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or even to civil war. When before have baronial rebellions produced a Gerrard
Winstanley ?

The ‘religious war’ model seems to have real advantages in this area. It possesses a
greater capacity to integrate diverse phenomena into one story. Recent work on
radicalism has stressed its religious roots — practical christianity.* If we move back to
our initial comparative framework it is apparent that one thing that distinguished
England from France and Spain was - not aristocratic political dominance ~ but the
fact that England was the only country in which major civil war occurred amongst
protestants, and in which the victors were enemies of a protestant state church. In other
areas of religious warfare the war is clearly between protestants and catholics, and this
lends unity to the protestant side. Protestants are generally a beleaguered minority. In
contrast, England in 1640 was well protestantized, and two features of pre-Civil-War
protestantism are likely to feature in any account of the genesis of radicalism: its small
but significant sectarian tradition,® and (above all) the prevalence of millenarianism. %
What I am suggesting is that this background explains some of the dynamics of the
1640s. A religious war in this context unleashed a vast proliferation of individual religious
interpretations. Their radicalism seen from this perspective seems scarcely odd at all:
it is a product not so much of new ideas but of a change in the circumstances in which
they were enunciated. The dynamics of the English Civil War may have been more like
those of the German reformation (in the period before Charles V was able to reassert
imperial authority) than they were like those of the French wars of religion:
protestantising that came close to being out of control.

This, of course is no more than a suggestion. But it does indicate that as one shifts
one’s view of what it is that needs explaining and states explicitly what the English
revolution was, then the relative importance of proposed explanatory models can be
more readily assessed. It is possibly an obvious point — but one easily lost sight of all the
same. I am not suggesting that I have ‘proved’ that religion is absolutely the
explanation for the Civil War. But religious explanations do seem to have an
integrative capacity not available to other approaches. They provide us with the place
to begin if we wish to construct a cokerent narrative of the English revolution. Of course,
this is not to deny that components from other models should be incorporated into our
model. Quite the contrary. One can only hope that those historians who have
recognized the importance of-religion do not fall prey to the seemingly-innate human
tendency to turn a good idea into a monocausal explanation. That above all is what
revisionism has taught us to avoid.
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