
 
Catholic Spain – King Philip II 1556 – 1598  In 1556 Philip II inherited Spain, the Spanish Netherlands, & 
the American colonies from his father King Charles V. Philip, like his father, was a devout Roman Catholic and 
believed in absolutism, a political belief that one ruler should hold all the power of the country. Absolute 
monarchs had total control of government, economics, religion, military & society [GERMS]. Phillip believed 
that absolutism was his destiny and believed in divine right, the idea that God created the monarch to represent 
God on earth.  
    King Phillip took control of government. He organized lesser nobles into a national administration. He had a 
council of nobles who worked for him. He wrote down all his commands & refused to allow his Council to take 
action until they received his specific written orders.  

    Philip controlled the economy. Between 1550 and 1650, 16,000 tons of silver 
bullion was sent to Spain from its colonies in American. About 339,000 pounds of gold 
was shipped. Philip took ¼ of the treasure. He still had economic troubles. Inflation 
made the prices of goods increase four times. Then, Phillip increased taxes by 430% by 
1598. The rich nobles and rich Catholic Church did not have to pay taxes because they 
were exempt due to their rank in society. Peasants & wage earners paid the most.  
     Philip also forced the Spanish Netherlands to pay a 10% sales tax. After raising 
taxes he took steps to crush Dutch Protestants, Christians who separated from the 
Catholic Church. In response, Protestant mobs in the Netherlands destroyed Catholic 
churches. Philip sent 50,000 troops to put down the rebels. By 1579, the Netherland’s 
Protestant provinces united, won the rebellion & became independent from Spain. 
    In 1570 in Granada, Philip persecuted Muslims, people who followed the teachings 
of Muhammad and Islam. The Catholic pope ordered Catholic princes to attack the 
Ottoman Empire, a Muslim  empire trying to expand into Europe. Philip sent 200 
ships to Greece, & defeated an Ottoman navy to stop them. 
    In 1580, Philip took Portugal & its colonies in Africa & India. He now had an 

empire that circled the globe. Then he met his greatest enemy, a woman! 
Protestant England – Queen Elizabeth I 1558 – 1603  Elizabeth I brought nationalism to England. She built 
up the Royal Navy and encouraged trade by financing companies to explore America for trade routes. She also 
supported “Sea Dogs” or privateer pirates, who raided Spanish ships filled with treasure. One raid recovered a 
cargo of spices, pearls, silks, ivory, & gold. The treasure made her very wealthy and popular. 
     She controlled religion, returning England to Protestantism after the Catholic rule of her now-deceased 
sister. Parliament, the lawmaking body of England, obeyed her wishes and made the Church of England the 
official state religion.  Also known as the Anglican Church, this church broke from the Catholic Church in 1533 
and declared the king of England, not the pope, was the head of the church. Thus Queen Elizabeth was Head of 
the Church of England.  
     She allowed priests to marry but kept some key 
Catholic rituals. This moderate approach brought 
religious peace to England, except for the Protestants 
called Puritans. They wanted to purify the Anglican 
church to make the church less Catholic. Catholics tried 
to overthrow Elizabeth and replace her with her 
Catholic cousin, Mary Queen of Scots.   
     In 1588, to aid English Catholics, King Philip II 
launched the Spanish Armada, of 130 warships 
against England. He wanted to revenge Elizabeth’s 
pirate attacks on his navy and treasure ships. 
Elizabeth’s navy prevailed. The Armada suffered defeat 
losing 15,000 men. Philip’s kingdom was crumbling 
due to England. 
    But Elizabeth faced financial problems in the late 1500s. She sought to colonize America for income. The 
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colonies strengthened England politically & economically, but did not enrich the queen. This constant need for 
money was a problem for future kings & led to bitter conflict between the monarch & Parliament.  

James I 1603 – 1625: After the death of Queen Elizabeth, her cousin, James was 
crowned King James I of England. He was also the King of Scotland & the head of 
the Church of England. He was arrogant, and conceited. He ruled by divine right, 
ordained by God, so he felt he was above the law. James spent England’s money 
freely. He spent more money than Parliament gave him. He faced hostile Puritans in 
the House of Commons, who challenged his authority and tried to stop his 
overspending. So in 1604, he shut down Parliament and raised his own taxes 
without consent. He lent money to explorers to America to find riches for him. He 
illegally sold noble titles to the gentry to support his spending. Parliament was 
outraged. 
James hated Puritans. In 1611, he banned Puritan prayer books. He made the King 
James Bible, [the bible written for him] the only authorized bible for church. The 
Puritans fought him in Parliament, so in 1611 he closed it down, collected his own 
taxes and ruled alone until 1621. His hatred of the Puritans forced them to go to 
America & settle in Massachusetts in 1620       
  Catholics hated James too. He stole their land and sold to the gentry. He 
suppressed Catholics. In 1605 Catholics plotted to blow up Parliament. The plan 
was stopped. Its leader, Guy Fawkes, was tortured, hanged, then mutilated, and 
hacked into quarters to terrify future Catholic rebels. 

    James also controlled the military. In 1604 he signed a peace treaty to end the Anglo-Spanish war started 
under Elizabeth. In 1624 he stopped England from participating in the 30 Years War because it could bankrupt 
the country. He died the following year.  

King Charles I [1625-1649] James I was succeeded by his son, Charles. Like his father, 
he was king of England & Scotland & head of the Church. He also believed in absolutism 
and divine right. Like his father he was anti-Puritan. Unlike his father, he was pro-
Catholic.  
     Charles spent more money than he was given & fought parliament for more money. In 
1626 Charles declared war on Spain & needed money for his military. Parliament refused. 
So Charles closed it and forced the wealthy to loan him the money. He imprisoned anyone 
who refused to lend him money. Those who spoke against him were branded, tortured 
[ears cut off, tongues cut out], or imprisoned.  
    In 1628, Parliament voted to give the king military supplies. In exchange, Charles 
accepted the Petition of Right which said that the king would observe the rights of his 
subjects. He agreed to end housing his troops in private homes & to end martial law - 

England Protestant v Puritan – Background   In 17th century England, kings ruled with Parliament, which consisted 
of the House of Lords [nobles] & the House of Commons [wealthy landowners or businessmen]. Together they ran 
the country. They did not always get along. Kings believed that their authority came from God and was absolute. 17th 
century English kings, all absolute monarchs, battled Parliament over control. 
     The English nobles, who inherited their titles and wealth, were losing their military leadership role and their power 
in the House of Lords. The House of Commons’ power expanded. The gentry, the rising non-noble class who were in 
the House of Commons, earned their fortunes in business & trade. They demanded a louder voice in Parliament, 
arguing that their wealth increased the wealth of the nation so they deserved more say in government. The gentry also 
sympathized with the conservative group of protestants called Puritans, who said the Church of England needed to be 
purified. These Puritans, along with the gentry, caused problems for the nobles and the monarch. Eventually 
Parliament in England would challenge absolutism and the upper social classes and win. 
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suspension of ordinary law replaced with military law. He agreed to stop illegal taxation & imprisonment. 
When Parliament reopened in 1629, it declared that taxes could not be raised without its okay. Charles was 
livid. He shut down Parliament again & only recalled it 11 years later when he needed money to finance his 
new war with Scotland. 
    In 1637, Charles tried to force the English Book of Common Prayer, the Church of England prayer book, on 
the Scottish. They rioted. By 1639 he was at war again and needed money. In 1640 he reopened Parliament & it 
abolished Charles’ courts & tried & executed his ministers. Parliament declared that it could never be dissolved 
without its consent! It declared it must be meet at least once every three years & it dissolved the absolute of the 

king. So in 1642, Charles, invaded Parliament with his army. Opposition leaders 
escaped and raised an opposition army. The English Civil War over absolute power 
began.   
Oliver Cromwell 1553 – 1559 The English Civil War lasted from 1642 to 1649. The 
king’s supporters joined his army called the Cavaliers led by King Charles I and the 
nobility. They won many battles until 1643 when a Puritan leader, named Oliver 
Cromwell, organized a new model army. This army was lead by skilled soldiers who 
had keen military ability regardless of their place in society. This leader, Cromwell, 
born into the gentry on a country estate. His army was called the Roundheads. 

    Cromwell, a strict Puritan, sincerely believed that God had chosen him to lead. His military genius made the 
model army victorious. By 1647, the Roundheads were winning the war. King Charles was a prisoner & turned 
over to Parliament. He was imprisoned until his trial on January 1, 1649. Charles was charged with treason. 
Cromwell took a leading role at the trial & vowed, “I tell you we will cut off his head with the crown upon it.” Charles 
was convicted and executed on January 30, 1649, by public beheading. The execution shocked Europe. No 
ruling king had been tried & executed by his own people.  
    After the king’s execution, Cromwell invaded Ireland where supporters of Charles formed allied with the 
Irish. Cromwell's campaign succeeded and destroyed much of the countryside. By the time he left Ireland in 
1650, his reputation was stained by massacres of women and children in 2 Irish cities, 6000. 
     A republic or Commonwealth replaced the monarchy. But Parliament clashed with Cromwell. He was 
impatient with Parliament's slow speed of reforms. He lost his patience and in 1653, he led soldiers into 
Parliament,  dissolved it, and made himself Lord Protector of the Commonwealth. He instituted strict Puritan 
restrictions. He shut down inns & theatres. Sports were banned. Swearing was punished. On Sunday work were 
banned. Women doing unnecessary work on Sunday were put in a stockade. Sunday walks, unless it was to 
church, were forbidden. Saint days were observed one day a month as a day of fasting: no food or drink. 
Christmas was banned. Soldiers patrolled the streets to take food being cooked for Christmas dinner. Cromwell 
was the law!  
     As ruler Cromwell allowed religious freedom for Protestants and Jews but not Catholics. He put his generals 
in charge of regions.  Soldiers enforced his laws. Cromwell and his generals were 
hated. When he died in 1658, his government ended. His son Richard, took over & 
failed. Then in 1660 – England welcomed back a king – Charles II, son of the 
executed king.  
King Charles II 1660 – 1685 King James II - 1685 – 1688  England had enough 
of Puritans. After years of parliamentary and military strife, Charles II, went from 
exile in France to England to become king. He was self absorbed, immoral, & an 
all round bad boy. Yet he was popular. This was a time period known as The 
Restoration, or the reestablishment of the English monarchy after the collapse of 
the Commonwealth. Charles II believed in absolutism but avoided his father’s 
mistakes with parliament. His Parliament was made up of Cavaliers and Anglicans, 
no Puritans. Charles restored society’s entertainments, holidays, and sports. He 
issued a declaration suspending punishments against Catholics. Charles spent 
money, partied, had multiple love affairs and died without heirs in 1685. 

INT/ REG  Absolutism in Europe: Part 3 the 1600s - England                  Page 3 

 



    After his brother’s death, James II became king. He was a Catholic. Parliament was aghast. He gave big 
government jobs to Catholics and randomly suspended laws. He raised taxes and caused unrest. He had to 
station troops outside London for his protection. In 1688 his 2nd wife had given birth to Catholic son. England 
feared a Catholic monarchy. Parliament invited James’ protestant daughter, Mary, and her Dutch husband, 
William to oust James & rule England. In a bloodless coup, called the Glorious Revolution James fled to 
France ending his reign. 
The English Bill of Rights & Constitutional Monarchy:  William & Mary vowed to be partners in government 
with Parliament. So England became a constitutional monarchy, where laws limit a ruler’s power. Parliament 
wrote an English Bill of Rights in 1689. This document listed what a ruler could not do. The king couldn’t: 1. 
suspend Parliament’s laws; 2. raise taxes without Parliament’s ok; 3. interfere with freedom of speech in 
Parliament; 4. penalize citizens who voice grievances to the king. It also said that Parliament had the power to 
control spending. It barred Catholics from the monarchy & no monarch could rule without Parliament’s 
consent. And Parliament could not rule without the consent of the monarch.  
    The Bill of Rights restated the rights of citizens: trial by jury; no excessive fines; no cruel punishment; no 
person could be held in prison without being charged with a specific crime. Limited religious freedom was 
granted but only members of the Church of England could hold public office. Catholics had no freedom of 
religion. The Glorious Revolution created a limited monarchy, in which a constitution restricts or checks the 
powers of the monarch, who have to obey the laws.  


