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GLORIOUS REVOLUTION OF 1688 

The Glorious Revolution refers to the events of 1688–89 that saw King James II of England 

deposed and succeeded by one of his daughters and her husband. James’s overt Roman 

Catholicism, his suspension of the legal rights of Dissenters, and the birth of a Catholic heir to 

the throne raised discontent among many, particularly non-Catholics. Opposition leaders 

invited William of Orange, a Protestant who was married to James’s daughter Mary (also 

Protestant), to, in effect, invade England. James’s support dwindled, and he fled to France. 

William and Mary were then crowned joint rulers. 

In 1688 King James II of England, a Roman Catholic king who was already at odds with non-

Catholics in England, took actions that further alienated that group. The birth of his son in June 

raised the likelihood of a Catholic heir to the throne and helped bring discontent to a head. 

Several leading Englishmen invited William of Orange, a Protestant who was married to 

James’s eldest daughter, Mary (also Protestant), to lead an army to England. He arrived in 

November, and James fled the next month. In April 1689 William and Mary were crowned 

joint rulers of the kingdom of England. 

This revolution in England stemmed from religious and political conflicts. King James II was 

Catholic. His religion, and his actions rooted in it, put him at odds with the non-Catholic 

population and others. Many tolerated him, thinking that the throne would eventually pass to 

his eldest child, Mary, who was Protestant. This view changed with the birth of James’s son in 

June 1688, as the king now had a Catholic heir. Alarmed, several prominent Englishmen invited 

Mary’s husband, William of Orange, to invade England. He did so in November. James soon 

fled England, and William and Mary were crowned joint rulers in April 1689. 

It permanently established Parliament as the ruling power of England—and, later, the United 

Kingdom—representing a shift from an absolute monarchy to a constitutional monarchy. When 

William III and Mary II were crowned, they swore to govern according to the laws of 

Parliament, not the laws of the monarchy. A Bill of Rights promulgated later that year, based 

on a Declaration of Rights accepted by William and Mary when they were crowned, prohibited 

Catholics or those married to Catholics from claiming the throne.   
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James II, also called (1644–85) duke of York and (1660–85) duke of Albany, (born October 

14, 1633, London, England—died September 5/6 [September 16/17, New Style], 1701, Saint-

Germain, France), king of England, Scotland, and Ireland from 1685 to 1688, and the last Stuart 

monarch in the direct male line. He was deposed in the Glorious Revolution (1688–89) and 

replaced by William III and Mary II. 

He was the second surviving son of Charles I and Henrietta Maria. He was formally created 

duke of York in January 1644. During the English Civil Wars he lived at Oxford—from 

October 1642 until the city surrendered in June 1646. He was then removed by order of 

Parliament to St. James’s Palace, from which he escaped to the Netherlands in April 1648. He 

rejoined his mother in France in early 1649. Joining the French army in April 1652, he served 

in four campaigns under the great French general the vicomte de Turenne, who commended 

his courage and ability. When his brother Charles II concluded an alliance with Spain against 

France in 1656 he reluctantly changed sides, and he commanded the right wing of the Spanish 

army at the Battle of the Dunes in June 1658. 

James II converted to Roman Catholicism before coming to the throne. His placement of 

Catholic allies in high positions in the court and army, coupled with the birth of his son, alarmed 

the Anglican establishment, who invited the Protestant William of Orange and his wife, 

James’s daughter Mary, to invade, resulting in the Glorious Revolution. 

James II’s first wife, Anne, was Protestant (though she converted to Catholicism), and their 

daughters were Mary II (wife of William of Orange and queen of England) and Anne, who 

succeeded Mary as queen. James’s second wife, Mary of Modena, was Roman Catholic, and 

their son was James Edward, the Old Pretender. 

He was the last British Stuart king in the direct line. The Glorious Revolution that overthrew 

him also permanently established Parliament as the ruling power in England. After being 

overthrown, James II attempted to regain his throne by invading Ireland and was repulsed in 

the Battle of the Boyne, still celebrated by Protestants in Northern Ireland. 
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Charles II 

 

Charles II, also known as The Merry Monarch, (born May 29, 1630, London—died February 

6, 1685, London), was the king of Great Britain and Ireland (1660–85). He was restored to the 

throne after years of exile during the Puritan Commonwealth. The years of his reign are known 

in English history as the Restoration period. His political adaptability and his knowledge of 

men enabled him to steer his country through the convolutions of the struggle between 

Anglicans, Catholics, and Dissenters that marked much of his reign. He was the eldest 

surviving son of Charles I and Henrietta Maria of France and was born at St. James’s Palace, 

London. 
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He tried to fight his father’s battles in the west of England in 1645; he resisted the attempts of 

his mother and his sister Henrietta Anne to convert him to Catholicism and remained openly 

loyal to his Protestant faith. 

The unconditional nature of the settlement that took shape between 1660 and 1662 owed little 

to Charles’s intervention and must have exceeded his expectations. He was bound by the 

concessions made by his father in 1640 and 1641, but the Parliament elected in 1661 was 

determined on an uncompromising Anglican and royalist settlement. The Militia Act of 1661 

gave Charles unprecedented authority to maintain a standing army, and the Corporation Act of 

1661 allowed him to purge the boroughs of dissident officials. Other legislation placed strict 

limits on the press and on public assembly, and the 1662 Act of Uniformity created controls of 

education. An exclusive body of Anglican clergy and a well-armed landed gentry were the 

principal beneficiaries of Charles II’s restoration. 

But within this narrow structure of upper-class loyalism there were irksome limitations on 

Charles’s independence. His efforts to extend religious toleration to his Nonconformist and 

Roman Catholic subjects were sharply rebuffed in 1663, and throughout his reign the House of 

Commons was to thwart the more generous impulses of his religious policy. A more pervasive 

and damaging limitation was on his financial independence. Although the Parliament voted the 

king an estimated annual income of £1,200,000, Charles had to wait many years before his 

revenues produced such a sum, and by then the damage of debt and discredit was irreparable. 

Charles was incapable of thrift; he found it painful to refuse petitioners. With the expensive 

disasters of the Anglo-Dutch War of 1665–67 the reputation of the restored king sank to its 

lowest level. His vigorous attempts to save London during the Great Fire of September 1666 

could not make up for the negligence and maladministration that led to England’s naval defeat 

in June 1667. 
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Robert Walpole, 1st earl of Orford, also called (1725–42) Sir Robert Walpole, was born on 

August 26, 1676, Houghton Hall, Norfolk, England and died on March 18, 1745, London. He 

was a British statesman (in power 1721–42), generally regarded as the first British prime 

minister. He deliberately cultivated a frank, hearty manner, but his political subtlety has 

scarcely been equalled. 

Walpole was the third son of Colonel Robert Walpole by his wife, Mary Burwell. He was 

educated at Great Dunham, Norfolk, and afterward became a scholar of Eton (1690–96) and 

subsequently of King’s College, Cambridge (1696–98). The death of his elder surviving 

brother, Edward, cut short his academic career, and, instead of entering the church, he returned 

to Norfolk to help administer his father’s estates. He married Catherine Shorter of Bybrook, 

Kent, on July 30, 1700. After his father’s death in the same year, he inherited a heavily 

encumbered estate and also the family parliamentary seat at Castle Rising, for which he was 
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immediately elected. In 1702 he transferred to King’s Lynn, which he represented, with one 

short intermission, for the next 40 years. 

Walpole rapidly made his mark in the House of Commons, earning the reputation of being a 

clear, forceful speaker, a firm but not fanatical Whig, and an active parliamentarian. He was 

made a member in 1705 of Prince George of Denmark’s Council, which controlled the affairs 

of the navy during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14). His ability as an administrator 

brought him to the attention of both the duke of Marlborough and Lord Godolphin. On 

February 25, 1708, he was promoted to secretary at war and in 1710 to treasurer of the navy, a 

post from which he was dismissed on January 2, 1711, with the advent of the Tory Party to 

power after the general election of 1710. During these years Walpole established himself as 

one of the foremost of the younger Whig leaders; in society as well as in politics he made his 

mark. He became a leading member of the Kit-Cat Club, a meeting place of many Whig men 

of letters. He had many friends, but his expenses were so high that he fell heavily in debt. He 

had relied on his political offices to keep himself afloat; nevertheless, he refused to compromise 

his principles for the sake of his salary and perquisites. 

The supremacy in the Commons was maintained by Walpole until 1742. In 1727, at the 

accession of George II, he suffered a minor crisis when for a few days it seemed that he might 

be dismissed, but Queen Caroline prevailed on her husband to keep Walpole in office. In 1730 

he quarreled with Townshend over the conduct of foreign affairs and forced Townshend’s 

resignation, but his retirement had no effect on Walpole’s position. These were the years of 

Walpole’s greatness. His power was based on the loyal support given to him by George I and 

George II. This enabled him to use all royal patronage for political ends, and Walpole’s 

appointments to offices in the royal household, the church, the navy, the army, and the civil 

service were, whenever possible, made with an eye to his voting strength in the House of 

Commons. By these means he built up the court and treasury party that was to be the core of 

Whig strength for many generations. These methods, however, never gave him control of the 

House of Commons. 

Walpole possessed remarkable powers in debate: his knowledge of the detail of government, 

particularly of finance, was unmatched, and his expression was clear, forceful, and always 

cogent. He never underestimated the powers of the Commons, and no minister, before or since, 

has shown such skill in its management. Although Walpole rejected the title of prime minister, 

which he regarded as a term of abuse, his control of the treasury, his management of the 

Commons, and the confidence that he enjoyed of the two sovereigns whom he served 

demonstrated the kind of leadership that was required to give stability and order to 18th-century 

politics. He used his power to maintain the supremacy of the Whig Party, as he understood it, 

and his prime concern was to forestall the machinations of the Jacobites, which he took very 

seriously, by securing the Hanoverian succession. 
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