts to negotiate a settlement with the king. The army ‘grandees’, as they were called, engineered a purge of parliament in December 1648, removing from it members who were still prepared to do a deal with ‘that man of blood’ Charles I. Those who remained set up a court of justice which tried the king for treason, found him guilty and condemned him to death in January 1649. The House of Lords was also abolished and a unicameral republic established.

This coup brought to power Independents who did not enforce the Presbyterian settlement, as a result of which there was no policy of requiring ministers to subscribe to the Westminster Confession. Religious anarchy ensued in which the radical sects – Independents, Baptists, Quakers etc. – flourished. Cromwell tolerated this religious diversity, and even admitted the Jews back into England. Only Catholics and Episcopalians were proscribed, though even these appear to have worshipped according to their own creeds in the privacy of country houses. Thus, though many of the former Arminian hierarchy fled abroad, to join the sons of Charles I, Charles and James, in exile, the liturgy of the Book of Common Prayer survived among their followers who remained at home.

When Charles was restored to his father's throne in 1660, James accompanied his brother back home. Although they themselves were committed to toleration, in fact the Restoration religious settlement was very narrowly based. The bishops, the Thirty-nine Articles and the Book of Common Prayer were all brought back. Moreover, those who objected to them were not allowed to worship in peace. An Act of Uniformity was passed requiring all Anglican clergymen to subscribe to all thirty-nine Articles. Those Presbyterian ministers who still found three of them incompatible with Scripture left their livings rather than accept the Articles. They were subjected to Acts which made it an offence for them to reside within five miles of their former livings or to worship separately from the established church. This restoration of an intolerant Church of England was perhaps the most surprising outcome of the events which brought Charles II to the throne. It is still hard to explain, though the intransigence of the Anglican clergy, the desire for revenge against the Puritans on the part of the gentry elected to the Cavalier Parliament in 16617 and the division in the ranks of the non-Anglicans, who now became known as nonconformists or dissenters, contributed to it.

The reversal of fortunes was, however, seen to be precarious. Although with hindsight the restored Church of England seems immensely strong, in fact its adherents felt themselves to be threatened. The cry ‘the church in danger’ might not have been articulated as a political slogan until after the Glorious Revolution, but it sums up the mood of the members of the established church between 1662 and 1688. They were acutely aware that they owed their privileged position to the state, which had backed it up with statute law. They were also aware that the state had supported a very different church settlement during the Interregnum and that, given changed circumstances, it might do so again. James himself was convinced that ‘the Generality of the Church of England at that time’ were not Very averse to Catholick Religion; Many that went under that name had their Religion to chuse, and went to Church for company's sake.’6 It was in the hopes of contradicting such claims that the church conducted a census of religious affiliations in 1676, known as the Compton census because it was presided over by Henry Compton, bishop of London. It seemed to establish that the vast majority of Charles II's subjects were Anglicans, and that only a tiny minority were Catholics or nonconformists. Catholics indeed accounted for less than 2 per cent of the population. But they appeared more prominent to contemporaries because they had a high profile in the upper reaches of society. When the second Test Act was passed in 1678 deliberately to bar them from parliament, perhaps as many as one-fifth of the peers were excluded from the House of Lords. Probably nearly 10 per cent of the gentry were also Catholics. Hence the fears of Protestants that popery was prevalent among the ruling class, and that a popish king would encourage crypto-Catholics to declare themselves. The Compton census appeared to demonstrate that the proportion of Protestant nonconformists was also no more than 2 per cent of the population, making the Anglicans well over 90 per cent. Though the aggregate figures supported this conclusion, a careful breakdown of them indicates a different picture. In many parishes, ministers had difficulties in distinguishing their parishioners as either Anglicans or Presbyterians. In some, as many as 10 per cent conformed to the Church of England but also attended nonconforming services.7 Such doubts led the census, the results of which were widely known, ironically not to bolster the confidence of Anglicans but to feed their paranoia. Suspicions about the extent of popery and Puritanism help to explain the fears of a revival of republicanism during the Exclusion crisis of the years 1679 to 1681, and of a Catholic absolutism during the reign of James II.

The Exclusion crisis came about because of the fear of what would happen should a Catholic, as James was known to be by the 1670s, come to the throne. In 1678, Titus Oates stirred up a hornets’ nest when he claimed that there was a Catholic conspiracy to kill Charles II and to crown his brother, James, duke of York, as king. This brought to the surface all the paranoid fantasies entertained about Catholics. Since the Restoration, the fire of London in 1666 had been added to the Smithfield fires of Marys reign, the Gunpowder Plot and the Irish massacre as evidence of their insatiable hatred of the reformed religion. The Monument erected to commemorate the fire was inscribed with a legend ascribing it to ‘the treachery and malice of the Popish Faction … in order to the carrying on their horrid plot for extirpating the Protestant religion and old English liberty and introducing Popery and slavery’. Now another plot with the same aim had been brought to light. Pamphlets fanned the flames, reminding their readers of the burning of heretics in Mary's reign, the Irish rebellion and the fire of London. One invited people to imagine themselves as spectators at the top of the Monument looking out over London when it had become the capital of a Catholic kingdom. ‘Casting your eye towards Smithfield imagine you see your own father or your mother or some of your nearest and dearest relations, tied to a stake in the midst of flames, when with hands and eyes lifted up to heaven they scream and cry out to that God for whose cause they die, which was a frequent spectacle the last time Popery reigned amongst us.’8 Another warned Protestants that they would see ‘your daughters ravished by goatish monks, your smaller children tossed upon pikes, or torn limb from limb, whilst you have your own bowels ripped up … and holy candles made of your grease (which was done within our memory in Ireland) …’.9

The scare over the Popish Plot that ensued led directly to demands from some quarters that the duke should be excluded from the succession and banished from the realm. Those who took this view backed three attempts in three successive parliaments to bar James from coming to the throne. Initially they were called Exclusionists but ultimately they were dubbed whigs. Those who stood by the hereditary principle and opposed the Exclusion bills came to be called tories. Although not all whigs were dissenters by any means, most dissenters were whigs. In the second Exclusion parliament, held in 1680, there was an attempt not only to exclude James but also to modify the Anglican liturgy in order to accommodate, or ‘comprehend7, Presbyterians in the Church of England. There was even a bill introduced into the Commons to allow Quakers to affirm rather than swear oaths.

These attempts at Protestant reconciliation came to naught when the king first prorogued and then dissolved the parliament. Nevertheless they identified the whigs closely with dissent, and by association with the Puritans of the Interregnum. Whigs were accused of wishing not only to exclude James but also to restore the republic. Although they tried to avoid the question of who would succeed Charles II if the bills became law, it was widely understood that their preferred candidate was the kings illegitimate son the duke of Monmouth. Some, however, were wary of his candidature, especially since Charles refused to acknowledge that he was married to Monmouth's mother. They sought a Protestant successor in William of Orange, the husband of Princess Mary, James's daughter.

While the Exclusion crisis raged, Charles thought it expedient to banish his brother from England. He spent much of 1679 in Brussels. After returning briefly following a scare over the state of the kings health, James went north to Scotland, where he stayed until 1682.

The situation in the northern kingdom, like that in the southern, reflected the legacy of the civil wars, the Interregnum and the Restoration. Scots were the first to rise up against Charles I in the so-called Bishops’ Wars. These began as a protest against the king's attempt in 1637 to impose a liturgy akin to that of the Anglican Book of Common Prayer upon the Church of Scotland, and escalated into a full-scale rebellion against the episcopal hierarchy grafted on to the Kirk by the Stuarts. When the General Assembly of the Kirk declared episcopacy abolished, the king sent an army to his northern kingdom, but this was defeated by the rebels. They allied with the parliamentarians in the English civil war, drawing up a Solemn League and Covenant in 1643 which pledged them to establish a Presbyterian church in both countries. English and Scottish commissioners appointed to implement this scheme after the first civil war, however, failed to agree, and when Charles I was executed in 1649 the Scots claimed that it violated the Covenant. In consequence, war was declared between the Scottish Presbyterians and the English republic. Charles II cynically exploited this by subscribing to the Covenant in order to obtain a Scottish alliance. Unfortunately for him, the English, led by Oliver Cromwell, inflicted devastating defeats on the Scots at the battles of Dunbar and Worcester. Charles was forced to flee from the latter in 1651, and went into exile on the continent. Scotland was so subdued that it was forcibly united with the English republic, the Scottish parliament being abolished, while Scots returned members to the parliament at Westminster when Cromwell became Protector. At the Restoration the Scottish parliament was restored, and along with it the bishops. The restoration of episcopacy north of the border was an even more unexpected outcome of the king's return than that of the Church of England. Only members of the established Episcopal Church were allowed to participate fully in public life. Thus only Episcopalians could be returned to the Scottish parliament. The Covenanters protested at the religious settlement, and some of them, known as Cameronians, went into open rebellion against it. Charles II's lieutenant in Scotland, the duke of Lauderdale, kept control of the northern kingdom, rallying the nobility and gentry to the support of the Episcopal Church settlement and subduing the Covenanters. For nearly sixteen years Lauderdale successfully pursued these ends. Then, in 1679, the Cameronians assassinated the archbishop of St Andrews, and proceeded to take control of Glasgow. Lauderdale's regime collapsed, and Charles sent the duke of Monmouth to subdue the rebellion, which he did in the battle of Bothwell Bridge.

This was the legacy which James took over when Charles sent him to Scotland in November 1679. As we shall see, he made a better job of governing the northern kingdom as duke of York than he was to do as James VII.

Religion therefore suffused politics in the Stuart dominions. Religious toleration was a political issue throughout their reigns. Where there was an established church it meant making concessions to other sects. In England, the Church of England would have to make concessions to Catholics and Protestant nonconformists. In Scotland, the restored Kirk, complete with bishops, would have to make concessions to Catholics and Presbyterians. These establishments were not prepared to concede rights to others without a struggle, for they enjoyed not only freedom of worship but political power. In theory, the Church of England had a monopoly of positions in borough corporations, thanks to the Corporation Act of 1661, and under the Crown following the Test Act of 1673. These statutes made communion in the Church of England a requisite qualification for holding office. The Anglican Church had wide support, but north of the border the Episcopal settlement had very little and needed the backing of the Stuarts to protect it from its Presbyterian rivals.

The later Stuarts found themselves at the centre of religious controversy wherever they ruled. This would have presented problems even if their own religion had been unequivocally Anglican. It had already fomented two civil wars and led to a collapse of the traditional ruling class and the subversion of the social order. That these had been restored in 1660 did not guarantee their continuance. Charles II and his brother James would have had their work cut out to avoid their father's fate whatever political stance they adopted. But where, to many, Charles I had died a martyr for the Church of England there was no way that his sons were ready for that role. Charles II's religion will perhaps never be satisfactorily pinned down, as he covered his own beliefs under a layer of cynicism. He definitely died a Catholic, a priest being smuggled into his bedchamber to administer the last rites to him on his deathbed. Quite when he converted to the Catholic faith is unknown, as he kept it to himself. His brother, a much less subtle man, wore his heart on his sleeve, and when his conversion became widely known in 1673 it raised questions not only about the future of the established church but also about the monarchy.

The nature of the monarchy was at the heart of the constitutional conflicts of the seventeenth century. The civil wars were fought as much over the powers of the Crown as they were over religion. At issue was the question of whether the king was accountable for his actions to his subjects. The Stuarts claimed that they ruled by divine, indefeasible hereditary right, and had to account for their behaviour as monarchs to God alone. Some of their subjects begged to differ. Common lawyers like Sir Edward Coke maintained that they were subject to the law, and that if they did not abide by it they ruled arbitrarily. Parliamentarians insisted that the kings, through their ministers, were answerable to parliament. Charles I acknowledged that the monarchy was limited, and that the Lords and the Commons had a role to play. But that role in his view was to be consulted and give advice. It did not warrant parliamentary restrictions on the royal prerogative. Hence his rejection of the Grand Remonstrance in 1641, and the Nineteen Propositions in 1642, which sought to make him accountable to the two Houses. To the king they stripped him of all his royal prerogatives except the striking of coin. Civil war broke out over this crucial disagreement. Negotiations during the conflict took the form of conditions being put to Charles which would have the effect of making him accountable to parliament. Thus at the end of the first civil war parliamentary leaders wished to negotiate the Newcastle Propositions, while the high command of the New Model Army issued the Heads of the Proposals. Meanwhile, however, a Leveller movement had emerged in the army, backed by the rank and file who had not been involved in the original quarrel. The Levellers sought to make government answerable to the people, as they made clear in their proposals for settling the kingdom, The Agreement of the People. The relative merits of the Heads of the Proposals and the Agreement were discussed at the Putney debates in 1647 between the army grandees and the Levellers. These were chaired by Oliver Cromwell, whose son-in-law Henry Ireton expressed the views held by those who had originally taken arms against Charles I: ‘we fought that one man's will should not be law’. Thus the distinction between the sovereignty of the king in parliament and the sovereignty of the people, which was to inform political discourse for at least two centuries, came to the top of the agenda between the civil wars. It had to be temporarily shelved at the start of the second in 1648. When Charles I lost the war, parliament again put on the table conditions for his restoration in the negotiations at Newport on the Isle of Wight. Meanwhile, however, Cromwell and Ireton had come to the conclusion that Charles could not be trusted. They engineered the purge of those parliamentarians who were prepared to negotiate with him, and got the purged parliament to bring the king to trial for treason.

During the period 1649 to 1653, England was ruled by the Rump Parliament, so called because it consisted of the remnant of those left after the army purge. In those years there was no one commanding figure to play the part of a monarch. The rule of the Rump came to an end, however, when Oliver Cromwell forcibly dissolved it. Those who regarded the Commonwealth which existed between the execution of Charles I and the dissolution of the Rump Parliament as a golden age in English history, and wished to restore it, came to be known as supporters of ‘the good old cause’. They also accused Cromwell of betraying it through his ambition to become monarch himself. Although he entertained no such ambitions, events forced him to become more and more monarchical. Thus when the Instrument of Government was adopted as the country's constitution in 1654, Cromwell was named as Lord Protector. It is true that this office was meant to be responsible to a Council and ultimately to parliament, imposing conditions on Cromwell which parliamentarians had tried to impose on Charles I, but the Protector dealt with his first parliament as arbitrarily as the king had with those of the 1620s. When the second parliament was purged of Presbyterian opponents of the Protectorate, the remaining members came out strongly in favour of asking Cromwell to accept the crown. The kingship party was supported by lawyers, who argued that English institutions had been established by the medieval and Tudor monarchs, and could only function effectively and legitimately under a king. A prominent member of the party was Anthony Ashley Cooper, who was to become leader of the first whigs in the Exclusion crisis. Cromwell was swayed by these arguments, but in the end declined the offer of the crown, fearing that his old comrades in arms, the New Model grandees, would reject it. Their rejection would place the new regime in jeopardy and play into the hands of Stuart supporters.

Had Cromwell become king, the prospects of a restoration would have been set back. As it was, the chaos following his death in 1658 led rapidly to a situation in which the return of the king was regarded as the only brake on a descent into anarchy. As a result, Charles II was restored without any negotiations over the conditions on which he would rule. The only terms were those he himself offered in the Declaration of Breda. After the lengthy propositions put to his father during the civil wars this was perhaps the most surprising feature of the Restoration. There were, however, tacit assumptions about the nature of the restored monarchy One was that Charles would not act arbitrarily, but would consult parliament. The king's suspected Catholicism, and his brother's conversion, revived the association of popery and arbitrary power in the 1670s. The Exclusion crisis came about not only over the scare raised by the Popish Plot, but also because of fears that the restored monarchy was a threat to English liberty. This resulted in what some historians prefer to call the Restoration rather than the Exclusion crisis.10 James himself certainly saw the whigs as using the prospect of his succeeding his brother as a pretext to attack the monarchy itself.
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