Loyal or Rebellious?
Protestant Associations in
England 1584-1696

The current historiography of oaths of association in early modern England
mainly concentrates on the two oaths which bookend the period discussed
in this article, the 1584 association in defence of Elizabeth I and the 1696
association for William III. Generally, the verdict of historians on these two
associations has been negative. Christopher Haigh, paraphrasing Sir John
Neale, describes the Elizabethan association as a ‘political vigilante group,
pledged to use lynch law to safeguard the throne’.! The association of loyalty
to William III has come in for even harsher criticism, described by John
Kenyon as a ‘bitter faction instrument’ imposed on the pretext of a flimsy
assassination plot.? In both cases these associations have been seen as excep-
tional responses to moments of crisis. However, more recently Patrick
Collinson, Ann Hughes and Mark Knights have all noted that oaths of
association were promoted and imposed in the 1620s, 1640s and 1680s.
These historians agree that these documents were not, first and foremost,
designed to protect the person of the monarch but were instituted to secure
the Protestant state. For Patrick Collinson, the 1584 association fits in
with schemes for an interim republic to ensure that the crown passed to a
Protestant successor in the event of Elizabeth’s death.’ Ann Hughes sees
the Elizabethan association as providing the opponents of Charles I with an
earlier, English equivalent of the Scottish National Covenant.* Mark Knights
has shown how proposals for an oath of association during the crisis over
succession 1678-83 became linked to demands for the exclusion of James II
from the throne.’

This article follows the work of Collinson, Hughes and Knights by unravel-
ling the radical implications of oaths of association in this period. By dealing
chronologically with the proposals for and implementation of these docu-
ments, it will be demonstrated that oaths of association were tendered with
even more frequency than these historians have realised. It will also be shown
that these were all tests imposed at times of particular Protestant crisis,
that they were associations which accepted the possibility of the death of the
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reigning monarch and that they usually attempted to deal with this eventual-
ity by making provision for a temporary republican government. This article
will also explore the ways in which, especially in the 1640s, the notion of
an oath of association became intertwined with the idea of a national
covenant.® As will be made clear, this carries with it important implications for
political allegiance, defining loyalty confessionally and making obedience to
the monarch conditional on his or her readiness to defend the faith. Under
Elizabeth, the consequences of this redefinition of allegiance were muted.
Under a more religiously suspect ruler like Charles I, or an outright papist like
James II, the king’s apparent inability or unwillingness to defend the faith
became not only a grounds for resisting him, but also for deposing him. There
were of course differences between these various oaths of association and the
ends to which they were put. The point of this article is not to suggest that
there was a ‘high road’ to the Civil War which began in 1584, but to argue
that there were intellectual legacies from the end of the Elizabethan era
which played an important part in English resistance movements of the 1640s
and 1680s.

The association of 1584 was a response to genuine anxiety about the secu-
rity of the Queen’s person. William of Orange, having survived one Catholic
assassination attempt, had been murdered that year and an English conspir-
acy, the Throckmorton plot, had recently been uncovered. Parliament was
not in session and there was a clear danger of a political vacuum should
Elizabeth be killed.” To deal with this situation, in October Walsingham and
Burghley set about drawing up an ‘Instrument of Association’, it seems with-
out the Queen’s knowledge. In its final form the association bound those
taking it to give their ‘lyves, landes and goodes in her defence’ and promise
that they would ‘revenge, all maner of persons of what estate soever
they shalbe and their abettors, that shall attempte by any acte counsell or
consent to any thinge that shall tende to the harme of her Maties royall
person’. They would pursue such persons and ‘their comforters, ayders and
abettors’ to the ‘uttermost extermination of them’. Should any pretender
(namely Mary, Queen of Scots), in the event of the Queen’s untimely death,
advance a claim to the throne, they promised to view that person as ‘unwor-
thy of all government in any Christian realme of cyvill societie’.? The associ-
ation was quickly made public and dispersed throughout England and Wales.
Leading nobles and magnates gathered subscriptions which were then
returned to the Privy Council.’

Patrick Collinson has described the Instrument of Association as in form ‘a
covenant’. The text of the association revealed the way in which it redefined
allegiance in confessional terms. God, the association said, had instituted
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kings, queens and princes, to preserve their subjects ‘in profession and obser-
vation of the true Christian religion, accordinge to his holy worde and
commandementes’. So, ‘in like sorte’ subjects should love, fear and obey
their sovereigns. Here, the association hinted at an implicit relationship
between the sovereign’s defence of the faith and the subject’s duty of obedi-
ence. Although, unlike later associations, the bond was mainly administered
by the gentry and nobility, not via county machinery, there were no distinc-
tions of rank as to the role of those within the association.'® The tendering
of the association was also accompanied with much solemnity. The gentle-
men of Lancashire came to Wigan to see the Earl of Derby take the oath,
bare-headed and on his knees before the bishop of Chester." Burghley
reported that preachers were also active in encouraging the public to take the
association, noting that a ‘great multitude of people both of gentlemen and
merchants and vulgar people, especially in good towns, where they be taught
by discreet preachers, very zealous towards God’ were ‘thereby earnestly
bent to all services for her Majesties safety’.!> Some expressed the hope that
the association would be employed as a Shibboleth, not only to discover
Catholics, but also to distinguish the zealous Protestants from the lukewarm.
Writing to Lord Cobham in December 1584, Sir Thomas Scott and Sir James
Hales asked for the names of subscribers to aid the prosecution of ‘every
backslider, faithless and, by attestation, perjured person’ that had not perse-
vered in the association."

However, almost a soon as the association had been sent out, some were
expressing misgivings about its possible implications. Thomas Digges, the
mathematician and administrator, believed that the oath’s lack of social dis-
tinctions could provoke anarchic rebellion. More than this, the association’s
resort to lynch law meant that there was no definition of what actions against
the Queen were punishable by death, moreover it made Mary Stuart liable
for the actions of persons that she might not even have knowledge of."* Some
attempt at limiting the consequences of the association was made by its incor-
poration into the bill for the Queen’s Safety produced in December 1584. By
this law, claimants to the throne implicated in any rebellion, would, after
investigation by a Parliamentary committee, lose any title to the throne, not
only for themselves but also for their heirs. The element of lynch law from
the original oath remained, although James VI would now be exempted from
any revenge. It was made clear that the bond of association was to be inter-
preted in terms of the act.”

However, making the association law did not clear up what would happen
if an assassination attempt was successful. It was for this reason that both
Digges and Burghley drew up proposals for a republican government which
would fill the political void created by the monarch’s death. Their proposals
varied to some degree, but broadly speaking they provided for either the con-
tinuance of the sitting Parliament or the calling of a new one, which, along
with a ruling council, would adjudge claims to the throne. A bill providing
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for an interregnum was actually introduced into Parliament in January
1585.' These proposals were not successful, and we can question how real-
istic they were, but they highlight the extent to which the purpose of mea-
sures to safeguard the Queen’s person was really to protect the Protestant
state. They also show the readiness with which Burghley, a key government
minister, was prepared to turn England from a hereditary monarchy into an
elective one, like Poland.

This was not the last instance in Elizabeth’s reign that proposals were made
for an oath of association. The so-called ‘Appellant Controversy’ between
English secular priests and Jesuits, generated by the appointment of George
Blackwell as archpriest in 1598, provided the context for a pamphlet titled,
Humble Motives for Association to Maintain Religion Established.” The book
was printed in 1601 but it contains a tract by Thomas Digges, written some-
time between 1584 and his death in 1595." In this tract, Digges argued that
the only way to extinguish Catholic hopes of overthrowing Elizabeth was for
her to ‘establish a firme continuance and perpetuation of the substance and
sinceritie of doctrine now professed in this realme’. This, he urged, could
only be done by ‘generall lawes, by generall league, and by generall oth’. All
magistrates, gentlemen and free-holders would take the oath of association
whilst the oath of supremacy would be administered to all men aged sixteen
and older. Any that refused to take these oaths would be disabled from tak-
ing public office.” Digges felt sure that these measures would convert the
‘Papists of estate’ (those whose religious affiliation stemmed only from a
belief that Protestantism would be short-lived in England) to the reformed
religion.” Digges ended his treatise in apocalyptic terms, paraphrasing the
text of Rev. 3. 15-16. If the Queen would accept these proposals, he said, her
enemies would find that ‘the sword of the Lord shalbe upon them in the
mountains of Israel’. However, a lack of zeal in this regard would be costly
for, ‘If we be neither hott, nor cold, but luke warme, and so rather frozen
than fervent, when the Lord shall taste us in to his judgement, he will voyd
us out of the mouth of his maiestie.” However, if England would be a ‘moun-
tayn of Israell’ by making an oath of association God would rain fire and
brimstone down upon her enemies.?! The postscript to this treatise, written
(in all probability) by the puritan William Bradshaw, warned against granting
toleration to those secular priests that offered allegiance to the Queen, as the
Pope would let them make any declarations of loyalty they wanted provided
they were still ready to strike when the time was right.

The tendering of a new oath of allegiance in 1606 specifically designed to
counter the threat from seditious Papists did not satisfy those that wanted a
new Protestant association. One anonymous manuscript treatise written
sometime after 1606 called for all the ‘youth of the Realm’ to take an oath
of association. The seminary priests and Jesuits, the author argued, were
already teaching English Catholics to combine against the state, and loyal
Protestants must put in an opposing condition of readiness. Gentry that
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refused the oath would be imprisoned and those of ‘base quality’ banished.”
This treatise reinforces the point that, as with the Elizabethan association,
these oaths were not merely meant to uncover Catholics but also to
strengthen and unite Protestants. Further proposals for a new oath of associ-
ation were made in the 1621 Parliament. In one of his first recorded
speeches, on 27 November John Pym urged the passing of a new oath of
association. The session took place against the background of the deteriorat-
ing fortunes of Protestantism in Europe. Elector Frederick of the Palatine had
been forced to take refuge in The Hague, whilst the Catholic Maximilian of
Bavaria had been installed as the new ruler of the electorate by the Emperor
Ferdinand. Pym’s speech made three recommendations. Firstly, he urged that
English arms would do little good for Protestants in Germany. War abroad
was dangerous and expensive and the chances of success were slim. Secondly,
it would, for this reason, be better to take measures against Roman Catholics
at home to ensure internal security. Finally, the Commons should give up a
session to the question of granting the king supply, in return for which he
would end his lenient policy towards papists and approve a new oath of
association. The king, Pym urged, should not presume he was safe because
he had a Protestant heir. Again, an association was proposed on the grounds
that Catholics were already combining themselves via confederations like the
Catholic League.*

Having discussed the oaths of association imposed or proposed between
1584 and 1621, it is possible to see some common features to them. The con-
tinued demand for the imposition of these oaths after 1606 indicates that
they should not be seen as essentially anti-Catholic measures. Equally, there
are elements to them which seem to fit in with the idea of a national
covenant: the emphasis on allegiance being confessionally defined: the lack
of distinctions of rank within these associations; the solemnity that accom-
panied the taking of them; and the stress on the need for constancy and zeal
amongst those that have joined in the association. However, it should also be
added that the 1584 association was motivated by genuine concern for the
safety of the queen and it is likely that many of those that subscribed saw the
association simply as a new oath of loyalty to her. Similarly, proposals for an
oath of association under James were unequivocal about the allegiance to be
given to the king. It is also the case that up to 1621, oaths of association seem
to have been seen as a domestic security measure.”

II

From 1641 onwards the stress on the need for loyalty to the monarch and
the domestic focus of Protestant associations lessened. Instead, proposals for
oaths of association became bound up in Pym’s desire for an English national
covenant. The intimations in the Elizabethan association that allegiance was
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conditional on the prince’s defence of the faith were made increasingly
explicit, whilst the idea of a covenanted union of nations was frequently
alluded to. The Protestation introduced into the Commons on 3 May 1641
represents the first of Pym’s attempts to impose a radical oath of association
on the nation.? The revelation of the first army plot helped to give weight to
the Protestation’s claim that England was now under threat from a papal con-
spiracy. The Protestation was ostensibly made in defence of the Church of
England.” Yet the original version of the oath only protected an ill-defined
‘true reformed Protestant religion’ and, following petitions from London
clergy, it later had to be explained by the Commons as only defending the
public doctrine of the Church of England, ‘so far as it is opposite to Popery,
and popish innovations’.”

Aside from protecting the church, the text of the Protestation also bound
those that took it to defend the monarchy. The swearer promised that accord-
ing to his ‘duty of allegiance’ he would ‘maintain and defend His Majesty’s
royal person and estate, as also the power and privilege of Parliaments, the
lawful rights and liberties of the subject, and every person that shall make this
Protestation’.*® Contemporaries compared it to the 1584 association. George
Peard, MP for Barnstaple, cited the association as being the same in substance
as the Protestation.” Denzil Holles used the same analogy, describing the MPs
as having entered into ‘an Association among themselves’ by taking the oath.*
Yet, in spite of the Protestation’s apparently moderate aims of defending the
church and the king, it was clear that some wished to use it as a test of the loy-
alty of MPs and the general public to the cause of further reformation. Refer-
ring to Judg. 12. 5-6, John Pym described the Protestation as a ‘shibboleth to
establish a true Israelite’.”® The exact citation recalled the use of the word
‘Shibboleth’ as a means of distinguishing the godly Gileadites from the idola-
trous Ephraimites, a way of discriminating between the faithful and the
unfaithful amongst the Israelites themselves. On 5 May 1641 every shire
was sent copies of the Protestation, but subscription was not enforced until
January 1642.% The research of John Walter and Keith Lindley has shown that
in London, Suffolk and Essex, taking the Protestation was often the spur for
radical acts of iconoclasm.*

I have argued elsewhere that the Protestation was described by many as a
national covenant.* In line with federal theology, the advocates of the Protes-
tation placed great emphasis on renewing covenants between God and his
chosen nation. In the same way that the Scots had harked back to the Nega-
tive Confession of 1581 to justify making the National Covenant of 1638,
MPs and ministers used the Elizabethan association as a evidence of an earlier
parliamentary ‘covenant’. This was also to be more than just a covenant bind-
ing England. As early as 1641 allusions were being made to the possibility of
a covenanted union between England and Scotland. Although the oath con-
tained a promise to defend the king’s person and authority, Conrad Russell
has detected a ‘more than implicit’ threat to use force in the Protestation. The
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oath seemed to make allegiance to the king conditional on his defence of
religion and the laws. Like the Scottish National Covenant of 1638, the
Protestation identified loyalty with a religious cause, rather than with a
person.” It is clear that by 1642, some English pamphleteers, in line with Scot-
tish covenanting thought, were also suggesting that the king could be held
accountable for breaking his covenant. The author of Annotations upon the
Late Protestation (1642) stated that, by making this oath, ‘his Majesty and the
Parliament hath tyed themselves each to other in an Abraham-like Covenant,
not to passe the limits of their own bounds’, so that if the king should forget
this ‘so serious Protestation, vow and profession, this were deplorable’. It was,
the author said, an abomination for kings not ‘to hold and keepe Covenants,
vowes and Protestations’.*

However, despite greater enforcement, the hope that the oath might act as
a shibboleth was largely thwarted. The subscription returns for the Protesta-
tion revealed that it was not even a very effective means of distinguishing
Catholics from Protestants.” The failure of the Protestation to act as an effec-
tive shibboleth, despite some radical interpretations of it, led those commit-
ted to continuing the war against Charles to press for more exacting tests of
loyalty. William Montagu wrote to his father in June 1642 that it was ‘whis-
pered, and I beseech you let it be no more, that there is a Covenant and an
oath of association a-drawing like those of Scotland’.* (Note here the way
that Montagu was already using the terms association and covenant inter-
changeably.) In response to the king’s proclamation against the forces raised
by the Earl of Essex, the Commons ordered the drawing up of a covenant
to be taken by Parliament.* On the 27 August 1642 the members acceded to
a covenant to assist the earl’s forces ‘with Life and Fortune, in the Defence
of the true Protestant Religion, the King’s person, the laws of the Land, the
Liberties and Property of the Subject’.*

The covenant to the earl seems largely to have been intended as a test of
MPs’ and soldiers’ loyalty to the Parliament. However, Pym proposed the
imposition of a new nation-wide oath of loyalty to the Commons in October
1642, referring to it as a ‘new Covenant or association’.* On 20 October
Pym reported a conference with the Lords in which they had agreed on the
necessity ‘that the Kingdom should be quickened and thoroughly awak-
ened’.* The words of this association bound subjects to assist one another in
the defence of the Protestant religion, the privileges of Parliament and the
liberty and property of the subject, but not to defend the person of the king.*
On 22 October a declaration of both houses was produced urging the neces-
sity of an association for the defence of the kingdom. The king, the declara-
tion stated, was now so imbroiled with the Popish party that ‘all hopes of
Peace and Protection were excluded’. In employing these popish councillors
the King had gone against the terms of his coronation oath ‘whereby His
Majesty Bound Himself to maintain the Protestant Religion and the Law of
the Land’. For these reasons, the Parliament had resolved to enter into a
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‘solemn Oath and Covenant with God’ and they expressed the hope that
Scotland would join them in this association.* Despite protestations of loy-
alty to Charles, this was clearly an association in defence of God’s cause, not
the king’s life.

This particular proposal seems to have foundered on renewed peace nego-
tiations in the winter of 1642 but Pym did not give up on this project. In
December 1642 he managed to get a similar oath included into the legislation
setting up the Eastern Association. This could be seen as merely a pragmatic
measure, binding the counties to mutual defence. However, Clive Holmes
states that for ‘Pym and his allies the ideal association would parallel the
Scottish National Covenant’.*” Perhaps unsurprisingly given the ideological
commitment now required, local committees appeared reluctant to tender the
oath. Calls for a more efficient means to uncover the Parliament’s enemies
(and the unfaithful within the Parliamentarian cause itself) continued in spite
of this. The author of Plain-English (printed in January 1643), possibly
Edward Bowles, chaplain to the Earl of Manchester, demanded a new national
association ‘more particular than the Protestation, which like the net in the
Gospel brought up fishes good and bad’. Instead this association should ‘be
wisely laid so as to give us to know our friends and our enemies’.* In these
proposals for an association we do not find, as in 1584, plans for an interreg-
num. At this stage, the deposition or execution of Charles I was too extreme
a solution for even members of the ‘“War Party’ to fully contemplate. However,
the radical potential of the covenant idea was demonstrated by the suggestion
that it could be an extra-parliamentary association, in case the two Houses
should betray the people by making a soft peace with the king.” The threat
of an impending Royalist attack in February 1643 also led to the oath which
Pym had incorporated into the Eastern Association finally being tendered in
Suffolk.’® In March 1643 there were calls from radical groups in the city
that the oath of association should be applied there.”* On 10 April 1643 the
Commons named a committee to ‘consider the desires of the citizens, con-
cerning a covenant, and an Oath of Association; and to bring it into the
House’.”> That same month the Venetian secretary reported that Parliamen-
tary commissioners had already begun ‘to apply the oath of association in the
country, considering those who refuse to take it as royalists’.”

However, although the oath of association incorporated into the structure
of the county associations was being tendered more frequently, this was still
not the nation-wide Shibboleth that Pym hoped for. The discovery of Waller’s
plot to seize control of London for the king finally allowed Pym to pass a new
national oath, the Vow and Covenant, through the Commons with almost no
opposition. On 6 June 1643 the Commons resolved to draw up a covenant
‘for Discovery of such Designs as these ... and to distinguish the good and
well-affected Party from the bad; and to unite the good Party faster among
themselves’.”* The same day the Vow and Covenant was presented to the
House. It required subjects to state that they were convinced that ‘the Forces
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raised by the Two Houses of Parliament’ were ‘raised and continued for their
just defence and for the defence of the true Protestant Religion, and Libertie
of the Subject, against the Forces raised by the King’.*® The oath broke with
the conventional rhetoric of the Long Parliament by failing to make any claim
that it was made for the defence of the king’s person and authority. Pym
undoubtedly hoped this harsher tone would help separate the zealous from
the lukewarm within the Parliamentarian cause.’® The Lords, however,
attempted to ameliorate the language of the oath by producing a declaration
of their loyalty to ‘the King’s Person, and His Crown and Dignity’, which, it
seems, some of them took when subscribing to the Vow."”

Again, this covenant was also referred to as an oath of association, the
Venetian secretary writing on 26 June that ‘the oath for the Covenant or Asso-
ciation’ had been passed by the Commons.* As with the Protestation, some
supporters of the Covenant suggested that the King could be held accountable
for failing in his covenanted duty to defend the faith. The author of The Late
Covenant Asserted (1643) argued that Charles and Henrietta Maria were
themselves guilty of breaking the Oaths of Allegiance and Supremacy, he for
failing to defend the church and she for bringing in foreign powers. As a result
the Parliament had a warrant to take up arms even against the king’s person.
The author warned his readers that any protestations that Charles might make
in defence of the Protestant religion were worthless, as Queen Mary had made
a similar plea to the men of Suffolk in order to gain England for the Pope.”
Advocating resistance on religious grounds alone, the author argued that it did
not even have to be proven that Protestantism was under threat. He compared
the Parliament’s case with that of the children of Israel who waged war against
the children of Reuben, Gad and Manasseth (Josh. 22. 10) on the mere sus-
picion that they had committed idolatry.®® He urged Covenanters to do their
duty and ‘make good our Vow, Not to lay downe Armes, till the wicked be
destroyed, and evill put away’.*

As a political test the Vow and Covenant’s life was short-lived. It was
undoubtedly too divisive, even raising scruples in areas of strong Parliamen-
tarian support in Essex and London, and following Parliament’s military
reversals at Chalgrove Field, Lansdowne and Bristol, the oath ceased to be
tendered.® The defeats suffered by the Parliament’s forces during the sum-
mer of 1643 did not dampen the enthusiasm of many for a new parliamen-
tary covenant. Rather, military failure necessitated a treaty with Scotland,
which drove the English Parliament to accept a new covenant as a means to
cement the alliance. The Solemn League and Covenant was the product of
these negotiations. The religious intent of the Solemn League and Covenant
was clearly expressed in the hope ‘that the Lord may be one, and His name
one in the three kingdoms’. It bound the parties sworn to the defence of
the Church of Scotland and the reformation of the Church of England
‘according to the example of the reformed Churches’ so that the Churches
in both kingdoms could be brought into ‘the nearest conjunction and
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uniformity in religion’. The Solemn League and Covenant returned to the
more orthodox Parliamentarian position of arguing that the war was contin-
ued for the king’s defence. The third clause required the swearer to promise
to defend ‘the King’s Majesty’s person and authority, in the preservation and
defence of the true religion and liberties of the kingdoms’.® Though the
Parliament took the oath in September 1643 it was not till January of 1644
that it was imposed nationally.*

Again, we find the terms ‘association’ and ‘covenant’ used as equivalents
of each other. The sixth clause of the covenant expressed the hope that other
Christian churches would join in the same or like association’.** Similarly,
the irenicist John Dury wrote several letters in which he referred to the
covenant as an association for reformation of religion.® Although it con-
tained a promise of loyalty to the king this was clearly equivocal. Often those
promoting the Covenant explicitly stated that the people’s loyalty was con-
ditional on the king’s continued defence of the Protestant religion and the
kingdom’s liberties. Here they were following the rationale of the Scottish
National Covenant of 1638 by which the subscribers promised to ‘stand to
the defence of our dread Soveraigne, the Kings majesty, his Person and
Authority, in the defence and preservation of the foresaid true Religion, Lib-
erties and Lawes of the Kingdome’.*” The English Presbyterian Richard Ward
defined the allegiance to be given the king under the Solemn League and
Covenant in similar terms. The subscribers had, Ward said, promised to
defend the king’s person and estate ‘so long as he really endeavours the
preservation, and defence of the true religion, and Liberties of the King-
dom’.® The text of the Covenant also demanded that subscribers should not
give themselves to a ‘detestable indifferency or neutrality in this cause’. One
pamphleteer used the same text from Judges employed earlier by Pym when
discussing the Protestation, in relation to the Solemn League and Covenant,
declaring it ‘Great Britaines Shibboleth’. The author made his militant stance
clear, stating that whosoever could not or would not ‘pronounce it [meaning
the Covenant]’ was ‘an Ephraimite, and must looke for his reward’.* As we
have already seen from its sixth clause, the Covenant was clearly also a doc-
ument with an international purpose, being translated into French, Dutch
and Latin. Divines often portrayed the document as the touchstone of a pan-
European struggle against the forces of anti-Christ. On 30 November 1643
the Westminster Assembly sent a letter to other European reformed churches
including a copy of the Solemn League and Covenant. The divines begged
them to view the Parliament’s case as their ‘own common cause’ and asked
for their favourable judgement and sympathy for the Covenant.”

Virtually all of the oaths and covenants imposed by the Long Parliament
between May 1641 and September 1643 were also described as associations.
This could be seen as an attempt to sugar the pill of taking these more radi-
cal tests of loyalty. Yet it is clear that Pym and other advocates of these oaths
and covenants promoted them precisely because they would separate the
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goats from the sheep within the Parliamentarian cause. Moreover, seeing the
precedent of the Elizabethan association as giving the Protestation and
Solemn League and Covenant a veneer of respectability is dependant on us
keeping to the simplistic view that the 1584 bond was merely an oath of loy-
alty to the Queen. It seems to me that Pym used the terms association and
covenant interchangeably because he felt they were synonymous with each
other. As the Scots pointed to a history of covenants and bands to demon-
strate the regular renewing of their covenant with God, so the English looked
to past associations as confirming a similar relationship. This is not to say that
the oaths of association produced in the 1640s were identical in form to
those produced under James and Elizabeth. They made the conditional
nature of allegiance to the monarch far more explicit. Even more than pre-
vious associations, they were designed as tests of the faith and loyalty of
Protestants as well as Catholics (it is revealing the Long Parliament produced
separate oaths and tests for recusancy). Unlike Elizabethan and Jacobean
associations, these oaths often urged British and pan-European responses to
the threat of popery. However, these associations represent a development
of, not a break from their Elizabethan predecessors. In turn, the associations
of the 1640s would serve as models for later oaths in the 1680s and 90s.

I

Tory propagandists were quick to portray proposals for a new oaths of asso-
ciation in 1680s as really being a revival of the Solemn League and Covenant.
The discovery in 1681 of an association to resist the Duke of York in the Earl
of Shaftesbury’s papers, following his arrest for treason, led one author to
write that it was ‘the Scotch Covenant in a New Edition’.” John Knightley
described the ignoramus jury which acquitted Shaftesbury as a ‘band of
covenanting associators’. He claimed that the branding of the oath as an asso-
ciation was precisely to make it more acceptable. ‘Association’, he said ‘will
be easily swallowed, when League might stick a little in the Throat’.”” Tory
clerics, John Knights, Nathaniel Bisbie and Edward Pelling preached sermons
denouncing the Association as a new covenant.”” The pamphlet, The Two
Associations (1682) simply reprinted the Vow and Covenant side by side with
Shaftesbury’s association.

It was fairly common practice for Tory propagandists to present their
Whig opponents and dissenting allies as adherents to the ‘Good Old Cause’
of the 1640s. Equally, the comparison of historical documents for political
gain was unexceptional.” However, there still seems to be a grain of truth to
these Tory accusations. Certainly, when the first few proposals were made for
an oath of association in October 1678 and April 1679, this was just one of
a raft of measures suggested for securing the nation from the dangers posed
by a popish successor. None the less, Mark Knights has argued that the intent
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of these proposals was ‘that the subjects’ right to resist such a king, if he
should invade religion or property should be acknowledged in the form of
an “association of protestants” based upon Elizabethan precedent’. (In fact,
members sought even earlier precedents, Colonel Edward Cooke refering to
an act of association made in Edward III’s time.)” A long debate in the House
of Commons on 7 December 1678 included an association in provisions that
would enable protestants to ‘withstand and defend themselves against any
Papist whatsoever that should come with commission and bear arms in any
military employment’.”® By December 1680 the idea of an association was
radicalised further by linking it with proposals for the exclusion of James II.
It was now suggested that no-one should bear office in the government with-
out taking such an oath. It is clear that by this stage the political demands of
the crisis rendered an association like that imposed in 1584 unsatisfactory. In
a debate of a Grand Committee of the house on 15 December, Sir William
Jones stated that the Elizabethan association was now an inadequate model,
as it was important that the association ‘take effect during the King’s lifetime,
so that if the Papists should be in arms to bring in their religion, we may have
a law on our sides to defend ourselves’.” He reminded the members that
Charles II’s Privy Councillors were not cut from the same cloth as Burghley
and Walsingham. These proposals were now also linked to the idea of an
interregnum with the suggestion that Parliament would continue sitting in
the event of the king’s death.”

Further links back to earlier oaths and covenants are apparent in the texts
of these draft associations. The Protestant Association Bill proposed 23
November 1680 shares far more similarities with the Solemn League and
Covenant than with the Elizabethan association. As with the Covenant, the
association was to be read and pasted up in churches. It was to be taken not
only by the gentry and nobility but all males over the age of 18. Upon the
King’s death the people within the association were to arm themselves until
the Parliament should be recalled. Those that took the association were also
to subscribe to the test acts as proof of their Protestantism. The militia was to
be placed in the control of the heads of the association who were also to have
the power of martial law during the time between the King’s death and the
recall of Parliament.” Pamphleteers emphasised the necessity of this associa-
tion ‘not only for the right ordering of a Protestant League and Association
within ... these three kingdoms, but to further and promote the same amongst
all Protestant Princes and Countries’.®* Even Tory critics of the association
found in Shaftesbury’s papers had to admit that it was little different in sub-
stance from the bill that had already been discussed in Parliament.®! The radi-
cal potential of these proposals extended to suggestions that whilst Parliament
was not in session, an extra-Parliamentary association should be formed ‘to
preserve the King’s person, Protestant Religion and Government’.*

There was a grain of truth to the claims of Tory propagandists that the pro-
jected association in defence of Charles IT was really a reconstituted version of
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the Solemn League and Covenant. They were both documents which saw
England as in the centre of an international conflict between the forces of
Protestantism and the allies of Anti-Christ. The protestations of allegiance to
the reigning monarch in both the Covenant and the Exclusionist association
are equivocal to say the least. Equally, though, there were elements to the
associations proposed in the 1680s which pointed forward to the documents
that would succeed it. Whilst being couched in religious terms, the interna-
tional aspect of these associations increasingly reflected commercial, dynastic
and military rivalries, as well as confessional differences. The idea of armed
companies drawn from the county associations which would quell internal
rebellion or external invasion replaced the idea of association offering justifi-
cation for taking up arms against the government.

Despite being tainted by a link with sedition, only six years after the dis-
covery of Shaftesbury’s association, Englishmen were again taking an oath
of association, this time to William, prince of Orange. Greatest attention
has been given to the association of 1696 in defence of William once he had
assumed the crown but the bond signed at Exeter in December 1688 is also
worthy of investigation. Historians have essentially seen the Exeter associ-
ation as a means of avoiding explicitly stating that William’s supporters
were resisting the king. J. P Kenyon pointed to it as evidence of the lack of
ideological conviction in 1688, whilst W. A. Speck discussed it as a prag-
matic measure designed to give the heterogenous group of supporters
William had attracted some cohesion.*> However, although it was proposed
by the Tory Sir Edward Seymour (who would later refuse the 1696 associ-
ation), it was in fact an astoundingly bold political statement. We should
recall at this point that even the associations drawn up in the 1640s were
made ostensibly for the defence of the king’s person, but here was an asso-
ciation made by English subjects to a foreign head of state whilst the actual
sovereign was still alive. As in previous associations, the takers promised
that they would pursue not only those that attempted to kill or injure
William, ‘but all their Adherents, and all that we find in Arms against us’.
Even a successful assassination attempt would not divert them ‘from pros-
ecuting this cause ... but that it shall engage us to carry it on with all the
vigour that so barbarous a Practice shall deserve’.** Nowhere in this associ-
ation is there mention of the subject’s duty of allegiance to James II and it
seems probable that king was meant to be included in the clause discussing
the punishments to be handed out to the adherents of papists in arms. Like
earlier associations this oath was also tendered to the public as William
made his progress east. The Assembly of Commoners also subscribed the
association, with, according to Roger Morrice, less than twenty of two
hundred and twenty members refusing it. It was even rumoured that no one
would be allowed to hold public office without taking the Exeter Associa-
tion.* In December 1688 it almost seemed as if the schemes of the 1580s
and 1680s for an interim republic, secured by an oath of association, had
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been made a reality as ad hoc assemblies of peers and commoners bound
themselves to defend William and the Protestant religion.

In spite of this previous flirtation with an association to the Prince of
Orange, the new oath of allegiance to William and Mary passed in 1689,
unlike those to previous monarchs, made no reference to them being ‘right-
ful and lawful’ sovereigns.* The tendering of the new oaths none the less
sparked a considerable controversy which was largely dominated by argu-
ments about giving allegiance to powers in possession.’” Neither the Whigs
nor William himself seem to have been willing to settle for long with just de
facto allegiance. De facto theory could not, as the nonjurors pointed out,
offer much protection if the king de jure should invade the kingdom and
attempt to regain his throne. For the Whig party, the presence of so many
Tory statesmen in government whose allegiance to the king was equivocal at
best offered them the opportunity to press for more stringent oaths of loy-
alty, as a means to exclude their political opponents from office. Bills for an
oath of abjuration disclaiming James’s right to the throne were introduced in
1690 and 1693, but failed in Tory-dominated parliaments.*

A more stringent test of loyalty was finally passed in 1696 as news of an
assassination plot against William led the Commons to agree to a sworn
‘association’ in defence of the king. According to this, the subscribers were
to ‘heartily, sincerely, solemnly profess, testify and declare, That his present
Majesty, King William, is rightful and lawful King of these Realms’. They
promised to assist each other in revenging the king’s death should any assas-
sination plot prove successful.* In wording and form the oath harked back
to the 1584 Association, and contemporaries noted the Elizabethan paral-
lel.”® In this instance, however, the anxiety caused by the assassination was
relatively minimal and it was even rumoured that the whole plot had been
fabricated to serve the government’s purposes.”!

Dennis Rubini and John Kenyon have convincingly argued that the 1696
Association was a means for Court Whigs to cut off a ministerial challenge from
de factoist Tories and, by imposing the oath nationally, cripple the country
opposition in England as a whole. Certainly, a large number of Tory MPs and
peers had considerable problems in swearing to William as a de jure monarch.
Sir Edward Seymour and Heneage Finch complained that the words rightful
and lawful ‘imported one, who was king by descent, and so could not belong
to the present king’. Sir John Lowther, though he subscribed to the Association,
described it as ‘the work of an enemy sent to divide us’. In the Lords, Edward
Hyde, earl of Rochester, successfully moved that the wording of the Associa-
tion, as taken by the peers, should be changed so that it would acknowledge
only that William had a ‘right by law’ to the throne.” Overall, one hundred and
thirteen MPs and more than twenty peers refused to take the oath, though at
this stage there were no penalties for failing to subscribe.” In the localities many
of the loyal addresses included with the Association tied the subscribers to
returning in future only MPs that ‘shall be firme to this Present Government’.**
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Unlike the oaths of allegiance passed in 1689, which were only imposed
on the clergy and those in public office, the association was tendered to the
public at large.” In some areas, subscription to the association was accompa-
nied by great pomp and ceremony. Edward Canby wrote to John Roades in
April 1696 with news of subscription at Doncaster where for ‘the honour of
my Lord and the credit of our lordship, we marched in with 200 horse ... It
made a great noise in the town so that the streets were filled and windows
decked with fair ladies.”® Yet, in contrast to the situation in 1584, a signifi-
cant number of people refused or equivocated with the 1696 Association.
Two groups in particular, Quakers and Anglican clergy, found greatest diffi-
culty with the oath.”” Friends generally responded by stating their inability to
use carnal weapons but promising their loyalty to the king and his govern-
ment.” Parochial ministers feature regularly in county returns as either refus-
ing or placing limitations on the Association.” What is truly remarkable,
however, is that, of the deans and chapters, only the clergy of Beacon in the
diocese of St. David’s actually took the Commons’ Association.'™ The loyal
address taken by the clergy of York only described William as having a ‘Right
by Law to the Crowne.”" In Exeter there is evidence that clergymen were
encouraging locals to refuse the oath by putting ‘scruples into peoples heads’
about the words ‘rightful and lawful’ and ‘revenge’.'” The loyal declarations
appended to the association oath rolls also varied in character. This oath was
taken in Britain’s colonies and by British merchants in Europe, and their dec-
larations reflected the different political relationship with the monarchy. The
address from Montserrat made no mention of William being rightful and
lawful king but only hoped that his survival would allow the colonists to con-
tinue to go about their business freely and ‘eate our Breade with more safety’.
William Wilkinson and his son appended a declaration to their subscriptions
to the Bermuda roll that they would be ‘willingly subject to” William’s ‘just
and Lawfull Commands’ and suffer his unlawful ones (hardly a ringing
endorsement of the king’s title).'® Within England the tone of the declara-
tions ranged from the unctuously toadying to that produced by the inhabi-
tants of Bere Regis in Dorset. They called on William to become an ‘Angel of
God’ and ‘discern between ye good and ye wicked, that yor searching and
trying may not be over, till a compliant purge be made’."* Here we are back
with the language of the 1640s.

The intention of the association was undoubtedly to set William’s title on
a firmer footing and to expel the politically suspect both from central and
local government.'® It is ironic then, that the few published defences of the
association that exist actually employ radical contract theory to support
William’s title. The author of The Necessity of Altering the Present Oath of
Allegiance (1696) stated that the king was the subject’s ‘liege lord’ and that
‘Allegiance at Common Law, binds to the Defence of the Kingdom as well as
the King’. James had broken the political contract with the people and had
consequently forfeited the right to demand their obedience. To those that
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objected to such proposals on the grounds of the dangerous precedent of
radical oaths of loyalty during the Civil War, the author bluntly stated that
‘few if any of ’em, have been against the King till he, by the Constitution of
the Monarchy, ceased to be King’. Getting into his stride the writer argued
that if Cromwell had lived a while longer, the Restoration of Charles II
would have been ‘morally impossible’. He noted that many delayed taking
the association, shamefully keeping off ‘from the Cause of God and their
Country; thinking it a commendable piece of wisdom to attend the events of
providence’.' The Presbyterian John Humfrey claimed that the association
actually bound William to rule according to law for ‘if William be Lawful
King, King by Law then he must be Rightfull King’."” He hoped these argu-
ments would convince not only the doubtful to take the oath, but also would
remind William to rule within the law.'® One anonymous author attacked
divines who preached against the right of resistance following the 1696
assassination attempt and the passing of the association.!” The Whig polemi-
cist William Atwood used the association to argue that historically English
kings were not made monarchs by the death of their predecessors but by a
parliamentary settlement of the crown upon them. Atwood claimed that
James I had only come to the throne by the express vote of Parliament, as
the 1584 association had abjured the right of Mary Queen of Scots and her
progeny, and it was a ‘piece of flattery’ for the act of recognition to describe
him as king by ‘inherent birthright’.'"

Like the draft associations produced during the succession crisis of
1677-83, the 1696 association in defence of William was developed to
counter the threat, political, religious and economic, posed by Louis XIV’s
France. Far more than in earlier associations, the dominant fear was of the
growth of French influence and the possibility of invasion. This was reflected
at a popular level too, as many of the loyal declarations to William spoke of
him protecting England from the French ‘Interest’.'! Equally, these associa-
tions demonstrate the expansion of the political nation after 1660. In answer
to the Whig associations of the early 1680s the Tories responded with a
counter-petitioning movement. The scale of the Williamite association rolls
dwarfs those gathered under Elizabeth to the extent that it seems some of the
rolls were never even opened.'? Still there remain resonances with earlier
associations. Pamphleteers continued to invest these documents with a reli-
gious purpose and stressed the limitations these oaths placed upon the king,
obliging him to defend the faith. As in the 1640s, these associations were
sometimes seen as part of a European effort to resist the forces of Counter-
Reformation Catholicism. However, by the 1680s the apocalyptic element to
this struggle had diminished significantly.
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1AY

The history of oaths of association in England is more than the story of the
events of 1584 and 1696. Indeed, Protestant associations played an impor-
tant part in late eighteenth-century British history. James Burgh, author of
the highly influential Political Disquisitions (3 vols, 1774-75), explicitly
linked his proposals for a ‘Grand National Association for Restoring the
Constitution’ to the precedents provided by the Elizabethan and Williamite
associations (and revealingly the Solemn League and Covenant).!'”® Histori-
ans are just beginning to pick up on the possible links between Hanoverian
associations and their seventeenth-century predecessors.!* However, what is
remarkable about eighteenth-century associations is the absence of any dis-
cussion of their historical forebears. In contrast to the case in 1641 or 1696,
no attempt was made to tie these documents into part of an English tradition
of Protestant associations. Burgh’s ideas, along with those of John Jebb and
Thomas Cartwright were an important influence on Charles Wyvill’s
reformist association movement of 1779-80. There are overtones of the
associations of the 1640s and 1680s in Jebb’s suggestion that a central rep-
resentative body formed from the county organisations could become an
anti-Parliament, superseding the corrupt institution.'® The pamphlets pro-
duced in support of Wyvill’s associations often used the Convention under
William III as an example of just such a national assembly.!'¢ Yet, as Sir Her-
bert Butterfield noted, though these writers used seventeenth-century histo-
riography, including the works of William Prynne, Nathaniel Bacon, and Sir
Edward Coke, to support their arguments, they did not employ the actual
incidents of previous Protestant associations as precedents for their
actions."” When Wyvill produced his collected political papers, he began
them with the text of Yorkshire association of 1745 but included no other
historical examples."® For the reformers of 1780 the most potent precedent
was offered by an anti-Jacobite association, designed to defend a British con-
stitution which the Wyvillian associators now sought to rescue from corrup-
tion and decay.

The associations discussed in this article were never associations first and
foremost in defence of the monarch. They all envisaged the possibility of the
monarch’s death and many of them were combined with proposals for an
acephelous republic that would rule in their stead. These associations shared
many features with national covenants binding the people together to defend
the faith. In the early 1640s, the words association and covenant were often
treated as analogous terms. These documents were never simply anti-
Catholic measures but from the 1640s onwards they were increasingly envis-
aged as defences against the international, as well as domestic threat of
popery. John Pym in particular aimed to use an oath of association to test the
faith and allegiance of Protestants themselves (even those within the Parlia-
mentarian cause). From 1678 to 1682, the idea of an association was revived,
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first as a means to protect Protestants from the apparent threat posed by a
Popish successor and then as a way of preventing James from taking the
throne altogether. Even in 1696, contrary to William III’s intentions, the idea
of an association continued to be invested with radical potential. However,
it was now largely secular contract theory, rather than the notion of a reli-
gious covenant binding king and people to God, which most threatened the
notion of giving unconditional allegiance to the king.
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