
 

 
 

 
Plenary speakers: 

Institute of Medieval 

& Early Modern Studies 

Institute of Medieval 

& Early Modern Studies 

 
Tim Harris r eceived his BA, MA and PhD 

 Jean E. Howard, George Delacorte Professor in the 
Humanities (Columbia University) 

 Matthew Johnson, Professor and Chair of 
Anthropology (Northwestern University) 

 Tim Harris, Munro-Goodwin-Wilkinson Professor 
in European History (Brown University) 

ABSTRACT 
‘Resistance and Rebellion in the 1640s: Constitutional Royalism – Myth of Real i ty?’ 
It is normally thought that Charles I was able to build up public support on the eve of the 
English civil war by repositioning himself as a constitutional monarch committed to 
upholding the rule of law. My talk will argue that constitutional royalism, as we think o f it , 
was a myth. Anglican royalists believed that the king ruled by divine right, was irresistib le, 
and absolute, and that sovereignty was vested in the king alone. Although the king  was  
obliged to rule according to law, he could not be held accountable if he chose no t  to  
observe the law. Indeed, they even argued that if the king were to consent to laws that were  
prejudicial to the royal prerogative, such legislation would be ipso facto null and void . 
Such a position did not envision a monarch who was constitutionally accountable – albeit  
royalist authors insisted their vision of absolute monarchy was rooted in the Englis h  
constitution. It was compatible with Charles I’s practice of kingship in the late 1620s  and  
1630s. And it helps explain why it was so difficult to achieve a constitutional settlement  
with the crown in the 1640s, since royalists  held that the reforms   demanded  by  the  
parliamentarians could not be granted even if the king wanted to. In addition to shedding  
light on what royalists were fighting for in the 1640s, my talk will make some larger 
claims. The Revisionists were wrong to say that radicalism was the result, rather than the  
cause, of the civil war. Royalists saw parliament’s position as intrinsically radical, as  
aiming to overthrow the monarchy itself and reduce England to a Venetian-style republic. 
Charles I and his supporters fought the civil war to prevent this: therefore the civil war was , 
in a fundamental sense, a constitutional conflict. And this further explains why Charles I 
could not enter a plea at his trial: to have done so would have conceded the point, that the 
king could be held accountable by law. As far as Charles  I and his supporters were  
concerned, monarchy had been on trial since 1642. My talk will conclude with  s ome 
reflections on how Tory Anglicans were able to make the necessary ideological 
adjustments in the late 1680s to reach the sort of compromise that had eluded royalis ts  
during the civil war and enabled many of them now to support the constitutional settlement 
of 1688-9. 
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from Cambridge University and was a 
Fellow of Emmanuel College from 1983 
before moving to Brown University in 1986, 
where he is the Munro-Goodwin-Wilkinson 
Professor in European History. His books 
include London Crowds in the Reign of 
Charles II (1987); Politics under the Later 
Stuarts (1993); Restoration: Charles II and 
his Kingdoms (2005 – winner of the John 
Ben Snow prize), Revolution: The 
Great Crisis of the British Monarchy, 
1685-1720 (2006), and Rebellion: Britain’s 
First Stuart Kings, 1567-1642 (2014). He 
has edited or co-edited: The Politics of 
Religion in Restoration England 1660-
1688 (1990, with Mark Goldie and Paul 
Seaward); Popular Culture in England, c. 
1500-1850 (1995); The Politics of the 
Excluded, c. 1500-1850 (2001); The 
Entring Book of Roger Morrice, 1677-1691, 
7 vols (2007, with Mark Goldie et al); The 
Final Crisis of the Stuart Monarchy: The 
Revolutions of 1688-91 in their British, 
Atlantic and European Contexts (2013, 
with Stephen Taylor). He is currently 
writing a book for Oxford University 
Press on Britain’s Century of 
Revolutions 1603-1691 and engaged in a 
study of national stereotyping and religious 
prejudice in early modern England. He is 
editor of the book series Studies in Early 
Modern Cultural, Political and  Social 
History (Boydell Press) along with 
Durham’s Stephen Taylor and Andy Wood 
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