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How has historical opinion of the Wars of the Roses changed?

Defining the Wars of the Roses

The Wars of the Roses were a dynastic struggle between the noble families (and
their supporters) of Lancaster and York. Both sides believed that the crown of
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England rightfully belonged to them. The result of this rivalry was war; between
1455 and 1487 Lancastrians and Yorkists fought a series of pitched battles to
secure control of the crown. In seeking to explain why major historical events
such as the Wars of the Roses happen, historians tend to classify and categorise
their conclusions into long- and short-term causes. One key area of debate
concerning the origins of the Wars of the Roses is how far back historians should
look for explanations. The majority of historians believe that the root cause of
the later dynastic struggle between Lancaster and York can be found in the reign
of Richard IT (1377-99). For more immediate or short-term causes of the Wars of
the Roses, historians focus on the period from the early to mid-1440s or, more
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The long-term causes of the Wars of the Roses

The origins of the dynastic struggle between La1j1caster and York can be traceq
back to the deposition of the Plantagenet king Richard II (see family tree,

Figure 2.5, page 17):

m The Plantagenets had ruled England more or less ur‘lchallenged for aroyg q
200 years until 1399, when some members. of the anstoF:racy became
unhappy with the arbitrary and authoritarian rule of Richard II.

War in

m By promoting some noble favourites at the expense ojf others, some of whon
were stripped of their titles and exiled, Richard contributed to a growing
sense of discontent and resentment.

® Chief among the exiled nobility was Richard’s cousin, Henry Bolingbroke,
who had a distant claim to the throne. Denied his inheritance, the Dukedon
of Lancaster, Bolingbroke returned from exile and gathered enough support
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The short-term causes of the Wars of the Roses
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accesstohistory/extras alone explains the dynastic conflict that led to his usurpation. By promoting

the rise of a few noble favourites, Henry VI alienated some of the most
powerful nobles in England. Foremost among them was his cousin, Richard,
Duke of York, a man who could also claim descent from Edward IIL.

However, some historians, such as John Watts (writing in 1999) and Alison
Weir (writing in 1995), believe that Richard, rather than Henry VI, should be
blamed for the conflict. Others disagree, most notably A.J. Pollard (writing

ir'1 1995), who countered by stating that York had been driven to rebel by th¢
king’s mismanagement of him,
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m The Crown’s failure to prevent the keeping of armed retainers maintained by
the nobility helped to exacerbate the political instability because these private
armies were used to defy the law and perpetuate the conflict.

m Apart from those few who opted to remain neutral (if they could), the
majority of the nobility were faced with the dilemma of who to support
should the political struggle turn to military confrontation. Taking sides
was no easy choice for the nobility because they had so much to lose. The

simmering resentment of the 1440s boiled over into armed conflict in the
1450s and the scene was set for civil war.



