
Revolution, Union, 

and the Birth of Great Britain

The History of Great Britain

Book 15

Santiago Machain


Table of Contents

Title Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


James II and the Fear of Catholic Monarchy

When James II inherited the crowns of England, Scotland, and Ireland in February 1685, his accession appeared, at first, to promise stability rather than revolution. His older brother, Charles II, had died without a legitimate heir after a reign marked by political recovery, courtly extravagance, religious tension, and persistent uncertainty about the future of the monarchy. James, Duke of York, was the obvious successor. He was an experienced naval commander, a mature man in his early fifties, and a prince who had spent much of his life close to the machinery of government. Yet he was also openly Catholic in a kingdom where Catholicism remained associated with foreign domination, political conspiracy, and the memory of persecution. The central problem of his reign was not simply his religion. It was the fear that his Catholic faith might become the foundation of a new political order: a monarchy freed from parliamentary restraint, supported by a permanent army, and aligned with the absolutist ambitions of Catholic Europe.

The anxiety surrounding James II cannot be understood without recognizing how deeply religious conflict had shaped the political imagination of seventeenth-century Britain. The English Reformation had begun more than a century earlier, but the settlement remained contested. The execution of Mary, Queen of Scots, the attempted invasion by the Spanish Armada, the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, the civil wars of the 1640s, the execution of Charles I, the Puritan Commonwealth, and the Restoration of 1660 had all contributed to a culture of suspicion. Religion was not treated as a private matter of conscience. It was understood as a public allegiance with political consequences. Many Protestants believed that Catholic rulers could not separate their decisions from the influence of the pope, Catholic clergy, or foreign monarchs. Catholicism was associated in the popular imagination with censorship, arbitrary rule, and the destruction of English liberties.

These fears were often exaggerated, manipulated, or deliberately inflamed. England’s Catholic minority was small and politically vulnerable. Most Catholics were not plotting to overthrow the government. They wanted to worship quietly, protect their property, and preserve their families from discrimination. Nevertheless, the political language of the period rarely allowed such distinctions to survive. Protestants remembered the reign of Mary I, whose efforts to restore Catholicism in the 1550s had included the execution of hundreds of Protestant dissenters. They watched the persecution of French Protestants under Louis XIV with growing alarm. They read pamphlets warning that Catholic monarchy naturally led to tyranny. In this environment, James II’s personal faith became inseparable from a larger nightmare: the possibility that England might be drawn into the orbit of Catholic absolutism.

James had not always been Catholic. He had been raised within the Protestant traditions of the restored monarchy, but his religious convictions changed during the 1660s and early 1670s. The exact stages of his conversion remain difficult to reconstruct, partly because he concealed his faith for political reasons. By the early 1670s, however, his Catholicism was unmistakable. He refused to receive Anglican communion and resigned his public offices rather than comply with the Test Act of 1673, which required officeholders to reject certain Catholic doctrines. His marriage to the Italian Catholic princess Mary of Modena deepened suspicion. To many Protestants, the union appeared to create the possibility of a Catholic dynasty rather than a temporary Catholic interruption in an otherwise Protestant succession.

The discovery of James’s Catholicism intensified the Exclusion Crisis of 1679–1681. A powerful group of politicians, later known as the Whigs, attempted to prevent him from inheriting the throne. They argued that the kingdom could not safely accept a Catholic sovereign. Their opponents, who became known as Tories, defended hereditary succession and warned that excluding the lawful heir could reopen the path to civil war. Charles II defeated the exclusion movement through political skill, royal authority, and the division of his opponents. James remained in the line of succession. Yet the crisis left behind an enduring legacy. His right to rule had survived, but public trust had not been restored.

When Charles II died, the country did not immediately rebel against his brother. On the contrary, James’s accession was received with a degree of calm that surprised some observers. Many people were weary of political conflict. The memory of civil war still mattered. The execution of Charles I had created a deep emotional attachment to hereditary monarchy among large sections of the population. The failure of republican government after the civil wars had strengthened the belief that stability depended upon an undisputed crown. James understood this sentiment and initially presented himself as a ruler committed to continuity. Addressing the Privy Council shortly after his accession, he promised to preserve the government in both church and state as established by law. He declared that he would defend the rights and liberties of his subjects. These assurances were carefully chosen. They were meant to reassure Protestants without requiring him to deny his faith.

The early months of the reign appeared to confirm the possibility of a peaceful transition. Parliament granted James a generous revenue, giving him greater financial security than his brother had often enjoyed. Many Tories believed that loyalty to the crown remained the best defense against disorder. Anglican churchmen preached obedience. Even some who distrusted James’s religion hoped that the succession problem would resolve itself naturally. James had two adult daughters from his first marriage, Mary and Anne, both of whom were Protestant. Mary was married to William of Orange, the Dutch stadtholder and one of the leading Protestant figures in Europe. As long as James produced no surviving son with Mary of Modena, the crown would eventually return to a Protestant line.

This expectation helped to restrain opposition. James’s Catholicism was troubling, but it seemed temporary. The kingdom might tolerate a Catholic monarch for a limited period if he governed cautiously and respected the established laws. James, however, did not interpret his accession as an invitation to caution. He believed deeply in monarchy as an institution of authority. Like his father, Charles I, he viewed resistance to royal commands with suspicion. He had spent years watching political factions challenge the crown, and he regarded the exclusionists as dangerous opportunists. His personal temperament reinforced these instincts. He could be courageous, disciplined, and direct, but he was also stubborn, inflexible, and often unable to distinguish principled disagreement from disloyalty. He demanded obedience and rarely understood the political value of compromise.

His confidence increased after the defeat of two rebellions in 1685. The first occurred in Scotland, where Archibald Campbell, Earl of Argyll, led an unsuccessful uprising against the government. The second and more serious challenge came from James Scott, Duke of Monmouth, an illegitimate son of Charles II. Monmouth was handsome, popular in some Protestant circles, and willing to present himself as the defender of English liberties. Landing in the West Country in June 1685, he attracted support from artisans, farmers, laborers, and religious dissenters who feared the new king’s Catholicism. His followers were enthusiastic but poorly trained. They lacked the military organization required to defeat the royal army.

The decisive confrontation came at the Battle of Sedgemoor in July 1685. Monmouth’s forces attempted a nighttime surprise attack but failed. The royal army crushed the rebellion, and Monmouth was captured. He pleaded desperately for his life, but James refused mercy. Monmouth was executed on Tower Hill in London after a notoriously difficult beheading. The rebellion had been defeated quickly, yet its aftermath proved politically damaging. James allowed a campaign of punishment that created fear rather than reconciliation. The harshness of the response revealed the colder side of his government and encouraged the belief that the king intended to rule through intimidation.

The trials that followed became known as the Bloody Assizes. They were conducted under the influence of Judge George Jeffreys, a fierce and theatrical judge whose courtroom manner made him one of the most hated figures of the age. Hundreds of suspected rebels were convicted. Many were executed, while others were transported to the Caribbean and sold into servitude. Some defendants had played only minor roles in the uprising. Others faced pressure to plead guilty in the hope of receiving mercy. The punishments were not unprecedented by the standards of the seventeenth century, but their scale and severity shocked many contemporaries. The monarchy appeared less like a guardian of order and more like an instrument of vengeance.

James drew a different lesson from the rebellions. He concluded that the security of the crown depended upon military strength. During the crisis, he had expanded the standing army, and after the rebellion had been defeated, he refused to reduce it substantially. This decision alarmed Parliament. England possessed a long tradition of suspicion toward permanent armies maintained during peacetime. A standing army could protect the nation, but it could also serve as a tool of royal coercion. Many members of Parliament feared that James intended to use soldiers to override civilian institutions, intimidate political opponents, and impose religious changes without consent.

The fear was intensified by the king’s decision to commission Catholic officers in the army. Under existing laws, Catholics were excluded from many public positions. James claimed the right to dispense with these restrictions in individual cases. He argued that the monarch possessed a dispensing power that allowed him to suspend the application of certain laws when the public interest required it. His opponents saw something far more dangerous. If the king could set aside laws at will, parliamentary legislation had little meaning. The controversy was not merely about a small number of Catholic appointments. It raised a fundamental constitutional question: could the monarch decide when the laws applied and when they did not?

James prorogued Parliament when members resisted his policies. The decision revealed a major weakness in his political strategy. He wanted legal and institutional support for a program that Parliament was increasingly unwilling to accept, but he also believed that royal authority could overcome opposition. Rather than build a broad coalition, he relied upon prerogative power. Rather than reassure anxious Protestants, he repeatedly confirmed their suspicions. Each confrontation made the next one more difficult to resolve.

The international situation made these tensions more alarming. Across the English Channel, Louis XIV of France represented the most powerful model of Catholic monarchy in Europe. Louis ruled through an elaborate court centered at Versailles and pursued policies designed to strengthen royal authority. He had reduced the political independence of the French nobility, expanded the reach of the state, and maintained a formidable standing army. To many English Protestants, France was both a military threat and a political warning. The French king appeared to embody the dangers of absolutism: centralized power, religious intolerance, and the weakening of representative institutions.

In October 1685, Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes, which had granted a degree of protection to French Protestants, known as Huguenots. The revocation led to intensified persecution. Protestant churches were destroyed, pastors were expelled, and families faced enormous pressure to convert to Catholicism. Thousands fled France despite official restrictions on emigration. Many Huguenot refugees arrived in England carrying stories of forced conversion, military intimidation, and the loss of their homes. Their experiences had a powerful political effect. They gave English Protestants vivid evidence that religious toleration could disappear when Catholic monarchy became strong enough to impose its will.

James II did not intend to reproduce every aspect of Louis XIV’s regime. He was not simply an English copy of the French king. In some respects, his policies were more complicated. James wanted to improve the position of Catholics, but he also extended promises of relief to Protestant dissenters who suffered under Anglican restrictions. He believed that religious persecution was wrong and that Catholics should not be excluded from public life solely because of their faith. These goals were not inherently tyrannical. The problem was the method he chose. By attempting to secure religious toleration through royal prerogative rather than parliamentary agreement, he made toleration appear to be a weapon of absolutism.

The distinction mattered enormously. Many Protestant dissenters had experienced discrimination under the Clarendon Code, a collection of laws designed to reinforce the authority of the Church of England after the Restoration. Baptists, Quakers, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and other nonconformists faced penalties for worshiping outside the established church. Some might have welcomed a genuine relaxation of these laws. Yet they also understood that the king’s policy was politically calculated. James hoped to create an alliance between Catholics and Protestant dissenters against the Anglican establishment. He expected dissenters to support the suspension of religious restrictions in exchange for freedom of worship. Some accepted the opportunity. Others feared that the offer was designed to divide Protestants and strengthen the crown.

The Church of England occupied a difficult position. Anglican leaders had spent years defending hereditary monarchy and preaching obedience to the sovereign. During the Exclusion Crisis, many Tories and churchmen had insisted that resistance to James’s succession was unlawful. Their loyalty had helped secure his throne. Yet James now pursued policies that threatened the privileged status of the church they had defended. His willingness to appoint Catholics to positions of authority, challenge legal restrictions, and promote a wider toleration unsettled clergy who believed that the established church was essential to the political and spiritual identity of the kingdom.

James’s determination became increasingly visible in 1686. In the case known as Godden v. Hales, the courts upheld the king’s dispensing power. The case involved Sir Edward Hales, a Catholic army officer who had accepted a commission without meeting the requirements of the Test Act. The legal judgment favored the crown, but it did not resolve the political controversy. Instead, it strengthened fears that James was using compliant judges to dismantle the religious settlement one decision at a time. The law seemed vulnerable to royal manipulation.

The king also created an Ecclesiastical Commission, a body that resembled the old Court of High Commission abolished during the reign of Charles I. Its purpose was to supervise the Church of England and discipline those who resisted royal policy. To many observers, the commission appeared to revive a form of arbitrary government associated with the conflicts that had preceded the civil wars. The memory of the 1630s remained potent. Charles I’s efforts to govern without Parliament and impose religious uniformity had contributed to national breakdown. James’s opponents believed that the son was repeating the errors of the father under different religious circumstances.

The case of Henry Compton, Bishop of London, became especially significant. Compton had refused to suspend John Sharp, a clergyman who preached against Catholicism. James regarded the refusal as defiance. The Ecclesiastical Commission suspended Compton from his ecclesiastical functions. The action alienated Anglican leaders who might otherwise have remained loyal. The issue was no longer abstract. The king was directly punishing a senior bishop for failing to enforce a policy favorable to Catholic interests.

James also intervened in the universities, institutions that trained clergy and shaped the intellectual life of the elite. At the University of Oxford, the dispute over Magdalen College became one of the most damaging episodes of his reign. In 1687, the college fellows elected a president according to their customary procedures. James ordered them to accept a different candidate favorable to his policies. When they resisted, he imposed another nominee, Samuel Parker, Bishop of Oxford, and expelled many of the fellows. Catholics were subsequently admitted into positions of influence within the college.

The Magdalen affair mattered because it turned a local institutional dispute into a national symbol. The fellows were not revolutionaries. Oxford had been a center of royalist loyalty during the civil wars. Many of its members supported monarchy and the Church of England. Their resistance demonstrated that James was losing precisely the conservative constituency upon which his throne depended. If even loyal Anglicans believed that the king was violating established rights, the political foundation of his reign was weakening rapidly.

In April 1687, James issued a Declaration of Indulgence, suspending penal laws against Catholics and Protestant dissenters. He presented the declaration as an act of conscience and justice. He argued that religious persecution harmed the nation and that subjects should not be punished merely for their beliefs. In a different political context, such language might have contributed to a broader movement toward toleration. Yet James’s declaration depended upon the royal suspending power. He was not asking Parliament to change the law. He was claiming the authority to set laws aside.

This difference transformed a potentially liberal policy into a constitutional crisis. Many Protestants did not trust the permanence or motives of the declaration. They suspected that James’s commitment to toleration would last only until Catholics gained enough influence to dominate the state. The persecution of the Huguenots in France made such fears plausible to contemporaries. Critics argued that religious liberty granted by royal will could be withdrawn by royal will. A freedom that depended upon arbitrary power was not secure freedom.

James attempted to reshape local government and Parliament so that his policies could receive formal approval. He removed officeholders who would not support the repeal of the Test Acts and penal laws. Lord lieutenants, magistrates, and municipal officials were questioned about their political views. Those who gave unsatisfactory answers were dismissed. The king hoped to build a Parliament willing to ratify his religious program. Instead, the campaign created resentment throughout the political nation. Traditional elites saw their positions threatened. Local communities watched familiar officeholders replaced by men selected for their willingness to support the court.

The king’s strategy revealed a recurring misunderstanding. James believed that opposition resulted from prejudice, disobedience, or factional manipulation. He failed to recognize that many of his critics were alarmed by the cumulative pattern of his actions. A Catholic officer appointed here, a bishop suspended there, a university pressured into submission, a law set aside by prerogative, a magistrate removed for political resistance: each measure could be defended individually. Together, they appeared to form a deliberate campaign to transform the kingdom.

The influence of Catholic advisers at court deepened this perception. Figures such as Richard Talbot, Earl of Tyrconnell, played prominent roles in James’s government, particularly in Ireland. Tyrconnell sought to increase Catholic participation in the Irish army and administration. Irish Catholics had suffered dispossession and political exclusion after decades of conquest, rebellion, and confiscation. From their perspective, James’s accession offered a rare opportunity to recover influence and address longstanding grievances. For English Protestants, however, Tyrconnell’s policies seemed to confirm the fear that Catholic power would advance through military reorganization and political patronage.

Ireland was especially sensitive because English Protestants remembered the rebellion of 1641 and the violence that followed. Stories of Catholic massacres had circulated for decades, often exaggerated in the retelling but politically powerful. The possibility of a Catholic-controlled Irish army stirred old terrors. English and Scottish Protestants worried that such a force might one day be used against them. The concerns were sharpened by reports that James intended to create a network of loyal Catholic military power across his kingdoms.

In Scotland, James also pursued religious indulgence through royal authority. Scottish politics possessed its own religious complexities. Presbyterians had suffered persecution under the restored monarchy, while the established episcopal church depended heavily upon royal support. James offered relief to Catholics and certain Protestant dissenters, but again the method mattered. He claimed broad powers to suspend laws and control religious policy. Some Presbyterians welcomed relief from persecution, while others remained suspicious of a Catholic king whose toleration seemed to rest upon unchecked prerogative.

By 1687 and 1688, opposition to James had become broader and more dangerous. It was no longer confined to old Whig exclusionists. Tories, Anglicans, former royalists, and cautious conservatives increasingly feared that the king was undermining the constitution they valued. The political balance shifted because James alienated the very people most inclined to defend hereditary monarchy. Many of them did not want rebellion. They wanted the king to moderate his policies, work with Parliament, and preserve the established church. His refusal to compromise pushed them toward more radical conclusions.

The crisis intensified in April 1688 when James reissued the Declaration of Indulgence and ordered that it be read from Anglican pulpits. This command placed the clergy in an impossible position. Reading the declaration publicly might be interpreted as endorsing the king’s suspending power. Refusing to read it might be treated as disobedience. Seven bishops, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Sancroft, submitted a petition respectfully requesting that the order be withdrawn. They argued that the declaration rested upon a suspending power repeatedly judged illegal by Parliament.

James reacted angrily. He accused the bishops of rebellion and ordered their prosecution for seditious libel. The decision was a disastrous political mistake. The bishops were not revolutionary agitators. They were respected leaders of the established church, and their petition had been carefully worded. Their imprisonment in the Tower of London transformed them into symbols of resistance. Crowds gathered to show support. Even soldiers expressed sympathy











d2d_images/cover.jpg
e i e e

- REVOLUTION, UNION
- AND THE BIRTH OF

GREAT BRITAIN

THE HISTORY OF GREAT BRITAIN. BOOK 15.

—

C 3
R
’

SANTIAGO MACHAIN
e e

=5 R = SOHO L






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





