
 

The Tripartite Foundations of Revolution: 
Fiscal Tyranny, Class Conflict, and 
Zealotry in Seventeenth-Century Britain 
 

 

I. Prologue: The Stuart Foundations of Constitutional 
Conflict and Financial Extraction 
 

The trajectory toward the English Civil War was fundamentally shaped by the early Stuart 
monarchs’ efforts to establish a system of governance predicated on the Divine Right of 
Kings, a theory requiring financial independence from Parliament. This necessitated the 
creation of new, prerogative-based sources of revenue, transforming established legal 
mechanisms and religious policies into tools for royal fiscal extraction. The precedents set 
under James I demonstrated that religious persecution could be successfully monetized, 
providing an operational template for the later, broader abuses of his son, Charles I. 

 

A. The Crown's Divine Right and Financial Necessity 
 

James I (r. 1603–1625) inherited a crown facing chronic financial challenges, coupled with a 
deep ideological commitment to maintaining the royal prerogative above the necessity of 
contentious Parliamentary grants of supply. To sustain the crown's expenditure and avoid 
frequent negotiation with a suspicious Parliament, the Stuart regime focused on maximizing 
income from existing, non-parliamentary sources. One critical stream was generated through 
religious non-conformity. 

The system of Recusancy Fines, penalties levied upon Catholics for failing to attend Church of 
England services, was not solely a function of theological conformity but was instrumentalized 
as a vital fiscal mechanism. Following the restoration of Recusancy Fines to their original 
values in 1604 and the subsequent tightening of regulations after the Gunpowder Plot in 1605 
1, the state successfully transformed legal persecution into institutionalized financial 



extraction. Further punitive legislation in 1606 restricted Catholics from living near London 
and holding public office, ensuring that the targeted minority lacked political protection 
against these monetary demands.1 

The financial data confirm the initial effectiveness of this punitive mechanism. Revenue from 
Recusancy Fines surged, reaching a high of £10,918 5s. 6d. in 1609, a substantial increase 
from the £6,861 8s. 7d. collected just a year prior in 1608.2 Although receipts declined steadily 
thereafter to £2,748 15s. 9d. by the end of James I's reign 2, this period of financial buoyancy 
demonstrated a critical principle to the monarchy: that political isolation of a minority 
combined with stringent legal enforcement could reliably generate revenue outside the 
purview of the House of Commons. This established an extremely dangerous operational 
precedent, proving to the Crown that prerogative rule could be monetized. The crown learned 
that while targeting Catholics was effective, if this tactic were to fail, a more expansive, 
nationwide mechanism targeting the broader political populace might sustain absolute rule, 
thereby paving the way for Charles I's later, more audacious financial measures, such as Ship 
Money. 

 

II. The Zenith of Fiscal Tyranny and Constitutional 
Crisis (1629–1640) 
 

The conflict escalated dramatically during the "Eleven-Year Tyranny," the period of Charles I's 
Personal Rule (1629–1640), during which he ruled without calling Parliament. This decade saw 
the King rely entirely on dubious prerogative measures, pushing the constitutional boundaries 
to their breaking point. 

 

A. Charles I's Financial Absolutism and the Ship Money Catalyst 
 

Charles I sought to fund his government and naval ambitions by reinterpreting and enforcing 
medieval laws, effectively bypassing the ancient principle that taxation required parliamentary 
consent.3 The most notorious of these fiscal expedients was Ship Money. Originally intended 
as a levy on coastal counties to provide naval defense in times of war, Charles I controversially 
extended the tax to inland counties in 1635 and converted it into a general money tax.3 This 
expansion was widely regarded by the political elite and legal scholars as an illegal imposition, 
constituting taxation without representation and a deliberate attempt to make the Crown 



permanently financially independent of Parliament.3 

 

B. The Legal Test: R v Hampden (1637) 
 

The constitutional legality of Ship Money was tested in the landmark case R v Hampden 
(1637), brought against John Hampden, a wealthy Buckinghamshire landowner and political 
opponent of the King. Hampden's defense, led by lawyers Oliver St John and Robert Holborne, 
framed the tax as the King "going around Parliament and attempting to squeeze money out 
from the people of England".5 Conversely, the prosecution, led by the Attorney-General, Sir 
John Banks, contended that the taxes were necessary for the "defense and safety of 
England," arguing that the Crown, as the sole judge of national danger, possessed the 
prerogative right to levy such funds.5 

Hampden lost the case, but the judicial decision was politically disastrous for the Crown, 
achieving only a narrow majority of seven judges to five in favor of the King.5 The judges 
supporting the King were Sir Richard Weston, Sir Francis Crawley, Sir Robert Berkley, Sir 
George Vernon, Sir Thomas Trevor, Sir William Jones, and Sir John Finch. Crucially, the five 
dissenting judges—Sir George Crooke, Sir Richard Hutton, Sir John Denham, Sir John 
Brampston, and Sir Humphrey Davenport—signaled a profound schism within the state's 
highest legal body.5 

The fact that five judges dissented meant the ruling, though technically a victory for the King, 
provided no clear, unanimous moral or legal authority for the Crown's action. This division 
transformed the constitutional conflict from an abstract political grievance into a public, 
contestable legal matter, effectively legitimizing widespread non-compliance. 

The Judicial and Administrative Defeat of Ship Money (1637–1639) 

 

Action/Grievance Legal Outcome (R 
v Hampden) 

Political/Administr
ative Outcome 

Source(s) 

Charles I levies 
Ship Money on 
inland counties 
(1635) 

King wins by a 
narrow 7-5 vote 5 

Judicial split 
legitimizes public 
dissent 

4 

John Hampden’s Five judges dissent, By 1639, collection 5 



Resistance exposing judicial 
division 5 

rates dropped to 
less than 20% of 
the amount 
demanded 5 

Bishops’ Wars 
Defeat 

N/A King forced to pay 
Covenanters £850 
per day, 
necessitating 
Parliament 

3 

 

C. Financial Collapse and the Necessity of Parliament 
 

The narrow legal victory did not translate into financial success. The judicial weakness 
highlighted by the 7-5 vote encouraged greater resistance, and the administrative machinery 
of the state proved incapable of enforcing the collection of the unpopular tax. By 1639, the 
collection rates had plummeted, yielding less than 20% of the money demanded.5 

This financial instability occurred just as Charles I’s religious policies created a military crisis. 
His introduction of a new Book of Common Prayer in Scotland in 1637, which emphasized 
ceremony over the dominant austere forms of worship, provoked the Covenanters.3 They rose 
up and defeated the King’s troops in the Bishops’ War. The half-hearted and badly-paid 
English army was beaten, and the Covenanters invaded England, occupying Newcastle.3 

The immediate, irrefutable catalyst for the collapse of Charles I’s Personal Rule was this 
military defeat and the subsequent financial insolvency it produced. The terms of the peace 
treaty required the King to pay the Covenanter army a staggering £850 a day until they 
withdrew from English soil.3 Having exhausted his non-parliamentary resources, including the 
collapsed Ship Money scheme, Charles I had no means of meeting this crippling daily debt. 
This extreme fiscal obligation rendered his prerogative rule impossible and forced him to 
reluctantly summon Parliament in November 1640, an assembly that would become known as 
the Long Parliament.3 The historical evidence confirms that fiscal tyranny was not merely a 
contributing factor but the immediate, material cause that shattered the Personal Rule, 
empowering Parliament to launch its revolutionary legislative program, including the abolition 
of Ship Money via the Ship Money Act 1640.5 

 

III. Socio-Economic Stratification and the Burdens of 



Civil War (1642–1651) 
 

The subsequent English Civil Wars were fought over high-level constitutional and religious 
principles, but the conflict quickly devolved into a struggle that imposed specific, 
disproportionate economic burdens upon the civilian population, revealing the underlying 
class tensions and the state’s inability to fund its armies without coercive local extraction. 

 

A. Class Conflict and Control of the State 
 

The political alignment of the war reflected deeper socio-economic fault lines. Historical 
interpretations posit that the conflict represented a "desperate struggle for political power 
between two classes," specifically the rising industrial and mercantile-capitalist elements, 
often associated with the Parliamentarian cause, and the traditional landed elite allied with 
the Crown.6 Both groups understood that control of the state was necessary "to underwrite its 
own economic and social programs".6 

However, the motivations for allegiance were complex and multifaceted, extending beyond 
strict economic class divisions. Allegiances were also influenced by factors such as "Religious 
conviction, mistrust of Royal power, local rivalry, economic discontent or loyalty to King, 
landlord, family or friends".7 Self-interest was also a known motivator, as profit could be made 
from confiscated lands, and professional soldiers on both sides were suspected of prolonging 
the fighting to maintain employment.7 Despite the complexity of individual loyalties, the overall 
struggle for state control was one centered on competing economic visions for the kingdom. 

 

B. The Logistical Brutality: Free Quartering 
 

Regardless of whether they supported the King or Parliament, the common populace bore the 
primary economic brunt of the war through logistical necessity. The central authorities, both 
Royalist and Parliamentarian, faced "perennial problems with cash flow".8 This chronic inability 
to pay soldiers led to the widespread and coercive practice known as 'free quartering,' where 
troops were billeted on civilian householders. 

The cost of providing board, lodging, and supplies for soldiers was thus shifted entirely to the 
local civilian population.8 This practice, alongside outright looting, was acknowledged as a 



practice that indirectly served to "subsidise [the] war effort".8 This reliance on coercive local 
extraction transformed the constitutional war of elites into a profound material grievance for 
the masses. 

The necessity of free quartering demonstrated that Parliament, despite winning the legal 
battle against Charles I’s centralized, prerogative taxation (Ship Money), was equally 
incapable of funding a standing army through centralized, legitimate means. This logistical 
failure meant that the common person was subjected to the economic brutality of unpaid 
military occupation, effectively democratizing the experience of economic oppression across 
the kingdom. The struggle was not simply over who controlled the state, but how the state 
would extract necessary resources, ensuring that the financial burden of war became the 
ultimate source of widespread suffering and instability, driving class resentment that 
transcended official political loyalties. 

 

IV. The Scythe of Zeal: Puritanism and Military Atrocity 
during the Interregnum (1649) 
 

The revolutionary pressure cooker was defined not only by fiscal extraction and class conflict 
but also by the terrible intersection of military doctrine and religious zealotry. This is most 
vividly demonstrated by the massacres committed under Oliver Cromwell during the 
subjugation of Ireland, with the Siege of Drogheda (1649) serving as the defining case study 
of state-sanctioned military atrocity rationalized by theological conviction. 

 

A. The Legal Context of Atrocity 
 

When Cromwell’s New Model Army assaulted Drogheda in September 1649, the action 
occurred within the bounds of existing, albeit brutal, contemporary "laws of war".9 These laws 
stipulated that if a garrison refused to surrender and was subsequently taken by storm, the 
attackers were entitled to exercise discretion regarding the fate of the defenders; they could 
lawfully be put to the sword.9 The Royalist commander of Drogheda, Aston, had refused to 
surrender, hoping for relief from Lord Ormonde's nearby Royalist forces.9 

 

B. The Siege of Drogheda and Cromwell’s No-Quarter Order 



 

After successfully storming the breach, Cromwell personally issued an immediate and explicit 
order for wholesale slaughter. He later recounted that "In the heat of the action, I forbade 
them [his soldiers] to spare any that were in arms in the town...and, that night they put to the 
sword about two thousand men".9 The massacre was systematic and continued beyond the 
battle lines. Parliamentarian soldiers pursued the defenders through the streets, into private 
properties, and sacked defensible positions, including churches.9 

The quantitative evidence of the brutality confirms the scale of the massacre. Casualty 
estimates indicate that approximately 2,000 armed men were killed, alongside an estimated 
700–800 civilians.9 This staggering death toll was achieved rapidly after the breach was 
taken. 

Quantified State Violence: From Financial Persecution to Military Atrocity 

 

Act of State 
Violence 

Period Mechanism Quantitative 
Evidence 

Justification/
Motive 

Recusancy 
Fines 

Early James I 
(1609 peak) 

Financial 
extraction and 
legal 
persecution 

Revenue 
peaked at 
£10,918 5s. 
6d. in 1609 2 

State finance 
and enforcing 
religious 
conformity 1 

Siege of 
Drogheda 

September 
1649 

No-quarter 
military 
massacre 

Estimated 
2,000 armed 
men killed; 
700–800 
civilians killed 
9 

Military 
necessity 
amplified by 
divine 
mandate 
("God alone 
have all the 
glory") 10 

 

C. The Justification of Divine Mandate 
 

The ferocity and totality of the violence exceeded simple military pragmatism; it was 
underpinned by an ideology of Puritan zealotry. Cromwell utilized the existing brutal laws of 
war as a structural justification, but religious conviction provided the moral and political 



amplification necessary to enforce absolute, unsparing slaughter. 

Cromwell explicitly framed the success, and thus implicitly the ensuing bloodshed, as an act 
of divine intervention, insisting it was "good that God alone have all the glory".10 This 
statement reflected the deep belief held by the soldiers that they were "killing for the good of 
God," transforming the tactical decision of no-quarter into a theological imperative for 
exemplary terror.10 This fusion of military command and religious exceptionalism created an 
ideology capable of sustaining state terror, linking back conceptually to the Stuarts' earlier use 
of religious policy for state ends (Recusancy Fines), though replacing financial extraction with 
existential elimination. The violence at Drogheda demonstrates how religious zeal, when 
harnessed by state military power, can rationalize and amplify brutality far beyond standard 
military necessities. 

 

V. Constitutional Epilogue: The Containment of 
Tyranny (1689) 
 

The tumultuous century spanning the fiscal excesses of Charles I, the military dictatorship of 
the Commonwealth, and the subsequent restoration challenges (leading to the Glorious 
Revolution) culminated in the definitive settlement of 1689. The Bill of Rights was not an 
abstract constitutional document but a direct, reactionary response to the specific, 
accumulated grievances—fiscal, legal, and military—that had fueled the revolution. 

 

A. The Definitive Settlement of the Bill of Rights (1689) 
 

The 1689 Bill of Rights systematically addressed and sought to permanently outlaw the 
precise mechanisms of tyranny employed by the Stuarts and the Protectorate. Its structure 
serves as an irrefutable legal blueprint of the revolutionary trauma, ensuring the future state 
would be constrained by parliamentary sovereignty. 

 

B. The Outlawing of Prerogative Finance 
 

The central grievance that triggered the Civil War—the King's right to tax without 



consent—was definitively eliminated. In direct response to the Ship Money imposition 5, the 
Bill of Rights declared the fundamental principle that "levying taxes without grant of 
Parliament is illegal".11 This permanently entrenched parliamentary control over the national 
purse, eliminating the ability of the Crown to achieve financial independence through 
prerogative levies. 

Furthermore, the Bill addressed the broader issue of royal legal overreach. Charles I had 
attempted to suspend or dispense with laws that hampered his administration. The Bill 
outlawed this action, asserting that "the pretended power of suspending the laws and 
dispensing with (i.e. ignoring) laws by regal authority without consent of Parliament is illegal".11 
This measure struck at the root of Charles I’s efforts to bypass established legal structures 
through the arbitrary use of royal prerogative. 

 

C. Control over the Military and State Force 
 

The memory of the Civil War’s economic burdens, particularly the widespread suffering 
caused by 'free quartering' 8, and the ultimate dominance of the state by Cromwell's New 
Model Army, demanded that the military be subordinate to civilian government. 

The Bill of Rights addressed this by declaring that "keeping a standing army in time of peace, 
unless it be with consent of Parliament, is against law".11 This clause constitutionalized the 
principle that the military force must be controlled by Parliament, preventing future monarchs 
or executive authorities from using an independent military apparatus as a tool for political or 
fiscal coercion. 

The 1689 Bill of Rights: Answering Stuart Tyranny 

 

Stuart Abuse of 
Prerogative 

Constitutional 
Remedy (Bill of 
Rights 1689) 

Relevant Clause 
Excerpt 

Source 

Levying 
non-parliamentary 
taxes (e.g., Ship 
Money) 5 

Parliament must 
consent to all 
taxation 

"levying taxes 
without grant of 
Parliament is 
illegal" 

11 

Suspending/Ignorin
g laws (e.g., 

Regal authority 
cannot bypass 

"the pretended 
power of 

11 



Declaration of 
Indulgence) 11 

Parliament suspending the 
laws... by regal 
authority without 
consent of 
Parliament is 
illegal" 

Maintaining 
unchecked military 
force (e.g., Free 
Quartering, 
Cromwellian Army) 
8 

Standing army 
requires 
Parliamentary 
consent 

"keeping a standing 
army in time of 
peace, unless it be 
with consent of 
Parliament, is 
against law" 

11 

 

VI. Conclusion: The Definitive Legacy of the Tripartite 
Conflict 
 

The English Revolution and the subsequent constitutional settlement were the inevitable 
outcome of a century defined by three interconnected pressures: fiscal tyranny, class conflict, 
and religiously rationalized state violence. These elements were not isolated causes but 
formed a unified, catastrophic system of royal governance that systematically alienated the 
political nation, the propertied classes, and the common populace. 

The foundation of the conflict was the crown's quest for financial independence, exemplified 
by the Ship Money controversy. The judicial failure of the 7-5 ruling 5 and the subsequent 
administrative collapse (collection rates below 20%) 5 proved that, in the absence of 
constitutional consent, the Stuart monarchy lacked the logistical capacity to sustain 
absolutism. This failure forced Charles I’s dependence on Parliament in 1640.3 

Once war commenced, the financial strain was decentralized, transitioning the elite struggle 
over constitutional power into a material conflict for the common people through practices 
like free quartering.8 This ensured that the economic burden of the war fostered class 
resentment across political boundaries. Finally, when Parliamentarian victory was achieved, 
the resulting governance model, embodied by Cromwell, merely traded royal prerogative for 
military-theological dictatorship, reaching its zenith of brutality at Drogheda, where military 
discretion was amplified by a Puritan sense of divine mandate, resulting in massive civilian 
casualties.9 



The 1689 Bill of Rights stands as the final, irrefutable evidence that the trauma of the 17th 
century was primarily driven by these three factors. By systematically outlawing 
non-parliamentary taxation, the suspension of laws, and the maintenance of a standing army 
without consent 11, the settlement provided a comprehensive, constitutional resolution to the 
decades of crisis. The English Revolution thus permanently established the principle that state 
authority—whether fiscal, legal, or military—must be permanently subordinate to the 
representatives of the political nation. 
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