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Compare the role of parliament in the English state in the period before 1640 and that after 1689.

‘Specific restrictions on the power of the crown in a number of statues passed between the Revolution of 1688 and George’s [I] ascension...’
 essentially reveal the English Parliaments changed role in the state after 1689 in comparison to its role before 1640. Parliament had been an advisory body largely dependent upon the monarch for the direction of its irregular sessions and decisions. It became more authoritative, independent and self directed, after 1689 via constitutional changes. The shift in the balance of power these changes embodied aided the growth and centralizaiton of the English State. Acts such as the Triennial Act (1694), the BOR (1689) and the Settlement Act (1701), coupled with financial expansion allowed the English Parliament to exceed its role in the early sixteenth century allowing it to emerge as a strengthened entity based upon a system of consent.

Part of the crowns regalian rights before 1640 was the authority to summon and dismiss parliaments. Both Elizabeth 1 (1558-1603) and James II (1604-1625) considered parliaments as purely advisory bodies rather than ruling institutions and summoned them when it was to their advantage. Thus Parliaments had little control upon the course of the state as they could always be dissolved. The monarchy was dependent on the House of Lords and the House of Commons, which represented parliament, to grant its consent for extraordinary revenue requested by the crown in times of extraordinary need such as in war. Therefore in theory parliament had a measure of authority. It could refuse consent in order to redress grievances it felt the monarchy had not adequately deliberated upon. However in practice this power was limited because the crown could still initiate taxation without consent and without infringing upon legislation, as Charles 1 did for 15 years of his Personal Rule. So in effect a monarch could rule without parliaments provided it was not faced with the need for extraordinary expenditure.

With the reinstatement of the monarchy after the Revolution (1688-89) Parliament put forward legislation to be accepted by William III (1689-1702) and Mary II (1689-94) before ascension. The Declaration of Rights represented constitutional changes to the power of the monarchy in that to prorogue Parliament or raise taxes without consent were declared illegal and treasonous, as was the upkeep of a standing army without parliamentary agreement. This BOR (1689) gave Parliament a more decisive role in the development of the state by limiting royal prerogatives. Parliament was now less dependent upon the monarchy and the monarchy was more dependent upon Parliament though it was never in a position of subservience.

Financially the crown was in need of parliaments approval to grant funds for extraordinary or military expenditure, as its Civil List or lifetime revenue was insufficient. Thus in periods of war the acceptability of Parliament as a leading administrative body within the state was enhanced. The war with France (1689-1713) illustrates William III’s need for military revenue which he had to request from Parliament. It discloses the Crowns loss of financial independence, now eminent because he had no other legal means of procuring the money other than to ask parliament for it. The total revenue approved for war to James 1 was .2 000 000 and to Charles 1 was .1 200 000, The 14 years of war with France from 1689 cost Britain .5 000 000 to .7 000 000 per year. Because Parliament had the primary power of withholding and granting fiscal aid in times of need its role in the English state after 1689 was an important one it was more deeply rooted in the states development and centralization.

It strengthened this position with the ‘Financial Revolution.’ This financial progression meant more monetary revenue could be yielded from sources of royal revenue like crown lands, taxation and borowing. The yield of taxation after 1690 was increased because of the growth of international trade. Land Tax (a tax which came to bear more heavily on the landed classes) in the 1690s became regularly assessed and collected, directly by government officials rather than Crown picked Tax Farmers and both innovations were proved as more efficient means of revenue collecting. This gave Parliaments after 1689 a decided advantage over those prior to 1640 to that with more sophisticated means of direct and indirect taxation a greater amount could be extracted and collected more efficiently. These developments were accompanied by an increase in state borowing which was to be the decisive factor ensuring Parliament in the English state was a permanent fixture.

The deficit between 1688 and 1702 was 11.3 million. This preceipitated a greater need for revenue and borowing was the fastest means of acquiring capital. Before 1640 there was little scope for borowing money as there was little faith in monarchies that they could repay any loan and there was little desired collateral which could be put forward to encourage one. However with the growth of Parliament in the latter Seventeenth century borowing large sums of money could be achieved. That parliament should underwrite government debts with the assurance the loan be repaid by future duties, such as when William III was authorised by parliament to borow 1 000 000 pounds in 1693, was one condition of borowing. This obviously increased the states need for Parliament. By using parliamentary taxes, interest payments and guarantees to secure loans which effectively became National Debts, the states need for parliament was dramatically increased to the extent were it was financially dependent upon it in periods of war. It also ensured Parliaments were needed in times of peace to uphold the maintenance of financial credit. By borowing the state was financially more capable of committing itself to European wars after 1689 than before 1640. While Charles 1 was unable to maintain even limited wars with the financial administration of the early Seventeenth century William 1 and Mary II were capable of supporting two large scale wars. With the development of the Financial Revolution the role Parliament took within it after 1689 was one of critical importance.

Before 1640 Parliaments lacked permanence. They were summoned by the crown only when needed for a specific purpose and in Elizabeths reign that was consistently financial Therefore there was a limit to the amount they could achieve when dependent upon the monarch to summon and dismiss each session. The Triennial Act of 1694 overrode the Crown’s ability to summon and dismiss Parliament at will by legislating a general election to Parliament be held every three years. The Septennial Act was a further constitutional change to the machinery of government which provided parliament with a sense of permanence in that it repealed the Triennial Act by allowing a seven-year term for each parliament as opposed to three. This represented a further encroachment upon royal prerogatives and demonstrated the growing independence of parliament. The Act of Settlement (1701) also illustrates a limitation placed upon the freedom of the monarchy. It required the tenure of judges rested on ability rather than royal favour, and that war could no be independently entered into without the consent of Parliament.

Both these Acts added to the declining autocracy of the Monarch and display a marked divergence from the continental growth of royal absolutism. The centralization of the English state was different and unique because it was achieved through a coalition of three bodies - the monarchy, the House of Lords and the House of Commons. Each branch acted as a check upon the other two and thus helped maintain a balance of power in theory avoiding tyranny, anarchy and an oligarchy. Theoretically this was a system which would ensure the smooth maintenance of the state, where each branch was equally as important as its companions. Before 1640 the monarchy had constitutionaly morepower than the House of Lords and the House of Commons in that it could ignore their wishes and proceed on a course of its own determination without incurring any legal limitations. Such a case was when the monarch could raise extraordinary taxation without the consent of Parliament. The BOR made this treasonous to the State and perpetuated a need for Parliaments existence in times of war when its consent was needed for the raising of military revenue.

The Triennial and Septennial Acts required Parliament to be held regularly with General Elections taking place every four and seven years respectively. They provide the means by which Parliament can become a regular self-summoned body within the state, overcoming the royal prerogative of independently summoning Parliament. The Settlement Act also overrode royal prerogatives by requiring judges and ministers be appointed on ability rather royal favour. The Financial Revolution which promoted a fiscal-military state by more efficient taxation schemes and by borowing on government guarantees and by more efficient taxation schemes saw to it Parliament was not only a permanent fixture in wartime but ensured its necessity during times of peace also. These developments instituted by Parliament exhibit the emergence of a parliamentary monarchy where the tri-partite administration received a more balance equilibrium of power than had been the case before 1640. Therefore the role of Parliament in the development of the state after 1689 was one where it was more entrenched, more independent an ultimately more important than it had been before 1640.
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