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The Reformation and Political Sovereignty

Reading Adapted from ABC-CLIO

Sovereignty: Having autonomous (unquestioned) power over a recognized political state.  Holding legitimate power over the state.

Conditions of Sovereignty in the 16th Century:

1. The nobles in your states must recognize your authority over them.

2. You must ensure the stability of your state after your death by producing a legitimate heir (successor).

3. You must have control over the only legitimate military force in the state.  You must collect takes to fund that military.

4. You must enforce a single law code, and no competing systems of law can exist.

5. The subjects of your state recognize your authority by complying with your laws.

6. Other sovereigns in Europe recognize your legitimacy to rule (often through trade, war, or marriage).

Directions: Read the history of King Henry VIII’s rule in England to better understand how the Reformation impacted the course of political development in Europe.  After each section, we will discuss the narrative (it gets a little complicated), and then answer the set of questions that follow with a partner.  You may bullet point your answers, but be thorough.
Part 1: The Tudor Dynasty Establishes their Sovereignty

Henry VIII, the quintessential image of a king, determined to make England one of the great European powers and to ensure the continuation of the Tudor dynasty begun by his father, Henry VII. Toward that end, he instituted a series of changes within England that had a dramatic impact on the nature of English government and indelibly altered the relationship between the English Crown and the church. During his reign, Henry founded the Church of England, forged a strong role for England in European politics, and encouraged a new role for the British Parliament in governing the country. The state Henry created contained the foundations of the modern British church and state.

Born at Greenwich on June 28, 1491, Henry was the second son of Henry VII and Elizabeth of York. Henry's elder brother Arthur died unexpectedly in 1502, leaving Henry heir to the throne. The country that he inherited upon his father's death in 1509 had tremendous potential. Henry VII had successfully ended the destructive civil wars that plagued England throughout the 15th century and created an England united under the Tudor throne. His adroit management of government administration enabled him to establish a firm financial base for the Crown with an enormous reserve of funds. In addition, Henry VIII inherited not only the kingdom, but also his brother's widow, Catherine of Aragon, daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain. Although they were betrothed in 1503, shortly after Arthur's death, the marriage was delayed until 1509 so that Henry could obtain a papal dispensation allowing him to marry his sister-in-law.

For the first 20 years of his reign, Henry concentrated on increasing England's prestige among the countries of Europe and securing an heir. Henry was a true Renaissance prince who excelled in traditional learning—literature, languages, the arts, science, and mathematics—as well as physical activities—jousting, swordplay, running, and dancing. His court prided itself on being well-educated and cultured, and the finest craftsmen in Europe came to England to decorate royal palaces and create ornate displays of England's prosperity. In Henry's most extravagant effort to impress Europe, he met France's Francis I in 1520 for three days of feasting, games, and outrageous displays of wealth at the Field of the Cloth of Gold. In addition to those outward displays of culture and wealth, Henry strove to awe Europe with England's growing political strength. To that end, he enthusiastically supported the growth of a navy and became an avid player in continental politics, making alliances with Spain and the Holy Roman Empire and waging war against the French and Scottish. His army dealt the Scottish a resounding defeat at Flodden Field in 1513 and menaced the French periodically throughout the 1510s and 1520s. Throughout all of those endeavors, Henry received guidance from Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, an able administrator who helped Henry consolidate his power both in England and abroad. The expenditure involved in waging war and hosting extravagant ceremonies, however, precipitated a financial crisis for the royal coffers that came to a head in the mid-1520s.

Questions: 

1. In what ways did Henry VIII build the sovereignty of England during the Renaissance? Identify three conditions of sovereignty that Henry helped strengthen and support your choices with specific facts from the reading.

Condition of Sovereignty


Fact
1.   

2.   

3.   

Part 2: King Henry’s Dilemma

At the same time as his financial situation became perilous, Henry became increasingly concerned with his own domestic crisis. After nearly two decades of marriage, Catherine had not been able to produce a male heir to carry on the Tudor dynasty, although she had borne a daughter, Mary I, in 1516. Henry came to believe that the marriage was cursed, despite the papal dispensation, because of the biblical injunction against brothers and sisters-in-law marrying. In addition, his affections shifted to a young woman at his court, Anne Boleyn. He began the lengthy, and ultimately unsuccessful, process of annulling his marriage to Catherine, soliciting support from scholars across Europe for his position. He also turned for support to his own Parliament, which until that time had not had a substantial role in affairs of state. His reliance on them throughout the early 1530s increased the prestige of that body and established the British Parliament as an important component in the governing of the country. Pope Clement VII, however, did not grant the annulment...
Questions:

1. Why was the Pope’s refusal to grant a divorce/annulment causing a crisis of sovereignty in England?  Identify which conditions of sovereignty this situation threatened and why.

Condition of Sovereignty



Why?

1.   
2.   

3.  

2. What are Henry VIII’s options in order to ensure his sovereignty?  What would be your advice as a member of his royal council?  Brainstorm two creative solutions for Henry:

1.   

2.   

3. As the Pope, why can’t you issue Henry an annulment?  How would that cause a crisis of authority for the Church as its own institution?

Part 3: The English Reformation

Henry decided to break with the Catholic Church in Rome. He declared himself the head of the new Church of England, allowing him to annul his own marriage. In January 1533, he married Boleyn, who was crowned queen in June; she gave birth to Elizabeth in September of that same year.

In 1534, Parliament passed the Act of Supremacy, which consecrated the break with Rome and formally established Henry as Head of the Church and Defender of the Faith. Henry embarked on a program to close the monasteries and confiscate their wealth and lands. Those actions eased his financial problems and increased his prestige as a patron, as he dispensed the land to courtiers and supplicants. He did not, however, have any intention of embracing the reformed religion, Protestantism, that was spreading across Europe at that time. The rituals and doctrine of the Catholic Church essentially remained unchanged under Henry's guidance, as long as allegiance was paid to him rather than the pope. Henry was determined to prevent a religious civil war from enveloping his kingdom, and to that end, executed or suppressed both Protestant and Catholic zealots.

To manage the new-found wealth from the confiscated monasteries, Henry relied on Thomas Cromwell, who replaced Wolsey shortly after Wolsey's fall from grace in 1529. Wolsey had failed to obtain the annulment Henry sought, and Henry's subsequent loss of confidence in Wolsey's abilities led to his downfall. Cromwell matched Wolsey in his administrative skills and developed a structure to manage the Crown's extended possessions. Parliament gained increased prominence as a law-making body (although laws were still highly subject to the wishes of the king), and the creation of a privy council to advise the monarch became an important appendage to the Crown.

After his marriage to Anne Boleyn ended disastrously, Henry married four more times (Jane Seymour, Anne of Cleves, Catherine Howard, and Catherine Parr), but none of those marriages precipitated such dramatic changes in church and state. Henry VIII died on January 28, 1547. His only son, given to him by his third wife, Jane Seymour, succeeded him as Edward VI.

Questions:

1. What conditions of sovereignty did Henry VIII risk by creating the Anglican Church (Church of England)?  Why?

Condition of Sovereignty



Why?

1.   
2.   

2. Which conditions of sovereignty were strengthened by creating the Anglican Church?  How?

Condition of Sovereignty



Why?

1.   
2.   

3.  

3. Do you think he made the correct decision? Why?
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