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Chapter 1
Revolution and its
Repercussions

The historical importance of the Revolution of 1688 - the ‘Glorious
Revolution’ - has inevitably fluctuated in the process of constant
reinterpretation by successive generations. It fared particularly badly at
the hands of the twentieth century, and threatens to disappear
altogether under the demands of modern historical scholarship. The
decisive triumph of the liberal and democratic spirit, beloved of Thomas
Macaulay and the Victorian Whigs, has dwindled into the conservative
reaction of a selfish oligarchy. Especially when compared with modern
revolutions, it seems rather to resemble a palace coup than a genuine
shift of social or political power. Yet it had important and enduring
consequences, not less significant than those of more spectacular
convulsions. Even the relative absence of physical violence can be
exaggerated. In Scotland, the supporters of the deposed king had to be
crushed by force of arms, a process which was completed in 1689. In
Ireland there was positively a blood-bath, one which still holds a
prominent place in lrish myths and memories. When the siege of
Londonderry was lifted, and James Il decisively defeated at the battle of
the Boyne, Ulster Protestants certainly considered their salvation to be
glorious, but they can hardly have thought of it as bloodless.

Legitimizing the lllegitimate

The story might easily have been the same in England. The former
royalist Nicholas L’Estrange testified that only chance, the disarray of
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Eighteenth-Century Britain

James II’s friends, and above all the king’§ surprising failure to raise the
royal standard in his own realm, prevented a civil war as ferocious as
those of the mid-century. Yet Estrange’s very relief that his family had
been saved further sacrifices in the cause of the Stuarts perhaps
provides a clue to the comparative tranquillity associated with the
making of the revolution in England. A perceptible sense of
compromise, of the need to step back from the brink, carries over the
centuries from the debates of the assembly which met in London in
January 1689. The Convention, which transformed itself into Parliament
by the simple expedient of passing an act to that effect, displayed an
understandable desire to legitimize what was manifestly illegitimate by
following as far as possible the procedural forms employed at the
Restoration in 1660. On matters of substance, the priority was plainly to
find a common core of agreement rather than to test the more extreme
solutions offered by either side. William of Orange was made king, with
Mary as queen. Tories, led by Danby, would have preferred Mary as sole
monarch, or some species of regency ruling technically in the name of
James II. But the Protestant saviour would accept nothing less than the
crown, and so it was.

Nonetheless, every effort was made to conceal the revolutionary nature
of what was being done. Though James’s supposedly illegal acts -
particularly his reliance on a standing army and his recourse to the
dispensing and suspending powers - were formally condemned, the Bill
of Rights went out of its way to pretend that the deposed king had in
effect abdicated, leaving a deserted realm no alternative but to seek
the protection of the House of Orange. Implausible though this
appeared, it was sufficient to secure the assent of a majority of the
ruling class. There were, inevitably, exceptions. Some churchmen, led
by Sancroft, the archbishop of Canterbury, and two of the bishops who
had helped bring James Il down in the Seven Bishops Case, declined to
take even the cautiously worded oaths designed by the Convention.
Others, like the Nottingham Tories, old champions of the court in the
reaction of 1681-7, wrestled with the concept of a rightful king who



owed his title to a de focto decision of Parliament, but not to the de jure

ordinance of heaven.

Parliamentary Monarchy

Yet the substantive acceptance of parliamentary monarchy was
achieved. The profound importance of this achievement was obscured
not merely by conscious attempts to avoid dogmatic prescriptions in
1689 but by the long agonies which followed. Passive obedience and
non-resistance continued to be influential concepts, buttressed as they
were by elaborate arguments stressing the providential nature of the
Protestant Wind in 1688, and the duty of every citizen to co-operate
with any form of authority rather than submit to anarchy. For a
generation, these notions continued to work on people’s minds,
bestowing a sense of legitimacy on the rage and despair felt by many
who had seen the necessity for what had happened in 1688 but found it
difficult to live with all the consequences. Beyond that, they sank into
the Anglican orthodoxy of the eighteenth century and helped secure
the underlying authoritarianism which was to remain an important
element of political ideology in the age of the American and French

Revolutions.

But, with this reservation, the major change of course carried out in
1688 can be seen to have been truly revolutionary. The Bill of Rights
clearly over-rode the hereditary right which formed the basis of the
restored constitution of 1660 and replaced it with the will of the nation
expressed through Parliament. First William and Mary, then Mary’s
sister Anne, and finally, after the death of the latter’s son the duke of
Gloucester in 1700, the Electors of Hanover (descended from James |
through the female line) all owed their title to the determination of the
propertied classes. At a time when absolutism, both in theory and in
practice, seemed to be in the ascendant in the Western world, the
importance of this transformation should not be underestimated.
Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Whigs exaggerated the coherence
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Eightesnth-Century Britain

and completeness of the contract theory which seemed to have
triumphed in 1689 and they under-rated the tensions, contradictions,
and conflicts which it entailed. But they were fundamentally correct in
seeing it as a historic turning-point invalving the decisive rejection of an

entire conception of government.

Foreign Relations

The status of the monarchy was the conscious concern of the
revolutionaries of 1688. It is doubtful whether many of them foresaw
the consequences of their actions in terms of England’s relations with
foreign powers. In this respect, indeed, the importance of the
Revolution is undenied and undeniable. Before 1688, the policy of
successive rulers, Oliver Cromwell, Charles 1, and james 1i, had been
largely pro-French and anti-Dutch. After 1688 France was to become a
more or less permanent enemy, and certainly a constant rival in the
battle for supremacy overseas. The scale of conflict was also novel. The
Nine Years War (1688-97) and the War of Spanish Succession (1702-13)
involved Britain in both Continental and colonial warfare as it had not
been involved since the Elizabethan struggle with Spain, and in the
interim the technological and strategic complexity of warmaking had
vastly increased.

The part of the English in this unexpected, if not unpredictable,
consequence of the Revolution was affected by various considerations.
In terms of grand strategy, the priority was to combat Louis XIV’s '
expansionist policies in the Low Countries, and to prevent the erection
of a mighty new Bourbon empire comprising the Spanish as well as
French monarchy. The interests of commerce, which once had required
protection against Dutch economic enterprise, could now be said to
dictate an aggressive stance towards the more sustained challenge of
French competition, and especially the assertion of Britain’s right to a
share in the trade if not the territory of the Spanish empire. These
arguments were woven by the Whigs into a systematic case for an
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interventionist foreign policy, expressed most clearly in the Continental
campaigns of William Ill and the duke of Marlborough. But such
considerations would not have led many of the English to approve the
formidable outlay of expenditure and resources in these years if it had
not been for the dynastic issue. The Nine Years War has appropriately
been called the War of the English Succession. William would hardly
have made his armed landing at Torbay in 1688 if he had not assumed
that the English alliance against France would follow logically from his
own intervention in English affairs. Yet in fact diplomatic and military
support from his new subjects was made much more likely by Louis
XIV’s imprudent championship of James II. For a while, French backing
for the Jacobite camp was withdrawn when an uneasy peace was
negotiated in 1697. But four years later, with the Spanish succession at
stake, and Europe on the verge of war once more, it was again Louis’s
support for the Stuarts, this time in the shape of james’s son the Old
Pretender, which convinced many reluctant English people of the case
for involvement in a Continental conflict.

One of the most startling aspects of the wars was the success of English
arms, particularly under Mariborough in the War of Spanish Succession.
It was not just that the Protestant succession was effectively secured at
least for the present. More striking still was the new reputation earned
by a country widely regarded as little more than a pensioner of France
only a short time before. Marlborough's triumphs at Blenheim and
Ramillies, not to say Sir George Rooke’s at Gibraltar and James
Stanhope’s at Minorca, established Britain as a major force in
Continental politics, a substantial power in the Mediterranean, and a
worthy competitor for France overseas. The latter stages of the war, in
which military progress seemed to diminish in direct proportion to
national expenditure, removed the loftier ambitions suggested by the
dazzling victories of the Blenheim period, but when peace was made at
Utrecht in 1713 sufficient was secured to retain the essential impact of
the successes, and even to create the impression of what French
diplomatic historians have termed the ‘English hegemony’ in Europe.
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