Lecture 11: The Stuarts



Crown and Parliament



Republican Britain



The crown and the Constitutional Monarchy

Crown and Parliament


When Elisabeth died in 1603 James Stuart became king of England (1603 - 1625). Thus a new dynasty was established, the Stuart dynasty. James I had been king of Scotland for more than 30 years. He expressed his opinions about the divine rights of kings openly and this led to trouble with Parliament. James made a mistake of appointing Elizabeth’s minister, Sir Edward Coke, as Chief Justice. Coke made decisions based on the law, which limited the king’s power. He judged that the king was not above the law and that the king and his council could not make new laws. Law could be made only by Act of Parliament. This was the first quarrel between James and Parliament. It was in the reign of Charles I (1625 -1649) that the struggle between crown and Parliament reached its climax. He was full of desire to strengthen his power and needing money for this purpose he              resorted to compulsory loans and fines. In 1628 Parliament, discontent with the monarch’s policy compelled Charles to sign the Petition of Right. This Petition forbade the king to resort martial law in time of peace, to imprison freemen without lawful reason, to collect any loan, tax without the consent of Parliament. However, having granted this Petition of Right Charles I soon forgot about it and when Parliament protested against Charles’s ruling methods he dissolved it and there was no Parliament for 11 years. To everybody’s surprise, he was able to balance his budgets and make administration efficient. By 1637 he was at the height of his power. But soon he began to make serious mistakes. These resulted from the religious situation. Charles shared his father’s dislike of Puritans. He married a French Catholic and their marriage was unpopular in Protestant Britain.  Many MPs were either Puritans or sympathized with them, and many of the wealth –creating classes were Puritan. Charles appointed an enemy of the Puritans, William Laud, as Archbishop of Canterbury. When Laud attempted to enforce The Anglican Church system throughout the kingdom and introduced the new prayer book in Scotland the result was national resistance. Charles I knew that his army was unlikely to win against the Scots without the help of Parliament. So he agreed to respect all Scottish political and religious freedoms and also to pay a large sum of money to persuade the Scots to return home. This gave Parliament the chance to end 11 years of absolute rule by Charles and to force him to rule under parliamentary control.

Civil war (1642-1646).


The Civil War started. Most people did not wish to be on one side or the other. The Royalist, known as “Cavaliers”, controlled most of the north and west. But Parliament controlled East Anglia and the southeast, including London. Parliament was supported by the navy, by most of the merchants and by the population of London. By 1645 the Royalist army was unpaid and soldiers ran away. In the end they lost their courage for the fight against the Parliamentarians, and at Naseby in 1645 the Royal army was finally defeated. The decisive element in the victory was Cromwell’s disciplined army. Instead of country people and gentry, Cromwell invited into his army educated men who wanted to fight for their beliefs. This was the first regular force from which the British army of today developed.

Republican Britain. 


Cromwell and his advisers had captured the king in 1645, but they did not know what to do with him. Charles continued to encourage the Scots to rebel against Parliamentarian army even after he had surrendered and been imprisoned. After the Scots were defeated some Puritan officers of the Parliamentarian army demanded the king’s death for treason. The Parliamentarian leaders now had a problem. They could either bring Charles back to the throne and allow him to rule, or remove him and create a new political system. By this time most people in both Houses of Parliament wanted the king back but they feared the dangerous behavior of the army. Some army commanders were determined to get rid of the king. These men were Puritans who believed that they could build God’s kingdom in England. On the 31 of January 1649 King Charles was executed. He died bravely and perhaps the execution was Charles’s own greatest victory, because most people now realized that they did not want Parliamentary rule, and they were sorry Charles was not still king. From 1649 – 1660 Britain was a republic. Cromwell and his friends created a government far more severe than Charles’s had been. They had got rid of the monarchy and they now got rid of the House of Lords and The Anglican Church. The Scots were shocked by Charles‘s execution. They invited his son, whom they recognized as king Charles II, to join them and fight against The English Parliamentary army. But they were defeated and Charles II was lucky to escape to France. Scotland was brought under English republican rule. The army remained the most powerful force in the land. Disagreement between the army and Parliament resulted in Parliament’s dissolution in 1653. Many in the army held what were thought to be strange beliefs. A group called “Levellers” wanted anew equality among all men. They wanted Parliament to meet every two years, and for most men over the age of 21 to have the right to MPs to it. They also wanted complete religious freedom, which would have allowed the many Puritan groups to follow their religion in the way they wished. Two hundreds years later such demands were thought of as basic citizens’ rights. Levellers in the army rebelled, but their rebellion was defeated. From 1653 Britain was governed by Cromwell alone. His government was extremely unpopular. He had even greater powers than King Charles, he supported the idea of using the army to maintain law and order, he forbade to celebrate Christmas and Easter or to play games on Sundays. When he died in 1658, his administration collapsed. His son was not a good leader and the army commanders soon started to quarrel among themselves. One of them decided to act. He marched to London and arranged for free elections and invited Charles II to return to his kingdom. The republic was over. When Charles II returned to England as the publicly accepted king, the laws and acts of Cromwell’s government automatically cancelled.   

The Crown and the constitutional monarchy.


Charles II hoped to make peace between the different religious groups. He wanted to allow Puritans and Catholics who disliked the Anglican Church to meet freely. But Parliament was strongly Anglican and would not allow this. Charles himself was attracted to the Catholic Church. Parliament knew this and was afraid that Charles would become a Catholic. For this reason Parliament passed the Test Act in1673, which prevented any Catholic from holding public office. Fear of Charles’s interest in the Catholic Church and of the monarchy becoming too powerful also resulted in the first political parties. One of these parties was a group of MPs who became known as “Whigs”, a rude name for cattle drivers. The Whigs were afraid of an absolute monarchy and of the Catholic faith with which they connected it. They also wanted to have no regular army. They strongly believed in allowing religious freedom. Because Charles and his wife had no children, the Whigs feared that the Crown would go to Charles’s Catholic brother, James. The Whigs were opposed by another group, nicknamed “Tories”, an Irish name for thieves. Generally speaking, the Tories upheld the authority of the Crown and the Church. These two parties became the basis of Britain’s two-party parliamentary system of government. James II became king after his brother’s death in 1685. He had already shown his dislike of Protestants while he had been Charles’s governor in Scotland. James tried to remove the laws which stopped Catholics from taking positions in government and Parliament. In spite of their anger, Tories, Whigs and Anglicans did nothing because they could look forward to the succession of James’s daughter, Mary. She was a Protestant and married to the Protestant ruler of Holland, William of Orange. They invited William to invade Britain and when he entered London Parliament offered the crown to both William and Mary. Realizing at last that the game was up James II fled to France and lost his right to the crown. The Glorious Revolution, as the political results of the events of 1688 were called, was completely unplanned and unprepared for. Undoubtedly, it was never a revolution but a change of government carried out by the ruling classes without the participation of the popular masses. But the fact that Parliament made William king not by inheritance but by their choice, was revolutionary. Parliament was beyond question more powerful than the king and would remain so. Its power over the monarch was written into the Bill of Rights in 1689. The king was now unable to raise taxes or keep an army without the agreement of Parliament. In other words, it was decreed that questions of prime importance were to be decided not by king but by Parliament only. In 1701 Parliament finally passed the Act of Settlement, to make sure only a Protestant could inherit the crown. The Act of Settlement was important and has remained in force ever since. Even today if a son or daughter of the monarch becomes a Catholic, he or she cannot inherit the throne.
Mary was just 15 when she became a bride. Her husband William was shrewd and tough having trained in the art of state affairs. His key policy was to maintain a coalition against France, Europe’s upper-power. His war attempts were unpopular at home in England. William was distressed when Mary died of smallpox in 1694. He reigned alone for eight years but died after falling from his horse which had stumbled over a molehill. 

William and Mary had no children. So the throne passed to Mary’s Sister, Anne. She was an ordinary woman and put all her trust in the Church of England and the Tory party. She was married to Prince George of Denmark. Her favourite pastimes were tea parties, cards and gardening. She had 17 pregnancies but only five children managed to survive. None of them survived to adulthood. Consequently, with Anne’s death the Crown was given to a new royal house from Germany.
