Divine Right Theory in England

King James I (1566 – 1625)


The state of monarchy is the supremest thing upon earth: for kings are not only God’s lieutenants upon earth and sit upon God’s throne, but even by God himself they are called gods and so their power is compared to the Divine power. . .


I conclude. . . that, as to dispute what God may do is blasphemy. . . so it is [treason] in subjects to dispute what a king may do in the height of his power.  I will not be content that my power be disputed upon; but I shall ever be willing to make the reasons. . . of all my doings clear and to arrange my actions according to my laws. . . 


I would wish you to be careful to avoid three things in the matter of grievances:  


First, that you do not meddle with the main points of government: that is my craft . . . To meddle with that were to teach me.  I am now an old king. . .  I must not be taught my office.


Secondly, I would not have you meddle with such ancient rights of mine as I have received from my predecessors. . .  All novelties are dangerous. . . and therefore I would be loath to. . . have my ancient rights and possessions disputed: for that were to judge me unworthy of that which my predecessors had and left me.


And lastly I pray you, beware to exhibit for grievance anything that is established by a settled law, and whereunto. . .  you know I will never give a plausible answer: for it is an undutiful part in subjects to press their king wherein they know beforehand he will refuse them.

Divine Right Theory in England

James I (r. 1603 – 1625)

From True Law of Free Monarchies:

According to these fundamental laws already alleged, we daily see that in the parliament (which is nothing else but the head court of the king and his vassals) the laws are but craved by his subjects, and only made by him at their [proposal] and with their advice; for albeit the king make daily statutes and ordinances, [imposing] such pains thereto as he thinks [fit], without any advice of parliament or estates, yet it lies in the power of no parliament to make any kind of law or statute, without his scepter [that is, authority] be to it, for giving it the force of a law . . . And as ye see it manifest that the king is over-lord of the whole land, so is he master over every person that inhabiteth the same, having power over the life and death of every one of them; for although a just prince will not take the life of any of his subjects without a clear law, yet the same laws whereby he taketh them are made by himself or his predecessors, and so the power flows always from himself . . . and therefore general laws made publicly in parliament may upon . . . [the kings] authority be mitigated and suspended upon causes only known to him.

As likewise, although I have said a good king will frame all his actions to be according to the law, yet is he not bound thereto but of his good will and for good example--giving to his subjects . . . So as I have already said, a good king, though he be above the law, will subject and frame his actions thereto, for example's sake to his subjects, and of his own free will, but not as subject or bound thereto . . .

From a speech to parliament (1610):

 . . .The state of monarchy is the supremest thing upon earth, for kings are not only God's lieutenants upon earth and sit upon God's throne, but even by God himself they are called gods. There be three principal [comparisons] that illustrate the state of monarchy: one taken out of the word of God, and the two other out of the grounds of policy and philosophy. In the Scriptures kings are called gods, and so their power after a certain relation compared to the Divine power. Kings are also compared to fathers of families; for a king is truly parens patriae [parent of the country], the politic father of his people. And lastly, kings are compared to the head of this microcosm of the body of man . . .

I conclude then this point touching the power of kings with this axiom of divinity, that as to dispute what God may do is blasphemy . . . so is it sedition in subjects to dispute what a king may do in the height of his power. But just kings will ever be willing to declare what they will do, if they will not incur the curse of God. I will not be content that my power be disputed upon, but I shall ever be willing to make the reason appear of all my doings, and rule my actions according to my laws . . .

Now the second general ground whereof I am to speak concerns the matter of grievances . . . First then, I am not to find fault that you inform yourselves of the particular just grievances of the people; nay I must tell you, ye can neither be just nor faithful to me or to your countries that trust and employ you, if you do it not . . . But I would wish you to be careful to avoid [these] things in the matter of grievances.

First, that you do not meddle with the main points of government; that is my craft . . . to meddle with that, were to lessen me. I am now an old king . . . I must not be taught my office. Secondly, I would not have you meddle with such ancient rights of mine as I have received from my predecessors, possessing them more (as ancestral customs): such things I would be sorry should be accounted for grievances. All novelties are dangerous as well in a politic as in a natural body, and therefore I would be loath to be quarreled in my ancient rights and possessions: for that were to judge me unworthy of that which my predecessors had and left me.

From: Select Statutes and Other Constitutional Documents Illustrative of the Reigns of Elizabeth and James I, 3rd ed., ed., G. W. Prothero (Oxford; Clarendon Press, 1906) pp. 400-401 and 293-294. Reprinted in Marvin Perry, Joseph R. Peden and Theodore H. Von Laue, eds., Sources of the Western Tradition, Vol. II: From the Renaissance to the Present, 3rd ed., ( Boston; Houghton Mifflin Co.,1995) pp. 22-24

Bishop William Laud (1573 – 1645) 

. . . any the least irreverence of a king—such as to disagree with his judgments and whether we ought to follow and obey him is justly. . . called sacrilege.  And since all sacrilege is a violation of something that is holy, it is evident that the office and the person of the king is sacred and therefore cannot be violated by the hand, tongue, or heart of any man, that is, by deed, word, or thought.

William Laud eventually becomes Archbishop of Canterbury, head of the Anglican Church.
