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The Long Revolution Revisited

It happened in one way in France, in another way in
England. – E. P. Thompson, âThe Peculiarities of the En-
glishâ

The notion that the experience of civil wars, regicide,
and the abolition of monarchy in the 1640s and 1650s
constituted an âEnglish Revolutionâ was invented by his-
torians who had lived through the French Revolution.
Before the 1790s, when one spoke of the âEnglish Rev-
olution,â it was generally understood that one was refer-
ring to the âGlorious Revolutionâ of 1688-89, rather than
to the tumultuous two decades of civil wars and regicide
that marked the 1640s and 1650s. Those troubled decades
could not be celebrated as a great revolution when they
were generally regarded to have been marked by an un-
fortunate and illegitimate rebellion against the very idea
of monarchy. By contrast, the endurance of the constitu-
tional settlement that emerged in the wake of the Glori-
ous Revolution provided an alternative model of a good
(or âhappyâ in the parlance of the times) revolution.[1]

The French Revolution changed this. It was only
in the wake of the fall of the Bourbon monarchy in
France that the revolts against King Charles I could be
understood as an English Revolution. Some scholars
have argued that FranÃ§ois Guizot was the first histo-
rian to use the term ârÃ©volutionâ to describe the events
of the 1640s and 1650s.[2] Guizot certainly popularized
the term in the titles of monumental works such as his
twenty-six-volume Collection des MÃ©moires relatifs Ã

la RÃ©volution d’Angleterre (1823-25) and especially his
narrative Histoire de la RÃ©volution dâAngleterre (1826-
27), but Rachel Hammersley has demonstrated that the
practice of referring to the mid-seventeenth-century tur-
moil as an English Revolution âwas commonplace in
France from the early 1790s onward.â[3]The concept was
adopted wholeheartedly in Marxist historical discourse
during the nineteenth century, and the 1640s and 1650s
soon took a prominent place in that tradition as the sec-
ond of three great âbourgeois revolutions,â along with
the Protestant Reformation in Germany and of course the
French Revolution.[4]This English Revolution was imag-
ined in the wake of, and as a weak prefiguration of the
rather more ideal revolution enacted in France after 1789.

It took much longer for the concept of a mid-
seventeenth-century English Revolution to become con-
ventional in Anglophone historical thinking. The pre-
ferred term until the Victorian era was âThe Great Re-
bellion.â Although âoriginating in the context of Tory
and high-church reaction,â Nicholas Tyacke points out
that âthe idea of a Great Rebellion also came to be em-
ployed after the French Revolution as a way of denying
any kind of equivalence between the two phenomenaâ
(p. 7). If the French Revolution gained early acceptance
as a valid and useful unit of analysis by proponents and
opponents alike–even Edmund Burke was quick to refer
to it as such in his condemnatory Reflections on the Rev-
olution in France (1790)–the concept of an English Revo-
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lution that encompassed the civil wars and the regicide
took much longer to gain currency in the Anglophone
historical imagination.

It was not until the later years of the nineteenth cen-
tury that Samuel Rawson Gardiner, the author of the
detailed (and still largely enduring) political narrative
of the early seventeenth century, became comfortable
with the concept of an English Revolution and began
to use it interchangeably with his preferred sobriquet,
the Puritan Revolution.[5] The last hundred years have
seen a number of different terms used to characterize the
mid-seventeenth-century crisis: the Great Rebellion, the
Civil Wars and Interregnum, the Revolt of the Provinces,
the Wars of the Three (or Four) Kingdoms, Englandâs
Wars of Religion, even the last Baronial Rebellion, but
by far the preferred term of art has remained the English
Revolution. This remains true despite some valiant at-
tempts by revisionist historians in the 1970s, 1980s, and
1990s to question the revolutionary character of the cri-
sis. While provocative in its day, the title of Conrad Rus-
sellâs Unrevolutionary England 1603-1642 (1990) now ap-
pears quaint, and not entirely convincing. By 2003, David
Cressywould publish an article unashamedly titled âRev-
olutionary England, 1640-42.â[6] While Allan Macinnes
hasmade a case for a âBritishâ rather than just an English
Revolution, the Anglocentric concept endures, as the re-
cently published forums devoted to âRethinking the En-
glish Revolutionâ in History Workshop Journal and the
Journal of British Studies attest.[7]

The concept of an English Revolution is back, as
Nicholas Tyackeâs collection of essays demonstrates.
The book was published in 2007 (it was also recently pa-
perbacked in 2013), and is based on a series of papers
given at the Neale colloquium on âthe English Revolution
and its legaciesâ held at University College London in
February 2004. Much of the work presented here is there-
fore over a decade old. Many of the chapters published
in this work have been further developed by their au-
thors inmore detailed studies that have been published in
the wake of the original Neale colloquium. Readers who
wish to understand each contributorâs research in detail
will want to consult these works with care.[8] For this
reason, it is more productive here to consider the cumu-
lative effect of the book as a whole as a statement about
the concept of an English Revolution. Some of the most
influential books on the history of the Revolution have in
fact been collections of essays. Kevin Sharpeâs collection
Faction and Parliament: Essays on Early Stuart History
(1978) remains a testament to the early vigor of revision-
ism, while Richard Custâs and Anne Hughesâs Conflict

in Early Stuart England: Studies in Religion and Politics,
1603-1642 (1989) figures prominently as the first andmost
strident assertion of a post-revisionist critique of early
revisionist excesses. The current post-revisionist con-
sensus very much exemplified by the works presented
in Tyackeâs collection was perhaps prefigured by the
collaboration between prominent revisionist and post-
revisionist historians in Peter Lake and Kevin Sharpeâs
Culture and Politics in Early Stuart England (1993).

Although Tyackeâs collection does not explicitly
claim to make a unified historiographic statement, it is
possible to discern a few salient points within it about
the ways in which the concept of an âEnglish Revolu-
tionâ works for some of the most diligent and insightful
historians of the long seventeenth century working to-
day. While one could query the validity of studying the
English Revolution as an independent experience, iso-
lated from the turmoils that also engulfed and fundamen-
tally transformed the kingdoms of Scotland and Ireland
as well as the rest of the far-flung Stuart dominions, I
wish instead to focus here on the chronological remit of
the work.[9] For one of the most interesting aspects of
this book is the way in which it posits the existence and
utility of a âlong seventeenth centuryâ beginning in the
1590s and ending around 1720.

Periodization in English history has been commonly
linked to dynastic chronologies, and in this respect the
seventeenth century has been conveniently linked with
Stuart rule from 1603 to 1714. Although the rupture cre-
ated by the Civil Wars and the Restoration has often di-
vided students of the century into early and later Stu-
art historians, for scholars as divergent in their assess-
ment of the period as Christopher Hill and Mark Kish-
lansky, the whole of the seventeenth remained a âcen-
tury of revolution.â[10] Tyackeâs book proposes a some-
what different chronology, one that is not directly tied
to the accession of James I and the death of his great-
granddaughter Anne. Although not explicitly named as
such, the chronological remit of this volume suggests that
the English Revolution needs to be understoodwithin the
context of a long seventeenth century.[11]

The 1590s are identified by Tyacke and several other
contributors to this volume as the point where the origins
of the English Revolution can be clearly discerned (p. 14).
It is in the later years of Elizabeth Iâs reign that one can
discern the antagonistic (and yet mutually constitutive)
division of English Protestantism into puritan and con-
formist identities. This division would remain a major
point of contention for the rest of the seventeenth cen-
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tury, even if the names used to identify the parties at odds
would change with the times. The late Elizabethan âpuri-
tansâ who gained their name from a term of abuse hurled
at them by their enemies retained an identity and even-
tually a sense of history that would be drawn upon by
post-Restoration era âdissenters.â Similarly, Tyacke ar-
gues that Elizabethâs war with Spain and the Irish rebels
exposed the fiscal weakness of the English crown and
thus encouraged the queenâs ministers to begin exper-
imenting with ever aggressive exploitation of the royal
prerogative in the interest of increasing state revenues.
Resistance to this expansive understanding of the royal
prerogative, characterized in the later seventeenth cen-
tury as vigilance against âarbitrary government,â would
be another key casus belli that historians, revisionist and
post-revisionist alike, have identified as key to under-
standing the animosity that motivated the civil wars and
revolutions of the seventeenth century.

If the late Elizabethan era established the terms of de-
bate that would make the English Revolution so potent
and so difficult to resolve, the book also argues that a res-
olution to this dilemma cannot be discerned until long
after the Restoration in 1660. Chapters by Dan Beaver,
Mark Knights, and Justin Champion demonstrate that
the debates engendered by the Civil Wars and the regi-
cide continued to animate post-Restoration politics. The
question of when to identify the terminus ad quem for the
long English Revolution is less satisfactorily explained
here. The date 1720 appears in the title, but no justifica-
tion for this particular choice appears in the text. Tyacke
suggests that the Septennial Act of 1716 put a damper on
the rage of party that had plagued parliamentary poli-
tics since at least the Exclusion Crisis of 1678-81 (p. 20).
Elsewhere, Champion suggests that the suspension of the
convocation of the clergy in 1717 âbrought to a conclu-
sion an attack on the church that had been initiated in its
most bloody form by the execution of Archbishop Laud
in 1645â (p. 196). Arguments along these lines echo those
made many decades ago by J. H. Plumb and Geoffrey
Holmes for seeing the early years after the Hanoverian
succession as the moment when political stability ush-
ered in a new age of Whig oligarchy.[12]

There is much to recommend in this concept of a
long seventeenth century defined by studying the ori-
gins, character, and consequences of the regicidal revolu-
tion that turned the traditional worlds of somany English
(as well as Scots, Irish, and others) people upside down.
One virtue is that it helps us see the ways in which the
problems posed by the so-called origins of the English
Revolution were in fact not resolved by the Revolution

itself.[13]

If anything, the Revolution exacerbated those prob-
lems as well as creating new ones. Sean Kelseyâs chap-
ter here on the Eikon Basilike (1649) brilliantly points out
how this most influential text was from its very incep-
tion a forward-looking document even as it purported
to explain the origins of the kingâs tribulations when
faced with the challenge of governing his recalcitrant
subjects. It was a text designed to justify the royalist
cause in the unfortunate event of a regicide. He also
argues that the publication of the text was delayed un-
til the last possible moment because of the workâs stri-
dent anti-presbyterianism. The possibility of a royalist
alliance with Scots Presbyterians, a much-vetted possi-
bility in 1648-49, would become much more difficult after
the publication of the Eikon Basilike. We see here how the
publication of a retrospective narrative purporting to ex-
plain the origins of the kingâs troubles could close down
opportunities for future royalist strategies as well as open
up new ones for a cult of King Charles the Martyr.[14]

It is unfortunate that more was not made of the regi-
cide in this volume, for the judicial execution of Charles
I along with the legislative abolition of the monarchy
was perhaps the most revolutionary aspect of the English
Revolution.[15] Regicide was the most obvious point of
comparison between the English and French Revolutions,
and this correspondence helped encourage people to con-
sider the depositions of King Charles I and King Louis
XVI as the decisivemoments of the two great revolutions.
Indeed, it is fair to say that without regicide, it is unlikely
that either the English 1650s or the French 1790s would
be considered revolutions at all.

Despite its centrality to the concept of an English
Revolution, the regicidal fact has always sat uneasily in
histories of the seventeenth century. For historians such
as Kevin Sharpe and Mark Kishlansky, the regicide was
the great tragedy of early modern politics, and the judi-
cial murder of the king forever shattered the magic hold
that Englishmonarchs used tomanufacture andmaintain
consensus amongst their subjects. Despite attempts by
the Commonwealth and Protectorate regimes to appro-
priate the trappings of monarchy to legitimate their rule,
and evenmore tragically, despite the eventual restoration
of the Stuart dynasty, the English crown could not be suc-
cessfully ârebrandedâ in a way that would restore the or-
ganic harmony of pre-regicidal political culture. For this
reason, their interpretations of early Stuart politics could
remainwedded to a revisionist paradigm, while their nar-
ratives of the latter half of the seventeenth century took
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on a more whiggish hue, in which the ârise of adversary
politicsâ would overwhelm the centripetal force previ-
ously maintained by the monarchy. In histories such as
these, we find a long seventeenth century cut in half by
the experience of regicide.[16]

The regicide is also possibly the most obvious point
of distinction between the mid-century Revolution and
the Glorious Revolution. Attempts to draw comparisons
between the âwet martyrdomâ of Charles I and the âdry
martyrdomâ of James II were generally regarded with ab-
horrence at first. The ever provocative Daniel Defoe did
so in a pamphlet published soon after the death of King
William III. He claimed that âthe difference only lyes
here; the Whigs in 41, to 48, took up arms against their
king, and having conquerâd him, and taken him prisoner,
cut off his head, because they had him: The Church of
England took arms against their king in 88, and did not
cut off his head, because they had him not. King Charles
lost his life, because he did not run away; and his son,
King James, savâd his life, because he did run away.â[17]

To say that this parallel did not go down well with
his contemporaries is to put it mildly. Defoeâs compar-
ison between the regicide and the Glorious Revolution
was rejected by both Whigs and Tories alike. The notion
was explicitly condemned as political heresy at the trial
of Doctor Henry Sacheverell in 1710, and few would dare
to take it up again in the eighteenth century.[18]TheGlo-
rious Revolution would be considered to be the real en-
during (and good) revolution, while the regicidewould be
consigned to an unfortunate history of royal mismanage-
ment, rebellion, or a combination of both. There would
be little to be gained in comparing the two, at least until
the outbreak of new revolutions in America and later in
France made the question relevant once more.[19]

Readers will not find sustained comparisons between
1648-49 and 1688-89 in Tyackeâs collection. This is an-
other missed opportunity, for the last decade has seen
a serious revival of interest in the Glorious Revolution,
and a variety of different cases have been made for see-
ing it as a real revolution, rather than a coup dâÃ©tat
effected by âreluctant revolutionariesâ or a Dutch inva-
sion imposed on England from abroad.[20] Tim Harris
has argued for the enduring significance of the Glori-
ous Revolution when compared with the defeat experi-
enced by the revolutionaries of the 1640s and 50s. He
explicitly denies FranÃ§ois Guizotâs narrative of a long
seventeenth-century revolution that began with the ac-
cession of Charles I and ended with the accession of
William III and Mary II: âThe transformation that was

wrought between the 1680s and the 1720s owed little
to what had transpired in the 1640s and 1650s. The
mid-century revolution had been defeated, and although
it had left a legacy of problems to be addressed it can
scarcely claim credit for the type of polity that had
emerged in the British Isles by the reign of George I.What
transformed the British polity, and what made the politi-
cal inheritance of the Hanoverians so different from that
of the Stuarts, was not the mid-century revolution but
the later seventeenth-century affair that we traditionally
refer to as the Glorious Revolution.â[21]

For Harris, there were two revolutions: the first
ended in defeat, but the second was victorious and en-
during. Which revolution was more significant? Un-
til Guizot, most English historians would have readily
agreed with Harris, but by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Friedrich Engels would provide a new historical or-
thodoxy for the political Left when he denounced âthe
relatively puny event entitled by Liberal historians, âthe
Glorious Revolution,ââ in comparison to the great revo-
lution that abolished the monarchy.[22]We have reached
a historiographic juncture where questions such as these
are interesting again. One can tease out the inklings of a
riposte to Harrisâs plump for the greater importance of
the Glorious Revolution in Tyackeâs volume, but the case
is not made explicit.

We should beware of getting caught up in a par-
lor game debate about which revolution was the more
important one. Just as the search for the âoriginsâ
of the Civil Wars became an interpretative cul-de-sac,
the game of comparative revolutions is not likely to
ever result in an enduring consensus.[23] The value of
a long seventeenth-century perspective does not lie in
the promise of finally figuring whether 1648-49 or 1688-
89 constituted the âreal,â or even the most important,
revolution. It comes from the ways in which it helps
unsettle established narratives and promotes an under-
standing of the English Revolution as a long-term pro-
cess rather than as a clearly defined event. Just as the
series of religious and political problematics set in place
by another long-term process–onewe now consider to be
the âEnglish Reformationâ–establishedmany of themen-
tal structures in which the Civil Wars would be fought,
so too did the series of religious and political problem-
atics created by those Civil Wars, along with their regi-
cidal consequences, establish yet another set of mental
structures that would shape the emergence of a post-
revolutionary British state and social order.[24] Here we
may find the basis for a new dialogue between histori-
ans of the âlong seventeenth centuryâ and historians of
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an often-overlapping, but largely historiographically dis-
tinct âlong eighteenth century.â
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