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INTERPRETATIONS OF CROMWELL

Barry Coward

Coward considers Cromwell to be almost a political ‘schizophrenic’: he displayed
‘phases of cautious moderation interrupted by explosive outbursts of radical political
activism’

Like Barnard, Coward does not see Cromwell as someong;motivated by personal gain —
the most difficult question to answer is what did Cromwell intend to do with the power he
held?

However, he does not consider that Cromwell was as dominant a figure in the 1640s and
1650s as has been assumed by many. This is true for the 1650s when he ruled as
Protector with the advice of his Council of State and left the management of affairs in
Scotland and Ireland to others.

Cromwell is generally considered to be a very inconsistent character, attempting to
achieve aims which were, at the very least, difficult to reconcile. Coward, however, has
detected a thread of consistency of thinking and beliefs running through Cromwell’s
career from the early 1640s onwards i.e. his commitment to godly reformation.
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Failures

® His greatest failure was his inability to advance significantly the ‘godly reformation’ —
mostly because his cause was supported only by a small minority. The propertied classes
sociated it with radical political and social ideas and rejected it.

® He also failed to convince the parliamentary (propertied) classes that the laws
enforcing religious uniformity could be relaxed without causing political and social
upheaval. In fact, they became more convinced of the need for all to worship one,
national religion.

® Cromwell was also disappointed by the splintering of Protestant unity into many sects,
such as Quakers, Ranters, Baptists. He had tried — unsuccessfully - to create a unity of
spirit among Protestants and a national Church in which they could all participate.

® He also made only limited progress towards another major aim: a more socially just
society. This time his idealism was thwarted by the self-interest of the lawyers and fears
of legal anarchy.

® His failures can also be attributed to a general hatred of the army which was
associated with political radicalism — this certainly accounts for the problems Cromwell
had with the Protectorate parliaments.

Achievements

® Most significant political achievement was to make republicanism an acceptable form
of government: while there was ‘no widespread enthusiastic support for regime, nor was
there was much support for royalist opposition to it’. The county elites came to accept
that it provided social and political stability.

© Several leading gentry families returned to active roles as JPs and ensured that
Protectorate local government was at least as efficient as at any other time.
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© Britain became a respected nation abroad and its military and naval prowess made it a
valued ally.

©® Cromwell’s defence of non-conformist protestant opinion allowed it survive and the
various sects (Baptists, Quakers, Methodists) played a key role in developing Britain’s
political and commercial successes in the 18th and 19th centuries.

This last achievement may well be seen as his most significant contribution to the
future greatness of Britain.

Toby Barnard

Describes the impact of the Cromwe}}ian period as follows:

The English settlement of Ireland and Scotland was unequal and bitterly resented by the
indigenous populations, both needed large English armies in them to keep them in line,
thus creating a long-lasting particularism to this day.

In England the repressive features of a godly dictatorship, heavy taxes, military presence
have given the regime a grim reputation; state censorship restricted national newspapers
to just two.

But there was a growth in ideas in literature, art, and architecture.

Barnard —like Coward — comments on the favourable standing of England abroad;
acknowledged even by its enemies; ‘the republic was wooed as a desirable partner by
great powers’.

but success abroad came at a high cost: when Cromwell died, the annual deficit was
running at £500k and the army was owed nearly £900k.
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great powers’.
but success abroad came at a high cost: when Cromwell died, the annual deficit
running at £500k and the army was owed nearly £900k.

On Cromwell:
Cromwell managed to hold the regime together and stamp his authority on it but his

career has baffled historians because it lacked consistency (as Coward also points out):
‘Cromwell was pulled by contrary impulses’

He disliked political change and feared social upheaval yet he abolished the monarchy
He believed passionately in liberty of conscience

He was indecisive (politically but never in military matters), leaving crucial choices to
others but could act authoritatively in defence of the godly or when army discipline
faltered.

His lack of ambition both for himself and his sons was real.

His tendency to fudge issues, ambivalence and procrastination (delay decisions) helped
eep the regime going — as is proved by Richard Cromwell’s fate when he abandoned his
father’s balancing act.

Cromwell disliked holding high office yet carried out his duties with dignity.

His life is described by Barnard as ‘honourbale’.

In short:
‘England had been, and would be, worse governed than it was in the 1650s.”
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Peter Gaunt

Politics m

Two traits underpin Cromwell’s political outlook:

1. Cromwell was not an original political thinker; ‘he tended to be led by, or react to,
initiatives by others; for example, he had little to say during the Putney Debates once the
discussion moved away from the army to political matters.

2. He was flexible; he was not tied to any particular form of government, was willing to
experiment; the key was the ends — doing God’s work — not the means of achieving them;
thus he would sometimes support an elected assembly, at others a nominated one;
however he fiercely condemned any institution or group which appeared to be threatening
the existing social order, opposed any proposals to redistribute property or significant
extension of the suffrage: ‘Cromwell was no social revolutionary’.

Religion

Cromwell repeatedly justified key developments in which he was involved — the civil
war, regicide, ejection of the Rump etc — in terms of God’s will. There is little doubt that
Cromwell genuinely believed this. Setbacks (e.g. defeat in Hispaniola in 1655) were

evidence of God’s disfavour and his favour would have to earned by soul-searching.

Liberty of religious conscience was the cornerstone of Cromwell’s religious policies. He
had taken up arms in the civil war to secure this liberty from an oppressive episcopal
church. He believed that ‘all the Protestant faiths contained some element of God’s
truth’ However, ‘it is misleading an anachronistic'to equate it with the modern concept
of religious toleration.” For example, he did not extend it to those groups who disrupted
the peace or challenged the magistracy, preached heresy? He was increasingly dismayed
by the divisions which existed within the sects and their attacks on one another.
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