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  Context


  Oliver Cromwell was arguably the most important figure in England during the turbulent era of the English Civil War, a conflict which began in 1642 and ended with the beheading of King Charles I in January of 1649. The beheading of Charles was the most sensational symbol of the seventeenth-century Parliamentary revolution in England. It punctuated a long-standing dispute between the Royalists, who supported the king, and the Parliamentarians, who championed the legislative body.


  At the center of the dispute were the issues of taxation and religion. Charles I primarily relied on the English Parliament to help him raise revenues to fight wars. Many members of parliament, however, thought they should have a more active role in government, and thought it should be mandatory for the king to consult them before raising taxes. Charles was also seen as being very friendly to Roman Catholics, which troubled the many Protestants in Parliament, especially Puritans like Cromwell. The Puritans wanted to reform the Church of England, which they saw as being too adherent to the traditions and rituals of the Catholic Church. Charles I, whose own wife, Henrietta Maria, was Catholic, was seen as an obstacle to such reform.


  Also at the heart of the conflict were disagreements between powerful factions over the proper role the king should play in government. The Stuart family, which included Charles I, was inclined toward royal absolutism. This idea held that the king's power came from God, which meant the king was infallible and that no one else's views or needs could possibly be as important. Cromwell and most Parliamentarians, however, were inclined toward constitutionalism, a philosophy in which the king shares power with the nobility and the common people.


  When the English Civil War came to a conclusion, Cromwell was named Lord Protector, making him the most powerful man in England. The policies Cromwell pursued as Lord Protector set him apart from the Stuart rulers who came before and after him. He was militantly Protestant, to the point where conservatives in government began to see him as a significant threat to the Church of England. Cromwell also favored a legislative body in which the government reflected more directly the interests of the English people. He was in no way a democrat, however, and abhorred radical republicanism as much as he detested royal absolutism and Roman Catholicism. As Lord Protector, Cromwell frequently used his control of the army to make sure his thoughts and wishes were heeded. He was quick to dissolve parliament when it failed to agree with him. Cromwell's government sparked a great debate in England over the role of a standing army in the state, as well as over the rightful functions of Parliament in England. His government was the focus of continued Royalist opposition, and the monarchy was in fact able to return to power after Cromwell's death in 1658.


  Although the Protectorate continued for two years after Cromwell's death, a complete Restoration of the Stuart monarchy was achieved by 1660. Cromwell's mark on English political life was indelible, however. His role in the Civil War and his various reforms as Lord Protector altered the way many perceived the English constitution and the proper role of the branches of government–Crown, Lords, and Commons. Years later, in the Revolution of 1688, many of the issues that inspired such bloody fighting during Cromwell's time would resurface. Unlike Cromwell's commonwealth, however, the Revolution of 1688 would find permanent solutions to England's great constitutional crises with a minimal amount of bloodshed and lay the groundwork for the modern English state.


  Summary


  Oliver Cromwell was born in Huntingdon, England, on April twenty-five, 1599. His parents, Robert and Elizabeth Cromwell, were members of the landed gentry as well as Puritans, a sizeable Protestant sect which sought major reforms in the mainstream Church of England. Cromwell received his education from a prominent Puritan minister and then attended Cambridge University, although his father's death in 1617 ended Oliver Cromwell's education before he received his degree. Three years after leaving Oxford, Cromwell married Elizabeth Bourchier, with whom he had eight children.


  Although raised by Puritans, Cromwell was not particularly pious until sometime in the late 1620s or early 1630s, when he experienced a religious epiphany. With his faith renewed, Cromwell developed a new sense of mission, in which he envisioned himself fighting for the cause of the Protestant Reformation in England and ridding the church of its Catholic influences. In 1628, Cromwell was elected to the House of Commons, one half of England's legislative branch. For a while, he remained a rather political figure, known primarily for his belligerence and strictly Puritan beliefs.


  In 1640, tensions began to rise between King Charles I and Parliament. Parliament objected to Charles's raising taxes without first consulting them. Some members of Parliament were also concerned by Charles's proximity to Catholicism, particularly with regards to his queen, Henrietta Maria, who has herself Catholic. Relations between the King and Parliament grew increasingly strained, culminating with the outbreak of the English Civil War in August 1642. A staunch Parliamentarian, Cromwell raised an army in his home county, and after a series of victories over the King's forces, was promoted to the rank of Lieutenant-General.


  Parliament's army eventually defeated the King and his supporters, the Royalists, and Cromwell emerged from the Civil War as a bona fide hero. By the late 1640s, Cromwell effectively became the leader of Parliament's army, which he consolidated into a single force known as the New Model Army. After the execution of Charles I in January 1649, Cromwell's influence over the military made him a powerful political figure, and he assumed the prestigious position of first chairman of the new Council of State.


  For the next few years, Cromwell further bolstered his reputation by leading a series of military campaigns in both Ireland and Scotland. His campaign in Ireland was particularly brutal, and Cromwell's troops massacred several thousand civilians, often with Cromwell's consent, even instigation. When he returned to Parliament in 1653, Cromwell was disgusted with the constant debating, and used the Army to forcibly dissolve the House of Commons. A new Parliament was elected, but after a coup d'état in December 1653, Cromwell was named Lord Protector of the British Republic and given full power.


  Although he frequently wielded his power like the kings before him, Cromwell declined the crown on more than one occasion. He continued to impose his will in the name of the Reformation and of the new regime, but his laws included the extension of religious tolerance to all minority Protestant factions, the reorganization of political representation in the House of Commons, and reforms of the often-complicated English legal system.


  As Lord Protector, Cromwell called two Parliaments into session. Although Cromwell forcibly dissolved the first session, his relations with the second Parliament were more cordial, and in 1657 Cromwell allowed for the passage of a constitutional settlement which recreated some institutions, such as the House of Lords, which had been abolished after the Civil War. Cromwell also agreed to make the office of Lord Protector a hereditary position, which would pass to his eldest son upon his death. For much of his career as Lord Protector, Cromwell had to strike a balance between the country's remaining royalist and republican interests, although he never succeeded in fully winning over any of these groups to his side. Forced into a difficult balancing act in the last years of his life, Cromwell became a somewhat melancholy and bitter man. He died of pneumonia on September 1658, a month after the death of his favorite daughter, Elizabeth. He was succeeded by his son Richard and received a great state funeral. After the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy in 1660, however, Cromwell's body was disinterred and publicly hanged.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Council of State - Governing and advisory body set up in February 1649 after the beheading of Charles I. Cromwell was its first chairman. After Cromwell assumed the title of Lord Protector, the Council of State functioned as his personal advisory committee, not unlike the Privy Council of King Charles I.

  


  
    Levellers - A political faction that favored a radically republican and democratic form of government. The Levellers, who had a strong base of support in the army, were opposed to the power of the landed nobility and favored more equal political representation. Disappointed with what they saw as Cromwell's conservative political leanings, the Levellers threatened armed revolt on more than one occasion.

  


  
    Lord Protector - Title Cromwell received in 1653, effectively granting him the position of ruler of England. As Lord Protector, Cromwell had complete control of the army, as well as the power to call and dissolve Parliament. In many ways, the office of Lord Protector gave Cromwell as much power as the kings he replaced.



OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to Oliver Cromwell



		Title Page



		Context



		Summary



		Important Terms, People, and Events



		Summary and Analysis		Cromwell's Youth



		A Farmer and Backbench Reformer



		The Rise from Obscurity



		Lieutenant-General Cromwell



		Trying and Executing a King



		Crusading in Ireland and Scotland



		Ruling England



		Lord Protector



		Frustrations of Rulership



		Refusing a Crown









		Study & Essay



		Review & Resources











Navigation





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
sparrnotes

When your books and teachers don’t make sense, we do.





