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			Oliver Cromwell

			Key information

			
					Born: 25 April 1599 in Huntingdon.

					Died: 3 September 1658 in London.

					Role: English general and Member of Parliament; Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland from 1653 to his death.

					Main achievement: the establishment of a military junta whose conquests laid the foundation for the British Empire.

			

			Introduction

			Oliver Cromwell is undoubtedly one of the most enigmatic figures in English history. Sometimes hated, sometimes admired by different generations of historians and constantly reinvented depending on the requirements of a given context, Cromwell is a very ambiguous character. It is particularly difficult to separate the bloodthirsty tyrant from the hero who preceded him.

			An austere puritan with iron discipline, Cromwell emerged from the ranks of the revolutionary army and managed to rise to the highest levels of power thanks to his unrivalled political pragmatism. He was a skilled communicator who attributed each of his military victories, no matter how small, to God, and claimed that he had been divinely chosen. Both a mystical figure and a Machiavellian genius, in 1653 Cromwell became the absolute sovereign of the British Isles. In spite of the power he held, he refused the English crown when it was offered to him in 1657.

			His political outlook was defined by fanatical idealism, which was nonetheless tempered in practice by a high degree of prudence. Although he presented himself as the champion of Protestantism and hoped to correct the population’s morals and create a federation of all the Protestant nations, he managed to conclude diplomatic agreements with the Catholic powers (France and Spain).

			Opinions about this complex and inexhaustible figure are likely to remain divided for many years to come.

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Oliver Cromwell.

			Between fortune and misfortune

			Cromwell was born in Huntingdon, England on 25 April 1599. Although he was a member of the gentry, he inherited next to nothing of his family’s extensive wealth, which had been largely squandered by one of his grandfathers.

			
				
					The gentry

					In England, there was a difference between noblemen, gentlemen and the middle classes. Until the 15th century, the class of gentlemen did not really exist, as these gradually appeared following the social rise of several middle-class families, who were anxious to buy their place in the nobility and attribute to themselves an illustrious, and sometimes fictitious, family tree. As such, the gentry was the order of the gentlemen, meaning nobles whose main activity was not war, but enrichment based on the ownership of land, acquired through purchase, marriage or any other arrangement. In France, this mixing between the nobility and the middle classes remained impossible during the ancien régime (1515-1789), as nobles were strictly forbidden from taking part in any commercial, industrial or entrepreneurial activity.

				

			

			Forced to abandon his studies at Cambridge to take care of his mother and his seven unmarried sisters, Cromwell returned to his native region, where he married Elizabeth Bourchier (1598-1665), the daughter of a London merchant, with whom he had nine children.

			During the 1620s, he fell ill and suffered from a major bout of depression. He came out of this more puritanical than ever, convinced that he was accompanied by God throughout every stage of his life, in both his misfortunes and his triumphs.

			After falling into poverty, Cromwell sold almost all his property in 1631 and resolved to work on the land himself as a farmer. Five years later, he inherited a substantial amount of property from an uncle in Ely, where he moved. Now free from want and with the benefit of a large family network, he was elected to the Short Parliament in 1640, then to the Long Parliament, which was convened a few months later. 

			
				
					Did you know?

					On 13 April 1640, Charles I (King of England, Scotland and Ireland, 1600-1649) convened the Parliament in order to raise funds. As it rejected his requests, it was dissolved less than a month later. It would later be known as the Short Parliament, in contrast to the Long Parliament, which was convened later that year and sat for two decades.

				

			

			Lord Protector of the Commonwealth

			In 1640, when Cromwell was already 41 years old, there was nothing to suggest that he was destined to become ruler. This began to change in 1641, when war broke out between Parliament and the King. That year, Cromwell distinguished himself in the ranks of the Parliamentarian army through his rigid discipline. As leader of a cavalry troop, he imposed draconian rules on his men, inspired by his puritan ethics: swearing and gambling were strictly forbidden, and the men only received recognition for their personal merits, regardless of their religious affinities.

			Faced with opponents who were less organised and strict than him, Cromwell won a string of victories. He attributed them all to God, of whom he said he was merely an instrument. He was soon promoted to the rank of Lieutenant-General. More convinced than ever of the rightness of his cause, he dreamt of an England with a reformed government and way of life. Strictness and austerity were the watchwords of the programme he wanted to put forward to turn the English into the people of God.

			In 1646, once Parliament had defeated Charles I, Cromwell briefly abandoned his function as a military officer to devote his full attention to the debates of the Long Parliament, which was at that time shaken by major disagreements.

			He nonetheless rejoined the cavalry when Charles I managed to escape. The King immediately mobilised a new army against Parliament, but failed in this last attempt. He was imprisoned again, before being sentenced to death and executed in 1649.

			Well-liked by the gentry, of which he was a member, and respected by the army, which he had led to victory on numerous occasions, Cromwell now appeared to be the natural leader of England. Between 1649 and 1651, he brutally subdued rebellions within the British Isles, and in 1653 he was named Lord Protector by the Long Parliament. After becoming the unchallenged ruler of Great Britain, Cromwell refused the crown which was offered to him in 1657 and remained in power until his death in 1658.

			He was buried in Westminster Abbey with all the honours due to a legitimate monarch. However, as soon as the Stuart dynasty returned to the throne in 1660, Cromwell’s body was disinterred, hanged, and beheaded, and his head was placed on a spike above Westminster Hall for decades, before becoming a curiosity for a wealthy collector.
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			Cromwell’s execution.

		


		
			Context

			The king and the Parliament

			By the start of the 17th century, the institutions of the Kingdom of England were already solid.

			The king was at the highest level of the executive, judicial and legislative powers. Nonetheless, because of the Magna Carta signed in 1215 and several centuries of tradition, the king had to ask for the approval of Parliament when taking certain decisions. In particular, he could not levy additional taxes, even during times of war, without the prior mutual agreement of the House of Lords and the House of Commons.

			
				
					The Magna Carta

					In 1215, King John Lackland (1167-1216) granted his subjects a series of fundamental freedoms, which were all enshrined in the Magna Carta: the right to property, the right to free movement, the right to impartial justice, the right to refuse the excessive levying of taxes, etc. The role of the English Parliament, which was established in around 1300, then involved ensuring that these legal provisions were respected. However, the institution was not yet a permanent assembly, as is the case today, but an extraordinary assembly, convened and dissolved on the initiative of the king alone.

				

			

			The Tudor dynasty (1485-1603), which ruled England before the Stuart dynasty (1603-1714), saw to it that Parliament was never summoned. Henry VIII (1491-1547) and Elizabeth I (1533-1603) managed to find ingenious tricks to avoid levying taxes to support their military undertakings. Henry VIII, who converted his country to Protestantism by declaring himself the sole head of the Church of England (1535), swelled his treasury by stripping the regular clergy of their possessions. Elizabeth I, a sworn enemy of King Philip II of Spain (1527-1598), encouraged state-sponsored piracy and protected corsairs who were tasked with attacking Spanish commercial lines by pillaging their galleons, which were transporting valuable commodities from the New World, in particular gold, sugar, tobacco and spices.

			James I (1566-1625), who succeeded Elizabeth I, nonetheless endeavoured to re-establish friendly relations between Spain and England. To do this, he renounced state-sponsored piracy and the profits it brought. While the income of the royal estate allowed him to preserve his government and its institutions, he nonetheless had to rely on additional taxes and, therefore, on the support of Parliament for any costly undertakings. His son, Charles I, had to do the same. However, this situation was in conflict with the ambition of the Stuarts, who wanted to establish themselves as an absolutist dynasty by divine right.

			
				
					Two different parliamentary systems

					The English Parliament and the French parlements of the ancien régime were two entirely different kinds of institution. Whereas the English Parliament is a representative assembly of the British people, the French parlements under the ancien régime were courts of sovereign justice, where justice was dispensed on behalf of the king. However, there was a representative assembly comparable to the British Parliament in ancien régime France: the Estates-General.

					While the British Parliament was – and still is – divided into two houses (the House of Lords, historically for the nobility, and the House of Commons, historically for the common people), the Estates-General in France had only one chamber, where the representatives were divided into three orders (nobility, clergy and the Third Estate).

					In the Estates-General, there were equal numbers of representatives for the nobility, clergy and Third Estate, without any proportional relationship to the composition of the French population. The representation of the people was therefore very unequal and favourable to the elites. Conversely, in the Parliament in England, the House of Commons progressively acquired more rights, until it made the House of Lords almost obsolete. However, the House of Lords did not disappear, and even until 2009 was the highest court of justice in England.

				

			

			Anglicanism: an original synthesis of Catholicism and Calvinism

			Protestantism, as it was practiced in England at the start of the 17th century, was unique. The king had been the sole head of the Church since the Act of Supremacy passed by Henry VIII in 1534. This Anglican Church, which had no monasteries or convents, divided the country into dioceses placed under the authority of bishops.

			However, following the Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion put forward under the reign of Elizabeth I in 1563, the Church of England was heavily influenced by the doctrine of John Calvin (French Protestant pastor and founder of Calvinism, 1509-1564). Calvin thought that each believer was a priest due to the doctrine of universal priesthood. As such, the subordination of the faithful to parish priests and the subordination of parish priests to bishops was an aberration according to Calvinist thought. Nonetheless, this hierarchy still existed within the Church of England.

			Anglicanism therefore borrowed some elements from Calvinism, such as the complete lack of ornamentation in places of worship and religious services in the vernacular language (as Catholic Mass was delivered in Latin). In addition, both branches recognised the principle of predestination. According to this postulate, God had decided from Creation to save only a few chosen people. Consequently, man no longer had to live in fear of being saved or punished, as his fate had been decided before he was born. It was nonetheless supposed that the chosen ones would recognise themselves in the joy they felt in working. This, together with the fact that Calvinist doctrine allowed loans with interest, meant that Calvinism and Anglicanism naturally favoured bourgeois industrial capitalism.

			
				
					The gradual collapse of Anglicanism

					Over time, Anglicanism was influenced by different religious ideologies, which fractured its fragile unity. As such, different groups, which could even be described as sects, emerged, and were preoccupied as much with questions of faith as with politics. During the first half of the 17th century, Arminians and Puritans clashed on the chessboard of power.

					English Arminianism differed from the movement as it appeared in the Netherlands at the beginning of the 17th century. Jakob Hermanszoon, called Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609), a Dutch theologian and minister in the Protestant Church, had in his time questioned the principle of predetermination and, like his compatriot Erasmus (Dutch humanist, 1469-1536) before him, believed that man was free to accept or reject the grace of God, which is offered to all rather than to a handful of chosen ones. In England, the Arminians, who were only a small minority of clerics, wanted, beyond the theological debate, the restoration of embellished and regulated religious practices. This outraged the Puritans. As the Puritans preached obedience to the king, they received the support of Charles I. Disagreements between the two groups were exacerbated in 1633, when the Archbishop of Canterbury William Laud (1573-1645), who had been won over by Arminianism, organised a series of reforms that opponents saw as a Catholic threat.

					While the Arminians tended to strengthen the Catholic aspect of Anglicanism, the Puritans were fervent defenders of its Calvinist side. For Puritans, adoration of God should be felt at every moment in life, not just at certain times. In addition, they followed a very strict lifestyle and their churches were devoid of any ornamentation. At the start of the 17th century, the movement in England split into Presbyterians and independents. The former, who were often wealthy landowners, recommended a unified and standardised national Church, whereas the latter, who were fewer in number but no less influential, believed that the worship of God should be independent of any state supervision.

				

			

			The unsuccessful reign of Charles I

			Charles I, King of Britain from 1625 onwards, did not manage to unite the different factions that were fighting for political and religious power, or to overcome their disagreements. Conversely, his policy of favouritism intensified the frustrations of the parties, whose feeling that they had been wronged led them to form an opposition and
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