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Jonathan Swift, Sir William Temple and the  
International Balance of Power 
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Supervisors:  John P. Rumrich, Elizabeth A. Hedrick 

 

This dissertation investigates the balance of power theory of international 

relations in the works of Jonathan Swift and his mentor Sir William Temple. Both 

Temple and Swift are known to have championed balance-of-power foreign policy, yet 

no sustained study of the subject exists. To begin, I argue that Temple used balance as a 

metaphor for division or separation. His policy of preserving the “Balance of 

Christendom” translates to sowing division among European states, and for the same 

reason he rejects balance of power at home. Proceeding to Swift, while commentators 

have long known that he advocated the classical theory of constitutional balance, they 

have neglected his engagement with international balance. Swift assimilates Temple’s 

positions into a universal theory based on classical authors; he sees balance of power as 

an element in the broader quarrel of ancients and moderns. The ancient view posits an 

independent agent who operates within the constraints of a system; the modern, by 

contrast, either exaggerates agency to the point of divine-right absolutism or minimizes it 

to the extent that only an impersonal, clockwork-like system remains. In both cases, the 

moderns pursue material power at each other’s expense, neglecting the intangible benefits 
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of due separation. This theory has important ramifications for Swift’s international 

writings. For years scholars have emphasized Swift’s conspiracy theorizing in the 

Conduct of the Allies, but I argue that he discredits the Whig war cry of “Balance of 

Europe,” which sought military power (the balance of forces) as an end in itself, and 

reasserts balance as a policy of slicing Europe into as many separate kingdoms as 

possible. Ultimately, however, Swift’s most lasting contribution appears in Gulliver’s 

Travels. Here he depicts maritime power as the quintessential means by which moderns 

pursue absolute power, and intimates a political “Balance of Earth” as a satirical 

correction. This study, the first to focus on the international dimension of Swift’s political 

theory, offers a corrective to literary studies that favor domestic politics and yields 

insights into the evolution of balance-of-power theory and the intersection of culture and 

foreign policy at the dawn of the British empire.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Now Europe’s balanc’d, neither Side prevails, 

For nothing’s left in either of the Scales. 

   —Alexander Pope1  
 

I. MIXED CONSTITUTIONALISM VS. BALANCE OF POWER 

 “And it will be an eternal Rule in Politicks among every free People, that there is a 

Ballance of Power to be carefully held by every State within itself, as well as among 

several States with each other.” Thus Jonathan Swift in his first prose work, A Discourse 

of the Contests and Dissentions between the Nobles and the Commons at Athens and 

Rome (1701).2 Readers have always recognized that Swift championed a popular post-

Restoration theory of the English constitution that conceived of power as divided and 

held in balance among three political classes: the king, nobles and commons. An ample 

body of commentary has put Swift’s adherence to mixed constitutionalism into the 

context of the broad efflorescence of neo-classical and republican political theorizing in 

England throughout the period of general upheaval known as the “crisis of the 

                                                
1 “The Balance of Europe,” written 1711, published 1727 in the Pope-Swift Miscellanies. See The Poems of 
Alexander Pope: A One-Volume Edition of the Twickenham Text, ed. John Butt (New Haven: Yale UP, 
2 The Prose Works of Jonathan Swift, ed. Herbert Davis et al, 16 vols (Oxford: Blackwell, 1939-74) vol I. 
197. Future citations will be marked PW with volume and page number in text, unless from the Cambridge 
Edition of the Works of Jonathan Swift (Cambridge: CUP, 2010-), marked CWJS. See also the admirable A 
Discourse of the Contests and Dissentions Between the Nobles and commons in Athens and Rome, ed. 
Frank H. Ellis (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1967).   
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seventeenth century.”3 Throughout his life, Swift adhered to his notion of tripartite, 

balanced constitution, which sticks closely to Polybius’s account of the Roman 

constitution in Book VI of his Histories.4 From Plato, Aristotle, Xenophon, Polybius, 

Cicero, Dionysius of Halicarnassus and Plutarch to the “Machiavellian moment,” 

Harrington, Clarendon, Locke, Montesquieu and the American founders, among many 

others, this political philosophy is one of the most influential in history.5 Swift promotes 

his particular understanding of it in his political writings, ridicules its opponents in his 

satires, and always writes of it with an intellectual passion exceeding that of popular and 

proverbial culture in the eighteenth century.  

Yet mixed constitution comprises only one half of Swift’s above quotation. In this 

dissertation I will examine the neglected half of his “eternal Rule,” the idea that a balance 

of power should be carefully held “among several States with each other.” Here 

commentators have not sought to unearth the underlying intellectual inheritance.  Though 

the idea of “checks and balances” remains central, international balance of power has a 
                                                
3 Hugh Trevor-Roper, The Crisis of the Seventeenth Century: Religion, the Reformation and Social Change 
(New York: Harper, 1967). For classic studies of Swift as political writer, see Irvin Ehrenpreis, Swift: The 
Man, His Works, and the Age, 3 vols (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1962-83) and J. A. Downie, Jonathan 
Swift: Political Writer (London: Routledge, 1984).  
4 Thomas Sheridan, The life of the Rev. Dr. Jonathan Swift (London, 1784) vol I, 37-8; Henry Craik, Life of 
Jonathan Swift (London: Macmillan, 1894) 109-10; Herbert Davis, PW I. xx; Arthur E. Case, Four Essays 
on Gulliver’s Travels (Gloucester: Peter Smith, 1958 [1945]) 83; Robert Joseph Allen, “Swift’s Earliest 
Political Tract and Sir William Temple’s Essays,” Harvard Studies and Notes in Philology and Literature 
19 (1937) 3-12 (5); Z. S. Fink, “Political Theory in Gulliver’s Travels,” English Literary History 14 (1947) 
151-61 (55); Ian Higgins, “Swift and Sparta: The Nostalgia of ‘Gulliver’s Travels,’” Modern Language 
Review 78 (July 1983) 513-31 (514, 522); William H. Halewood, “Plutarch in Houyhnhnmland: A 
Neglected Source for Gulliver’s Fourth Voyage,” Philological Quarterly 44 (1965) 185-194 (185, n.4); 
James William Johnson, “Swift’s Historical Outlook,” The Journal of British Studies 4 (1965) 52-77 (62-
3); Ellis 163; Ehrenpreis vol II, 48-58; Downie 32, 76. 
5 J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican 
Tradition (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1975); Z. S. Fink, The Classical Republicans: An Essay in the 
Recovery of a Pattern of Thought in Seventeenth-Century England (Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1945); 
Kurt von Fritz, The Theory of Mixed Constitution in Antiquity (New York: Arno, 1975); Howell A. Lloyd, 
“Constitutionalism” in The Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450-1700 (Cambridge: CUP, 1991) 
254-97. 
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distinct lineage and range of associations, not always overlapping. 6 As the foundational 

theory of the modern academic discipline of international relations, the definition has 

become the subject of intense debate over the years, but the Oxford English Dictionary 

provides a helpful start: “such an adjustment of power among sovereign states that no 

single state is in a position to interfere with the independence of the rest; international 

equilibrium.”7 The desirability of maintaining each state’s “independence” or 

sovereignty, also apparent in Swift’s reference to “free People,” marks the critical 

assumption. It follows from this definition that states should or will form alliances to 

prevent each other from gaining supremacy. Obviously there is nothing particularly 

complicated about the concept. Philosophers and scholars who have studied the evolution 

of the theory recognize what Hume called the “common sense and obvious reasoning” 

underlying it – Swift implies that, like mixed constitutionalism, it “hath Place in Nature 

and Reason” (PW I. 199).8 The integral components are as follows: a political system 

with several independent states or actors; the formation of leagues, confederacies or 

alliances; the notion that any power capable of invading or conquering an independent 

state poses a threat to others; hence some degree of self-interest in preserving one’s 
                                                
6 See Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations (New York: Knopf, 1978); M. Wright, The Theory and 
Practice of the Balance of Power, 1486-1914 (London: Dent, 1975); Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: 
A Study of Order in World Politics (New York: Columbia UP, 1977); Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of 
International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979); Michael Sheehan, Balance of Power: History and 
Theory (New York: Routledge, 1996) and “British Thinking on the Balance of Power, 1660-1714,” History 
73 (1988) 24-37; Richard Little, The Balance of Power in International Relations: Metaphors, Myths and 
Models (Cambridge: CUP, 2007).  
7 "balance, n.1, IV. 13. c,” OED. For the debate, see Little 3-16; Sheehan, Balance of Power, 1-23; and the 
six indispensable articles in the special issue on balance of power, Review of International Studies 15 
(1989). See also Deborah Boucoyannis, “The International Wanderings of a Liberal Idea, or Why Liberals 
Can Learn to Stop Worrying and Love the Balance of Power,” Perspectives on Politics 5 (2007) 703-727. 
8 “Of the Balance of Power” in Essays, moral, political, and literary, ed. Eugene F. Miller (Indianapolis: 
Liberty Fund, 1987) 332, 337. After reviewing the same primary sources as Swift in the Discourse, Hume 
concludes, “the maxim of preserving the balance of power is founded so much on common sense and 
obvious reasoning, that it is impossible it could altogether have escaped antiquity.” See also Sheehan, 
Balance of Power, 4.  
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neighbors’ independence; general resistance to any one state or group of states imposing 

hegemony.  

The principle comes down primarily from ancient historians like Thucydides and 

Polybius, compelled to observe the inglorious details of diplomacy and war, rather than 

philosophers like Plato and Aristotle, preoccupied with the ideal structure of 

government.9 In particular, Thucydides shows how the Spartans formed the Delian 

League to counter the rise of Athens.10 Polybius shows how Hiero of Syracuse balanced 

between Rome and Carthage.11 Guicciardini, the champion of balance among the 

moderns, shows how Lorenzo de Medici careful watched all the minute developments in 

Italy to ensure that the combination of Florence, Milan and others could contain Venice.12  

Swift, an aspiring historian, read deeply in classical and early modern 

historiography.13 He relied on Polybius above all other classical historians in the 

Discourse and other early writings and wrote an abstract of Hobbes’s translation of 

                                                
9 Morgenthau 8-9; Sheehan, Balance of Power, 5; Martin Wight, “Why is there no international theory?” in 
Diplomatic Investigations: Essays in the Theory of International Politics, ed. Herbert Butterfield and Wight 
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1966), 32; Little, “The Greek City-States in the Fifth Century BCE: Persia and 
the Balance of Power” in The Balance of Power in World History (New York: Palgrave Macmilan, 2007) 
47-70; David Boucher, Political Theories of International Relations: From Thucydides to the Present 
(Oxford: OUP, 1998) 67; R. G. Gilpin, “The Richness of the Tradition of Political Realism,” International 
Organization 38 (1984) 291. 
10 “Eight bookes of the Peloponnesian Warre, trans Thomas Hobbes (1629) I. 14, and “Of the Life and 
History of Thucydides,” 10. Thucydides I. xxiii. See also Melian Dialogue, at 341, Thucydides V. lxxxix. 
11 The history of Polybius the Megalopolitan The fiue first bookes entire, trans Edward Grimeston (1633). 
Polybius I. lxxxiii. See Evelyn S. Shuckburgh, trans, The Histories of Polybius (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 
1962) vol I, 93. Hume 337; Morgenthau 194. 
12 The historie of Guicciardin conteining the vvarres of Italie, trans Geffray Fenton (1579). Fenton 
provides the first mention of “ballance of power” in English; see his dedication to Queen Elizabeth, “To the 
Queen’s Most Excellent Maiestie,” The historie of Guicciardin, A4. Discussed in Alfred Vagts, “Growth of 
An Idea,” World Politics 1 (1948) 82-101 (97). 
13 Johnson, “Swift’s Historical Outlook”; W. A. Speck, “Swift and the Historian” in Hermann J. Real and 
Heinz J. Vienken, Proceedings of the First Münster Symposium on Jonathan Swift (München: Wilhelm 
Fink Verlag, 1985) 257-268; John R. Moore “Swift as Historian,” Studies in Philology 49 (1952) 583-603; 
Ehrenpreis, “Swift’s History of England,” Journal of English and Germanic Philology 51 (1952) 177-85; 
Harold Williams, “Jonathan Swift and the Four Last Years of the Queen,” Library 16 (1935) 61-90.  
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Thucydides while living with Sir William Temple in the 1690s (e.g. PW II. 83, V. 36).14 

He claimed Guicciardini was “approv’d by all Men of Learning” and included him, along 

with William “Cambden,” among the Modern historians in the Battel of the Books (PW I. 

152).15 In the same work he had Aristotle’s arrow miss the “valiant Modern” Francis 

Bacon, and elsewhere quoted Bacon’s essay “Of Empire,” which calls balance of power 

the only rule of foreign policy “which ever holdeth” (PW I. 152, 156; XII. 48).16 

Moreover Swift’s mentor, Sir William Temple, along with George Savile, Marquis of 

Halifax – Temple’s friend, whom Swift once met – were the chief literary proponents of 

balance of power in the Restoration period.17  

Surprisingly, among Swift scholars this intellectual tradition has received only the 

faintest attention. Most, by far, have failed to distinguish it from mixed constitutionalism. 

Some have dismissed it as a “commonplace.”18 Only a very few have noticed that Swift 

invokes two distinct traditions and they have either claimed that he was confused or 

excluded the international ramifications from their inquiry.19 The interpretive problem 

with Swift’s theory does not come from any ambiguity on his part, since he defines his 

terms meticulously:  

                                                
14 “Swift’s Moor Park Reading List” in CWJS I. 273-4.  
15 Dirk Friedrich Passmann and Heinz J. Vienken The library and reading of Jonathan Swift: a bio-
bibliographical handbook. Swift's library in four volumes (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2003) vol I, 
773. 
16 The Works of Francis Bacon, ed. James Spedding, Robert Leslie Ellis, Douglas Denon Heath (Boston: 
Brown and Taggard, 1860) vol XII, 142.  
17 See The Character of a Trimmer in The Works of George Savile Marquis of Halifax, ed. Mark N. Brown 
(Oxford: OUP, 1989) vol I, 223-45. 
18 Lock 152-3. 
19 Ehrenpreis, vol II, 54-5 and David Oakleaf, A Political Biography of Jonathan Swift (Brookfield: 
Pickering and Chatto, 2008) 40-3; Downie, Jonathan Swift, 32, 76 notices different concepts but does not 
discuss. See also M. S. Anderson, “Eighteenth-Century Theories of the Balance of Power” in Studies in 
Diplomatic History: Essays in Memory of David Bayne Horn, ed. Ragnhild Hatton and Anderson (United 
States: Archon, 1970) 183-199 (183-4 and n. 3).  
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Now consider several States in a Neighbourhood: In order to preserve 

Peace between these States, it is necessary they should be formed into a 

Balance, whereof one, or more are to be Directors, who are to divide the 

rest into equal Scales, and upon Occasions remove from one into the other, 

or else fall with their own Weight into the lightest. (PW I. 197) 

Swift’s greatest twentieth-century biographer, Irvin Ehrenpreis, sets the standard when he 

writes, “while Swift may call this idea balance of power, it is in fact the notion of ‘mixed 

government.’”20 The earliest critic of the Discourse, however, an anonymous 

pamphleteer writing in 1703 (probably the writer James Drake), argued exactly the 

opposite: that Swift had a “wrong notion of civil Ballance” because he applied 

international thinking to English government.21 Drake implicitly accepts Swift’s 

assumptions about the anarchic conditions of power abroad, but then objects to his 

carrying those assumptions over to the English constitution. Thus the critics who argue 

that Swift misunderstood the concept hold irreconcilable positions, and yet because the 

topic has received so little attention, the crux has never been addressed.  

Drake’s critique points to a gap in the study of Swift’s politics. First, it shows that 

balance of power had no settled denotation in the early eighteenth century but, like every 

other topic in this era of burgeoning print media, became the object of partisan and 

intellectual disputes and popular ambiguities. Literary scholars, unlike historians, have 

not looked into the ubiquity of early eighteenth-century references to balance of power to 

discover the ideological conflicts beneath its variable usage.22 Second, it suggests a lack 

                                                
20 Ehrenpreis vol II, 55.  
21 The Source of Our Present Fears Discover’d (1703) in Ellis 230, 232. This anonymous pamphlet 
provides the fullest discussion of Swift’s concept of balance of power to this day.  
22 Jeremy Black, Debating Foreign Policy (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011) 6-10. For an earlier take by Black, 
see “The Theory of the Balance of Power in the First Half of the Eighteenth Century: A Note on Sources,” 
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of basic knowledge about Swift’s framework for approaching international relations. A 

precise understanding of the Drake-Swift encounter would help clarify not only their 

specific arguments but, more generally, how they and their contemporaries in the paper 

war of 1701 understood international relations at the outset of the War of Spanish 

Succession – a war of considerable historical importance in shaping the early British 

empire.  

Still, critics of Swift’s formulation of balance of power in the Discourse are onto 

something. His insistence that sovereign nations divide into the one, few and many, like 

socio-economic classes within a state, is highly unusual, if not unprecedented. Their 

mistake is to assume that Swift, who was thirty-three years old and had already written 

large swathes of the Tale (well known to be one of the most intellectually exhilarating 

satires in the language), unintentionally formulated his theory in this way. One possible 

reason for this assumption is that familiarity with mixed constitutionalism and the 

extensive research and criticism that that topic has generated in recent decades has caused 

literary scholars to pass over the theory.23 But to understand the literature of this period 

requires research into the terminology that the writers used, the meanings that they 

conveyed, or that others said they conveyed, the intensity of controversy over those 

meanings, and the various logical, rhetorical, ideological and imaginative ramifications 

that spill out from these debates across the broader literary sphere. Pocock observes that 

the “whole long-standing theoretical problem of the ‘separation of powers’ arose from the 

attempt to impose the One-Few-Many triad as a grid upon the structure of early-modern 

                                                                                                                                            
Review of International Studies 9 (1983) 55-61. See also Geoffrey Holmes, The Making of a Great Power: 
Late Stuart and early Georgian Britain 1660-1722 (New York: Longman, 1993) 243-56. 
23 See Pocock, The Political Works of James Harrington (Cambridge: CUP, 1977) 15-42 and The 
Machiavellian Moment, 364-71; Lloyd, “Constitutionalism,” 273-9.  
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jurisdictional monarchy.”24 This insight points not only to the theoretical flexibility that 

enabled Swift to apply the one-few-many framework to the “community” of nations but 

also the complications that would attend such a seemingly straightforward attempt at 

theoretical groundwork.  

Swift imposes this triad onto Europe by means of his widely known belief in the 

uniformity of human nature. In the Discourse he argues that the “desires of Men” are 

“endless and exorbitant,” and thus individuals, parties, branches of government and 

nations alike “scramble” for absolute power (PW I. 201-2).25 Moreover, the three 

numerical categories of mixed constitutionalism (one, few, many) possess three separate 

“virtues,” powers or “modes of political intelligence.”26 Hence in A Tale of a Tub he 

associates Roman Catholicism with the Rule of One, Anglicanism with the Rule of the 

Few and Calvinism or Dissent with the Rule of Many. The designations do not conform 

to demography but to moral and ideological beliefs and structural factors, i.e. 

ecclesiology. That Jack, Peter and Martin represent what Swift views as the major 

denominations of Christianity points to the well known fact that their “domestic” life 

allegorizes the European Reformation. However, Swift also implies that the three 

characters represent the three states with which England contended in the international 

sphere – Jack becomes associated with Dutch republicanism as well as Calvinism 

(“Dutch Jack” or “Jack of Leyden”), Peter with French absolutism as well as Catholicism 

(“universal Monarchy”), and Martin with “limited” monarchical principles as well as the 

Church of England. Implicitly, this triad invokes the principle of cuius regio, eius religio, 

                                                
24 Pocock, Harrington, 16. See Chapter Two.  
25 Ehrenpreis vol II, 48-50.  
26 J. G. A. Pocock, The Political Works of James Harrington (Cambridge: CUP, 1977) 16. For classical 
sources of tripartite division, see Plato, Statesman, 291d, Euthyphro 7b-c. Aristotle, Politics, III. 7.  
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and thus generates what Bacon, Temple, Swift and others called the “Ballance of Power 

in Christendom” (PW I. 200). 

What makes Swift’s notion of balance of power worthy of concentrated study is 

not its bare existence in his writings, but rather his fascination with humanity’s apparent 

inability to preserve balance. Imbalances and inequalities motivate a great deal of his 

polemic and satire. Most readers know that he creates some of his most pronounced 

effects through the skill with which he negates, rejects, repudiates, rebukes, controverts, 

dispels, ridicules and demolishes.27 It would be unwise to scour Swift’s works for a 

simple reiteration of the principles of balance as he establishes them in the Discourse. 

Balance marks that which is implicitly good in political systems, and which he seeks to 

defend, but rarely does he proselytize openly on its behalf. Instead he ridicules the pattern 

of behavior, usually driven by “Spleen” and “Increase of Contradiction,” that causes 

balances to collapse. Swift applied the proverbial balance metaphor in a variety of 

circumstances, but notice that in the Tale he contrasts the proverbial balance of reason 

with the balance of power as defined in the Discourse. When Martin and Jack come to 

their “Rupture,” the schism among Protestantism that Swift so bitterly resented, he 

depicts the breaking of the scales of reason: 

And as in Scholastick Disputes, nothing serves to rouze the Spleen of him 

that Opposes, so much as a kind of Pedantick affected Calmness in the 

Respondent; Disputants being for the most part like unequal Scales, where 

the Gravity of one Side advances the Lightness of the Other, and causes it 

to fly up and kick the Beam; So it happened here, that the Weight of 

                                                
27 For a classic essay on techniques of negation, see F. R. Leavis, “The Irony of Swift” in Fair Liberty was 
All his Cry: A Tercentenary Tribute to Jonathan Swift: 1667-1745, ed. A. Norman Jeffares (New York: St 
Martin’s P, 1967) 116-130.  
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Martin’s Arguments exalted Jack’s Levity, and made him fly out and 

spurn against his Brother’s Moderation. In short, Martin’s Patience put 

Jack in a Rage. (CWJS I. 93)28 

Once Jack develops his own, private reason – “Reason, as he called it” – there is no 

longer a common standard, and true power struggle begins. Hence the surprising 

“Reconcilement” between Jack and Peter, “upon a Design they had in a certain Rainy 

Night, to trepan Brother Martin into a Spunging-house, and there strip him to the Skin” 

(PW I. 131).  

The Tale shows that the notion of balance attracts Swift because he sees it 

constantly under pressure, continually on the verge of being overthrown by the paradox 

inherent in the tripartite division.29 For if two members of a political system will 

generally combine to defend each other’s share of power against a usurping third, then 

two can also combine to usurp and redistribute the power of a third. This threat of 

“bandwagoning,” the inverse of balancing, emerges from the same conditions that enable 

balance, and it becomes one of the primary means by which Swift engages with the 

balance of power tradition.30 Throughout his life, he revolted against this kind of 

combination – the seventeenth-century philosophical theme of the union of extremes.31 

He perceived an unholy alliance of Catholics and Dissenters in James II’s Declaration of 

                                                
28 Of course, Swift heightens the mock-epic quality of the passage not only through the simile (reminiscent 
of the Iliad) but also through the phrase a possible allusion to Milton’s “kicked the beam” in Paradise Lost, 
when God weighs in his golden scales whether to let Gabriel and Satan duel. See The Complete Poetry and 
Essential Prose of John Milton, ed. William Kerrigan, John Rumrich, and Stephen M. Fallon (New York: 
Modern Library, 2007) IV. 996-1004. For an extensive note on classical and epic balance metaphors, see 
Alexander Pope, The Iliad of Homer, VIII, 85-98, note at 88, in The Poems of Alexander Pope, vol VII, ed. 
Maynard Mack (New Haven: Yale UP, 1967). 
29 Ehrenpreis, vol II, 56 notes this point.  
30 Sheehan, Balance of Power, 162-7.  
31 See Martin Price, To the Palace of Wisdom: Studies in Order and Energy from Dryden to Blake (Garden 
City: Doubleday, 1964) 26, 208.   



 
 

11 

Indulgence and the same pattern in the mass movement of Puritans preparing the way for 

Cromwell’s dictatorship. He opposed any alliance that he saw as being forged with 

private interests at heart and with intentions to remove, disenfranchise or destroy a third 

power (usually represented by England, Anglicanism or nobility). He summarizes it 

concisely in one of his early apothegms: “When a true Genius appears in the World, you 

may know him by this infallible Sign; that the Dunces are all in Confederacy against 

him” (PW 1. 242). Yet again, the key to this formulation lies in recognizing the universal 

three-part division, and hence two types of dunces: the One and the Many, the despot and 

his minions. If all dunces were of one kind, there would be no need for a confederacy.  

This satirical outlook carries over to his political pamphleteering, as in the foreign 

policy masterpiece The Conduct of the Allies, where he recasts the Grand Alliance as a 

struggle between Peter, Martin and Jack – the Dutch entangling the English into a 

confederacy to destroy the French. Swift exhorts England to be like Martin and refuse, 

thus preserving all three powers in their separate spheres of action. Thus, as it turns out, 

Swift’s description of balance of power provides an early version of a particular variety 

that scholars of international relations have associated with the nineteenth century – it is 

“a way of speaking about the balance of power as though it were the ‘constitution’ of 

Europe … like the balanced constitution of Great Britain.”32 The fact that Swift scholars 

have dismissed his formulation of balance of power shows their lack of familiarity with 

the tradition, but the fact that he anticipates the source of this argument by over a hundred 

years suggests that the history of the concept itself remains incomplete.    

 

                                                
32 Herbert Butterfield, “The Balance of Power,” Diplomatic Investigations, 146. Butterfield cites Friedrich 
von Gentz, Fragments upon the Balance of Power in Europe (1806).  
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II. WHY STUDY SWIFT’S INTERNATIONAL POLITICS? 

Three facts will further impress the importance of studying Swift’s views on international 

relations upon the mind of anyone interested in the formation of modern Britain and 

Europe and the intersection of culture and international politics. First, Swift had the 

unique advantage of having come of age as a writer under Temple, the most prominent 

English diplomat of the Restoration.33 Temple stands second only to his friend, King 

William III, as the foremost promoter of balance-of-power foreign policy during the 

Restoration period. Temple’s negotiation of the Triple Alliance in 1668 has long received 

attention as a prototypical moment of balance-of-power diplomacy. The “revolution in 

foreign policy” that occurred when William III acceded to the throne followed precisely 

along the lines that Temple’s diplomacy, pamphlets and essays had drawn.34 Scholars 

have rarely remarked on, and never studied, this specific aspect of Temple’s intellectual 

legacy to Swift.35  

Second, Swift’s greatest tract on foreign policy, The Conduct of the Allies, was 

one of the most popular pamphlets of the eighteenth century. Over forty years later, 

Samuel Johnson, though disputing its value as a work of literature, remarked, “the 

purpose was to persuade the nation to a peace; and never had any writer more success.”36 

                                                
33 Homer E. Woodbridge, Sir William Temple: The Man and his Work (New York: MLA, 1940); Thomas 
Babington Macaulay, “Sir William Temple,” The Works of Lord Macaulay Complete (New York: 
Longmans, 1897) vol VI, 318-23; Clara Marburg, Sir William Temple (New Haven: Yale UP, 1932); K. H. 
D. Haley, An English Diplomat in the Low Countries: Sir William Temple and John De Witt, 1665-1672 
(Oxford: Clarendon P, 1986). 
34 G. C. Gibbs, “The Revolution in Foreign Policy,” in Geoffrey Holmes, ed., Britain after the Glorious 
Revolution 1689-1714 (London: Macmillan, 1969) 58-79; Sir George Clark’s remarks in The Later Stuarts 
1660-1714 (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1965) 73; Woodbridge 64.  
35 Downie 32, 76; Allen, “Swift’s Political Tract and Sir William Temple’s Essays,” 5; see also Robert C. 
Steensma, “Introduction,” An Essay upon the Original and Nature of Government, Augustan Reprint 
Society 109 (Los Angeles: U of California, 1964) iii.  
36 “Life of Swift,” Lives of the most eminent English poets, ed. Roger Lonsdale (Oxford, 1873) vol III, 175; 
James Boswell, Life of Johnson, ed. R. W. Chapman (Oxford: OUP, 1980) 399.  
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The pamphlet made the case for Britain to negotiate a peace with France and withdraw 

precipitously from the long-running War of Spanish Succession. Because it stands as the 

finest articulation of the war-weary British public’s attitude at that moment, and because 

the Oxford ministry’s pursuit of the policy it advocated did in fact conclude the war, the 

pamphlet remains an important artifact of international history. Historians continue to 

view the resulting Treaty of Utrecht as a landmark, even as its precise significance 

undergoes debate.37 Both Whigs and Tories justified their arguments with recourse to the 

popular phrase, but scholars have generally failed to differentiate between the rival 

definitions of balance of power. Literary scholars in particular have failed to recognize 

how precisely Swift captured the zeitgeist: the Treaty of Utrecht became the first major 

treaty in European history to inscribe formally into its provisions the concept of balance 

of power – it called explicitly for Europe “to settle and establish the Peace and 

Tranquillity of Christendom, by an equal Ballance of Power, (which is the best and most 

solid Foundation of a mutual Friendship, and of a Concord which will be lasting on all 

sides).”38 Oxford, Bolingbroke and Swift viewed the peace in precisely this way.  

The third reason for studying Swift’s international theory is that he wrote 

Gulliver’s Travels, the master satire of global modernity. Despite Swift’s direct 

involvement in the Tory effort to conclude the Utrecht peace, his most lasting 

contribution to international thought remains Gulliver. Here Swift created a fictional 

                                                
37 The premise behind the title of Arthur Hassall, The Balance of Power 1715-1789 (New York: 
Macmillan, 1900); Sheehan, Balance of Power, 16-17, 105-7; Jeremy Black, European International 
Relations 1648-1815 (New York: Palgrave, 2002) 135-7; Brendan Simms, Three Victories and a Defeat: 
The Rise and Fall of the First British Empire, 1714-1783 (New York: Basic, 2007) 68-70.  
38 Tractatus pacis & amicitiæ inter Serenissimam ac Potentissimam Principem Annam (1714) 6; A general 
collection of treatys of peace and commerce, renunciations, manifestos, and other publick papers (1732) 
472-3. See also Morgenthau 186; Sheehan, Balance of Power, 16-17. Note that a far less significant treaty 
between France and Denmark in 1645 may in fact have been first; see Anderson, The Rise of Modern 
Diplomacy 1450-1919 (London: Longman, 1993) 155.  
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international system to fill the lacunae in European maps, but his purpose was to satirize 

all of humanity, especially corruptions in morality and politics. While many of his 

adventures occur within self-contained lands, like Brobdingnag or Houyhnhnmland, 

nevertheless Books I and III afford an opportunity to examine his views on international 

relations, especially global maritime commerce and naval power. Lilliput and Blefuscu 

form a well-known microcosm of bipolar international conflict. Yet Book III, with its 

numerous islands linked by a combination of trade and diplomacy, provides an especially 

fruitful site of investigation into how he conceived of relations among sovereign states. 

And lest anyone should attempt to look away from the mirror of satire, Swift has 

perforated his fictional system with linkages to the real world by means of the Japanese 

episode – the only substantial voyage to a real country – where Gulliver encounters the 

Dutch, Portuguese and others. 

How have scholars neglected Swift’s international thought for so long? It is true 

that constitutionalism, not international relations, is Swift’s chief concern in his political 

writings. He devoted most of his energy to matters of church and state within the British 

Isles, like the commons’ impeachments of certain lords, the Act of Union, the remittance 

of the First Fruits, the Test Acts, party politics, debt financing, standing armies, the 

queen’s prerogative in choosing ministers, and the dangers of paper credit, cheap coinage 

and national banking. The international sphere, especially in his early writings, appears 

on the margins, as when the narrator of the Tale informs readers that he writes to distract 

political radicals during the “intervals of a long Peace” after the Treaty of Ryswick in 

1697, or when the narrator of the Argument against Abolishing Christianity warns that 

doing so might “disoblige our Allies” (PW I. 24, 133; II. 38). Foreign policy does not 

become a major preoccupation for Swift until he joins the Tories in 1710 and even then 
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his ostensibly international writings dwell at length on denunciations of the rival party 

and their domestic policies. And while Swift entertained the possibility of going on 

diplomatic missions at various points in his career, none of them materialized, and he 

never left the British Isles.39 Neither diplomat nor traveler, Swift held to his belief that 

the uniformity of human nature explained the motivations for actions and events in 

theaters outside his direct experience. 

Hence it should be no surprise that studies of Swift’s politics have tended to 

circulate around a fairly well defined set of domestic controversies and priorities.40 The 

question of how Swift understood constitutional balance lies at the heart of the ongoing 

controversy over his practical politics. With the Glorious Revolution, mixed 

constitutionalism became the national political doctrine in England. Swift, whose 

eighteenth-century writings never shed the intensity of the preceding century’s 

controversies, professed his loyalty to revolution principles in this first prose work and 

for the rest of his life. For this reason, despite his conversion to the Tories when he joined 

the Oxford ministry in 1710, a strong tradition of scholarship confirms his self-

identification as essentially “old Whig.”41 According to this school, though he came to 

oppose the Whig Junto that managed the War of Spanish Succession, joined with the 

Tories, and reviled the later Hanoverian Whig ascendancy personified by Robert 

Walpole, nevertheless he remained Whiggish in principle.  

                                                
39 Ehrenpreis vol II, 318-19.  
40 Downie, Robert Harley and the Press: Propaganda and public opinion in the age of Swift and Defoe 
(Cambridge: CUP, 1979) and “The Conduct of the Allies: The Question of Influence,” in C. T. Probyn, ed., 
The Art of Jonathan Swift (London: Vision P, 1978) 108-28; Heinz-Joachim Müllenbrock, The Culture of 
Contention: A Rhetorical Analysis of the Public Controversy about the Ending of the War of the Spanish 
Succession, 1710-13 (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1997).  
41 Correspondence of Jonathan Swift, ed. Harold Williams, 5 vols (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963-5) IV, 100. 
See Downie, “Swift’s Politics,” Proceedings of the First Münster Symposium on Jonathan Swift, ed. 
Hermann J. Real and Heinz J. Vienken (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1985) 47-58 (48). 
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In recent decades, however, a critique of this account of Swift’s politics has 

emerged – one that views him as a natural Tory. An advocate of this interpretation asserts 

that Swift “was by no means the political liberal, the unequivocal champion of ‘liberty’ 

that some of his modern admirers would like him to have been,” and that “his writings 

reveal a deeply conservative, even reactionary, political thinker.”42 Supporters of this 

critique point to his fierce High Church loyalties, his animosity toward religious dissent, 

the irregularities of his early Whiggish writings, his intense support for the Oxford and 

Bolingbroke ministry, his drift toward the more extreme Bolingbroke, and his remaining 

sympathetic with the Tories throughout his life after his conversion. Emphasizing Swift’s 

authoritarianism, this movement locates Swift as close as possible to the extreme Jacobite 

fringe without being able to prove Jacobitism. Ian Higgins, an outspoken advocate of the 

Tory revision, argues for a high degree of “consonance” between Swift’s texts and 

“militant Jacobite” literature.43    

At times the debate over Whig, Tory, Old Whig and New Tory seems almost 

comical in its persistence in the face of Swift’s repeated assertions that he detested parties 

and party spirit.44 Over the years a handful of scholars – not, of course, an organized 

school of interpretation – have emphasized Swift’s vocal rejection of all parties and party 

politics, his stridently independent personality and the many contradictions and 

idiosyncrasies in his life and writings. They argue that Swift does not consistently fall 

                                                
42 F. P. Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics (Newark: U of Delaware P, 1983) vii; and The Politics of Gulliver’s 
Travels (Oxford: Clarendon, 1980). An early example of the Tory critique is Richard I. Cook, Jonathan 
Swift as a Tory Pamphleteer (Seattle: U of Washington P, 1967).  
43 Ian Higgins, Swift’s Politics: A Study in Disaffection (Cambridge: CUP, 1994) 37. Higgins provides an 
overview of the debate in “Swift’s Politics,” reprinted in Jonathan Swift: The Essential Writings, ed. 
Claude Rawson and Ian Higgins (New York: Norton, 2010) 803-19. Oakleaf 1-12 also provides an 
overview. See also Downie, “Swift and Jacobitism,” English Literary History 64 (1997) 887-901.  
44 For highlights of this frequently expressed attitude, see PW I. 231-4, II. 25,VIII. 120, XI. 48-50. 
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into either Whig or Tory categories and should be classed as an independent.45 This 

position recognizes Swift’s frequent pronouncements as to his Whig principles, but also 

recognizes their incongruity with his long and deeply felt activism on behalf of the 

Tories. Ultimately this line of interpretation accepts Swift’s ideal of avoiding “the 

Extreams of Whig for the Sake of the [Church], and the Extreams of Tory on Account of 

[the State],” as providing the most accurate paradigm for understanding his life and 

writings (PW II. 24-5). From this point of view, Swift defended the status quo, upholding 

the constitution of church and state in its existing form and rejecting any forms of what 

he viewed as innovation, corruption or dissent.  

These three schools of interpretation share a fundamental assumption – that 

Swift’s politics can be characterized accurately without substantial consideration of his 

international thinking. The Tory school has pointed to Swift’s enmity toward the Dutch 

and favoritism toward the navy, reflecting the intensity of his Tory leanings after 1710, 

but in both cases these facts serve to illustrate points about his domestic politics – 

international topics do not receive attention in their own right.46 Biographers and 

annotators have of course noted Swift’s views on a few specific countries and provided 

basic international background for works that required it, but they have not asked whether 

Swift held any underling theories or principles of international relations or what 

framework he used, if any, in approaching the outside world. 

                                                
45 Ehrenpreis and Ellis exemplify a nuanced understanding. Though identifying Swift as a Tory, the 
essential essay on his contradictions remains George Orwell, “Politics vs. Literature: an examination of 
Gulliver’s Travels,” reprinted in Fair Liberty was All his Cry, 166-85. See also David Nokes, Jonathan 
Swift, A Hypocrite Reversed: A Critical Biography (Oxford: OUP, 1985) 56-7.  
46 For Swift and the Dutch, see Joseph Rosenblum, "Gulliver's Dutch uncle: another look at Swift and the 
Dutch,” British Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies 24 (2001), 63-76; J. Kent Clark, “Swift and the 
Dutch,” Huntington Library Quarterly 17 (1953-4) 345-56; Ellen Douglass Leyburn, “Swift’s View of the 
Dutch,” PMLA 66 (1951) 734-45; Douglas S. Coombs, The Conduct of the Dutch. British Opinion and the 
Dutch Alliance During the War of the Spanish Succession (the Hague: Nijhoff, 1958). 
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Bringing his foreign policy into direct sunlight provides the chance for a fresh 

perspective on his politics and a rare opportunity to bring new or under-appreciated 

evidence to old debates. Swift never left the Isles, so a study of literature and 

international relations in this period might do better to focus on, say, Matthew Prior.47 

But neither did Daniel Defoe – and scholars have rightly examined the international 

aspects of Defoe’s fiction and non-fiction, even asking whether he had a theory or 

framework for understanding international relations.48 Defoe provides an obvious 

comparison. Swift and Defoe each became “Mr. Harley’s creature,” writing propaganda 

as part of Oxford’s innovative use of public opinion to achieve political aims, and both 

are responsible for two of the greatest fictional travel narratives in the language.49 The 

body of Defoe’s writings on foreign affairs far outweighs that of Swift, and he was the 

more journalistic and voluminous writer, so it should come as no surprise that scholars 

have sketched out his views on foreign affairs in greater detail. Nevertheless, Swift’s 

Examiner and Conduct match Defoe’s greatest moments in immediate political impact. A 

study of Swift’s views on foreign affairs would inevitably confirm the fact that Defoe had 

a much deeper interest in them; but it would also enable a comparison on the integrity of 

ideas. On balance of power in particular, Defoe wrote more extensively, but whereas 

Defoe read Temple’s books for illustrations of the policy, Swift called upon his memories 

as Temple’s protégé.50 Furthermore, Swift’s peculiar value lies in refusing to take the 

                                                
47 Charles Kenneth Eves, Matthew Prior: Poet and Diplomatist (New York: Columbia UP, 1939).  
48 William James Roosen, Daniel Defoe and Diplomacy (Selinsgrove: Susquehanna UP, 1986).  
49 The phrase originally applied to John Toland, see Ellis 36; Downie, Robert Harley, 131-48; Zouheir 
Jamoussi, The Snare in the Constitution: Defoe and Swift on Liberty (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, 2009).  
50 For Defoe’s invocation of Temple to help define balance of power, see Review, 19 April 1709 The Best 
of Defoe’s Review: An Anthology, ed. William L. Payne (New York: Columbia UP, 1951) 156. For critical 
discussion, see Roosen 41-9. 
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popular concept at face value. More aggressively than Defoe or other contemporaries, 

Swift examines and manipulates balance of power, allegorizing it obliquely but also 

satirizing its antitheses and misuses.  

Swift also traveled enough to have an idea of the estrangement that comes with 

serious travel. We cannot overlook the dramatic socio-economic and cultural divergences 

between England and Ireland in his time.51 The Irish relationship was quasi-international 

–it is misleading to consider the troubles between these two kingdoms solely as a 

question of restive internal politics. Swift’s Irish experiences influenced his views on 

relations between states, on the British role in the world, and especially on colonialism in 

ways that would prove decisive for the composition of Gulliver and other texts. Nothing 

illustrates this point better than the Lindalino Rebellion in Book III, which illustrates a 

“domestic” balance of power that nevertheless shows all of the violence and anarchy of 

international struggle as a result of the colonial relationship between Laputa and 

Lindalino.52 If recent scholarship is accurate in believing that Swift did not intend to 

include this notorious passage in authoritative editions of his work, it likely reflects his 

wariness of crossing the line between advocating resistance theory and promoting actual 

rebellion.53  

                                                
51 Scholarship on Swift and Ireland has ballooned since the classic work, Louis A. Landa, Swift and the 
Church of Ireland (Oxford: OUP, 1954). See Politics and Literature in the Age of Swift: English and Irish 
Perspectives, ed. Claude Rawson (Cambridge: CUP, 2010); Sean D. Moore, Swift, the Book, and the Irish 
Financial Revolution: Satire and Sovereignty in Colonial Ireland (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins P, 2010); 
Carole Fabricant, “Swift the Irishman,” in Christopher Fox, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Jonathan 
Swift (Cambridge: CUP, 2003) 48-72; and Christopher Fox and Brenda Tooley, eds., Walking Naboth’s 
Vineyard: New Studies of Swift (Notre Dame: U of Notre Dame P, 1995) 1-16. 
52 Case, Four Essays, 83; Kathleen Williams Jonathan Swift and the Age of Compromise (Lawrence: U of 
Kansas, 1967) 167.  
53 CWJS XVI. 248 n. 27, 722-4. I cannot forbear to add that the Cambridge editors have done a great 
disservice to the critical controversy by leaving the Lindalino rebellion unedited and tucked away in an 
appendix rather than including it as a footnote in the narrative.  
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One last reason scholars have overlooked Swift’s international theory, I fear, has 

to do with academic disciplinary divisions. Balance-of-power theory provides the (always 

controversial) foundation of the study of international relations, and a vibrant topic of 

debate among historians and political philosophers, but it has received precious little 

attention from literary scholars and critics.54 Literary critics working on Swift have 

focused primarily on domestic issues, print and manuscript culture, rhetorical techniques 

and social spheres of public debate.55 In some cases critics interpret Swift’s discussions 

of political philosophy in his tracts and pamphlets as unsophisticated or a ruse to give an 

air of respectability to his partisan and topical assaults.56 Of course, sometimes Swift 

does exactly that. But even the ruse, when it is one, yields insights into assumptions and 

opinions that deserve to be examined. Literary scholars have not always approached 

Swift’s works prepared to take seriously what for him were very real concerns. The 

academic obsession with identity politics – race, gender and sexuality, in particular – has 

tended to sideline  presumably old-fashioned subjects like classical political philosophy, 

diplomacy and war, even in studying texts focused on these subjects. Post-colonial 

critics, while recognizing Swift’s thoroughly international imagination, have adopted a 

                                                
54 Roosen 9 notes this point. He and two others have greatly benefited my study: Charles Hill, Grand 
Strategies: Literature, Statecraft, and World Order (New Haven: Yale UP, 2010), Timothy Hampton, 
Fictions of Embassy: Literature and Diplomacy in Early Modern Europe (Cornell: Cornell UP, 2009).  
55 See Moore, Swift, the Book, and the Irish Financial Revolution; Stephen Karian, Jonathan Swift in Print 
and Manuscript (Cambridge: CUP, 2010); Downie, Robert Harley and the Press; Müllenbrock 17-29. See 
also Janine Barchas, Graphic Design, Print Culture, and the Eighteenth-Century Novel (Cambridge: CUP, 
2003) and Hannah Barker and Simon Burrows, eds, Press, Politics and the Public Sphere in Europe and 
North America, 1760-1820 (Cambridge: CUP, 2002). Forthcoming is Jonathan Swift and the Eighteenth-
Century Book, ed. Paddy Bullard and James McLaverty (Cambridge: CUP, 2013). 
56 E.g. Ehrenpreis vol II, 418, “he made a great and earnest show of presenting the elementary propositions 
of political philosophy and then of rigorously applying” them. Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics, 148, sees 
Swift’s theoretical premises in the Discourse and the Conduct as posing “question-begging statement[s] of 
principle.” Downie, “The Conduct of the Allies: The Question of Influence,” 114.  
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narrative of hegemony and resistance that sometimes fails to take account of Swift’s 

tripartite theory of balance of power as it applies to global space.57    

Meanwhile scholars in other fields have recognized the value of the occasional 

Swift quotation but have not addressed his thought in any comprehensive way. Historians 

often turn to Swift’s journals, correspondence and pamphleteering for insight into the 

reigns of William, Anne and George I, but they tend to rely on him for handy examples 

of eloquent partisanship regarding practical politics, leaving little room for analysis of the 

integrity of his thought.58 The Conduct of the Allies remains indispensable for those who 

seek to understand the internal motivations that drove Britain to withdraw from the war – 

but its reputation as a piece of political hatchet-work has distracted some scholars from 

the legitimate foreign policy argument.59 In international relations, Swift’s fictional 

characters and coinages, especially the theme of “Gulliver unbound,” have gained a 

remarkable informal currency.60 A few examples taken at random will suffice to 

demonstrate the widespread (and quite humorous) currency of Swiftian imagery. In 

official government documents, we read, for instance, that “struggling against the ties 

that bind us, like a modern Gulliver, is counterproductive” and that “doing nothing about 

                                                
57 A point argued convincingly by Robert Markley, “Gulliver and the Japanese: The Limits of the 
Postcolonial Past,” Modern Language Quarterly 65 (2004) 457-79 (470). For a standard post-colonial 
reading, see Clement Hawes, “Three Times Round the Globe: Gulliver and Colonial Discourse,” Cultural 
Critique 18 (Spring 1991) 187-214 (188-9). Edward Said calls attention to Swift’s independent stance in 
The Word, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1983) 67. 
58 E.g. Speck, “Swift and the Historian,” 260-1, and “The Examiner Re-Examined” Prose Studies 16 
(1993) 34-43 (42); A. D. MacLachlan, “The Road to Peace 1710-13” in Holmes, Britain after the Glorious 
Revolution, 210. There are of course many exceptions, such as D. R. Woolf, Reading history in early 
modern England (Cambridge: CUP, 2000) 126ff.  
59 Simms 58-62; Marco Cesa, Allies yet Rivals: International Politics in 18th Century Europe (Stanford: 
Stanford UP, 2010) 103, 246. 
60 See Stanley Hoffmann and Frédéric Bozo Gulliver unbound: America’s imperial temptation and the war 
in Iraq (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004) and Gulliver’s Troubles, Or the Setting of American 
Foreign Policy (New York: McGraw Hill, 1968).    
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our oil dependency will make us a pitiful giant – like Gulliver in Lilliput.”61 In 

scholarship on global affairs we learn that “many of the people working for George W. 

Bush … saw Iraq as an opportunity for Uncle-Sam-as-Gulliver finally to free himself 

from the Lilliputians who dominated the ‘international community.’”62 And while “there 

has never been a Gulliver as Gulliveresque as 21st century America,” nevertheless there 

is a Nigerian Gulliver, a “South Asian Gulliver,” and many others.63 Theorists have even 

invented an entire “Lilliput Strategy.”64 Needless to say, aside from such offhand 

acknowledgments of the indelible mark of Swift’s imagination, his political writings have 

received little attention in international relations.65  

III. WHAT THIS DISSERTATION AIMS TO DO 

Thus Swift’s treatment of balance of power has fallen through the cracks between literary 

studies, history, political philosophy and international relations. And yet recent directions 

in scholarship suggest that a study of Swift’s theory of international relations would meet 

a growing demand. Literary historians in recent decades have expanded knowledge of 
                                                
61 U.S. Army War College Guide to National Security Policy and Strategy, ed. by Dr. J. Boone 
Bartholomees, Jr (2nd ed., 2006) 56, at 
http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/display.cfm?pubid=708, accessed March 14, 2013 ; 
Congressional Record: Senate vol 151, pt.19, Nov. 16, 2005, 26148. At 
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CREC-2005-11-16/content-detail.html , accessed March 14, 2013.  
62 Strobe Talbott, The Great Experiment: The Story of Ancient Empires, Modern States, and the Quest for a 
Global Nation (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008) 354; Ulrich Beck, The Cosmopolitan Vision (Malden: 
Polity P, 2006) 133.  
63 Josef Joffe, “Gulliver Unbound: Can America Rule the World?” in The Twentieth Annual John Bonython 
Lecture, Centre for Independent Studies, Sydney, Australia, August 5, 2003 at 
http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/polisci/faculty/trachtenberg/useur/joffe2.html, accessed March 14, 2013; 
George Perkovich, India’s Nuclear Bomb: The Impact on Global Proliferation (Berkeley: U of California 
P, 2001) 329; Gulliver's troubles: Nigeria's foreign policy after the Cold War, ed. Adekeye Adebajo and 
Abdul Raufu Mustapha (Scottsville, South Africa: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2008). 
64 Jeremy Brecher and Tim Costello, Global village or global pillage: economic reconstruction from the 
bottom up (Boston: South End P, 1994) 4. See also Catherine Eschle and Bice Maiguashca, eds, Critical 
theories, international relations and 'the anti-globalisation movement': the politics of global resistance 
(New York: Routledge, 2005) 169.  
65 Sheehan, Balance of Power, 105-6 cites Conduct but focuses mostly on Defoe among literary writers.    



 
 

23 

Swift’s views on particular countries. Swift specialists have placed his writings in the 

context of the British Isles, asserting the importance of his Irish background, as 

mentioned, and examining his lifelong antagonism toward Scottish Presbyterianism, the 

Act of Union and Scottish settlement in Northern Ireland.66 Moreover scholars have 

greatly elucidated Swift’s treatment of Japan.67 Still, scholars have not exhausted the 

possibilities of research into his reading and occasional comments on the French, 

Swedish, Austrians, Portuguese, Turks, Chinese and other countries, and how his views 

relate to those of his literary contemporaries.68 Before this can be done accurately, 

balance of power deserves consideration as the foundational principle for his 

understanding of the way states behave. 

Historians of the Restoration and early eighteenth century also could benefit from 

a study of Swift’s balance of power. The concept first emerged as a metaphor in 

historiography and has remained a handy conceptual tool among historians in the twenty-

first century, though increasingly its ambiguities, ideological underpinnings and 

theoretical limitations are more likely to be emphasized than its explanatory power. 
                                                
66 Evan R. Davis, “The Injured Lady, the Deluded Man, and the Infamous Creature: Swift and the 1707 Act 
of Union” in David A. Valone and Jill Marie Bradbury, Anglo-Irish Identities, 1571-1845 (Lewisburg: 
Bucknell UP, 2008) 126-142; Christopher Fox, “Swift and the Rabble Reformation: A Tale of a Tub and 
State of the Church in the 1690s” in Todd C. Parker, ed., Swift as Priest and Satirist (Newark: U of 
Delaware P, 2009) 102-22.  
67 Maurice Johnson, Kitagaki Muneharu and Philip Williams, Gulliver’s Travels and Japan: A New 
Reading (Kyoto: Amherst House, 1977). Markley, “Gulliver and the Japanese” and The Far East and the 
English Imagination 1600-1730 (Cambridge: CUP, 2009). John Shufelt, “The trickster as an instrument of 
enlightenment: George Psalmanazar and the writings of Jonathan Swift,” History of European Ideas 31 
(2005) 147-171.  
68 For China, see Pierre, Gerald J.: "Gulliver's voyage to China and Moor Park: the influence of Sir 
William Temple upon 'Gulliver's Travels'." Texas Studies in Literature and Language 17 (1975), 427-37; 
Dirk F. Passman, “Chinese Transport in A Tale of a Tub,” Notes and Queries 231 (1986) 482-484; See also 
G. A. Starr, "Defoe, Swift, China, and the 'improvement' of gunpowder," Notes and Queries (57) 2010, 
519-21. For Sweden, see Ehrenpreis, “Swift’s History of England,” 182-4 and Lock, Politics of Gulliver’s 
Travels, 56-65. For Portugal, see Maurice J. O'Sullivan, "Swift's Pedro de Mendez," American Notes and 
Queries (22) 131-3 and Hermann J. Real and Heinz J. Vienken, "What's in a name: Pedro de Mendez again, 
American Notes and Queries (24) 136-42.  
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Several recent studies address the role of ideology, public opinion and culture in  

domestic perceptions of foreign affairs, as well as the interface between domestic and 

foreign policy making.69 Jeremy Black has recently investigated the emergence of public 

opinion into foreign policy-making in the eighteenth century and observed that scholars 

have not adequately evaluated the importance of balance of power to the period.70 Yet 

Black only touches on Temple and Swift, leaving room for further study.71  

Swift can even teach lessons to those working in formal international relations. 

Balance of power remains the foundational theory of the field, but critical geopolitics and 

the neo-liberal school have spurred some neo-realists to attempt theoretical refurbishment 

in order to show the continuing relevance of balance of power amid globalization and 

information revolution.72 The movement to renovate has led Richard Little to revisit the 

evolution of balance-of-power theory and in particular take note of the way that narrative, 

metaphor and other literary devices have shaped their disciplinary discourse. Invoking 

George Lakoff’s and Mark Johnson’s classic Metaphors We Live By, as well as Roland 

Barthes and other literary theorists, Little generates a comprehensive understanding of the 

development of balance of power from a metaphor and myth (narrative) into what has 

                                                
69 See for instance David Onnekink and Gijs Rommelse, Ideology and Foreign Policy in Early Modern 
Europe 1650-1750 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011); Steven Pincus, Protestantism and Patriotism: Ideologies 
and the Making of English Foreign Policy, 1650-1668 (Cambridge: CUP, 1996); Jonathan Scott, England’s 
Troubles: Seventeenth-Century English Political Instability in European Context (Cambridge: CUP, 2000); 
Black, Parliament and Foreign Policy in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: CUP, 2004). 
70 Black, reviewing Cesa, points out that “there is also room for rethinking the understanding and use of the 
balance of power” in eighteenth-century studies. See “Alliances, Dueling and Social Policy,” Eighteenth-
Century Studies 45 (2011) 140.  
71 Black, Debating Foreign Policy, 73, 84-5, 218.  
72 Little 13. See Gearóid Ó Thuathail, Critical Geopolitics: The Politics of Writing Global Space 
(Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1996); Klaus Dodds, The Ashgate Research Companion to Critical 
Geopolitics (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013). Also Jonathan Haslam, No Virtue Like Necessity: Realist Thought 
in International Relations since Machiaveli (New Haven: Yale, 2002).  
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become, he argues, a legitimate social scientific model.73 In this context, Swift’s writings 

on balance of power become highly relevant, engaging with the concept during the 

critical period of its evolution when the Tudor myth began to fade and yet Britain became 

even more ebullient in its self-congratulation as the decisive moving part within the 

emerging mechanized view of European relations.  

What is missing, therefore, is a concentrated study of Swift’s conception of 

balance of power that makes his thought accessible to scholars working in history, 

international relations and political philosophy. Swift will not revolutionize any of these 

fields – and his literary achievements will always remain paramount – but at the moment 

almost no interdisciplinary bridge exists accounting for the fact that Conduct of the Allies 

and Gulliver have a theoretical link as well as an authorial one. But it may help fill a gap 

in our knowledge relating to the relationship of literary culture to early eighteenth-

century British foreign policy and the evolution of balance of power qua metaphor and 

myth. Swift employs the balance-of-power concept in ways that differ from those of other 

authors and that challenge the twenty-first century understanding of its evolution. Indeed, 

Swift narrates a critical moment in this evolution, when Queen Anne, in the Treaty of 

Utrecht, comes as close as possible to realizing the Elizabethan ideal, even aside from the 

Tories’ mythopoeia. Swift is a transitional figure in the history of the theory – it is not 

quite accurate to say that he represents the final flowering of the Tudor myth, since he 

despises Henry VIII, the first English king who claimed to balance Europe, yet it is 

entirely inaccurate to assimilate him to the standard narrative of balance of power in this 

period, which emphasizes Newtonian physics and the view of European diplomacy that 

                                                
73 50-87, 53. See also Little and Barry Buzan, International Systems in World History: Remaking the Study 
of International Relations (Oxford: OUP, 2000) 44-5.  
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operates like clockwork. Swift rejects both the Hobbes-Filmer extreme of agency-

oriented conceptions of power and the lack of agency implied by the natural philosophers 

who emphasized the combined effects of multiple actors and material constraints within a 

complex system. Swift qualifies his approval of the agency-centered concept to ward off 

Hobbism but also satirizes what he saw as the anarchic, disembodied, epicurean absurdity 

of the scientific, systemic approach.  

As is by now evident, my aim in this dissertation is to address the hardly 

recognized problem of how Swift theorized international space, how he understood the 

intersection of domestic and foreign policy, and how he approached war, peace and 

alliance in general, so as to enable scholars to place his writings on particular countries, 

foreign events and even aspects of domestic politics into context. I will demonstrate that 

Swift had a more incisive understanding of international relations than scholars have 

recognized. This study may only slightly qualify the running assumption that Swift was a 

Tory-sympathizing isolationist, which the evidence bears out in many cases, but it will 

also raise a healthy skepticism regarding the frequent imputations of xenophobia that 

have mostly served to spare people the trouble of close reading. I hope to make a small 

contribution toward rounding out our view of his achievement as a political writer, his 

particular contribution to balance of power theory, and even show the uses of balance of 

power theory in interpreting his literary masterpieces. By engaging in international 

relations theory to illuminate a body of discourse traditionally seen as belonging to 

English literary studies, this dissertation sets out to be thoroughly interdisciplinary.  

The following questions have guided my research. Does Swift have a general 

theory of power underlying his specific political positions? If so, does he apply it with 

any consistency? How did Swift approach international relations in general, and the 



 
 

27 

interface between British foreign and domestic policy in particular? How does Swift 

conceive of balance of power and how does his conception compare with that of his 

contemporaries? What precisely was Sir William Temple’s influence on Swift’s views on 

foreign affairs? Where does balance of power stand in the all-encompassing quarrel of 

ancient and modern learning? Do Swift’s views on international relations play a 

significant role in his satirical writings? Finally, how does Swift’s balance of power shed 

light on other aspects of British and European literature, history and political philosophy 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries? 

The structure of the dissertation is as follows. I begin by providing the first 

concentrated study of Sir William Temple’s concept of balance of power, in order to 

clarify Temple’s theory in relation to that of his contemporaries and historical events. I 

show that Temple made use of two proverbial kinds of balance – balance as mental 

weighing, which concludes when one scale preponderates and a judgment is made, and 

balance as a general term for division and opposition. The two concepts align, since to 

weigh your options is to have a divided mind. When Temple implores Charles II to hold 

the balance of Christendom, he means that Charles should choose (conclude mental 

balancing) a course of action that will sow division (balance) in Europe, particularly by 

finding ways to oppose whatever country happens to be most powerful and ambitious (in 

his time, France). This conception of balance of power makes sense on the international 

front, and Temple is, after all, a diplomat. But the most surprising consequence of it lies 

in Temple’s views of domestic government. National division is obviously undesirable; 

Temple argues that a balance of power within a country portends a national crisis, if one 

has not already occurred – most often he means civil war, such as when the Puritan 

parliament grew equal in power to Charles I. For Temple, a state requires preponderance, 
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a majority of opinion going one way – unity and consensus rather than division and 

conflict. Temple condenses all of these views into a single statement of the “constant 

interests of England”: “the greatness of our naval forces; the balance of our neighbouring 

powers; and our own union, by the extinction of factions among us.”74 Temple does not 

endorse absolutism but rather concludes that national unity and preponderance of 

government power occur only as a fortuitous phase in the cycles of history.  

Chapter Two reviews Swift’s first prose work, the Discourse of the Contests and 

Dissentions, in order to compare Swift’s notion of balance with Temple’s. Swift, unlike 

Temple, attempts to formulate a coherent theory of balance – he applies the one-few-

many triad from mixed constitutionalism onto the international sphere, asserting the 

universality of tripartite balance of power. However, like Temple, he argues that the 

essence of balance of power lies in the figure of the balancer, a moral agent who 

exercises independent judgment. For Swift the balancer serves to prevent the mechanical 

opposition of the two scales from breaking the state of suspension. Though he believes 

the monarch acts as balancer in the English constitution, he makes it clear that any power 

can act as balancer by acting to prevent bipolarity, either by strengthening the weak or 

weakening the strong. On the fundamental importance of using independent judgment to 

defend against revolutionary ambitions, Swift reinforces Temple’s concept of balance. In 

the Battel of the Books, the Book of Temple chooses to change alliances, in classic 

balance-of-power fashion, to reinforce the established separation of powers rather than 

joining his fellow Moderns in an attempt at usurpation. Swift took seriously the analogy 

                                                
74 The Works of Sir William Temple, Bart, 4 vols (London, 1770) vol III. 64. This edition remains the best 
of Temple’s complete works in print. However, see Observations upon the United Provinces of the 
Netherlands, ed. Sir George Clark (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1972) and Five Miscellaneous Essays by Sir 
William Temple, ed. Samuel Holt Monk (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1963). 
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of internal and external balances of power and yet understood that the tripartite division 

had a metaphysical dimension that made it especially useful for allegorical and satiric 

purposes. Having raised the problem of ancients and moderns, I return to the Discourse in 

order to place it within the context of balance-of-power discussions among Swift’s rivals 

and interlocutors in the pamphlet war of 1701. Swift’s interpretation of balance was 

controversial from the start, but the writings of Charles Davenant, James Drake and 

Charles Leslie bring Swift’s notion of “ancient” balance into sharper definition as 

emphasizing the role of individual prerogative within systemic constraints against the 

rival “modern” notions that either remove prerogative entirely (Davenant, Drake) or 

glorify it without limit (Leslie). Ultimately Swift argues that an effective royal 

prerogative at home, the king’s ability to balance nobles and commons, is the only means 

by which the king can act as balancer against the threat of universal monarchy posed by 

France – once again demonstrating the Temple inheritance.   

In Chapter Three, I attend to Swift’s years as chief propagandist under the Oxford 

ministry of 1710-14, when he became the leading apologist for the Treaty of Utrecht and 

wrote The Conduct of the Allies. Here I show that Swift’s triumph in the pamphlet war 

has less to do with his conspiracy theorizing about the Whigs, as modern critics have 

argued, and more to do with his articulation of two different concepts of balance – the 

physical or material balance of forces and the political or legal balance of power. Swift 

does not reject the material balance of forces, but shows that it relates only to the means 

of the war, while the balance of power relates to the ends. He criticizes the Whigs for 

mismanagement on both fronts, but his treatment of the latter clinches his argument. In 

close consistency with the version of balance of power he presented in the Discourse, 

before he turned Tory, Swift contends that the English monarch must be able to maintain 
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the constitutional position as holder of the balance at home in order to fulfill the ideal of 

holding the balance of power in Europe.  

In Chapter Four, I turn to Gulliver’s Travels, particularly Books I and III, where 

Swift’s satire plays out across fictional international systems. On matters of policy, 

Oxford and Swift, like Temple, shared a vision of the balance of Europe that emphasized 

England’s maritime power as the source of its security against invasion, and hence the 

first principle of national and public interest. Maritime power plays a role in Gulliver. In 

the Voyage to Lilliput, I revisit the question of whether Gulliver’s putting an end to the 

war with Blefuscu allegorizes the Treaty of Utrecht. For thirty years scholars have backed 

away from the old allegorical readings of this episode, calling instead for a reading that 

emphasizes allusion and analogy. They emphasize that war, peace and the ingratitude of 

princes are common themes. However, the trajectory of Lilliput’s foreign posture, from 

internal division and vulnerability to invasion to naval preponderance and power 

projection, follows England’s trajectory from Temple’s time through to the treaty of 

Utrecht and Swift’s moment of writing in the 1720s. When placed in context with the 

undeniable allegories of England and France, i.e. with Blefuscu harboring Big-Endian 

Exiles, this episode takes on the appearance of a loose allegory for the moral and political 

corruptions that Swift believed followed from any state’s misuse of technological and 

strategic advantages gained from peace agreements. As for Book III, I show that Swift 

adopts Temple’s perspective on navigation in the Essay upon the Antient and Modern 

Learning, in which Temple argues that commercial monopolies have prevented modern 

explorers from discovering and mapping all of the earth’s surface. Swift replaces the 

conjecture of a geological “balance of earth” with intimations of the ancient moral and 

political principles of balance that have become familiar from his writings.  
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This dissertation will demonstrate that Swift used the traditional image of the set 

of scales in order to insist that a correct understanding of balance of power requires a 

human operator, or small group of operators, who keeps the two scales “duly poised” (if 

not equal) in the midst of an external environment that continually and unevenly puts 

more weight into them. In doing so, Swift asserts an ancient, humanistic definition of the 

concept, which emphasizes the act of judgment, and uses it to endorse limited monarchy. 

This definition contrasts with the modern definitions, which argue either that the 

constitution is sufficient to maintain order regardless of how individuals behave, or that 

only an absolute monarch can maintain order. In both cases, republican or absolutist, 

Swift asserts that the moderns seek absolute power in a predictable, mechanical way. The 

humanistic notion emphasizes separating power and preserving each member’s due share 

of it, while the latter, in his view, justifies acquiring ever more material power so as to 

always be “equal” to whatever resistance it finds. The moral choice lies between self-

mastery through self-restraint or self-enslavement through endless desire. The political 

choice lies between limited government or two varieties of tyranny. Swift’s adherence to 

the well-known 1688 formula of crown-in-parliament mirrors his larger insistence that 

systems are necessary to constrain individuals and prevent abuses, but can never 

substitute for individual judgment itself. This belief informs his moral vision of England-

in-Christendom and England-in-World. Thus Swift’s notion of balance of power as 

neither wholly agency focused nor wholly systemic has the potential to alter the standard 

accounts of the theory’s evolution. Incidentally, this interpretation reinforces the “Old 

Whig” interpretation of Swift’s political beliefs.    

The greatest value of this dissertation, I hope, lies in compelling different 

disciplines to approach familiar texts and familiar concepts in a new way. Swift engaged 
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with balance of power throughout his life – but his engagement did not always take the 

form of serious political disquisition or advocacy. Satires like Gulliver show that he 

subjected balance of power to the same ironic interrogations to which he subjected all 

other theories, especially when he saw its conversion into a meaningless war cry. 

Nevertheless, this dissertation argues that readers should not dismiss the seriousness with 

which he treats a proper understanding of this political “commonplace.” For ultimately 

Swift views balance of power in the scheme of the quarrel of ancients and moderns: it is a 

principle of ancient wisdom that never fails to expose the vices and corruptions of 

modernity. As U. S. president John Adams wrote of the Discourse, Swift’s balance-of-

power primer, “perhaps there is not to be found, in any library, so many accurate ideas of 

government expressed with so much perspicuity, brevity, and precision.”75 
  

                                                
75 John Adams, The Works of John Adams, ed. Charles Francis Adams (Boston: Little and Brown, 1851) 
vol IV, 389.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Sir William Temple and the Balance of Christendom 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Sir William Temple, the author whose style received praise from the likes of Swift, 

Addison, Johnson and Hume, has received little sustained critical attention in the twenty-

first century.1 His essay Upon the Antient and Modern Learning, according to most 

commentators going back at least to Macaulay, marks an ill-advised foray into academic 

controversy.2 Today literary scholars approach him to see what they can learn about the 

background of Swift’s writings, or, increasingly, to gain more insight into Dorothy 

Osborne, the talented epistolary artist who married him.3  

While Temple’s stature has fallen, few would deny that his memoirs, 

correspondence and essays give invaluable insight into English politics and international 

                                                
1 But see Lance Bertelsen, “Ireland, Temple, and the Origins of the Drapier,” Papers on Language and 
Literature 13 (1977) 413-19; Eric Miller, “Epicurean gardens in William Temple and John Wilmot,” 
Dalhousie Review 86 (2006) 329-44; Tony C. Brown, “Joseph Addison and the pleasures of sharawadgi,” 
English Literary History 74 (2007) 171-93; David Deeming, “The Tale, Temple, and Swift’s Irish 
aesthetic” in Representations of Swift, ed. Brian A. Connery (Newark: Delaware UP, 2002) 25-40; and 
Nicholas von Maltzahn, “Andrew Marvell and the prehistory of Whiggism” in ‘Cultures of Whiggism’: new 
essays on English literature and culture in the long eighteenth century, ed. David Womersley, Paddy 
Bullard and Abigail Williams (Newark: Delaware UP, 2005) 31-61. 
2 “Sir William Temple,” Works of Lord Macaulay, vol VI, 318-23. Macaulay claims Temple wrote the 
essay in “an evil hour,” 318.  
3 For Swiftians’ approach to Temple, see next chapter. For Osborne, see Kenneth Parker, ed., Dorothy 
Osborne: Letters to Sir William Temple, 1652-54: Observations on Love, Literature, Politics and Religion 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2002). For criticism, see Jane Dunn, Read my Heart: Dorothy Osborne and Sir 
William Temple: A Love Story in the Age of Revolution (London: Harper, 2008); Carrie A. Hintz, An 
Audience of One: Dorothy Osborne’s Letters to Sir William Temple, 1652-1654 (Buffalo: Toronto UP, 
2005); Sara Crangle, “Epistolarity, audience, selfhood: the letters of Dorothy Osborne to William Temple,” 
Women’s Writing 12 (2005) 433-51.  
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relations in the Restoration period. His experiences as an English diplomat and 

parliamentarian amid the various twists and turns of the 1660s-70s, as a friend and 

occasional adviser to Charles II and William III as well as to numerous other leading 

figures of the era, render his writings inherently valuable, and when to this intrinsic 

historical merit is added his universally admired style and his philosophical 

“digressiveness,” we must acknowledge him a worthy guide to the politics of the period.4  

Politics remain the central concern of Temple’s life and writings. Yet political 

scientists have overlooked Temple, with some justice, in preference for larger-than-life, 

systematic philosophers like Hobbes and Locke, as well as other giants of the period like 

Harrington and Filmer.5 When scholars have examined Temple’s thought with attention, 

they have emphasized one or two of a handful of themes recognized by all. For example, 

some scholars emphasize that his Epicurean moral philosophy shaped his understanding 

of history and politics.6 Others that he had a secular perspective and resorted to 

“materialist” explanations of human behavior and socio-political phenomena, claiming, 

for instance, that environmental factors like geography, climate and diet had a great 

impact.7 Others have shown that he held a patriarchal theory of the origins of government 

and believed the root of authority lay in popular opinion.8 Still others that he observed in 

all great events the principle of maxima e minimis and held that individuals exercised 
                                                
4 Clark, “Introduction,” Observations upon the United Provinces of the Netherlands, x.  
5 C. B. Macpherson concludes that Temple lacked influence because he did not address the central question 
of the relation of government to property that motivated the more famous political philosophers. See his 
“Sir William Temple, Political Scientist?” Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science 9 (1943) 
39-54 (50ff).  
6 Temple’s Epicureanism receives a thorough treatment in Marburg, Sir William Temple. But see 
Macpherson 49 for qualifications.  
7 Some examples include Macpherson 42-46, quote at 44; Marburg 29-30; Woodbridge 310; Clark xii.  
8 The patriarchal theory is the focus of Frank I. Herriott, “Sir William Temple, on the Origin and Nature of 
Government,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 3 (Sept. 1892) 22-51 (32). 
See also Woodbridge 141-47, 248-50; Macpherson 49.  
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tremendous influence upon the course of history.9 He believed history repeated itself in a 

cycle of growth and decay that expresses itself in the life of states and empires, that 

civilization might suddenly flourish in one place and just as suddenly vanish in another.10 

Temple scholars have demonstrated these elements of Temple’s thought, but others, after 

duly reviewing them, have often felt comfortable dismissing the mustachioed Epicurean 

of Moor Park and moving on to greater concerns.  

One prominent, recurring theme in Temple’s writings has gone mostly 

unexplored: balance of power. As I will show in this chapter, scholars have often noticed 

it but have never attempted a precise delineation of it, or a description of how it operates 

in specific arguments or where it fits in his general political philosophy. Yet balance of 

power is the central concept in Temple’s theory of international relations – no small 

matter for a man whose fame owes as much to his diplomatic record as to his writing. 

Moreover, as I will show, balance of power is also integral to his domestic politics. 

Temple’s anti-systematic approach to all intellectual matters, and therefore his lack of an 

explicitly formulated balance-of-power theory, deflects attention from his lifelong 

engagement with balance as one of a few master metaphors of his political thought. His 

recurring use of the metaphor, casual as it can be, marks the surface of a consistent set of 

underlying beliefs about how politics operate that differs in notable ways from the 

balance of power of which his contemporaries spoke as well as from the general theory of 

international relations that developed after his time. 

Did Temple see himself as practicing balance of power politics, or did he uphold 

the concept unconsciously? How does balance of power relate to his broader political 

                                                
9 Macpherson 53; Marburg 59; Ehrenpreis vol II, 123.  
10 Marburg 43-71. Woodbridge 310, 318.  
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philosophy? In this chapter, I will answer these questions and show that while Temple 

advocated a particular understanding of balance of power in Europe, what he called “the 

balance of Christendom,” nevertheless he argued against a balance of power in English 

domestic affairs. Ultimately he considered both foreign balance of power and domestic 

preponderance of power to be integral to a broader notion of the “true, general, and 

perpetual interest of the nation,” the supreme concept in his politics (Works III. 64). Here 

I will consider Temple’s writings in their own right, only in subsequent chapters 

comparing his conception to that of Swift. 

 

II. TEMPLE’S RECEPTION AND BALANCE OF POWER 

Temple has long had a reputation for wisdom in matters of state. The popularity of the 

Triple Alliance encouraged this impression but Temple’s writings sealed it. His 

Observations upon the United Provinces of the Netherlands (1673) went into six editions 

by 1693 and earned him a reputation, even among his detractors, as the “oracle of those 

parts.”11 Temple was sufficiently well known for exercising his literary talents in the 

political sphere that when Halifax anonymously sent around the manuscript of The 

Character of a Trimmer in 1685, John Finch wrote to Viscount Weymouth that “the 

following persons are thought to stand fairest to be the author or authors of it. Sr William 

Temple, Captain Titus Sr William Coventry & Mr Nevill.”12 Temple’s reputation for 

wisdom crossed political divides. In 1689 John Wildman, a leveler, claimed that 

                                                
11 The Works of Algernon Sidney (London, 1772) 50-1. Temple’s Observations remained the most popular 
book on the Netherlands until Lewis Theobald translated and published Monsieur Le Clerc’s Observations 
(1715) which included Jean le Clerc’s commentary on Temple, in which Le Clerc sought to correct him on 
particulars while still praising his Observations as having been “deservedly receiv’d with an universal 
Approbation,” 30. For a short discussion of Le Clerc’s view, see Clark, Observations, xvii-xviii.  
12 Works of George Savile Marquis of Halifax, vol I, 33.   
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Temple’s “insight in the Constitutions of States and Kingdoms, may deservedly give him 

a decisive Vote” on the relative merits of monarchies and republics.13 Gilbert Burnet 

deplored Temple as a “vain man, much blown up in his own conceit, which he shewed 

too indecently on all occasions,” and, as to religion, a “corrupter of all that came near 

him.” Yet he felt compelled to admit that Temple had “a true judgment in affairs, and 

very good principles with relation to government,” to note that Temple directed Danby’s 

administration “as to foreign affairs,” and to credit his own account of England’s foreign 

relations during this period “wholly to Temple’s Letters, in which they are very trully and 

fully set forth.”14 Temple’s contemporaries and near contemporaries widely 

acknowledged his acute political insight.15  

Temple’s name has often been associated with balance of power and related 

concepts. Temple’s sister, Lady Giffard, in her Life of Sir William Temple (written c. 

1690; printed in 1728), wrote that he made a name for himself from his first entrance into 

public affairs when, in the Irish parliament, “he gain’d … much credit, & turn’d the 

House so often in their warmest debates by never entering into any of their factions or 

partys, nor minding who he pleas’d or anger’d.”16 The ability to sway a legislature with a 

single vote points to a common example of political balance, and Giffard’s use of “turn” 

in a parliamentary context may invoke the proverbial “turn the balance” or “turn the 

                                                
13 Some Remarks upon Government, and particularly upon the Establishment of the English Monarchy 
relating to this present Juncture (1688/9), in The Struggle for Sovereignty: Seventeenth-Century English 
Political Tracts, ed. Joyce Lee Malcolm (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1999) vol II, 881.  
14 Bishop Burnet’s History of His Own Time (London, 1725) vol II, 670-1.  
15 For Swift, see next chapter. For Johnson, see James Boswell, Life of Johnson, 526. For Hume, see The 
History of England from the Invasion of Julius Caesar to the Revolution in 1688 (Indianapolis: Liberty 
Fund, 1983) vol VI, 219-20.   
16 “Life and Character of Sir William Temple,” in The Early Essays and Romances of Sir William Temple 
Bt., ed. G. C. Moore Smith (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1930) 9.  
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scales.”17 Swift, as we shall see, perpetuates the image of Temple as a balancer by having 

him switch from the Moderns to the Ancients in the Battel of the Books (1704), lifting 

him above the bookish quarrel with Wotton and Bentley and associating him with the 

Ancients as an independent force whose decision may determine the fate of the 

commonwealth.     

Temple also shared in William III’s universal renown for balancing policy. He 

had a close relationship with William, and his writings provide an Englishman’s 

perspective on William’s career before he acceded to the English throne – the “Prince of 

Orange” features prominently in his Letters and Memoirs. In a 1709 issue of the Review 

dedicated to laying down a proper definition of balance of power, Defoe alludes to one of 

Temple’s anecdotes about William of Orange:  

And this is the true foundation upon which the late glorious King William 

said to Sir William Temple, that if we were to go beyond the Treaty of the 

Pyrenees, he should be as much a Frenchman as he was then a Spaniard. 

Why was it that Queen Elizabeth always aided the French and the Dutch 

against the Spaniard? Even for the very same reason that King William 

aided the Spaniard against the French.18 

Temple’s Memoirs of What passed in Christendom (1691), from which Defoe quoted, 

were sufficient to establish Temple as an authority on the balancing policy that William 

                                                
17 See "turn, v." OED Online. December 2012. Oxford University Press. 13 February 
2013<http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/view/Entry/207669?rskey=6tSEAd&result=2&isAdvanc
ed=false>. 
18 Review, 19 April 1709 The Best of Defoe’s Review: An Anthology, ed. William L. Payne (New York: 
Columbia UP, 1951) 156. Defoe could not have been responding to Temple’s Memoirs, the third part, 
which Swift published a few months later. In April 1709 Tooke bought the manuscript and the printed 
edition appeared in June. See Ehrenpreis vol II, 339. 
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III put into practice against France.19 Temple’s Memoirs, a genre that he helped establish 

in English literature, gave an unusually candid relation of diplomatic negotiations and 

policy making, with glimpses of the principles and thought processes not only of William 

III but also of Charles II and leading ambassadors, generals and statesmen in England and 

on the continent.20 

By the early eighteenth century readers saw Temple as an authority on matters of 

statecraft. The controversy over peace negotiations toward the end of the War of Spanish 

Succession and the desire not to repeat the failure of the Treaty of Ryswick in 1697 sent 

readers looking for guidance as to how to counteract wily French diplomacy. Temple’s 

works seemed an obvious place to look since he had written the definitive account of how 

the French outmaneuvered the rest of Europe at the Treaty of Nimjegen in 1678-9. The 

anonymous author of The Ballance of Power: Or, A Comparison of the Strength of the 

Emperor and the French King, In a Letter to a Friend (1711) cited Temple’s Memoirs to 

show that popular opinion in the United Provinces forced its leaders to agree to a separate 

peace with France at Nijmegen. He argues that if public opinion similarly forces England 

in 1711 to make a separate peace with France then “the Union must be broken, and the 

Ballance would be destroy’d.”21 Archbishop William King wrote to Swift in 1712 to ask 

about precisely this aspect of Temple’s works. Observing France’s use of peace 

negotiations as a ploy to split apart its enemies, at Nijmegen and on other occasions, King 

continues, “I am told there is a book writ by your friend Sir William Temple called 

Memoirs that talks at this rate … I have a great mind to buy this, if you assure me that it 
                                                
19 The passage Defoe quotes appears in Temple’s Works II. 321. These were, of course, the second part of 
the Memoirs but only the first published, since Temple destroyed the first part.  
20 Woodbridge 247.   
21 The Ballance of Power: Or, A Comparison of the Strength of the Emperor and the French King. In a 
Letter to a Friend. (A. Baldwin, London, 1711) 7.  
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is worth my while.” Swift, deeply involved in promoting the peace talks at that moment, 

does not seem to have appreciated the reminder of French perfidy. Having only recently 

published the third part of Temple’s Memoirs, Swift responds drily that the second part 

“was published twenty Years ago … and was so well known, that I could hardly think 

your Grace hath not seen it.” Given that King confesses he is “not fond of reading politic 

books,” the exchange suggests not so much that Swift overestimated Temple’s popularity 

as that Temple’s fame reached a new readership amid the Utrecht peace controversy.22   

Further support for this suggestion comes from the fact that Abel Boyer published 

the first biography of Temple, Memoirs of the life and negotiations of Sir W. Temple, in 

1714 (Lady Giffard’s Life would not see the press until 1728). Boyer introduces Temple 

as “one of the greatest Statesmen for foreign Affairs,” and generally provides panegyric 

with little commentary. He does not explicitly identify Temple with balance of power but 

toward the end of his biography quotes a lengthy extract from the conclusion of Temple’s 

Memoirs, the third part that is one of the most forceful passages in all of Temple’s works 

and an epitome of Temple’s view of modern international history. It reviews the decades-

long saga of the exorbitant growth of French power and its neighbors’ various attempts to 

confederate against it and is appropriately laden with balance terminology and reasoning 

(e.g. “Cromwell soon found the Ballance turn’d, and grown too heavy on the French 

side”; “this made the War more equally ballanc’d”). Boyer chose this section to 

exemplify Temple’s “consummate Wisdom” and to justify his disillusionment with 

politics under Charles II.23 Boyer wrote from the Whig side of the debate in 1714, 
                                                
22 King to Swift, 4 Nov 1712. Swift to King, 3 Jan 1713. Correspondence, ed. Williams, vol I, 317-18, 
329. 
23 The entire extract runs from 364-71 and corresponds with Temple Works II. 544-52. References to 
balance at 365-6. Boyer also quotes Temple’s views on balance of power at 42, 265. See Boyer, Memoirs 
of the life and negotiations of Sir W. Temple (London, 1714).  



 
 

41 

suggesting that he saw the political benefit of laying claim to Temple’s gravitas amid a 

period of fervid partisanship.24  

By the early nineteenth century, readers took for granted Temple’s association 

with balancing policy. In Thomas Peregrine Courtenay’s major two-volume biography, 

Courtenay argues that Temple’s view of England’s “political system” correctly presents 

England’s interest in Europe:  

Temple’s representation of our political system was more correct at the 

time, and is just even now. It is still generally true that we only meddle 

with the affairs of Europe with the view of adjusting the balance of power, 

and that a union of the maritime powers may have much influence in 

preventing aggression on the Continent.25 

Courtenay reflects on Temple’s claim that England had “no ambition or designs among 

our neighbours, farther than to keep the balance of Christendom” (Works II. 8). In his oft-

quoted review of Courtenay’s biography, Macaulay makes no explicit mention of balance 

of power but describes Temple’s diplomacy in closely related terms. He viewed Temple’s 

Triple Alliance as a “masterpiece of diplomacy” and defended it by arguing that Louis 

XIV could have been “counteracted” only by “union on the part of his neighbours.” The 

“difficulty of forming an extensive coalition” seemed insurmountable until Temple won 

approval from Charles II for his proposed alliance. Macaulay argues that even beyond the 

direct effect of Temple’s alliance, the international perception took on a life of its own: 

                                                
24 For an account of Boyer, see Henry L. Snyder, “The Contributions of Abel Boyer as Whig Journalist 
and Writer of the Protestant Post-Boy, 1711-12” in The Dress of Words: Essays on Restoration and 
Eighteenth Century Literature in Honor of Richmond P. Bond, ed. Robert B. White Jr (Lawrence: U of 
Kansas P, 1978) 140-9.  
25 Thomas Peregrine Courtenay, Memoirs of the life, works, and correspondence of Sir William Temple 
Bart. (London: Longman, 1836) vol I, 293.  
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“Europe believed the ambition of France to have been curbed by the three powers,” and 

that belief had an impact on behavior. In keeping with one of the central (and debatable) 

expectations of balance of power theory, Macaulay emphasized that a “general 

pacification was the result” of the alliance.26 Thus in the early nineteenth century 

Temple’s balancing policy won approval both from Courtenay, a Tory, and Macaulay, a 

passionate Whig.  

Only in the twentieth century do commentators describe Temple explicitly as a 

practitioner of balance-of-power policy. Following in the footsteps of his great-uncle, 

George Macaulay Trevelyan refers to “Temple’s policy of the Balance of Power and the 

maintenance of Protestantism in Europe.”27 Associating Temple with the Protestant cause 

is somewhat misleading: though Temple shared with contemporary Englishmen a general 

concern for the state of Protestantism, and warned Charles II not to think of promoting 

Catholicism at home, he harbored no deep religious feeling and made political 

calculations based on national interest rather than religion – he had no qualms supporting 

Catholic regimes like Spain, the Holy Roman Empire, or the Bishopric of Munster when 

it suited strategic needs.28 Other writers showed far more concern for using foreign policy 

as an instrument of Protestant ideology.29 Still, Trevelyan rightly uses “Balance of 

Power” as shorthand for Temple’s policy. In his telling, Temple joins the ranks of 

                                                
26 The Works of Lord Macaulay, vol VI, 268-9, 273, 275.  
27 Trevelyan, History of England (New York: Longmans, 1926) 457.  
28 For a modern echo of Trevelyan on this point, see Jonathan Scott, England’s Troubles: Seventeenth-
Century English Political Instability in European Context (Cambridge: CUP, 2000) 171, 427-8. For 
Temple’s religious views, see his “Family Prayer, made in the Fanatic Times,” Courtenay vol II, 373, as 
well as his comments on Dutch freedom of worship, Observations, “Of their Religion,” 170-182. See also 
Burnet’s accusation of irreligion, quoted above.  
29 Cf. Halifax, Works vol I, 223-39. Also cf. The English ballance weighing the reasons of Englands 
present conjunction with France against the Dutch: with some observes upon His Majesties declaration of 
liberty to tender consciences (1672) or The Ballance of Europe (1711)10ff.  
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Cardinal Wolsey and Robert Cecil in the Tudor era as a great English practitioner of 

balance of power.30  

Temple’s authoritative twentieth-century biographer Homer Woodbridge is the 

first critic to attempt a precise definition of what the term means in the context of 

Temple’s life and writings. He argues that Temple’s early diplomatic experiences 

“crystallized” his views on English foreign policy: 

In general, he believed in maintaining the balance of power, which of 

course at that time was seriously threatened only by France … The general 

aim of Temple’s foreign policy was to detach the United Provinces from 

France, bind them to England, and make the alliance the centre of a 

coalition strong enough to counterbalance the power of France and check 

the imperialistic designs of Louis XIV.31  

Woodbridge correctly distinguishes between the abstract goal of balance and the specific 

application of guarding against France, especially in Belgium, which English strategists 

had long believed should remain independent.32 He also notices that Temple focused 

primarily on forging an Anglo-Dutch alliance, which could then form the center of a 

broader coalition (Sweden, Spain, the Empire and several minor states). Woodbridge’s 

formulation of Temple’s policy, brief as it is, stands as the fullest discussion of the topic 

so far.33  
                                                
30 Trevelyan 271, 293, 457. Trevelyan argued of Wolsey, “in his hands the Balance of Power in Europe 
first became clearly defined as the object of England’s foreign policy.”  
31 Woodbridge 64. Also at 65 he cites Temple’s Survey of the Constitutions and Interests as evidence of 
his use of “judicial impartiality” to “point clearly to the Dutch alliance and the maintenance of the balance 
of power as the only wise policy for England.”  
32 Sir Walter Ralegh, A Discourse Touching a War with Spain and of the Protecting of the Netherlands in 
Works of Sir Walter Ralegh, Kt. Political, Commercial, and Philosophical (London, 1751) vol II.  
33 See also Richard Faber, The Brave Courtier: Sir William Temple (London: Faber and Faber, 1983) 102-
7. 
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Historians and scholars of international relations who have studied balance of 

power theory occasionally note Temple’s hand in its early development. A leading 

scholar emphasizes Temple above most other early English theorists, arguing in 

particular that he surpassed earlier English writers in comprehending the perspective of 

other European states practicing balancing policies against England.34 Scholars often 

recognize his role by identifying the Triple Alliance that he negotiated as a hugely 

popular first attempt to form a coalition against France.35 Some scholars diminish the 

alliance’s importance because of its collapse within two years, but its collapse gave it 

symbolic meaning that lasted beyond its lifetime. Temple did not come up with the idea 

of the alliance but he negotiated it and then advocated for the underlying policy for the 

remainder of his life. Hence his greatest diplomatic achievement foreshadowed England’s 

dramatic foreign policy shift under William III. The ill-fated alliance of 1668 served as 

the first “declaration of English foreign policy against the aggression of Louis XIV and 

the commitment to policies which extended throughout the eighteenth century.”36  

                                                
34 Sheehan, Balance of Power, 41-2. See also his “The Development of British Theory and Practice of the 
Balance of Power before 1714,” History 73 (1988) 24-37 (28). 
35 Herbert H. Rowen, “John de Witt and the Triple Alliance,” The Journal of Modern History 26 (March 
1954) 1-14 (12-13): “There was more to Louis XIV’s wrath at the Triple Alliance than regal majesty 
offended by the third secret article. Upon the new league of the sea powers and Sweden could be built a 
European coalition against France. This was the theme of his repeated outbursts against the Dutch. Though 
historians have traditionally recalled the Triple Alliance as the first example of such a coalition, De Witt’s 
original intention had not been to form a broad league against France. Yet, whatever De Witt had in mind, 
most contemporaries looked upon the Triple Alliance precisely in this light.” 
36 G. M. D. Howat, Stuart and Cromwellian Foreign Policy (New York: St Martin’s P, 1974) 122. See 
Clark, Later Stuarts, 73: “the Dutch alliance of Temple was long regarded as a master-stroke of diplomacy 
… his alliance anticipated the successful combination of the Dutch and English against France in 1689. 
That combination was successful, at least in the sense that it lasted for many years. It was applauded 
because it put an end to the vacillating and undignified dependence on France and abstention from Europe. 
But, when Temple’s famous treaty was signed, these were soon to be resumed.” See also Black, European 
International Relations, 89-90; Scott, England’s Troubles, 171, 427; Also Derek McKay and H. M. Scott, 
The rise of the great powers 1648-1815 (New York: Longman, 1983) 23.  
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Thus in addition to Temple’s reputation for diplomacy and statecraft, the decade 

after his death saw writers link him with notions of balance of power that appear 

frequently in his writings and those of his contemporaries. Subsequent commentators like 

Courtenay, Trevelyan and Woodbridge define his policy explicitly in terms of balance. 

Yet readers can no longer afford to assume, with Trevelyan and Woodbridge, that 

balance of power meant the same thing for Temple as it means for them. Scholars of 

international relations who have inquired into the history of the theory have discovered a 

wide range of definitions and clusters of ideas, often contradictory (see Introduction). 

What remains to be done then is to examine Temple’s own words to discover precisely 

how he understood balance of power and how it related to his diplomacy and engagement 

in English politics as well as to his broader philosophy and other writings. In order to do 

that, we need to investigate the nascent political philosophy revealed in the writings of 

his formative years.  

 

III. TEMPLE’S EARLY YEARS 

Family stories illustrated for Temple the dire maneuvers that a life in politics demanded. 

While mostly distinguished for learning, many of Temple’s forbears took up public lives 

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.37 According to Temple’s sister, Lady Giffard, 

writing in 1690, the family believed that their ancestors lost possession of great estates 

after taking the wrong side during the civil strife of Richard III’s reign. Temple and his 

father even attempted to regain these lands.38 More relevant to Temple’s own life, his 

grandfather, Sir William Temple the elder (1554/5-1627), served as Sir Philip Sidney’s 

                                                
37 Woodbridge 1-3.    
38 Moore Smith 3.  
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secretary from November 1585 to October 1586, beginning a friendship between the 

Sidney and Temple families that continued through the seventeenth century.39 In 1584, 

Queen Elizabeth’s chief advisor on foreign policy, Francis Walsingham, called on 

Sidney, his new son-in-law, to negotiate an alliance with Paris as part of England’s 

broader counter-Spanish strategy.40 The embassy failed, but Sidney went to the Low 

Countries with Temple to become governor of Flushing as part of an arrangement by 

which the Dutch would pay for English military support against the Spanish.41 Sidney 

died in Temple’s arms after being wounded in a surprise attack against the Spanish at 

Zutphen, September 1586. After Sidney’s death, Temple served as secretary to Robert 

Devereux, Second Earl of Essex from 1594-1601, but his political fortunes collapsed with 

Essex’s 1601 attempt to overthrow Elizabeth. William went into pseudo-exile in Ireland, 

serving as provost of Trinity College, Dublin rather than risk continuing in politics under 

Cecil.42 His exile to Ireland initiates the Temple family connection to the country that 

would eventually bring it into contact with the Swifts.   

The seventeenth-century Temples remembered stories of their grandfather’s 

escapades. Lady Giffard says that Sir Robert Cecil, the Queen’s chief secretary, would 

have put Temple to death after Essex’s fall but for that Queen Elizabeth had “growne 

tir’d with ye dismall scene” and spared him.43 If Temple’s younger sister knew such 
                                                
39 Woodbridge 1-2. 
40 Conyers Read, Mr Secretary Walsingham and the policy of Queen Elizabeth (Oxford: Clarendon P, 
1925) vol III, 73-6. Qtd in Sheehan, “Development,” 26. For the failure of Sidney’s embassy to Paris, see 
H. R. Woudhuysen, “Sidney, Sir Philip (1554–1586),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004; online edn, May 2005 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/25522, accessed 29 
May 2012]. 
41 In the following account of Sir William Temple the Elder, except where noted, I follow Elizabethanne 
Boran, “Temple, Sir William (1554/5–1627),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/27121, accessed 29 May 2012].  
42 Moore Smith 3.  
43 Moore Smith xii.  
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stories, then he probably knew them too. His grandfather’s story may have given Temple 

an early lesson in the principles of foreign policy as well as the reversals of fortune in 

court politics.44 It is easy to speculate that the younger Temple, so famous for his attempts 

to forge a lasting Anglo-Dutch alliance, drew a comparison between himself and his 

grandfather’s journey on behalf of Anglo-Dutch relations. He addresses Sidney’s mission 

to Flushing (without, of course, mentioning his grandfather) in his first publication, 

Observations upon the United Provinces (1672-3). Here he disapproves of the Earl of 

Leicester’s conduct and the mismanagement of some of the English governors, which 

reveals favoritism toward Queen Elizabeth. She had, after all, spared his grandfather. In 

particular he praises Elizabeth’s cool-headed support for the Dutch against the Spanish: 

“the Queen, easily sacrificing all particular resentments to the interest of her crown, 

continued her favour, protection, and assistances to the States,” which earned her the 

reverence of the Dutch for ages to come (Works I. 102). This statement points to 

Temple’s ideal of the English monarch executing foreign policy as a rational pursuit of 

the public or national interest and not private passions. Temple hoped to renovate her 

balancing policy for the 1660s-80s, when France, not Spain, threatened its neighbors with 

domination, but Charles II could obviously not be brought to sever his affiliation with 

France. 
  

                                                
44 Moore Smith 201 suggests that Temple viewed Queen Elizabeth as “overrated” because of her 
“severity” to Lord Essex and his grandfather. She also did not look kindly on Sidney. But the severity to 
Essex could be expected in the circumstances and Elizabeth spared the older Temple. The young Temple’s 
unfavorable comparison of Elizabeth to her “Predecessor Boadicea” might indicate light mockery, but in 
Temple’s mature writings he does not tend to downplay Elizabeth.  
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Figure 1: Geffray [Geoffrey] Fenton’s “Epistle Dedicatorie” to Queen Elizabeth I in his 
The historie of Guicciardin conteining the vvarres of Italie (second edition, 
1618; orig. 1579), the earliest usage of the phrase “ballance of power” in 
English.45 Fenton translated from a French version of Guicciardini’s Storia 
D’Italia (1561). Courtesy of Harry Ransom Center.  

  

                                                
45 Vagts, “Growth of An Idea,” 97. I have corroborated Vagts with searches through electronic databases. 
The next occurrence appears to be Thomas Lodge’s A looking glasse for London and England (1594): 
“sonnes contempt, May fill the ballance of your furie full Powre.” The OED points out the difference 
between Fenton’s usage and the seventeenth century notion of international relations; see "balance, n.1, II, 
11” and cf. “balance, n.1, IV. 13. c.” 
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More directly than from his grandfather, Temple would have learned lessons in 

practical politics from his father John Temple, who managed to have a successful career 

despite decades of war, revolution and restoration.46 John Temple served in the court of 

Charles I, who promoted him to Master of the Rolls of Ireland. He sat on the Privy 

Council until imprisoned for opposing Charles’s command that the Duke of Ormond, 

Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, cease hostilities against the Irish rebels so as to send troops 

back to England for royal support.47 John served in parliament from 1644-48, but was 

ousted during Pride’s Purge for voting in favor of a truce with the king. Lady Giffard 

mentions that he stayed in London during the “sad scene wch follow’d” and that “his 

fortunes in theese disorders of his Country were very low,” but omits to mention that he 

gained preferment under Cromwell, who sent him back to Ireland to serve as a land 

commissioner and later retake his position as Master of the Rolls.48 He sat on the Council 

of State that ushered in the Restoration and Charles II allowed him to keep his post in 

Ireland. From that time he lived “in great plenty & esteem,” watching the success of his 

children.49 Thus Temple’s father, like his grandfather, showed the ability to survive in 

politics through rebellions, purges, regime changes, and general upheaval. Temple’s 

biographer has surmised that John Temple owed his survival to maintaining a mean 

between opposite extremes, though he evidently did not avoid tough decisions: he risked 

everything by standing against Ormond’s armistice in Ireland and voting to accept terms 

                                                
46 Works IV, Index, “Temple, Sir John.”  
47 Moore Smith 4.Woodbridge 9. 
48 Moore Smith 4. Woodbridge 9-10. 
49 Moore Smith 4. For the Council of State, see Moore Smith 8 and 192, n. 13.   
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of peace with the king in 1648.50 His actions established protestant credentials and yet 

ultimate Royalist allegiance, walking a fine line that ensured his political survival.  

Temple’s formal education does not add much to understanding his politics. He 

received a good education under the guidance of his uncle, the great scholar Dr. Henry 

Hammond, and elsewhere learned Latin and Greek.51 At Emmanuel College, Cambridge 

he studied under Ralph Cudworth, the Cambridge Platonist. Lady Giffard says Cudworth 

“would have engaged him in the harsh studies of logick and phylosophy wch his humor 

was too lively to pursue,” and notes that he spent most of his time at Cambridge on 

“Entertainments … especially Tennis,” noting that Temple used to say that during his two 

years at Cambridge he would have forgotten everything he knew beforehand if it were 

possible to do so.52 His formal education does not seem to have had a notable impact on 

his political ideas, although Emmanuel College had a reputation for staunch 

Protestantism. But he learned the essential tools for public service. As Lady Giffard 

notes, Latin lessons would come in handy decades later, in the 1660s, on Temple’s first 

diplomatic mission to forge a treaty with the Bishop of Munster, the two of them having 

no other language in common.53 The tennis would also come in handy when Temple set 

out on his diplomatic missions to Holland to negotiate with the Grand Pensionary Johan 

                                                
50 Woodbridge 9-10 refers to John Temple’s “middle course” got him removed from parliament during 
Pride’s Purge, but also credits John’s “middle of the road policy” in general for enabling him to hold office 
under Charles I, Cromwell and Charles II. 
51 Moore Smith 4-5. Woodbridge 5-7 notes that Hammond would have taught him “philosophizing” 
maxims, as well as plainness in living, temperance in diet, etc.  
52 Moore Smith 5.  
53 Moore Smith 11-12  
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de Witt.54 Nevertheless, Temple may have shared some general political positions with 

Cudworth, who advocated political “reasonableness in a day of troubled extremes.”55 

Evidence suggests that Temple’s historical and political consciousness starts to 

take shape after his formal education, during his time in Paris, 1648-50, where his father 

sent him to learn the language and take a continental coming-of-age tour. He could not 

have ignored the events of the conclusion and aftermath of the Thirty Years’ War. Two 

years later, living in Brussels, he wrote, “I was in Paris at that time when it was beseig’d 

by the King and betray’d by the Parliament, when the Archduke Leopoldus advanced farr 

into France with a powerfull army.”56 This comment apparently refers to the Battle of 

Lens (1648), the last major battle of the Thirty Years War, and not to Leopold’s invasion 

of northern France in 1652.57 Temple took a second trip to Europe from 1651-2, seeing 

the Netherlands, Germany, and the Spanish Netherlands (Flanders), where he learned to 

speak Spanish. He probably wrote both his small collection of romances and his early 

essays during this second European trip, while living in Brussels.58 During this time he 

first formed the idea of taking up a diplomatic career; he liked Brussels so much that he 

dreamed of receiving a post there.59  

                                                
54 Moore Smith 5. Woodbridge 11, 87.  
55 Austin, Ethics of the Cambridge Platonists (Philadelphia: 1935) 68. For non-resistance, see 65, 
“Religion and conscience oblige subjects – in all lawful things, actively to obey the sovereign powers; and 
in unlawful commands, at least not to resist.” See Cudworth, The Intellectual System (1743) vol II, 898-99.  
56 Moore Smith 153-4. Moore Smith quotes this passage at xvii. “France was distracted by political 
discord and revolt, even by foreign invasion.”  
57 Temple refers specifically to this battle in his early essays Moore Smith 155.  
58 Woodbridge 15-16 argues convincingly that he wrote the romances and early essays in Brussels. Giffard 
says he wrote them upon returning to England from Europe, Moore Smith 6. For romance in the 
seventeenth century, see Helen Cooper, The English Romance in Time: Transforming Motifs from Geoffrey 
of Monmouth to the Death of Shakespeare (Oxford: OUP, 2004).   
59 Moore Smith 6.   
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The early romances and essays have received scant scholarly attention but provide 

valuable insight into Temple’s moral and political philosophy as a young man. Temple’s 

first work, A True Romance, or The Disastrous Chances of Love and Fortune, is a 

collection of short, tragic prose romances adapted closely from François de Rosset’s 

Histroires Tragiques (1614), which Temple translated in Paris and dedicated to an 

anonymous lady, most likely his future wife Dorothy Osborne.60 The book’s subtitle 

promises that its “tragicall Storys” all took place “upon the Stage of Europe,” pointing to 

the historical setting, the reigns of Henry III and Henry IV of France, including the War 

of the Three Henrys (1587-9).61 The romances also contain minor references to the 

Ottoman Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent’s final European campaign in 1566 and Pope 

Pius V’s Counter-Reformation.62 These references, in otherwise ahistorical romances, 

reflect the fact that he was experiencing the continent for the first time and studying its 

recent religious and military conflicts.63 In an aside that sounds very much like the mature 

Temple, he expands on the historical background of “The Maids Revenge,” describing it 

as set “during those civill warrs wch religion had kindled in France and afterwards 

private ends and ambition had blown up into so violent a flame as spread its effects or at 

least its influences all Christendome over.”64 Private interests and passions exacerbate 

                                                
60 The secret courtship between these lovers, whose families took opposite sides in the Civil War and 
objected to their relationship, is also memorialized in Osborne’s love letters. For Rosset, see Moore Smith 
195-8, I believe he refers to Les Histoires mémorables et tragiques de nostre temps (1614).  
61 Moore Smith 33. All future quotations from the romances will be cited by page number from this edition 
in my text.  
62 For these historical references, see Moore Smith 195-8, notes to the romances. Temple’s source 
appeared in a second edition in 1615 and Rosset claims all of his stories took place within the past twenty 
years. Moore Smith 208.  
63 Moore Smith 194.  
64 Quotation from 94. All future quotations will come from Moore Smith’s edition, cited by page number 
in my text. For the “Maid’s Revenge,” see also Moore Smith 211.  
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public conflicts. This aside offers a preview of Temple’s mature moral-philosophical 

voice.  

The romances mostly show Temple’s early experiments with translation and 

literary form, but in certain passages suggest “a framework for his philosophy of life” 

that is essential to understanding his politics.65 They give a glimpse into the influence of 

continental thinking, particularly his conviction that the passions and fortune rule 

mankind, transcending social distinctions. The romance entitled “The Force of Custome” 

contains an original digression not taken from Rosset. This story differs from the others 

in focusing on common rather than noble characters.66 The shift in social class apparently 

prompted Temple to explain himself: 

The grounds from whence our actions arise (wch are mens naturall 

dispositions and inclinacons) are the same in all stages and degrees of 

fortune, but onely diversified according to the difference of the obiects 

they work upon, or rather wch worke upon them … that temper wch of a 

private man makes a thiefe a murtherer a cruel master or a surly 

compagnon would of a prince make a tyrant or an oppressor. the same 

passion wch makes mee give my servant a box on the ear, makes the 

grand Signior cause a Bashaw to bee strangled, or one of his captains to 

bee impal’d. the same lust, spleen, or caprice in pursuit of wch I would 

now lavish away my private fortune, were I a King I should wage wars, 

make leagues, entertain favorites, profuse my treasures to accomplish: the 

iniustice is, that what is private passion in us in Princes appears to bee 
                                                
65 Moore Smith xviii. Woodbridge 15-22.  
66 Woodbridge 19-20 notes that it differs from the other four romances in showing bourgeois life and 
lacking a love plot.  
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publick interest, state policy, and grande occasions, nay where there is no 

appearance of thees, wee will rather beleeve ourselves to bee blind then 

them to bee made as other men are. (69-70)  

This passage reveals opinions that Temple would maintain in his mature writings: human 

nature is the same among all men regardless of rank, but individuals have unique 

dispositions, and a wide variety of motives emerges as a result of variable feelings and 

one’s interaction with one’s environment. The base motives of a commoner are the same 

as those of a prince, but a prince has much greater means at his disposal. The only 

difference lies in the false appearance of graver motives and justifications in the actions 

of the powerful. He therefore asks whether political leaders resemble most closely 

“fooles” and “unskillful coniurers” who fear their own spells, or “iuglers” who 

knowingly laugh at the audience whom they deceive (70). After this digression, he 

chastises himself for “writing an essay where I promisd a story” (70). Temple would 

draw ironic parallels between public and private appearance and reality compulsively in 

his major writings.67 Many of his widely acknowledged political maxims flow from this 

emphasis on the fallibility of humans and hence of rulers: “Great loud effects … spring 

many times from such poor little causes” (70). This principle of maxima e minimis has 

received considerable attention for its influence on Swift.68 The above passage even 

foreshadows Swift’s Digression Concerning Madness. Elsewhere in the romances 

Temple takes similar essayistic jaunts, but none as indicative of his intellectual 

development as this one.69 

                                                
67 Moore Smith, “Introductory Matter,” 194, n. 1.  
68 Ehrenpreis vol II, 123.  
69 Woodbridge 20-1.  
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 The early romances reveal Temple’s skeptical disposition toward absolute power, 

especially clerical power. For instance, of two lovers he writes, “twould bee crime 

enough to have the Pope for their enemy, and his suspicion would bee an evidence whose 

will was a law” (130). This “anti-ecclesiastical bias” goes beyond typical English 

aversion to popery, such as when he imagines a character who disguises his attraction to a 

woman as religious devotion (120).70 Temple seems to believe that morality has no basis 

outside of convention. In “The Force of Custome” he digresses from his source, claiming, 

after the main character is hanged for theft, that “all are theeves, hansome women steale 

our hearts … fools steal our patience wise men our beleef, busy men our mony and idel 

men our time” (82). These equivocations with the word “steal” show a tendency to blur 

ethical distinctions, painting a picture, again, of a world governed by passion (“the humor 

of theeving"). In fact, only fortune exerts greater influence over humanity than the 

passions, and Temple’s brief explanation of why he chose to write the romances points to 

misfortune as the common thread: “I lett no sad unfortunate storys scape mee … in hopes 

that the compassion of others misfortunes might diminish the ressentment of my owne” 

(68). The power of the passions and the supremacy of fortune pervade Temple’s early 

skeptical moral philosophy.  

Temple expanded on these themes in his second visit to the continent, to Brussels 

in 1651-2 (or possibly after returning to England), when he wrote a small collection of 

essays. These early essays mark the true point of departure for understanding Temple’s 

political philosophy. Most consist of rolling observations, maxims, and conventional 

wisdom peppered with self-revelation and personal anecdote. Montaigne’s skepticism 

exercises the dominant influence, as Temple all but acknowledges when he contrasts his 

                                                
70 Moore Smith 213. Woodbridge 22 also notes this trait.  
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love of Montaigne with his aversion to St. Augustine.71 The early essays, like the 

romances, have scarcely received scholarly attention.72 But even those who study them 

have not investigated deeply into what evidence they yield for Temple’s early political 

thought.73  

Writing in a period of religious schism, war in Europe and civil war in England, 

Temple expresses a thoroughly secular view of authority. “There is no authority,” he 

claims, “but that of seeming reason able to range opinion under its laws” – an early 

formulation of his lifelong maxim that authority rests on opinion (147).74 In this same 

vein, he chafes under religious authority, as he had done in the romances: “Methinkes tis 

too magisteriall even in matters of religion to impose any thinge upon mens beleefe” 

(147).75 To command belief requires abuse of power and incites deadly resistance. A 

modern skeptic, he views Aristotle as an intellectual despot – “this philosophicall Tyrant 

who governs all by his arbitrary word.”76 Plato sought to contain philosophy within 

communicative modes, like dialogue and mythology, but “Aristotles ambition wholly 

                                                
71 Moore Smith 163. Macaulay first compared the early essays to Montaigne, but Moore Smith xxii 
highlights Temple’s story about Montaigne and Woodbridge 24-28 considers the analogy in more detail.  
72 Only Courtenay and Macaulay studied them before Moore Smith’s complete edition in 1930 and both 
“were impressed by the quality of thought.” Woodbridge 22-23 argues that the early essays are “of first-rate 
importance” in Temple’s biography but tend to suffer neglect.  
73 Woodbridge 23, 25 prizes them for pioneering the “familiar” and “personal” essay as a form, and 
reviews much of their content, but only comments on Temple’s politics at 26, noting that his “decidedly 
disrespectful reference to King Charles I makes it pretty clear that at this period Temple was far from being 
so good a royalist as his sister’s account of him would indicate.”  
74 References abound for this point. See for instance the Essay on the Original and Nature of Government: 
“Power, arising from strength, is always in those that are governed, who are many: but authority, arising 
from opinion, is in those that govern, who are few,” Works I. 34.  
75 Moore Smith xxii-iii and Woodbridge 26 also note the importance of this passage.   
76 Sir William Temple the Elder had written tracts in favor of Ramus, against Aristotle, as part of a 
controversy of the sort that Temple seems to be denouncing. Moore Smith xxii, 144. Temple may have 
inherited his grandfather William’s dislike of Aristotle, see Moore Smith 200, 203 for what he thinks is an 
example of this influence. William dedicated an edition of Peter Ramus’s Dialectics to Sir Philip Sidney. 
See Woodbridge, 1-2. 
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ungir’t it, producing his Philosophy loosen’d from the constraint both of verse and fable,” 

so that every fool could set up for a philosopher (144). These comments say more about 

Temple’s political views than his views on Aristotle or Plato; they show a pattern of 

political decay that Temple would often endorse: private “ambition” breaks free from 

“constraint” in order to establish “arbitrary” power and tyranny. Because Temple views 

authority as based on opinion, he deplores casuistry and schism and links them to 

political faction and rebellion: 

Men of wit and reason … because tis impossible … for them to know 

more then they doe, they will endeavour to make others appeare to have 

knowne lesse then they did. in pursuite of this designe they raise batteryes 

against those knowne truths, they give assaults where there is no breach, 

and because they cannot with any likelyhood of successe … they 

undermine by raising probable doubts, or such as are made so by gaining 

impression in weake minds then as the French in theire Rebellions against 

theire King allwayes sett up a Prince of the blood, so they sett up one truth 

against another. if the opposition bee hardly to bee made good in the light, 

by clowded and confus’d arguments they raise a mist between the camps, 

by wch meanes partyes come to clash contrary to the intentions of the 

generalls, that is contrary to the originall meaning of the principles or 

assertions. thus the party formd, men being more apt to follow then leade, 

it never wants favourers and upholders. (143) 

Intellectual controversy can run interference for power struggles, creating false 

legitimacy for usurpers and confusion that divides society. Here lies the kernel of what 

would become Temple’s most famous essay Upon the Antient and Modern Learning. 
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As the essays progress Temple’s skepticism toward secular authority converts into 

raillery upon modern European history. He again mocks the mystical influence of public 

appearances, including the proper names of rulers compared to their common names 

(153). He saw Archduke Leopold of the Holy Roman Empire in Brussels and was struck 

by the dramatic difference from the rumored Leopold of whom he heard while living in 

Paris:  

I was in Paris at that time when it was beseig’d by the King and betray’d 

by the Parliament, when the Archduke Leopoldus advanced farr into 

France with a powerfull army, fear’d by one, suspected by another, and 

invited by a third, in sort that his name fild every ones mouth (and indeed 

it might the biggest in France) this and his being of the house of Austria 

was all I knew of him before I came into Flanders; such towring titles gave 

mee occasion to draw his picture like the Knight that kills the Gyant in a 

Romance … (153-4)  

A humorous sketch of Leopold follows (154-6). Temple sees him as “commanding 

respect and reverence,” and “yet for all this methinkes hee lookes as like Tom or Dick as 

ever I saw” (154). He mockingly praises Leopold’s conduct at the battle of Lens (1648) 

for being “very valiant and yet not stupidly hardy” (155), but then compares the 

vicissitudes of war to a game of tennis: “whilst hee sits under line affaires are bandy’d 

about by the two court rackets Count Shomberg and Fuensaldagra this the Kings that the 

Archdukes minion” (155). He is surprised that Leopold’s soldiers have not all become 

musicians, since Leopold is so fond of music that he actually pays his musicians. But 

“alas point des novelles there is no newes for them but of the siege of Dunkirk and 

ammunition bread,” a sharp commentary on the misery of the emperor’s troops (156). 
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Temple concludes by equating Leopold to Lady Fortune herself, taking universal blame 

for every change in affairs even when not responsible. Ultimately Leopold’s influence 

arises from having a big name. Temple also compares Charles I, “our late King,” to any 

commoner (154). Writing in the aftermath of the regicide, Temple sees political leaders 

as unremarkable beneficiaries of an opulent pageant that elevates them above the rest of 

humanity in appearance and consequently in the opinions of the people. Their intrigues 

and policies amount to nothing deeper than a game, though the consequences obviously 

stretch farther. Yet beneath this demystification of politics and cultivation of an aloof 

sensibility lies Temple’s belief that he is capable of rising into the highest circles of 

power.  

The early essays are most important for this study because they show Temple’s 

penchant for extracting moral dilemmas from the shifting sands of modern history and 

power politics. He read a number of French and Italian histories during the composition 

of the last batch of the early essays and the tone shifts when he turns his hand to writing 

morally inquisitive historiography. His sources include Guicciardini’s Storia d’Italia, 

Mézeray’s Histoire de France and possibly Paulus Jovius’ Vita Consalvi.77 There are also 

traces of Machiavelli and the classical works of Livy and Sallust (or possibly Polybius) in 

these sections.78 Woodbridge, noting the change in tone, proposes separating this final 

section into three separate historically focused essays, but says nothing of the 

significance of Temple’s subjects in these pages.79 Temple’s thoughts on the events 

                                                
77 See Moore Smith 197, 203-5. 
78 Moore Smith 205. 
79 Woodbridge 23-4. He proposes the titles “Of Envy and Jealousy,” “Of Strained Honor,” and “That 
Virtue is not the Mean of Vices,” plus six fragments.  
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surrounding the Battle of Cerignuola (“Cherinola,” in 1503) in particular shine a light on 

the roots of his thinking about international relations and balance of power.    

Temple latches onto the moment when France and Spain invaded Naples in 1503. 

He relates how the French commander, the Duke of Nemours, came to engage the enemy 

at Cerignuola earlier than he normally would have done and suffered defeat at the hands 

of the great Spanish commander Gonsalvo Fernández de Córdoba (168-77). Nemours 

decided against his better judgment to engage the enemy immediately after a long march 

rather than waiting till next day, a fatal mistake that points to a fundamental moral 

problem: “twas a fault in him to take advise from his private spleen in the management of 

a publick action” (169). Similarly Temple contemplates the decision by Yves d’Alègres, 

commander of the French rearguard, to flee “when hee might have rallyed his broken 

troopes” (173). Temple uses the historical predicament to examine Nemours’s placing his 

honor above reason and d’Alègres’s rational but dishonorable decision to flee – in other 

words, the tension between private passions and public interests.   

The Cerignuola episode prompts a digression on the definition of virtue. Temple 

rejects the doctrine of the Golden Mean, in keeping with his identification of Aristotle as 

the tyrant of philosophy.80 He argues that Aristotle sets up a continuum of vices and 

virtues that differ only in degree, whereas for him virtue and vice differ in kind: 

Tis but to play with words to say virtue is the middle of two vices and that 

by going too farr it ceases to bee so. in that which is truly virtue the defect 

is onely ill, neither is that truely virtue which by the highest flood by the 

greatest increase turns into vice. (170) 

                                                
80 Moore Smith xxiii, 203.  
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The difference is qualitative not quantitative. Vices do not arise from virtues taken to 

excess but rather from “an excesse of the contrary vice.” In other words, “two opposites 

points may passe into one another by a crooked line as well as a straight, by the 

circumference as well as the center” (171). Temple would retain throughout life the 

tendency to think in circular or cyclical patterns, evoking a familiar Renaissance chain of 

associations with time, fortune, mutability, growth and decay.81 His lifelong philosophy 

can be summarized in one line from this passage: “one extreame passes into another … 

without touching the meane” (171).  

Corruption holds a prominent place in Temple’s worldview. Virtues become vices 

not through excess but “defect” or misuse: “superstition is not an excesse of devotion but 

an ill application of it, so flattery of civility, suspicion of prudence, credulity of what we 

call good nature and prodigality of liberality” (171). Vices are a deviation from and 

corruption of virtue: “tis not going too farr in the path of vertue leads to vice, but going 

out of the way, not the excesse but the corruption of it” (171). Though Temple refers to 

“the goodnesse which was originally in mans nature” and “that corruption which 

succeeding still inherits the seate,” his emphasis lies on secular history rather than 

original sin (174).  

Temple defines the quality of virtue by usefulness, or “application” and 

consequences. To be sure, Temple approves of moderation, avoidance of excesses and 

restraint of the passions. But he argues that virtue requires more than restraint or 

abstention from doing ill; it requires effective action leading to a practical end. For 

example, he seems to admire Gonzalo, “El Gran Capitán” of Spanish history, and tells 

how Gonzalo de Córdoba allowed his soldiers to ransack his home to compensate for an 

                                                
81 Marburg 43-45.  
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unrewarding siege. This “had sure been a prodigall act upon any other occasion, and 

towards any other souldiers,” but in this case deserves praise since Gonzalo allowed his 

soldiers to do so only because the house belonged to an Italian prince and to sack it 

would “enrich his King,” Ferdinand of Spain (171).82 Virtue in this case means serving 

one’s sovereign’s interest and one’s own military glory. In all of Temple’s early essays, 

no sequence more strikingly anticipates his later writings than the foregoing attempt to 

refute the doctrine of the Golden Mean and replace it with a new form of modern, secular 

and relativistic virtue. 

In short, Temple partakes of the modern redefinition of virtue associated with the 

Italian humanists and proliferating among educated Englishmen during the Cromwellian 

interval.83 Temple had almost surely read Machiavelli, yet I find only one unambiguous 

allusion to Machiavelli: “it may bee more necessary for a King to be fear’d, but sure tis 

more necessary for a Generall to bee lov’d” (174). In fact, Temple’s most likely source 

for this initial foray into philosophical history is Guicciardini’s Storia D’Italia, which 

provides the Naples episode in Book V.84 It was Guicciardini, for instance, who first 

criticized Nemours’s impulsiveness at Cerignuola; Temple’s essay picks up from this 

criticism.  

The significance of Guicciardini’s influence is notable because Guicciardini is the 

father of modern balance-of-power theory. Machiavelli engaged only tangentially with 

concepts of balance, whereas Guicciardini’s Storia begins with the premise that Lorenzo 

                                                
82 Moore Smith 203-4.  
83 See Fink, The Classical Republicans and Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment.  
84 Moore Smith 203-4 says that Temple may have relied on Guicciardini, Mézeray or Paulus Jovius. 
Passmann and Vienken evidently believe Temple had copies of Guicciardini but not Mézeray or Jovius; see 
“The Library of Sir William Temple: A Reconstruction,” in Passmann and Vienken, Library and Reading, 
vol IV, 185ff.  
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de Medici’s successful balancing policy marked a golden age of stability.85 Temple 

probably read the work in French, but it is worth mentioning that English thinking on 

balance of power has a remarkably direct line of transmission from Geoffrey Fenton’s 

1579 translation of Guicciardini (also from the French). Fenton dedicated and presented 

the work to Elizabeth and his opening epistle uses the term “ballance of power” for the 

first time in the English language.86 Of course, later in life Temple does not include 

Guicciardini among “the great wits among the moderns” in Italy along with “Boccace, 

Machiavel, and Padre Paolo” (Works III. 464).87 Nevertheless at this point in his reading 

Guicciardini seems to have exercised the presiding influence.  

Indeed the Cerignuola episode prompts Temple to address a recognizable balance 

of power scenario for the first time – the 1503 partition of Naples. The fall of one of the 

actors within the Mediterranean system creates a power vacuum, and France and Spain, 

“there being at that time onely those two powers in Italy,” effectively divide Naples into 

equal shares (175). Temple analyzes the characters of King Frederic of Naples and his 

son, Ferdinand, who surrendered to France and Spain, respectively, rather than defending 

Naples. Again, conventional moralizing seems inapplicable: “twas a height of vertue or 

vice in these two princes … yet were it a vertue twas that which is least honourable, and 

if a vice, twas that wch is most shamefull in a Prince” (171). Temple determines that 

                                                
85 Geffray [Geoffrey] Fenton, The historie of Guicciardin conteining the vvarres of Italie (1579) 2.  
86 The first appearance of the phrase “balance of power” in English occurs in Fenton’s “Epistle 
Dedicatorie” to Elizabeth, where he avers that God has “made your authoritie avvefull to all your 
neighbours and borderers: and lastly hath erected your seate vpon a high hill or sanctuarie, and put into 
your hands the ballance of povver and iustice, to peaze and counterpeaze at your vvill the actions and 
counsels of all the Christian kingdomes of your time,” The historie of Guicciardin. 
87 For mentions of Temple’s reading of Guicciardini see Courtenay vol II, 190 and Jutta Winnefeld, 
Beauty without Order: Temple’s essays Upon the Gardens of Epicurus and Of Heroick Virtue (Münster: 
Westfälischen Wilhelms-Universität, 1981) 197. For Temple and Machiavelli, see Courtenay II.182, 
Woodbridge, 311; Faber, 171; Marburg 77; Winnefeld 200. 
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Frederic and Ferdinand surrendered Naples because “they were as farr from 

overcomming themselves as they were from subduing theire enemyes,” lacking “courage 

enough” to withstand fortune and “virtue enough” to be feared. Yet they preserved their 

personal “safety” (and some chance of reclaiming the throne) by surrendering to separate 

rivals: 

Yet questionlesse theire safety was the Father and sonns being divided 

between the two conquerors, who could not bee sharers without being 

rivalls in the possession of this ravisht Mistresse, and both them seeking a 

pretence for the whole kept each other in awe by keeping one of the 

owners. And I beleive whilst the warr was in dispute had the father died, 

the Spaniard would have joind the sonns right with his owne power and 

restor’d him to have disposses’d the French, as the French would have 

done by the Father if the sonn had miscarried, choosing rather to have a 

freind in the whole then an enemy in halfe. (172-3)  

By dividing custody of the rightful ruler and his successor, France and Spain, the 

“Usurpers,” each hoped to combine “right” with “power.” They both have half of Naples 

but seek “a pretence for the whole. Rough equality holds them back “in awe” of the 

other’s claim (172). Here Temple describes one type of balance-of-power scenario – 

territorial partitioning as a means of stabilization between two states vying for 

supremacy. Yet, significantly, he shows that such a bipolar distribution of power is 

fundamentally unstable. Spain’s ultimate triumph and dominion over Naples contrasts 

with this brief moment of bipolar balance.  

The historiographical part of Temple’s early essays reveals his fascination with 

the morality of public action. But why does he seize on the Spanish and French 
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campaigns in Italy in 1503? I would suggest that at this moment Temple grapples with 

the question that would become one of the central problems of his diplomatic career and 

mature writings, and the problem to which his entire balance-of-power policy would 

address itself: empire. He feared the possibility that a single European empire would take 

shape. The Spanish campaigns in 1503, including Cerignuola and culminating in victory 

at Garigliano, set the stage for Spain’s control of the Mediterranean and century-long 

effort to dominate Europe. A material balance of forces and territory occurred briefly as 

France and Spain struggled over Naples, but Temple’s moral inquiries trace the failures 

of character on the French and Italian sides, and the military “virtue” of Gonzalo, that 

enabled Spain to make this hugely consequential strategic conquest: Nemours’s rush into 

battle, Yves de Alègres’s retreat, and the failure of the Neapolitan King Frederic to resist 

the Spanish. Later, in the 1660s, Temple would view Spain as a declining power and 

Louis XIV’s France as the aspirant to hegemony – he would spend most of his career 

trying to convince Charles II that this shift in the distribution of European power had 

occurred. But here, in the early 1650s, we glimpse Temple contemplating the dawn of the 

Spanish empire, the first credible attempt at hegemony in the modern European era, and 

the private judgments and misjudgments that made it possible. 

The early writings show flashes of brilliance, but their importance for this study 

consists in establishing certain themes that Temple would carry with him through life 

with remarkable consistency: the uniformity of human nature; the struggle between 

passion and reason; the basis of authority on public opinion (and hence comparison of 

politics with mass deception); the comparison of academic controversy to faction and 

rebellion; the injustice of arbitrary and absolute power; the rejection of Aristotelianism 

and the doctrine of the Golden Mean; the secular redefinition of virtue; and the 
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supremacy of fortune over human affairs. Moreover, the early writings show a keen 

interest in moral dilemmas as they occur in modern European international relations, with 

special emphasis on the Franco-Spanish wars in Italy and the short-lived balance of 

power in Naples that gave way to the Spanish Empire.  

One last item from the early writings calls for attention. Temple only resorts 

explicitly to the proverbial balance metaphor once in his early writings, in an essay on the 

“Inconstancy and Variety of our Judgments.”88 The metaphor occurs in the context of 

Temple’s treating of his hyperactive imagination and the myriads of reveries  

(“resveryes”) that flood into his mind when he sits idle.89 As he contemplates the rapid 

movement of these “restlesse capering antique fancyes,” the metaphors of time, speed, 

and succession give way to metaphors of space, number, weight and balance:   

I beleeve there goe as many [idle thoughts] to the houre as theire doe 

feathers to the pound; the lightnesse of each makes the comparison proper 

enough, though they differ in this that a pound of feathers weighs as much 

as of gold, but millions of theese can never balance one serious thought. 

(150)  

Feathers, however light, still have mass, just like gold, so they can both be weighed in a 

set of scales. (The trick question of which weighs more, a pound of feathers or a pound of 

gold, illustrates the imagination’s tendency to seize on ideal images to the neglect of 

empirical reasoning about physical measurement.) By contrast, Temple means to draw an 

essential partition between two types of ideas, “fancyes” and “serious thought,” that are 
                                                
88 Woodbridge 23 provides suggestions for the essay titles since Temple’s manuscript delineates between 
them without naming them.  
89 Woodbridge 27-8 notes that Temple’s essay closely resembles Montaigne’s famous “Of Idleness.” But 
the balance metaphor belongs to Temple. See Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Works: Essays, Travel 
Journal, Letters, trans. Donald M. Frame (New York: Knopf, 2003) 24-5.  
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equally immaterial. He implies that a serious idea is a practical idea, rooted in reason, and 

hence heavier than any number of purely imaginary ideas. This point of view correlates 

with his earlier rejection of the Golden Mean. Reveries differ fundamentally from good 

sense, just as vice differs fundamentally from virtue; they flock around it in mutation and 

corruption, from extreme to extreme, without touching it. Temple’s balance of ideas 

points to an essential characteristic of the balance metaphor as used conventionally in 

English writing: balance often serves as a metaphor of human deliberation completely 

separate from any illustration of material measurement. 

Thus Temple’s early writings reveal two proverbial usages of balance. The first, 

from the partition of Naples, does not expressly call on the term “balance” or 

“equilibrium,” but everywhere makes it clear that the roughly equally “divided” legal 

claims and military forces between France and Spain worked temporarily to keep them 

“in awe” of each other.90 Thus insofar as the young Temple contemplates what we now 

call the international balance of power, he observes the fundamental instability of a near-

equal division of power between two actors in an anarchic struggle for supremacy. The 

second notion of balance, in which Temple invokes the word itself, calls upon an old and 

common usage of “balance” to refer to the mental process of weighing or pondering.91 

This sense occurs within Temple’s skeptical moral philosophy, which emphasizes 

individual choice as the final means of seeking rational and public virtue and interests 

over the chaos of diverse, mutable private passions and interests, even while recognizing 

that fortune may overrule even the most deliberate decisions. As we shall see, 

                                                
90 On partition, or “compensations,” see Morgenthau 186-7 and Sheehan, Balance of Power, 71-74.  
91 "balance, v." OED Online. December 2012. Oxford University Press. 13 February 2013 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/14791?rskey=b6dymL&result=6&isAdvanced=false>. 
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understanding Temple’s conception of balance of power requires distinguishing between 

these two notions, material and psychological, while recognizing that both are integral.  

 

IV. TEMPLE AND THE BALANCE OF CHRISTENDOM 

Temple’s fame as a diplomat rests on his attempt to formulate a new foreign policy for 

England in response to the rapid growth of French power under Louis XIV. His short-

lived success, the Triple Alliance, defined his vision of foreign policy. It revolutionized 

the international scene by creating a coalition of former French allies capable of 

intimidating France into ceasing its territorial conquests in Flanders and agreeing to a 

peace treaty at Aix-la-Chapelle. Ultimately Charles II abandoned the alliance, but Temple 

continued to promote the underlying policy for the remainder of his career. When 

Temple’s friend William of Orange rose to the English throne, the “revolution in foreign 

policy” followed precisely along the lines that William and Temple had long 

envisioned.92   

A popular misconception associates all references to the balance of power in the 

seventeenth century with the new science and mechanistic thinking, and assimilates 

various contemporary advocates of balance to this emergent wave of thought.93 Temple 

did not articulate balance of power as a natural principle whereby the overgrowth of any 

power necessitates a reaction from its neighbors that restores equilibrium. His skepticism 

never allowed for such a mechanistic explanation. He viewed French domination of 

Europe as a plausible outcome and feared that France would defeat England at sea or 
                                                
92 G. C. Gibbs, “The Revolution in Foreign Policy,” in Britain after the Glorious Revolution, 58-79. Clark, 
Later Stuarts, 73; Howat 122. 
93 E.g. Sheehan, Balance of Power, 43, 106. But the emphasis on the scientific revolution appears in most 
accounts of the evolution of the concept.  
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even stage an invasion.  For Temple, the “balance of Christendom” refers to the end of a 

prudent foreign policy, not to the automatic outcome of a benevolent system. In particular 

he exhorted Charles II to follow an elite tradition of English policy, exemplified by 

Henry VIII and Elizabeth I, and play the role of balancer among European powers. He 

believed that if Europe had a chance at peace and stability in his time then it would come 

as a result of Charles making a difficult decision to abandon his close relationship with 

France and join others to confront France and set boundaries on its power. As a diplomat 

he strove to persuade his superiors and foreign counterparts to take this path and not 

another. He could never have entertained the theorist’s aloof assurance that no matter 

how exorbitant France’s power, balance would eventually be restored. Balance depended 

on good judgment and favorable circumstances, neither of which could be assured.     

This diplomatic pragmatism is essential to understanding Temple’s conception of 

balance of power. While he frequently invoked balance metaphors and often formulated 

principles of state that invoke balance, he never claimed to have a general theory of how 

international relations operate. He often attributed claims regarding balance of power to 

foreign diplomats, English parliamentarians and others, rather than to himself, though 

always with implicit approval. Nevertheless his statements on balance imply underlying 

principles that appear fairly consistent upon close reading. He associates balance with 

deterring war or preventing conquest, revising alliances, and above all with the 

separation, division and limitation of power.  

Temple gives the first indication of his feelings of suspicion toward France in a 

letter to James Butler, Duke of Ormond, dated January 1664, before his diplomatic career 

began. He argues that Charles II “has it now in his power” to forge a “strict league” with 

the Dutch, which would obviate “any ill influence from the aspect of this great comet that 
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is risen of late, the French King, who expects not only to be gazed at but adored by the 

whole world.”94 This letter contains the kernel of his ideal policy. In 1666, amid the 

Second Anglo-Dutch War, Temple wrote a pamphlet in French, “The London Merchant’s 

Letter to him of Amsterdam,” at the behest of his new employer, the King’s right-hand-

man Henry Bennet, Lord Arlington, which encouraged Holland to try for peace with 

England. It won King Charles’s praise, and heralded the coming shift in Charles’s policy, 

which would in time send Temple to the Netherlands.95 The pamphlet stressed the danger 

of English and Dutch hostilities when France had grown formidable to both of them.  

Temple first discussed the possibility of Anglo-Dutch cooperation against France 

with the Dutch Grand Pensionary Johan De Witt in 1667 in Amsterdam. De Witt seemed 

to share his views. He reported the conversation to Arlington, who responded with 

skepticism toward England assisting the Dutch in Flanders. Arlington characterizes 

Temple’s opinions even as he mocks notions of balance of power: 

And, I remember, I told you early that Generosity, and the keeping the 

Balance between the Two Crowns, would be Points that might, by Witty 

Men, be talked out of doors; but for ought I can see, neither the Spanish 

Ambassador nor the Baron de Isola furnish any better yet. I am afraid they 

depend too much upon the Humour, that reigns here, which wishes 

                                                
94 Bodleian MS 10493, folio 250. Quoted in Woodbridge 64, referenced at 60. Woodbridge 59-60 also 
discusses the possibility that the French ambassador at the time, Comte de Cominges, refers to Sir William 
Temple around this time as a man who is dangerous to France.  
95 Published in August 1666. See Courtenay vol I, 92. Woodbridge 80 notes that neither Courtenay nor 
himself could find a copy of this pamphlet. Annabel Patterson, Censorship and Interpretation: The 
Conditions of Writing and Reading in Early Modern England (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1984) 239 
refers to the Lettre d’un Marchand de Londres A son amy a Amsterdam (1666) and claims it is “attributed 
to Sir William Temple.” Google Books also has one with the same title but different subtitle, sur l'occasion 
et le remede de la guerre presente (1666). Pierre Marambaud, Sir William Temple, sa vie son oeuvre (Paris: 
Minard, 1968) mentions the letter and reprints what may be it at 398, Appendix 3.  
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Flanders were succoured, as the Bulwark of England, and so care not to 

provide themselves with more interior, and essential convincements.96  

Arlington derides the policy of balance as an abstraction along with the traditional view 

that England’s national interests called for preserving the Low Countries against 

France.97 Temple had not yet discovered the animosity for Arlington that would later 

prompt him to destroy the first part of his Memoirs.98 But the seeds of disagreement 

appear here, with Arlington caricaturing the policy that Temple had already expressed as 

his own.   

By contrast, Temple’s first reference to balancing policy in his correspondence 

links it with the broad achievement of the Triple Alliance. In particular he uses it to 

explain the notion of securing one’s allies by means of equal military force. He wrote a 

letter to Arlington from the Hague, Jan. 24, 1668, the day after the treaty was completed, 

explaining the conclusion of the negotiations, and relating the response from various 

government ministers: 

They say his Majesty will have the sole honour of giving either peace to 

Christendom, or a balance to the wars; and has shewn, that all must follow 

what he gives a head to. Much more of this kind I hear from all hands, and 

have no reason to doubt their meaning what they say. (Works I. 323) 

                                                
96 The Right Honourable the Earl of Arlington’s Letters to Sir W. Temple, Bar. From July 1665 (London, 
1701) 183.  
97 Ralegh vol II, 4. Ralegh was popularly known to have held this position; see Animadversions on a Late 
Factious Book, Entitled, Essays. I. On the Ballance of Power (1701) 72: “Sir Walter Rawleigh tells us in 
his time, that the Preservation of the united Netherlands, was so necessary to the Preservation of England, 
that he shou’d measure any Man’s Love for his Country by his Zeal for Holland; if it were so then, the 
Reason is much stronger now, by how much a more powerful Enemy we have to do with in the French, 
than our Forefathers had in the Spaniards.” 
98 CWJS I. 204, 209.  
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Temple puts the word “balance” in the mouths of the foreign ministers who are 

congratulating him, giving it an air of general acceptance. Though Temple flatters 

Charles, he does not exaggerate in saying that the alliance will have major ramifications. 

In Temple’s telling, Charles’s decision to join the allies will bring their military force into 

rough parity with France’s, thus either coercing France into signing a peace or preventing 

the allies from being overrun. Anything less would encourage France’s neighbors to 

make shift for themselves, which would undermine collective action and hence peace 

(which would make France more ambitious and all less secure). This sense of the term 

links balance closely with the idea of military deterrence, but notably does not imply that 

deterrence is a necessary consequence.  

Temple later connects balancing with the need to rearrange alliances in order to 

counter a particularly threatening power, regardless of past enmities. The occasion is his 

attempt to persuade the Spanish to join the Anglo-Dutch push for an end to the “War of 

Devolution” (1667-8). In a letter to de Witt, from Antwerp, Feb. 27 1668, he relates his 

negotiations with the Spanish Viceroy, the Marquis of Castel-Rodrigo. Temple hoped to 

induce the Spanish court to accept the terms of peace that England and the Dutch had 

agreed would work. Spain feared that peace would ruin its chances of reacquiring lands 

in Flanders lost to Louis XIV and Castel-Rodrigo accordingly raised doubts about Dutch 

sincerity.99 Upon seeing the articles of the treaty, Castel-Rodrigo says he does not 

understand why the Dutch, enemies of Spain and Portugal, would seek to strengthen the 

Portuguese by reconciling them with Spain. Temple responds: 

I told him, my opinion was, that they drove on this affair, because they 

believed, that, without a peace with Portugal, Spain would not recover 

                                                
99 Woodbridge 89-91.  
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itself enough to make head against France, and reduce affairs of 

Christendom to the balance that is necessary. (Works I. 390) 

Here Temple explains balancing policy from the Dutch point of view, arguing that the 

Dutch consider the balance of Christendom “necessary” for their safety and therefore 

have prioritized the rivalry with France above other rivalries. Castel-Rodrigo probably 

did not need the tutorial in power politics, but ultimately Spain accepted English and 

Dutch terms at Aix-La-Chapelle, confirming Temple’s prediction in the letter from 24 

January that England’s shift to form a league against France would attract followers. 

 Temple also invokes balance as a definable limitation to England’s ambitions on 

the continent. Shortly after the alliance was agreed, differences over commercial policy 

began to tear the English and Dutch apart. Deep distrust persisted between the two 

powers from their recent wars and intense maritime commercial rivalry. The Triple 

Alliance partly owed its rapid conclusion to the fact that the negotiators left aside 

commercial matters till a later date. When Temple convinced the Dutch commissioners to 

sign the treaty, he did not have time to get King Charles’s permission to negotiate on 

trade, so he promised that they would negotiate these articles and insert them later. The 

Dutch commissioners allowed this exception, provided that the new treaty reaffirmed the 

provisions of the Treaty of Breda, and Temple agreed.100 But soon after the conclusion of 

the alliance, those who opposed the treaty began looking for ways to avoid or undermine 

it. In England, Sir Thomas Clifford predicted (accurately, as it turned out) that the 

alliance would not prevent another war with the Dutch. He and Sir George Downing, 

Temple’s nemesis, began “stirring up the English East India Company to make 

                                                
100 Woodbridge 85.  



 
 

74 

impossible demands upon the Dutch.”101 When it came time for Temple to negotiate the 

commercial articles to add to the treaty, early in 1669, he found English mercantile 

interests too demanding. Temple complained that every time he convinced the Dutch to 

concede on a particular point, the English side would heighten their demands, even 

discounting particular concessions on the basis of general suspicions.102 He suspected that 

the English merchant interest sought a flagrantly unfair agreement or even to provoke a 

new conflict with the Dutch.  

Temple had no choice but to try to convince the Dutch that an equal commercial 

deal lay in its interest. In a Letter to Arlington, from the Hague, 7 Sept 1668, Temple 

claims to have reassured de Witt that legal equality would in practice favor the Dutch 

because of differences in the two countries’ economies and inherent advantages in the 

Dutch shipping and colonial systems. He tried to convince De Witt that strictly equal 

access to trading posts belied a reality that favored the Dutch: that “any equality itself 

would be the same advantage to them, that a long arm against a short would be between 

two men with equal swords” (Works II. 7-8). Of course, the Dutch responded that 

reciprocity in the commercial treaty deprives them of hard-fought advantages in their 

colonial outposts – too great a sacrifice of raw power in the name of legalistic right. So 

Temple set aside the English emphasis on legal “equality” and focused on the 

comprehensive benefits the agreement offered the Dutch. He responds to De Witt that 

any lost commercial power from accepting a reciprocal trade agreement would dwindle in 

comparison to the alliance’s enormous addition to Dutch military power since, crucially, 

England poses no risk to Dutch territorial safety. England would be 
                                                
101 Woodbridge 92. See, for instance, Works I. 322.  
102 Woodbridge 98, “In general, the English demanded the ‘open door’ policy; since the Dutch had the 
bulk of the trade and the best trading posts, equality of opportunity meant an advantage to their rivals.” 
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… the surest, the most commodious ally, and the best able to protect them 

that they could have in the world, being without any ambition or designs 

among our neighbours, farther than to keep the balance of Christendom; 

and yet, on the other side, the only power that was feared by France, and 

that were able, in conjunction of our fleets with theirs, to awe them, by 

what they might suffer from sea, into some consideration of what was fit 

for them to act on land. (Works II. 8) 

Temple bases his argument on the long historical absence of English territorial conquests 

on the continent. He assumes that English interests justify intervention on the continent 

only to preserve balance, i.e. to “awe” France into a peace. Any further “ambitions or 

designs” would expose England to greater risks than it could manage – it is safe to 

assume that England will abstain from them. A reciprocal commercial agreement, even 

were it more favorable to the English, still would bring a net benefit to the Dutch by 

clinching the mutual defense pact. Temple’s point is that allying with England comes 

with the inherent limiting principle of its balance-of-power policy: it seeks balance in 

Europe but not dominion, and therefore cannot threaten Dutch territorial integrity. 

France, however, could threaten the Dutch on both maritime commerce and territory – 

especially if allied with England.  

Needless to say the French viewed the situation differently and attributed to the 

allies precisely the desire for dominion. Godefroi, Comte d’Estrades, the French 

ambassador to the United Provinces, warned the Dutch and English that if they “thought 

to prescribe [Louis XIV] laws, and force him to compliance, by leagues between 

[them]selves, or with Spain, though Sweden and the German Princes should join with us, 

he knew his Master ne flecheroit pas, and that it would come to a war of forty years” 
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(Works I. 324). What Temple viewed as a defensive alliance appeared to the French an 

attempt by the two leading maritime powers to contain France. Temple revisited this 

distinction between attempts to “keep the balance” and “prescribe laws” twenty years 

after the Triple Alliance, when he argued that the English were “destined by God and 

nature” to “give laws, or balance at least, to all their neighbours abroad” (Works III. 

49).103 The small verbal slip and correction (“laws, or balance at least”) gives a glimpse 

into his train of thought. Temple is capable of imagining England obtaining law-giving 

dominion over all Europe, but on second thought he restrains England’s destiny to that of 

balancing its neighbors (though others might suspect he intends to use the latter as a 

cover for the former). His considered concept of English foreign policy consists of 

intervening selectively to balance or hedge against enemies with no dreams of reviving 

any kind of Tudor hegemony on the continent. 

So far we have seen Temple invoke balance metaphors to describe a policy of 

deterring war by military parity, ad hoc alliances to oppose the most immediate threat, 

and setting limits to England’s interests on the continent. All of these practices have the 

purpose of creating an equal division of power between a European challenger (France) 

and its enemies.  Temple reiterates these features when his policy comes under criticism 

in a letter that provides his most explicit statement of balance of power policy. As 

alliance tensions grew, his wholehearted endorsement of the Triple Alliance left him 

open to charges of favoring the Dutch. Writing to Arlington, he defends himself against 

accusations of “partiality … for the league” and slavish obedience to de Witt’s 

                                                
103 On this usage of giving law, cf. Paradise Lost Book V. 797-99. 
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“dictaments.”104 He defines balance in Europe as the fundamental aim of English foreign 

policy on the following grounds: 

For my part, I will never deny my opinions, that the King and kingdom’s 

interest is to balance the affairs of Europe, to hinder the exorbitant 

growing power of France, to defend Flanders; and towards these ends to 

continue a strict alliance with Holland, fasten the Triple League, and head 

all the [affairs] of Christendom on one side, as France will do on the 

other.105  

He opposes France for no other reason than that its power has grown too “exorbitant” to 

allow for European balance. He limits English involvement on the continent to defending 

Flanders (the “Bulwark” argument that Arlington earlier derided as a tired theme of the 

balance-of-power wits). And he reasserts that with the Triple Alliance, Christendom 

remains evenly divided, hopefully deterring further French aggression.  

Above all of the aforementioned military and strategic elements associated with 

balancing, the definitive factor in Temple’s writings is the role of the king. In the 

quotation above, Temple equates the “balance of Christendom” with the “King and 

kingdom’s interest” united. He constantly imagines Charles II fulfilling the Tudor ideal 

of the English monarch as holder of the European balance. Recall his explanation of the 

Dutch perspective immediately after signing the alliance: “They say his Majesty will 

have the sole honour of giving either peace to Christendom, or a balance to the wars; and 

                                                
104 Courtenay 292-4 narrates Arlington’s reversal on the Triple Alliance leading up to his criticism of 
Temple in a letter dated 24 August 1669. Woodbridge 105-6 narrates this period in 1669 as the period when 
Temple is betrayed and grows increasingly distrustful of Arlington. Arlington’s biographer agrees that 
Arlington wrote a letter of reassurance to Temple on 19 January 1669 that was deceitful. See Violet 
Barbour, Henry Bennet, Earl of Arlington, Secretary of State to Charles II (Washington: American 
Historical Assoc., 1915) 154.  
105 Sept 17, 1669. Qtd in Courtenay I. xiii. 320. 
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has shewn, that all must follow what he gives a head to” (Works I. 323). Similarly, when 

the Triple Alliance begins to groan under the strain of Charles’s vacillations and Dutch 

fears, Temple, in a letter to Arlington on 2 Sept. 1670, attempts to reinvigorate English 

commitment by invoking the larger-than-life image of Charles as holder of the balance. 

The Dutch pose urgent questions about French aggression in Lorrain, “a matter of so 

great importance, that all the parties of the triple alliance ought to concern themselves in 

it.” The Dutch States dare not retaliate against France without first getting Charles II’s 

reassurance of England’s “vigorous conjunction” (Works II. 159). The commissioners 

then explain the dangerous strategic consequences of France seizing Lorrain. Temple 

emphasizes Charles’s decisive influence for the other European powers:  

They pretend, that the disposal and balance at this time of all affairs in 

these parts of Christendom, lie before his majesty: from whom both the 

Empire and Spain, as well as Sweden and this State [the United 

Provinces], will receive their measures. (Works II. 160)   

Temple again attributes the origin of this grandiose assessment of English influence to 

foreign negotiators. Note that in the face of English wavering, however, Temple adds 

qualifications to Charles’s status as balance holder – phrases like “at this time” and “in 

these parts” – as if to warn Charles that swinging back to France would obliterate any 

claim he has to the title. When the Triple Alliance seemed like an instant success 

Temple’s optimism may have gotten the better of him, but now, with mounting Anglo-

Dutch distrust, he couches Charles’s role in phrases that suggest contingency. For just as 

English opposition would serve to balance France, so English assistance would give 

France a preponderance over its neighbors. The decision belongs to Charles.  
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Temple’s emphasis on Charles’s ability to choose becomes the centerpiece of A 

Survey of the constitutions and interests of the Empire, Sweden, Denmark, Spain, 

Holland, France, and Flanders, With Their Relation to England in the year 1671. Temple 

wrote this comprehensive apologia for the tottering Triple Alliance upon the conclusion 

of his embassy to Holland in 1671. The Survey seeks to buttress pro-Dutch arguments at a 

time when the king and the Cabal steered England away from the alliance.106 At the 

climax of the work he presents three options to King Charles, “the sole arbiter of the 

affairs of Christendom” – whether to maintain the alliance with the Dutch, revert to the 

alliance with France, or remain neutral. He assures the reader that the continent “depends 

wholly” on the king’s decision (Works II. 227). A private report meant to sway policy, 

the Survey went directly to “one of his Majesty’s principal Secretaries of State,” probably 

Sir John Trevor, upon completion.107 It provides the most concise statement of Temple’s 

philosophy of international relations and the fullest explication yet of his understanding 

of balance as the touchstone to prudent English foreign policy, so we must examine it 

with some attention.  

Temple first establishes that England remains vulnerable to invasion despite the 

fact that its geographical insularity offers incomparable advantages for national defense. 

The English have long been “a match for the greatest of our neighbours at land, and an 

over-match for the strongest of them at sea” (Works II. 206). Yet “there are the names of 

several conquests remaining still upon record,” namely the Roman and Norman 

conquests, and invasion always remains possible. Looking back through history, Temple 
                                                
106 Woodbridge 112-3, 119-21 provides details on dating, immediate audience, and corrects irrefutably the 
misinterpretations of Courtenay and others.  
107 Woodbridge 120, 122. Woodbridge rightly noted in his summary that the work has a “surprisingly 
modern sound” and suggested that Temple included it for publication in his Miscellanea, the first part 
(1679) because he thought it would help promote “a better understanding of English foreign relations.”  
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reasons that any European country powerful enough to combine the resources and armed 

forces of a broad expanse of conquered territories, and meanwhile prevent distractions 

from its land neighbors, could then bring its hostile attention to bear on England and 

attempt to cross the Channel. Spain under Philip II, with its dominant position in Europe, 

the Mediterranean, the Atlantic and Americas, had done just such a thing in modern times 

– “no monarchy having ever grasped at so great an empire” (Works II. 215). Temple 

knew, as he wrote elsewhere, that the “mighty threats of the invincible Spanish armada 

… had ended in smoke” (Works I. 104). But he did not forget how narrow an escape 

England had made. Preventing invasion is for Temple the first maxim of England’s 

national interest and the fundamental premise of any foreign policy.  

Nor did Temple view this maxim as merely historical. Dramatic recent changes in 

in France and the Netherlands made invasion more probable, he believed, than at any 

time since 1588. First, since “all greatness at sea naturally arises” from maritime trade, 

England faces new challenges to its naval dominance, especially from the Dutch. The 

Dutch and English had already fought two recent maritime commercial wars, and in 1667 

Admiral de Ruyter had led a raid into the Thames estuary and demolished shipping 

installations at Chatham, embarrassing the nation.108 Second, France has expanded 

control over formerly autonomous territories, consolidating power under central 

administration and giving it the ability to press its territorial claims against neighbors. 

These two factors, highlighted by these two countries on sea and land, result in an 

unprecedented threat to England (Works II. 206-7). Stuart policy used the Anglo-French 

                                                
108 English Historical Facts 1603-1688, ed. Chris Cook and John Wroughton (New York: Macmillan P, 
1980) 157.  
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relationship as a means of undercutting Dutch maritime trade for the benefit of England. 

But this policy would eventually lead to France subjugating the Netherlands.      

The second premise of Temple’s foreign policy, following from the fear of a 

Franco-Dutch invasion, holds that preventing invasion requires dividing power on the 

continent. This could require intervening in various places across the continent. For 

example, England rarely engages with Italy, except with “some short negotiation that 

served the present turn, to stop the aspiring growth of either the French or Spanish 

greatness in those as well as nearer parts” (Works II. 207). Indeed Temple assumes that 

the more sovereign states inhabiting Europe, and the smaller the states, the more 

beneficial for England. He looks back fondly to a time when the French monarch stood 

“surrounded and bearded by dukes of Britany and Burgundy,” while the counts ruling 

Flanders and Holland “served for no more, than like the smaller weights to make the 

balance sometimes a little even in the greater scales of the English, French, and German 

powers” (Works II. 206-7).109 Similarly, referring to the Holy Roman Empire, he couples 

the “limited constitution of the imperial power” with the “balance of the several free 

princes and states of the Empire among themselves” – division of power among smaller 

units hinders centralization (Works II. 207-8). The Survey thus shows that by balancing 

power on the continent, Temple means dividing it.  

                                                
109 On a lower level, in the Observations upon the United Provinces, Temple explains how Amsterdam 
gives each town an equal say in the States Provincial: “This makes as great an inequality in the government 
of the Province, by such a small city as Permeren having an equal voice in the Provincial States with 
Amsterdam (which pays perhaps half of all charge of the Province) as seems to be in the States-General, by 
so small a Province as Overyffel having an equal voice in the States-General with that of Holland, which 
contributes more tan half to the general charge of the union. But this was by some writers of that age 
interpreted to be done by the Prince’s authority, to lessen that of the nobles, and balance that of the greater 
cities, by the voices of the smaller, whose dependences were easier to be gained and secured.” See Works I. 
121-22.  
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It follows from Temple’s premises that England’s priority is to divide France and 

the United Provinces. His reasoning follows from his assessment that while the Dutch 

pose substantial danger to England, nevertheless their country is materially limited by its 

commercial nature. He admits that the Dutch can give their neighbors “wounds and fears 

… in point of trade; in injuries of insolences at sea,” but their geographic situation and 

small population made them “absolutely incapable of making any considerable 

enlargements or conquests upon their neighbours.” Since the Dutch, like the English, 

cannot conquer others, they must pursue their interests through alliances with other 

powers: 

They will ever seek to preserve themselves by an alliance with England 

against France, and by that of France against England, as they did 

formerly by both against Spain. And they will fall into all conjunctures 

which may serve to balance in some measure the two lesser crowns of 

Sweden and Denmark, as well as the greater of France and Spain. (Works 

II. 220) 

So the true danger from the Dutch comes from them “falling with great weight into a 

balance with other princes,” namely France (Works II. 219-20). England and the United 

Provinces, both incapable of invading each other on land, should set aside maritime 

commercial differences until they have mitigated the most urgent danger to both of them.  

By contrast, Temple sees no inherent limitation to French ambitions. Previously, 

French kings were “controuled by their princes, and restrained by their states,” and thus 

limited in revenues. Then Louis XI sought, through “the spoils of the house of Burgundy, 

and the divisions of the princes,” to centralize power. The quest for centralization 

appeared a Sisyphean struggle until the time of Richelieu, who, seeing France “shaken by 
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the factions of so many great ones within” and “awed by the terror of the Spanish 

greatness without,” unified the country by waging war against Spain. Mazarin followed 

Richelieu’s strategy, and Louis XIV learned from both cardinals, so that he “grew 

absolute master of the factions of the great men, as well as the purses of his people” 

(Works II. 222-3). By bringing the nobles to heel, and subjecting the peasantry to heavy 

taxes, France became unified, well funded, and capable of displacing Spain, especially 

from its holdings in the Low Countries, which marks the point at which England should 

become wary.  

Of course, Charles and his court might argue that France has no intention of 

invading England. To preempt this objection, Temple invokes the moral philosophy that 

serves as the foundation of his political philosophy: 

If there were any certain height where the flights of power and ambition 

used to end, one might imagine, that the interest of France were but to 

conserve its present greatness, so feared by its neighbours, and so glorious 

in the world: but besides that the motions and desires of human minds are 

endless, it may perhaps be necessary for France (from respects within) to 

have some war or other in pursuit abroad, which may amuse the nation, 

and keep them from reflecting upon their condition at home, hard and 

uneasy to all but such as are in charge, or in pay from the court. (Works II. 

224) 

Even if Louis were capable of restraining his passions, he or one of his successors may 

find reasons in future to wage a foreign conflict: namely, to reinforce the regime’s 

popular support at home, as Richelieu did. Temple concludes that the Triple Alliance 
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“alone” can “bound their prospect” – otherwise, “if once laid open, they have the world 

and their fortunes before them” (Works II. 224, 225).  

The foregoing may seem obvious, but it suggests Temple’s difference from the 

standard balance-of-power reasoning that says England should oppose the strongest 

foreign power. France poses a danger not merely because its forces are strong: Spain 

remains enormously powerful, but its power is waning; the Empire is even more powerful 

than France, but internally divided. What distinguishes France is the upward trajectory of 

its power and its aspirations to reconfigure its relationships, especially through territorial 

expansion but also through commercial and naval expansion. For Temple, France has 

entered a historic phase of exuberant growth without clear physical restraints. Rational 

calculations cannot adequately predict its future actions. The only imaginable limitation 

lies in France’s leaders themselves, and hence Temple’s reference to the unquenchable 

human passions – “the motions and desires of human minds are endless” (Works II. 224).  

The Survey culminates, as mentioned above, with Temple laying England’s 

dilemma at the feet of King Charles, “generally allowed for the sole arbiter of the affairs 

of Christendom” (Works II. 227). Each of the surveyed states depends on England’s 

decision. Charles has three options: maintaining the current coalition against France; 

opening a new policy of neutrality; or reversing direction and renewing the old alliance 

with France. Temple has just stated that only the Triple Alliance can discourage France 

from further conquests, but he pretends to consider the other two options objectively. He 

claims that neutrality may in fact encourage a combination of French and Dutch power. 

Meanwhile an Anglo-French alliance could create an imbalance in France’s favor – at 

least, England would likely not collect on all the promises “necessary to make some 

equality in our powers.” Moreover, if the Netherlands should fall to Louis XIV’s forces, 
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then the English may doubt whether it is possible “upon a war to defend ourselves, either 

by our own forces, or the alliances of our neighbours” (Works II. 227-8). Thus, implicitly 

but assuredly, Temple favors the first option: “to preserve our present alliances, and 

thereby the peace of Christendom as it now stands” (Works II. 227). Temple’s framework 

emphasizes Charles’s freedom of choice, but points inexorably to the view that to play 

the balancer means to impose external limits on the state that has great power and 

especially revisionist ambitions.  

Thus Temple’s Survey, ostensibly an impartial overview of the state of Europe, 

falls into the genre of “advice to princes.” He advises Charles to judge, while obviously 

endorsing the balance-of-power tradition of English foreign policy. Nowhere does he 

suggest that balance will occur as an automatic result of the machinery of international 

relations – he is not in a position to have such a sanguine view. He points to a moral 

choice regarding how the king wishes to make alliances: to throw his weight for or 

against a particular state, or to withhold his weight and remain neutral.  

Ultimately the Triple Alliance failed. Its failure provides the final component in 

understanding his views on foreign relations and balance of power. Temple’s 

recommendations required Charles not only to believe it plausible that France could 

eventually invade England but also to adjust alliances as if this threat were imminent. 

Charles had reasons not to follow current trends to this conclusion. Cooperation with 

France may have reflected a dangerously outmoded underestimation of France’s threat 

but it still served Charles’s familial, ideological and financial aims. Charles knew that 

abandoning France would leave him at the mercy of his domestic enemies and their 

Dutch allies (Works II. 310). (The same coalition would ultimately oust James II.) For 

Charles, a decisive turn away from the French was nearly impossible. He and his closest 
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advisers remained lashed to Louis XIV, who paid hefty subsidies to retain their 

compliance. He proved unwilling to take the strategic risks of investing too much in 

defending Flanders to the immediate benefit of the Dutch. He feared that motions against 

France would provoke rather than deter it and preferred to use the threat of a Dutch 

alliance as a means of extracting higher sums from Louis XIV for his complicity in 

French designs.110 Charles reneged on the Triple Alliance and then assisted the French in 

invading the United Provinces, in what became the Third Anglo-Dutch War.  

Temple feared that the English court’s apparent inability to change alliances 

would eventually result in national catastrophe. In his Observations upon the United 

Provinces, he noted that Dutch animosities toward Spain prevented the Dutch from 

seeking timely help against the French invasion of 1672: 

As Holland had ever defended itself against Spain, by France and 

England; so it ought to have done against France, by England and Spain, 

and provided early against their own danger … and the omission of this 

was the greatest fault ever committed in their politics; and proceeded in a 

great measure from their ancient animosity to Spain; which, as it was the 

beginning, so, by this effect, it almost proved the end, of their State. 

(Works I. 219) 

Instead, one’s alliances should change in response to changes in fortune. This is 

important not only for the sake of foreign relations but also because popular emotions 

will change with the times even if official policy does not. Temple stresses this point in a 

letter “To the Duke of Ormond” (1673), speaking of the dangers of England maintaining 

its old antipathy toward Spain: 

                                                
110 Rowen 5.  
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It is, I doubt, little to be hoped, that a breach with Spain should make us 

any kinder to the war than we were before; since that must grow wholly 

upon occasion of the French, we having no quarrel there of our own. And 

our kindness to France will spirit us as little as our hatred to Spain, at least 

till their fortunes change, and the balance rise again on the Spanish side, 

which has risen so long and to such a height on the French; for by the 

course of human nature there will ever be a degree of hatred mingled with 

fear, and of kindness with compassion. (Works II. 233)  

Balancing power calls for changing sides as neighbors’ fortunes rise and fall. Otherwise 

one falls into England’s perverse situation, in 1673, of maintaining friendship with an 

aggressive France and hostility with a floundering Spain. The emotions Temple describes 

here are those of the populace, which run counter to the ministry’s foreign policy. The 

comparison of alliances with personal emotions reinforces Temple’s philosophical 

outlook: fortune governs the secular world. International relations, like all temporal 

things, are always in flux. A weak state can revive and a great state can suddenly 

collapse, a friend turn foe and a foe friend. Temple implies that if the English king and 

court do not adjust policy to match changes in international fortune and popular passions, 

then foreign policy becomes an incoherent struggle to make old promises meet new 

circumstances, putting the nation at “cross purposes,” emboldening enemies and 

frightening allies (Works II. 384-5). The disjunction between Charles’s Francophile 

policy and the popular fears of France would also inform Temple’s views on domestic 

politics, as we will see below.  

To summarize, then, Temple’s early diplomatic correspondence and writings on 

international affairs reinforce the impression taken from his early writings that the 
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balance metaphor describes division and separation of power as well as the process of 

deliberation. The metaphor helps explain several principles of traditional English foreign 

policy, specifically to justify the Triple Alliance and its underlying principles. First, an 

equal division of military forces can deter the use of force, or at least resist another’s 

force, and therefore England joining a coalition against France would be conducive to 

peace and security. Second, balancing requires constant adjustment and revision of old 

alliances and loyalties in order to divide the power of the latest aspirant to hegemony – 

the English might have to forgive the Dutch, and the Dutch might have to forgive the 

Spanish, in order to oppose their erstwhile allies the French. Third, balance gives a 

limiting principle to conflicts: a balancer should fight to hinder or counteract but not to 

conquer or establish dominion. Hence the English should not fear the Dutch, or vice 

versa, so much as both fear France. In all of these cases the balance of Christendom is a 

desideratum, not an expected outcome. It sets limits to military inequality between states, 

to old alliances and old enmities, and to the territorial and strategic depth of a state’s 

ambitions.  

This foreign policy is “conservative” because it demands conserving the peace-

time distribution of power as far as possible and engaging in war only for that purpose. 

Its chief aim is to prevent the unification of Europe under an empire that could invade. 

Yet this conservatism requires independence so as to rearrange alliances. Most of 

Temple’s thought on balance is general enough for him to apply it to other states, but as a 

diplomat he mostly responded to England’s specific predicament. His emphasis on 

Charles’s choice reflects not only his moral philosophy but also the structure of English 

government, in which the king exercised authority on all matters of foreign policy. 

Moreover, while showing that any number of small or medium-sized states can influence 
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affairs by switching sides, his emphasis on England’s potential follows from its 

geographic advantage as much as from his patriotism. Naval power and distance from 

continental armies gives England more influence than any other country to cast a 

deciding vote between France and the rest of Europe and determine the general direction 

of affairs. To realize this potential, however, the English monarch must choose to play 

the balancer.  
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Figure 2: Frontispiece for James Howell’s A German Diet (1653), which depicts the 
author leaning under the British oak (“Robur Britanicum”). The scroll 
beneath him says “Heic tutus obumbror” (“here safely shadowed”). 
Courtesy of Early English Books Online.  
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V. TEMPLE AND DOMESTIC PREPONDERANCE 

Now that we have provided a clear definition of Temple’s concept of international 

balance it becomes necessary to address his view of balance of power in domestic 

politics, since the two depend on each other – foreign division can prevent an enemy 

invasion, but domestic division can invite it. In this section I will show that Temple does 

not in any way advocate balance of power in the domestic sphere. He still defines 

balanced power as divided power, but logically this definition introduces a complication 

in the domestic context since division is dangerous. Drawing on fresh memories of the 

Great Rebellion, Temple warns that if a domestic balance occurs as the result of the rise 

of an ambitious “faction” then revolution will likely follow. Temple argues that ideally 

the government should gain such wide assent from the people as to possess an imbalance 

or preponderance of power, which he equates with national unity, so as to prevent any 

opposition movement from challenging its rule.  

Yet Temple rejected absolutism throughout his life and tried to differentiate his 

call for a preponderant monarch from any absolutist pretensions. As I will show, he 

defines national unity as the coincidence of having both a ruler who pursues the interests 

of the people and a people who willingly obey him – it is therefore the coincidence of 

royal and popular judgment. It occurs not as the result of divine sanction or governmental 

structures but as a confluence of individuals making rational decisions and fortunate 

timing – and hence it occurs only temporarily within a historical cycle of growth and 

decay. Ultimately, Temple employs the concept of national interest to combine his 

prescriptions of balance of power abroad and unity at home, and this equation provides 

the key to understanding Temple’s political philosophy.  
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First a sketch of the background is necessary. Temple’s frequent conjuring of the 

image of Charles as the balancer of Europe in his letters may seem a piece of court 

flattery or formality, but Charles’s participation in the Triple Alliance proved decisive for 

the powers involved, as did his decision to renege on it. France invaded the Netherlands 

in 1672, only after forging the secret Treaty of Dover with Charles II in 1670.111 The 

House of Commons, hostile, like most of the public, to Charles’s pro-French policy, 

threatened to cut off funding. When Spain entered the fray against France, England 

feared for its maritime trade and Charles was forced to withdraw from war in 1674. 

Charles’s wavering and the deep unpopularity of his actions prompted Temple’s concern 

for national stability. Later, in a private meeting, Temple boldly told the king that his 

advisors had wrongly advised him “to break measures and treaties solemnly taken and 

agreed” with the Dutch. It would have been better not to make the alliance than to betray 

it and degrade the credit of an English treaty. But this argument is misleading, since 

Temple had no trouble advising Charles to break treaties with France. What concerned 

Temple was Charles’s fidelity to English interests. The majority of the country could not 

be deceived on France and popery. He emphasized the “the violent humour of the nation 

breaking out against such proceedings, and by the jealousies they had raised against the 

crown.” Charles, as Temple told it, “seem’d a little impatient at first,” but then assured 

him, “et je veux etre l’homme de mon peuple” (Works II. 263-5).  

Temple was not alone in perceiving an outbreak of opposition after Charles 

dropped the Triple Alliance. As Burnet wrote, the alliance had “disposed his people to be 

ready to forgive all that was pass’d, and to renew their confidence in him [Charles II], 

                                                
111 For the Treaty of Dover see Howat 126-32.  
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which was much shaken by the whole conduct of the Dutch war.”112 Dryden captured the 

general disappointment upon the lapse of the alliance in a triplet in Absalom and 

Achitophel: “To compass this the triple bond he broke, / The pillars of the public safety 

shook / And menaced Israel with a foreign yoke.”113 Hence the political divide widened. 

The House of Commons’ grip on the purse strings drove Charles to the French for 

financial support, but Charles’s Catholic and Francophile leanings drove the Commons to 

tighten its grip. 

Temple, continuing to defend his foreign policy, alludes to growing divisions 

between king and people. In 1673, in the letter To the Duke of Ormond (1673, pub. 1679) 

he urges the administration not to let slip an opportunity to betray the French and revive 

the Triple Alliance, 

… whereby the honour and interest of his majesty’s crown may be 

provided for; the trade of the nation raised to a height it has not reached 

before; the passionate bent and humour of the people pleased, and their 

jealousies in a great measure allayed; the true balance of Christendom 

maintained; all the princes and states of it (besides France alone) satisfied; 

and, in short, by which his majesty may grow again insensibly into the 

hearts of his people at home, and into the influence upon all affairs of his 

neighbours abroad. (Works II. 238)  

Temple’s formulation here raises the crucial problem of the king’s need to retain “the 

hearts of his people.” Division abroad holds the promise of unifying the country.  

                                                
112 Bishop Burnet’s History of His Own Time (London, 1724) vol I, 254.  
113 Lines 175-7 in Selected Poetry and Prose, ed. Earl Miner (New York: Modern Library, 1985) 210.  
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 Temple’s concern for Charles’s popular support did not arise solely from his 

opposition to Charles’s foreign policy. Despite his youthful irreverence toward monarchs 

and a thoroughgoing subversive criticism of Charles in his Memoirs, Temple’s mature 

works everywhere reveal his anxiety over popular opposition movements and preference 

for a strong king. From the time of his first published work, Observations upon the 

United Provinces, he argued that rampant opposition dangerously weakened a nation’s 

ability to craft policy (Works I. 217). Back in England he feared the gradual 

encroachment of the House of Commons on the royal authority. There were two parties 

but not a functional two-party system. Not until Queen Anne’s reign did the assumption 

widely take hold that the battle of two parties formed the “essence of politics.”114 Instead, 

England had a fragile recovery from two decades of national bloodletting followed by 

two more decades of growing uneasiness as rifts between Court and Country began to 

widen again. The king, despite the beheading of his father, drifted toward Bourbon-esque 

absolutism, while the House of Commons, bolstered by the zeal of Puritanism, demanded 

a greater share of institutional power.115 Temple witnessed the formation of a perennial 

opposition in parliament and feared that such a movement portended another round of 

revolution and dictatorship. He was not at all predisposed to absolutism or even to the 

Tory party.116 However, like many men of his generation, he saw a restored monarchy as 

a necessary alternative to both absolutism and anarchy. To allow the House of Commons 

                                                
114 Holmes, British Politics in the Age of Anne (New York: Macmillan, 1967) 20.  
115 For the best overview, see Brian Coward, The Stuart Age: England 1603-1714 (London: Longman, 
1980). 
116 Temple’s family played a notable role on the Puritan side in the Civil Wars – two related Temples sat 
on the court that condemned Charles I. Charles II objected at first to hiring Temple because of his last 
name. He studied at stridently Puritan Emmanuel College, Cambridge. See Woodbridge 1-11.  
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to take too many strides in expanding its powers would, he believed, provoke a repeat of 

past disasters.  

Temple’s royalism and distrust of the masses takes a clear shape in his only 

explicit attempt to offer a general theory of government, An Essay upon the Original and 

Nature of Government (written 1672, published 1680). Here he argues that all 

governments derive authority from public opinion and consent of the ruled. In opposition 

to social contract theory Temple proposes the origin of government in the figure of the 

father, who develops into the head of a clan, then chief of a tribe and eventually king of a 

nation – “a great paternal authority” (Works I. 40, 37-42).117 The essay thus displays a 

clear preference for monarchy over republicanism. Democracy “is nearest confusion, or 

Anarchy,” while “confusion and popular tumults have worse effects upon common 

safety, than the rankest tyranny” (Works I. 46, 32). This position was controversial even 

among politicians on friendly terms with Temple. Halifax warned that he “should take 

heed of carrying too far that Principle of Paternal Dominion, (which was deduc’d in the 

Essay of Government,) for fear of destroying the Rights of the People. So tender was 

every Body of those Points at that time” (Memoirs III. 47). Tyranny, in Temple’s view, 

can arise from either arbitrary government or consensus-based government. Popular 

governments, “running easily from one extreme to another,” often call upon tyrants to 

settle their disputes, but not all monarchs are tyrants (Works I. 31, 34, 43).  

The role that balance plays in this theory of government differs widely from the 

generic expectations of this period. The firmest government, like the firmest pyramid, has 

the broadest base, the broadest consent of the ruled, with the narrowest top – preferably a 

                                                
117 Temple’s patriarchal theory of the origin of government has received much commentary. See also 
Herriott 160; Steensma i-ii.  
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monarch beloved by the parliament and people (Works I. 51). Of course, a pyramid does 

not balance on the ground but simply rests there. Therefore Temple’s ideal requires no 

balancing whatsoever. Balance only enters the discussion when a government becomes 

corrupt, i.e. when it loses consent and admits a larger group of elites into power, thus 

growing broader at top and narrower at bottom. The pyramid inverts, standing balanced 

on its tip and ready to topple. While a “popular State” is the “most uncertain, unstable,” 

nevertheless a monarchy can also suffer from this corruption and inversion (Works I. 52). 

The king errs not by indulging his private interests (which Temple equates with the 

authority that comes of popular consent) so much as by taking in other interests “contrary 

to the people.” Temple pauses for a moment on this image of the inverted pyramid and 

contemplates how even thoroughly vitiated governments manage to survive for as long as 

they do – and here he invokes balance: 

‘Tis true that a pyramid reversed may stand a while upon its point, if 

balanced by admirable skill, and held up by perpetual care, and there be a 

calm in the air about it: nay, if the point be very hard and strong, and the 

soil very yielding and soft, it may pierce into the ground with time, so as 

to grow the firmer the longer it stands: but this last can never happen if 

either the top of the figure be weak or soft, or if the soil be hard and rough; 

and at the best it is subject to be overthrown, if not by its own weight, yet 

whenever any foreign weight shall chance to fall upon any part of it; and 

the first must overturn whenever there happens any unequality in the 

balance, or any negligence in the hands that set it up; and, even without 

either of those, whenever there arises any violence to shake it, either from 
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the winds abroad, or those in the bowels of the earth where it stands. 

(Works I. 52-3)  

The hands that balance this corrupt government cannot represent providence since 

Temple specifically dismisses “divine will and providence” from the essay as the 

“subjects of our faith, not of reason” (Works I. 30). Moreover providence would not show 

“negligence” in setting up the structure. Nor can they be the hands of the government’s 

rulers, since the pyramid is a metaphor comprising rulers and ruled. Perhaps then the 

hands represent Lady Fortune in one of her friendly moods, or even an outside adviser, as 

Temple may imply (Works I. 46). Ultimately the balancing hand remains unexplained; it 

points to Temple’s difficulty imagining any country avoiding revolution when it loses 

popular consent.  Faction arises from the portion of the public excluded from the narrow 

base of a corrupt government – and faction leads to revolution. Specifically, France under 

Henry III and England under Charles I provide notable examples of “instability and 

changes of government arrived by narrowing their bottoms.”  

The balanced pyramid as emblem of internal instability prompts Temple to show 

the inherent connection between internal and external politics. A government that 

alienates its popular support faces not only revolution but also the danger of a “foreign 

weight” that could knock it over (Works I. 52). History shows that governments firmly 

planted on the consent of the bulk of the people can make “incredible defences” against 

vastly superior invading forces, whereas 

Almost all the conquests we read of have been made way for, or in some 

measure facilitated, if not assisted, by the weakness of the conquered 

government, grown from the disesteem, dissatisfaction, or indifferency of 

the people. (Works I. 53) 
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Holland, for example, illustrates this fear. The country suffered from “such a distraction 

of their counsels, and their actions, as made way for the easy successes of the French 

invasion … and for the general presages of utter ruin to their State” (Works I. 57). As it 

turned out, the United Provinces avoided utter ruin, but the rampjaar, 1672, the year 

Temple composed this essay, provided him with the nightmare combination of internal 

division and foreign invasion.118  

Thus the Essay on the Original and Nature of Government gives a glimpse of how 

Temple’s dismay over the intensification of political division at home intersects with his 

views on international relations. England, he maintained in a range of other writings, is 

uniquely prone to such division. The ancient Britons’ behavior before the Roman 

invasion “began the fate of Britain to make way for foreign conquests by their divisions 

at home” (Works III. 77). “All” of England’s conquests were “the mere effects of our 

own divisions and invitations” – an invader would need to master both land and sea 

unless he could receive assistance from England’s “own arms” (Works II. 206). This 

theme unites the foreign and domestic dimensions of Temple’s politics: division at home 

attracts interference from abroad.  

Needless to say, Temple drew this picture from his observations on the situation 

at hand: while Charles alienated the people, the opposition in parliament intensified 

defiance toward his government. The debacle over the Treaty of Nijmegen (1678-9) 

illustrated the same English inconsistency as the Triple Alliance, working in France’s 

                                                
118 Clark claims Temple’s five penultimate paragraphs of the work, on how the Dutch should have 
defended themselves against invasion, are “nonsense,” xi. He also cites at xvii a misguided reader, Roger 
North, a Tory, who wrote in his Examen (1740), “It was a shrewd mistake of a politician, Sir William 
Temple, who, writing memoirs of the United Provinces, showed the reasons of their rising, and concluded 
with showing the reasons of their fall before they were down,” 471. This view is wrong: Temple could not 
have known in 1672 that France’s invasion would not have disastrous long-term consequences.  
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favor. In his account of Nijmegen, Temple introduces the court and country parties in 

parliament, explains their relative advantages, and claims that the court had the ability to 

attract a cascade of defectors from the country party and generate overwhelming support 

for the king (Works II. 270-1). But this solution would require Charles to “grow bold with 

France,” and specifically to act as “Arbiter” of a general peace at Nijmegen, leading a 

coalition into negotiations, rather than letting France negotiate separately (to its 

advantage) with each state. Charles would have to hold firm to the belief that France 

“aimed at the Universal Monarchy; and that none but His Majesty could hinder them 

from it” (Works II. 441). After all, France “never intended to continue the War, if 

England shou’d fall with such Weight into the Scale of the Confederates” (Works II. 

451). A balance-of-power policy abroad would deliver Charles a favorable 

preponderance of power at home.  

Charles, however, had secretly made up his mind with the Treaty of Dover to 

assist France. Whether out of naiveté or unwillingness to directly criticize the king, 

Temple characterizes him merely as indecisive. The balance metaphor explains the 

process of deliberation, in this case seemingly endless, that made English policy erratic:   

But our Counsels at Court were so in ballance, between the Desires of 

living at least fair with France, and the Fears of too much displeasing the 

Parliaments upon their frequent Sessions, that our Paces upon this whole 

Affair look’d all like cross Purposes, which no Man at home or abroad 

cou’d well understand, and were often mistaken by both Parties engag’d in 

the War, as well as by both Parties in the House of Commons, till the 

Thing was wrested out of our Hands. (Works II. 384-5) 
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Ultimately England’s wavering allowed France to sign a separate peace with Holland, 

thus outmaneuvering the other states and concluding an advantageous treaty for itself. 

English foreign policy had failed because of a division of power at home (Works II. 454-

5). 

Temple doubted the intentions of the country opposition as much as he lamented 

the king’s unwillingness to confront France. In his view, concern for the international 

situation formed the rational basis for opposition to the crown’s policies, but opposition 

leaders acted on less worthy ends: 

The parliament in England … thought the Power of France too great since 

their last Conquests in Flanders; and their Ambition too declar’d, of 

atchieving it by one Means, and at one Time, or other … besides these 

Regards, and the common Notions of balancing the Power of our 

Neighbours, which were very popular; the ambitious Designs of private, 

but unquiet or aspiring Men, fell in to augment and blow up the general ill 

Humours upon the more publick Accounts. (Works II. 309)  

The “publick” critique of the court consists of foreign policy considerations like 

“balancing the Power of our Neighbours” – and Temple implicitly shares this view. The 

“private” critique, however, consists of passions and ambitions, led by the “impatient” 

Anthony Ashley Cooper, First Earl of Shaftesbury, who “had run desperately into the 

popular humour … of censuring the court” (Works II. 309). Such opposition weakened 

Charles to the extent that he became more reliant on France.   

Herein lies Temple’s predicament in English politics – his independence. He 

opposed the king’s foreign policy but saw the country party’s determination to take down 

the ministry as equally harmful to the nation’s safety. He was neither court nor country. 
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He was fully willing to vote with the court party if they would only “fall in with the true 

Interests of the Nation,” i.e. oppose France (Works II. 270-1). But he could not fall in 

otherwise. To form coherent policy, the king and commons would have to cooperate. 

Temple feared the dangers abroad enough to advocate for quelling the commons while 

trying other ways to persuade the king to moderate his stance. So when Charles II’s chief 

advisers faced prosecution from the commons and tensions soared amid the Popish Plot, 

he proposed a new scheme for moderating the king’s council.119 The scheme called for a 

larger Privy Council that would admit a more representative selection of councilors, 

mostly parliamentarians and landholders, into the king’s company, as against a handful of 

loyalists and flatterers. The king could then draw support from Whigs who remained 

independent of the zealous members of their party, especially those who distanced 

themselves from Shaftesbury and James Scott, First Duke of Monmouth. He would 

thereby, ideally, gain broader consensus without allowing parliament to encroach; 

parliament, meanwhile, would see a more moderate policy coming from the crown.120 

Temple’s scheme presupposed that the way to bridge the divide between king and 

parliament was to enhance the king’s authority and base of support rather than to give the 

ambitious commons greater authority with which to check the king.  

Unfortunately for Temple the Privy Council scheme collapsed. Despite his efforts, 

both parties pursued extreme measures (Works II. 522, 535, 564-5).121 Both sides viewed 

Temple and other independents like Halifax as unreliable partners.122 Eventually Temple 

                                                
119 My account follows Temple’s Memoirs, the third part, in Works II, and Woodbridge 193ff. 
120 Macaulay, “Sir William Temple,” 297-8 best characterized the purpose of Temple’s privy council 
scheme: “That the executive administration may not be usurped by the checking body, something of the 
character of a checking body must be given to the body which conducts the executive administration.”  
121 Woodbridge 193. 
122 Trevelyan 465 discusses the emerging trend of party loyalty and discipline.  
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withdrew from the court and returned to his home in the country to spend his days 

gardening, philosophizing and writing. He protested that public-spirited independents 

must flee politics to avoid partisan animosities: 

When this fire is kindled, both sides inflame it; all care of the public is laid 

aside, and nothing is pursued, but the interest of the factions: all regard of 

merit is lost in persons employed, and those only chosen, that are true to 

the party; and all the talent required is, to be hot, to be heady, to be violent 

of one side or other. When these storms are raised, the wise and the good 

are either disgraced or laid aside, or retire of themselves, and leave the 

scene free to such as are most eager, or most active to get upon the stage, 

or find most men ready to help them up. (Works III. 45)  

Temple lamented the emergence of a bipolar political system because it crushed the only 

independent forces capable of delivering a preponderance of power to one side or the 

other, thus trapping the system in indecision. Temple predicted (accurately, it turned out) 

that the sharpening conflict between the parties would lead to a national crisis. The 

prediction rested on his negative outlook for a country divided roughly evenly between 

two parties.    

Temple’s rejection of bipolarity points the way to his rejection of balance of 

power within a state. The topic receives its most extensive treatment in his masterful 

essay Of Popular Discontents (written c. 1684-5, published 1701), written after his 

retirement and during the political crisis surrounding the succession.123 Here he traces the 

history of unrest in England and recounts how “Differences of Religion” first arose under 

Henry VIII and divided the nation into “two mighty Factions,” with “many fatal Effects, 

                                                
123 Woodbridge 241 for date of composition. 
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and more fatal Dangers till the Spanish Invasion in 1588.” The Spanish Armada points to 

the fear that internal division attracts foreign enemies, but it also enables Temple to 

imagine a time in which national unity prevailed – and thus a chance to examine balance 

of power in the domestic context. After England’s victory, Temple notes approvingly, 

“the Ballance of the Parties grew so unequal in Weight and Number, as to calm and 

secure the rest of Queen Elizabeth’s time” (Works III. 48-9). Imbalance is conducive to 

national unity and self-defense. By contrast, Temple continues, the rise of the Puritan 

opposition throughout James I’s and Charles I’s reigns 

divided the nation into parties, so equal in number or in strength, by the 

weight of the establisht government on the one hand, and the popular 

humour on the other, as produced those long miseries, and fatal 

revolutions of the crown and nation, between 1641 and 1660. (Works III. 

49-50)  

Elizabeth’s greatness coincided with a massive external threat that reduced the opposing 

faction to a minority. James and Charles faced no such threat and failed to keep those 

forces contained. The Civil War thus exemplifies the dangerous effects of domestic 

balance.  

Even as Temple hails the “unequal” power of Elizabeth’s court, he shows no 

confidence in the durability of the resulting “calm.” The period of unity lasts for “the rest 

of Elizabeth’s time,” yet, in outright contradiction, he writes, “before the End of her 

Reign, began a new Faction in the State to appear and swell against the establish’d 

Government of the Church” (Works III. 48-9). Unity gives birth to division 

instantaneously, as if through metaphysical necessity. Similarly, Temple applauds the 

Restoration for putting an end to “all Discontents that were considerable enough to raise 
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or foment any new Divisions,” but immediately reverses this position to chart, with acrid 

sarcasm, the emergence of yet a new wave of unrest: 

How [these discontents] have been since revived, and so well improved; 

for what ends, and with what consequences upon the safety, honour, and 

power of this kingdom, let those answer either to god or man, who have 

been the authors or promoters of such wise councils, and such noble 

designs. (Works III. 50) 

Finally, all of these examples of the dangers of party division culminate in his statement 

of a general rule: 

A weak or unequal faction in any state, may serve perhaps to enliven or 

animate the vigour of a government; but when it grows equal, or near 

proportioned in strength or number, and irreconcilable by the animosity of 

the parties, it cannot end without some violent crisis and convulsion of the 

state, and hardly without some new revolution, and perhaps final ruine of 

the government, in case a foreign invasion enters upon the breaches of 

civil distractions. (Works III. 51) 

This passage argues that not only equal strength but even “near proportioned” strength 

between two parties poses grave danger. The danger occurs only when the two parties 

well up with “irreconcilable … animosity,” but the wording suggests that irreconcilable 

animosity may follow inevitably from the existence of two closely matched parties. 

Moreover, while Temple here concedes that a “weak or unequal faction” can have a 

positive influence – it can “enliven” and “animate” the government – later in the same 

essay he calls for the total “extinction” of faction (Works III. 64). So the acceptable 
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margin for political opposition in Temple’s mind falls somewhere between small and 

nonexistent. National interest calls for preponderance, not balance, of power.  

What does it mean to say that the great seventeenth-century champion of 

international balance of power opposes balance of power at home? For Temple, to 

balance means to divide and separate. Therefore balancing is undesirable in the domestic 

sphere. But the argument in favor of government that monopolizes power, or at least 

possesses most of it, should not be misunderstood. From his earliest writings Temple 

opposed absolutism. He is not a Hobbesian seeking to plant civil authority on the material 

power of a single person. And while he shares his patriarchal origins of government with 

Filmer, he rejects divine right. The obvious question is how he would prevent his ideal 

preponderant monarchy from degenerating into tyranny. The answer lies in how he 

understands preponderant power. When Temple calls for the “extinction of factions” he 

does not envision a violent purge or inquisition, but rather a wise king who generates 

authority through building consensus and, simultaneously, a wise people who obey him 

(Works III. 64). This point harkens back to the pyramid in the Essay on the Original and 

Nature of Government and his consistent definition of authority as arising from opinion: 

“Power, arising from strength, is always in those that are governed, who are many: but 

authority, arising from opinion, is in those that govern, who are few” (Works I. 34). A 

king or tyrant alone does not have enough power to rule a people entirely against their 

will (Works I. 34). If he fails to expand his base of consent sufficiently to maintain 

authority then he will fall victim to revolution or invasion (Works I. 43). In short, a 

preponderance of power requires good judgment on the part of the king and people 

(Works I. 43, II. 239).  
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Now it becomes apparent that balance implies mental division as well as political 

division. Only judgment in the public or national interest, on the part of both the king and 

his subjects, can unify the nation, and to judge means to put deliberation to a stop. 

Temple illustrates this point in the vivid final sequence of Popular Discontents with the 

common symbol of the ship of state, where he surprisingly inverts the metaphor of 

ballasting the ship: 

In great storms and rough seas, if all the men and lading roll to one side, 

the ship will be in danger of oversetting by their weight: but, on the 

contrary, in the storms of state, if the body of the people, or the bulk of 

estates, roll on one way, the nation will be safe. (Works III. 65) 

This vision of the crew all rolling “one way” epitomizes the argument that political 

stability, unlike physical balance, requires unified action on the part of all – or at least a 

large majority. Characteristically, Temple places this decision-making metaphor within 

the context of an external threat.124 A ship whose crew believes it is headed for rocks 

implores the captain to change course, but the captain and his officers refuse to listen. 

Temple asks, 

What can become of this ship, but that either the crew must be convinced 

by the captain and officers … or these must comply with the common 

apprehensions and humours of the seamen; else they must come at last to 

fall together by the ears, and so throw one another over-board, and leave 

                                                
124 Cf. Halifax, Character of a Trimmer, definition of a trimmer: “if men are together in a Boat, and one 
part of the Company would weigh it down on one side, another would make it lean as much to the contrary, 
it happneth there is a third Opinion, of those who conceave it would do as well, if the Boat went even, 
without endangering the Passengers.” Works vol I, 179. Temple’s introduction of an external threat and 
insistence on the need to choose one side or the other is characteristic.  
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the ship in the direction of the strongest, and perhaps to perish, in case of 

hard weather, for want of hands? (Works III. 65-6) 

By now this connection of ideas has become familiar – “divisions of opinion” in a state, 

“if pursued to the height,” will separate into two separate “sides” and end either in “civil 

arms” or “the last calamity of a foreign conquest” (Works III. 66). Stubborn persistence 

by the two parties will result in mutiny or shipwreck or both. Everything depends on the 

willingness of members on opposite sides of the debate to be “convinced” or to 

“comply,” in effect to change their opinion, shift positions and break the balance.   

Temple deliberately generalizes his argument, but the immediate external threat to 

which he alludes remains France. In the same essay, he calls for “distinct and perpetual 

Revenue” for maintaining “a Fleet strong enough to defend against any invaders.” It 

would mark the minimum degree of national defense and simultaneously discourage 

factions from plotting against the regime: 

Nor would such a fleet, constantly maintained, be of small effect to poise 

any factions or discontents at home, but would at least leave us to 

compose our own differences, or decide our quarrels without the 

dangerous intervention or invasion of any foreign power. (Works III. 51-3) 

Of course, Temple’s naval reforms also failed, further justifying his belief in the dire 

consequences of bipolar internal division.125 Temple apparently hoped his literary legacy 

would serve as a testament to the fact that two-party politics had become so pernicious as 

to make the most basic precautions for national safety impracticable. 

                                                
125 Cf. Works III. 552. 
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Finally, near the end of Popular Discontents, Temple comprehends his views on 

naval defense, foreign balance and domestic preponderance into a single statement 

outlining his definition of the “true, general, and perpetual interest of the nation”: 

And such constant interests of England there are, which last through all 

successions of kings, or revolutions of state. Of this kind, and the most 

general as well as most necessary, are, the greatness of our naval forces; 

the balance of our neighbouring powers; and our own union, by the 

extinction of factions among us. For our nation is too great, and too brave 

to be ruined by any but itself: and, if the number and weight of it roll one 

way, upon the greatest changes that can happen, yet England will still be 

safe; which is the end of all public institutions. (Works III. 64) 

National interest serves as Temple’s overriding concept for organizing his domestic and 

foreign policies. First it calls for naval power to ward off actual invasion. Next it calls for 

balancing powers in Europe to prevent foreign unification. Last it calls for internal union, 

which, as we have seen, requires government with enough popular consent to prevent an 

opposition movement from embroiling the nation in struggle. Balance of power makes up 

only the external part of this broader scheme; its opposite determines his ideal internal 

policy.  

What remains to be discussed is how Temple’s views on balance of power fit 

within his widely acknowledged cyclical theory of history.126 The question arises because 

Temple’s references to balance seem, on the surface at least, to operate differently in 

writings after the Glorious Revolution. In An Introduction to the History of England 

(1694-5), Temple revisits domestic balance of power. Interestingly, in two particularly 

                                                
126 Marburg 43-71; Woodbridge 310, 318. 
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relevant episodes, balance contributes to peace and stability rather than provoking a 

breakdown of civil order. This marks an apparent contradiction with the destructive 

bipolarity described in Of Popular Discontents and other works written prior to 1688. 

Both incidents involve William I and the aftermath of the Norman Conquest, 

appropriately enough for a history of England well known for drawing favorable parallels 

between William the Conqueror and William of Orange.127 In the first balancing episode, 

William I confronts the Scottish King Malcolm and their forces stand “not much unequal 

in numbers, nor in the bravery and order of their troops.” They conclude a peace treaty, 

“as between equal forces, so upon equal conditions” (Works III. 157). In the second 

episode, Temple observes a moment of equilibrium between Normans and Anglo-Saxons 

under William I’s rule:  

The Normans were strong and numerous in England, and were his own by 

birth and by interest; the balance of those two parties seemed the defence 

of the whole; and it was not to be imagined, that both should combine in 

any danger to the Crown. (Works III. 172)  

Equal division of the parties ensures William’s safety because he acts as balancer in such 

a way that the two groups cannot “combine” against him. This passage seems a marked 

departure from Temple’s claims that balance provokes civil conflict in Of Popular 

Discontents.  

Why the discrepancy in whether domestic balance of power leads to tranquility or 

civil war? There is reason to think that Temple imagines a different type of balance 

between the Normans and Saxons than he imagined between the Puritans and late Tudor 

and early Stuart governments. In Popular Discontents, he described a bipolar opposition,  

                                                
127 Woodbridge 254-61. 
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when faction “divided the nation into parties … equal in number or in strength, by the 

weight of the establisht government on the one hand, and the popular humour on the 

other” – and as we know, he despises bipolarity (Works III. 49-50). But this bipolar 

balance between the established government and an informal, popular power differs from 

the constitutional balance between king, lords and commons. In writings before the 

History, Temple does not often refer to constitutional balance, but he obviously knows 

the idea – as, for instance, when he advised Charles II that “if he should be forced to 

break the parliament, it would be better done upon the invincible difference between the 

two houses, than upon any between his majesty and the house of commons” (Works II. 

535). Moreover, in the passage involving William the Conqueror he seems to refer to the 

Normans as a separate class from William himself, implying the formal division between 

king and nobles. Therefore the “balance” in 1066 may refer to a constitutional balance. 

Furthermore evidence suggests he became more interested in the popular tradition of 

mixed government after the Revolution. The essay Of Heroic Virtue extols this “Gothic” 

type of constitution:  

… This constitution … so well known in our island … consisting of a king 

or a prince who is sovereign both in peace and war, of an assembly of 

barons … whom he uses as his council, and another of the commons, who 

are the representative of all that are possessed of free-lands, whom the 

prince assembles and consults with upon the occasions or affairs of the 

greatest and common concern to the nation … This constitution has been 

celebrated, as framed with great wisdom and equity, and as the truest and 

justest temper that has been ever found out between dominion and liberty. 

(Works III. 366-7) 
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It is possible that the crown’s keeping a peaceful balance between Normans and Saxons 

in the History of England serves as a parallel to the Revolution Settlement under William 

III. The reference to a theoretical danger to the crown from Saxons and Normans 

combining, in this light, might imply a historical parallel to the temporary union of lords 

and commons to drive out James II. Thus Temple may have repudiated domestic balance 

only in the sense of raw popular power while accepting a conventional three-way balance 

among constitutional powers.   

Nevertheless, this explanation does not explain why the equal balance between 

the Norman invaders and the Scots preserves peace. Nor does it explain why William I 

gets embroiled in factions and rebellions almost immediately after this felicitous balance. 

Moreover, Temple makes it clear in many of his writings that popular consent, not the 

structure of government, brings stability to a state – ruling out the notion that mixed 

government alone ensures stability (e.g. Works I. 50). Therefore, we must look elsewhere 

to see if Temple’s sense of balance coheres with his earlier writings.  

Another possibility emerges. Temple’s depiction of a peaceful balance between 

Normans and Scots, and Normans and Saxons, echoes the brief period of peace and unity 

that he saw as following the Spanish Armada and the Restoration in Popular Discontents. 

There he also claimed that Elizabeth and Charles II saw new waves of faction emerge 

immediately after these moments of calm, just as William I saw immediate challenges to 

his rule. Thus the aftermath of 1066 presents another temporary moment of peace-

inducing equilibrium in a post-conflict environment followed by fresh waves of unrest.  

This similarity implies that Temple’s understanding of balance operates within the 

framework of his well known cyclical theory of history. In the History he argues that “the 

usual circle of human affairs” runs as follows: “war ended in peace, peace in plenty and 
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luxury, these in pride, and pride in contention, till the circle ended in new wars” (Works 

III. 93). For England, as we have seen, history is punctuated by a series of invasions 

preceded by domestic divisions. It seems then that balance occurs as a phase either in the 

growth of a new political settlement or in the decay of an old settlement. William I 

represented an ambitious, invading power, and the resulting balance of power signifies 

the birth of a new consensus. The Glorious Revolution might fall into the same category. 

By contrast, Charles I failed to defend the existing establishment against just such a rising 

power, and the resulting balance led to civil war. Elizabeth, for her part, avoided a 

threatening balance because her victory over the Spanish earned her a new consensus. 

This historical philosophy also matches with Temple’s account of the recent growth in 

French power as a process of the elimination of balance, and national unification, under 

Richelieu, Mazarin and Louis XIV, which in turn allowed France to sow division abroad. 

It seems that, for Temple, a balance of power among factions suggests either a prelude or 

postlude to crisis.  

 

VI. CONCLUSION: TEMPLE’S CONCEPT OF BALANCE OF POWER 

We can draw two conclusions from studying Temple’s various metaphors and allusions 

to balance of power. First, balance is not an end but a means. For Temple, the highest end 

of policy is the national or public interest, defined as the safety of the whole people by 

means of “the greatness of our naval forces; the balance of our neighbouring powers; and 

our own union, by the extinction of factions among us” (Works III. 64). Both Temple’s 

foreign and domestic policies depend on individuals making judgments in pursuit of this 

interest. Temple’s skeptical humanism taught him that fortune is mutable and humans 

have imperfect knowledge. They can become trapped in internal division or mental 
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balancing; but they must make decisions in order to act with purpose. In domestic affairs, 

he advised preponderance – the people should swing toward the power that unifies the 

country, giving authority to the government, while the king should swing toward the 

people, drawing authority from their opinion. By contrast, in foreign affairs he advised 

balancing – swinging away from any state with enough power to try to unify Europe, thus 

sowing division between the leading power and the rest. Charles II’s policy of favoring 

the French contributed to a French preponderance of power abroad, while promoting a 

dangerous equality of power at home as the opposition rose against his government. 

Hence Temple’s naval scheme reflected a plan for England’s practical defense during a 

time when he found both domestic unity and foreign balance wanting. 

Second, while national interest remains relatively constant, power fluctuates 

according to history and fortune. A balance of power might deter two powers from 

attacking or it might provoke them to attack – the partition of Naples provoked the 

emerging Spanish empire just as the Triple Alliance provoked the emerging French 

empire, yet the balance in the aftermath of the Battle of Hastings deterred further war. 

The outcome depends on whether the political authority attempting to maintain a 

defensive balance is young and flexible or old and corrupt. Temple showed a 

predisposition to favor the established state of affairs (monarchy at home, absence of 

“Universal Monarchy” abroad), to prolong peace even under imperfect conditions, but his 

defection from Charles II’s court shows his ethical refusal to favor a corrupt 

administration.  

At last we can reinsert balance into Temple’s general political philosophy. 

Temple uses balance as a metaphor for psychological or material division, separation and 

opposition. His belief that opinion gives rise to authority is well known. What is less well 
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recognized is that this authority enables a few authorities to command large numbers of 

people, in whom Temple located power. Therefore the “balance of Christendom” means 

Temple’s preferred policy of dividing peoples and governments abroad; and his aversion 

to allowing English parties to become “equal, or near proportioned in strength or 

number” to the government follows from the inverse of this point. Temple’s belief in 

historical cycles of growth and decay is also well known. But his concept of balance as 

the phase either before death or after rebirth shows why he seeks to oppose a rising 

challenger to that settlement in order to slow the cycle’s movement and postpone decay. 

The difficulty of Temple’s position lies in the fact that he chose neutrality during the 

revolution. Those who impugn Temple’s ethics will, like Macaulay, seize on this point. 

But William III viewed him as an ally, and after his death he received praise (mostly 

from Whigs) for his defection from Charles II’s regime.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Ancient and Modern Balance in Swift’s Early Works 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Swift’s first prose work, the Discourse of the Contests and Dissentions between the 

Nobles and the Commons in Athens and Rome, posits a theory of balance of power that 

applies to conditions both within a free state and among several states. But for most of 

the history of the work’s reception, commentators have neglected the international 

dimension. In this chapter I seek to define Swift’s theory, put it into context with 

Temple’s legacy and with rival, contemporary notions of balance, and show how it sheds 

light on the Discourse as a whole.  

Swift, unlike Temple, attempts to formulate a coherent theory of balance – he 

applies the one-few-many triad from mixed constitutionalism onto the international 

sphere, asserting the universality of tripartite balance of power. However, like Temple, he 

argues that the essence of balance of power lies in the figure of the balancer, a moral 

agent who exercises independent judgment. For Swift the balancer serves to prevent the 

mechanical opposition of the two scales from breaking the state of suspension. Though he 

believes the monarch acts as balancer in the English constitution, he makes it clear that 

any power can act as balancer by acting to prevent bipolarity, either by strengthening the 

weak or weakening the strong.  

On the fundamental importance of using independent judgment to defend against 

revolutionary ambitions, Swift reinforces Temple’s concept of balance. In the Battel of 

the Books, the Book of Temple chooses to change alliances, in classic balance-of-power 

fashion, to reinforce the established separation of powers rather than joining his fellow 
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Moderns in an attempt at usurpation. Swift took seriously the analogy of internal and 

external balances of power and yet understood that the tripartite division had a 

metaphysical dimension that made it especially useful for allegorical and satiric purposes.  

Having raised the problem of ancients and moderns, I return to the Discourse in 

order to place it within the context of balance-of-power discussions among Swift’s rivals 

and interlocutors in the pamphlet war of 1701. Swift’s interpretation of balance was 

controversial from the start, but by examining the writings of Charles Davenant, James 

Drake and Charles Leslie, Swift’s notion of “ancient” balance comes into sharper 

definition as emphasizing the role of individual prerogative within systemic constraints 

against the rival “modern” notions that either remove prerogative entirely (Davenant, 

Drake) or glorify it without limit (Leslie). Ultimately Swift argues that an effective royal 

prerogative at home, the king’s ability to balance nobles and commons, is the only means 

by which the king can act as balancer against the threat of universal monarchy posed by 

France – once again demonstrating the Temple inheritance. 

 

II. BALANCE OF POWER IN THE RECEPTION OF THE DISCOURSE 

Though they have not always agreed on how Swift defines and develops the theme, 

scholars and critics agree that “Ballance of Power” constitutes the central theme of his 

debut prose work, A Discourse of the Contests and Dissentions Between the Nobles and 

Commons in Athens and Rome, with the Consequences they had upon both those States 

(1701).1 Two of the three earliest critics of the pamphlet – the anonymous author of The 

Source of Our Present Fears Discover’d (1703) and Charles Leslie in The New 

                                                
1 For additional references to balance in the Discourse, see PW I. 204, 209, 212, 213, 216-17, 219, 221, 
226, 228, 230-1, 235, 236. 
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Association: Part II (1703) – claim that the author of the Discourse either misunderstood 

or subversively misapplied the balance concept and devoted substantial portions of their 

critiques to correcting him on this point.2 Eighty years later, however, Swift’s friend 

Thomas Sheridan, in The Life of the Rev. Dr. Jonathan Swift, Dean of St. Patrick’s, 

Dublin (1784), adopts the balance metaphor to establish the standard reading and explain 

why Swift wrote the Discourse:  

He saw clearly that the balance, upon the due preservation of which the 

very life of our constitution depends, had been for some time in a 

fluctuating state, and that the popular scale was likely to preponderate.3  

Over two hundred years later, in the most recent critical biography of Swift, David 

Oakleaf claims the Discourse “addresses the destructive effects of internal dissension that 

… threatened to subvert the balanced constitution on which English liberties depended.”4 

From the time of publication to the early twenty-first century, critics, regardless of 

whether they accept Swift’s views, have acknowledged the centrality of balance of 

power.  

Scholars generally interpret the phrase as a straightforward reference to the 

classical theory of mixed government, or balanced constitutionalism, as applied to the 

English constitution, especially after the Revolution Settlement. Henry Craik sees “a 

balance between the different parts of the nation,” adding, “this theory of political 

balance all political parties and most political writers in that day advocated.”5 Robert 

Joseph Allen argues, “his whole thesis centers in the necessity of a balance of power 

                                                
2 Reprinted as Appendix B and C in Ellis 228-51. 
3 The life of the Rev. Dr. Jonathan Swift, Dean of St. Patrick's, Dublin (London, 1784) vol I, 37-8.  
4 Oakleaf 40; see also 36-43.  
5 Craik, 109-10.  
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between king, nobles, and commons.”6 Herbert Davis summarizes the work as 

“concerned with the general problem of the balance of power within a commonwealth.”7 

Arthur E. Case summarized Swift’s lifelong theory, beginning with the Discourse, as 

holding that “the three estates of the realm – king, nobles, and commons – were of equal 

importance to the state, the king being charged with keeping the balance between the 

others.”8 F. P. Lock refers to the classic definition of mixed government and “the 

commonplace idea of a necessary ‘balance of power’ within the state,” and calls the 

Discourse “a dissertation on the advantages of balanced government.”9 The consensus 

holds that when Swift refers to balance of power, he means the balance of power among 

the three classes of people in the state (the one, few and many), whether taken 

collectively or as represented by the constitutional branches of that state’s government.10  

Occasionally Swift’s mixed government theory has received sustained critical 

attention. In an important article on the subject, “Political Theory in Gulliver’s Travels,” 

Z. S. Fink agrees with Case that Swift was a “life-long adherent of the theory of mixed 

government” and that “its principles are enunciated in 1701 in the Discourse.” He 

analyzes the question more thoroughly than previous scholars and demonstrates, in 

particular, that Swift drew from two mixed government traditions: the “Whig-Gothic” 

and the “classical-republican-Venetian.”11 A more recent investigation into the topic has 

                                                
6 Allen 5.   
7 PW I. xx. 
8 Four Essays, 108.   
9 Swift’s Tory Politics 152-3 and Politics of Gulliver’s Travels 37.  
10 Ellis 247-8, 137-8; Sheridan 37-8; Craik, 109-10; Allen 5.  
11 155.   
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emphasized Polybius’s account of Lycurgus of Sparta as the most influential model for 

Swiftian mixed government in the Discourse, Gulliver’s Travels and other writings.12  

Some interpreters notice that Swift’s balance of power refers to a theory of 

international relations as well as constitutionalism. Craik, in a footnote to the Discourse, 

though not speaking to any of Swift’s specific points, writes that social contract theory 

“had its counterpart in the theory of international relations, which held that peace was 

maintained by a balance of power among the various States of Europe.”13 William Butler 

Yeats focuses almost exclusively on the domestic balance of power but observes that 

Swift presents the potential for a “foreign power” to impose tyranny on a state.14 Ricardo 

Quintana summarizes Swift as saying that “powers within the state … should exhibit a 

balance corresponding to that which Europe was striving to maintain between nations,” 

and characterizes aspects of the Discourse in terms of a Machiavellian “splendid 

realism.”15 Frank H. Ellis, in his masterful introduction to the Discourse, focuses mostly 

on English politics but does not omit the international context.16 Downie, referring to the 

European balance of power, mentions that the theory “was to figure prominently in 

Swift’s Discourse,” though he neglects this international context when he addresses the 

work itself.17 Lock, despite the above quotations, at one point acknowledges that Swift’s 

balance of power operates “both within and between states,” though he says nothing of 

                                                
12 Higgins, “Swift and Sparta,” 514, 522; Halewood, “Plutarch in Houyhnhnmland,” 185, n. 4.  
13 Swift: Selections from his works (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1892) vol I, 365-6. 
14 Fair Liberty was All his Cry, 191.  
15 The Mind and Art of Jonathan Swift 130.  
16 Ellis 168.  
17 Jonathan Swift: Political Writer 32, 76. Downie 76 even excludes Swift’s reference to balance “among 
several States” from a quotation. 
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the international side.18 These scholars mention the international dimension briefly but do 

not integrate it into their interpretations of the Discourse.  

Despite this fact, it is exceedingly rare for scholars to examine Swift’s notion of 

balance of power in any detail or to inquire specifically into the significance of Swift’s 

using the phrase to encompass both mixed government and international relations. 

Oakleaf, for instance, devotes greater attention to the concept than most: he notes the 

context of William III’s efforts to maintain “a balance of power in Europe,” recognizes 

“an analogy between internal and external relations of the state,” and draws the 

conclusion that, for Swift, “internal dissension exacerbates the threat posed by external 

war.”19 But his analysis is brief and he does not indicate anything controversial or 

problematic about the international analogy. Irvin Ehrenpreis, Swift’s great twentieth-

century biographer, stands almost alone in fully confronting the ambiguities and 

complications of Swift’s concept of balance of power. He attempts to resolve what he 

sees as a contradiction in terms by correcting Swift’s terminology:  

Swift treats of an internal equilibrium which corresponds to the external 

relationship … and he draws an elaborate parallel between the two 

concepts. But while Swift may call his idea a balance of power, it is in fact 

the notion of ‘mixed government’, derived from antiquity, though 

particularly attached by him to ‘Gothic’ institutions. This is the doctrine 

that the constitution which allows the most freedom consistent with a rule 

of law is one in which sovereignty resides in the whole people but 

                                                
18 Lock, “Swift and English Politics, 1701-14,” in The Character of Swift’s Satire: A Revised Focus, ed. 
Claude Rawson (Newark: U of Delaware P, 1983) 129.  
19 Oakleaf 40.  
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administration is tripartite, or divided among the King, the Lords, and the 

Commons.20  

Ehrenpreis argues here that Swift confused two distinct concepts, and elsewhere implies 

that he deliberately reversed balance of power to mean “an internal rather than external 

equilibrium.”21 In this reading, Swift may have repeatedly written the phrase “Ballance of 

Power” but he intended “mixed government” or “balanced constitution.” Ehrenpreis 

performs a service by stating a widely held assumption that most scholars have left tacit: 

the Discourse should be read, indeed only makes sense, if readers supply a mixed-

government definition for Swift’s critical term.  

Swift’s central concept has received similar treatment from scholars outside of 

literary studies. M. S. Anderson, a scholar of international history, would seem to agree 

with Ehrenpreis: 

The phrase ‘balance of power’ was still frequently applied, at least in 

England, to the internal politics of states as well as to international 

relations; to many writers in the early eighteenth century it still suggested 

theories of a ‘mixed constitution’ and of the equilibrium of political forces 

which was alleged to make such a constitution viable.22  

Anderson cites Swift’s Discourse to support this point and adds in a note, “Swift 

frequently uses the phrase without any reference to international affairs.” Had Anderson 

known the consensus among literary scholars, he might have felt compelled to remind 

them of the opposite point: that Swift frequently uses the phrase with reference to 

international affairs. Behind both Ehrenpreis’s and Anderson’s assessments lies the 
                                                
20 Ehrenpreis vol II, 54-5.  
21 Ehrenpreis vol II, 53.  
22 Anderson, “Eighteenth-Century Theories of the Balance of Power,” 183-4, n. 3. 
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assumption that Swift’s phrase “Ballance of Power” does not properly refer to internal 

political relations (though it “still” did during Swift’s time). Ironically, in the twenty-first 

century Swift’s usage is more common than either Ehrenpreis’s or Anderson’s – today 

standard usage applies the term to the relationship between different branches of 

government or classes of people within a state as well as to relations between nation-

states, not to mention a vast range of other contexts.23  

Thus the international balance has mostly met with bare recognition or explicit 

dismissal in the Discourse. Notably, however, the first eighteenth-century response to 

Swift’s Discourse does not fall within this paradigm. The aforementioned pamphlet, The 

Source of Our Present Fears Discover’d (1703), likely by James Drake, provides an 

extensive critique of Swift’s concept, and yet, directly opposite Ehrenpreis and Anderson, 

Drake thinks Swift accurately captures the international balance while promoting a 

“wrong Notion of a Ballance in Civil Power.”24 He argues that Swift’s “unskilfull or 

perverse” understanding of England’s balanced constitution derives from an essentially 

correct view of the balance of power abroad. It seems, then, that even the few 

commentators who analyze the multiple and potentially conflicting meanings of Swift’s 

central term disagree as to how to interpret it.  

Did Swift confuse different meanings of the popular phrase “Ballance of Power”? 

If so, did he misunderstand the international concept, or the mixed government tradition, 

or both? Ultimately, how does the balance of power function in Swift’s Discourse? How 

exactly did Temple influence Swift on this concept? Answering these questions will yield 

a more precise understanding of the central theme of the work and thus illuminate it as a 

                                                
23 Little 10.   
24 Ellis 232, 230. 
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whole. But we must review the text itself before we can discuss its relation to sources, 

including Temple, and contemporary, rival conceptions.   

 

III. SWIFT’S DEFINITION OF BALANCE OF POWER   

Swift’s Discourse takes balance of power as its fundamental organizing principle. The 

first principle of Swift’s theory holds that an “absolute unlimited Power” naturally 

inheres in the “whole Body” of a community of people. This is the state of nature. But an 

“independent” or self-governing people will see to it that power becomes divided into the 

possession of three Platonic and Aristotelian numerical sub-groups – the One, the Few, 

and the Many.25 Swift conventionally associates these categories with the constitutional 

branches of king, nobles and commons, arguing that ultimate political power resides in 

“Ballance among all Three” (PW I.197). For this reason scholars have generally 

understood Swift’s “Ballance of Power” as an obvious reference to the classical theory of 

mixed government or balanced constitutionalism, a theory that enjoyed a bright 

efflorescence in England throughout the seventeenth-century.26 Swift generally aligns 

himself with classical writers, especially the historian Polybius. Polybius emphasized 

balance and addressed the tension between the three elements. In a mixed system, the 

                                                
25 See Plato, The Statesman (esp. 291d) and Aristotle, Politics III.vii (1279a23-1279b3). Discussed in 
Fink, Classical Republicans, 2-3.  
26 See also Lloyd, “Constitutionalism,” 273-9; Pocock, The Political Works of James Harrington, 15-42 
and The Machiavellian Moment, 364-71. For a brief discussion of the pragmatic aspects of this trend, see 
Malcolm Smuts, “Political Thought in Early Stuart Britain” in A Companion to Stuart Britain, ed. Barry 
Coward (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009) 271-3. 
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internal tension keeps each branch within its limits and stabilizes the state for longer than 

would otherwise be possible – though not, of course, forever.27  

The scholarly emphasis on the mixed government tradition in Swift’s Discourse is 

mostly warranted. The title itself – Contests and Dissentions between the Nobles and 

Commons in Athens and Rome – highlights Swift’s focus on internal squabbles between 

two of the three classes in the mixed model. Yet the simple identification of “balance of 

power” as “mixed government” has led to a number of false assumptions and 

misunderstandings about Swift’s text. In fact, Swift does not identify balance of power 

exclusively with mixed government but uses the phrase in a broader sense. His 

formulation is plain:  

And it will be an eternal Rule in Politicks, among every free People, that 

there is a Ballance of Power to be carefully held by every State within it 

self, as well as among several States with each other. (PW I.197) 

He adds that the “true Meaning of a Ballance of Power” applies “either without, or within 

a State.” Other writers used the phrase to refer to constitutional and international struggle 

in separate contexts, but Swift posits a universal balance of power, an “eternal Rule” that 

underlies both applications.28 He even illustrates the workings of the domestic balance by 

reference to the international: 

Now consider several States in a Neighbourhood: In order to preserve 

Peace between these States, it is necessary they should be formed into a 

                                                
27 Fink, Classical Republicans, 3-4, though durability, rather than “permanence,” better characterizes the 
mixed state in Polybius’s view. For Polybius’s emphasis on tension, see Leo Strauss and Joseph Cropsey, 
eds., History of Political Philosophy (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1987) 441. See also Pocock 77.  
28 Cf. Defoe. The original power of the collective body of the people of England, Examined and Asserted 
(1702 [1701]) 14; Reasons against a war with France, or An argument shewing that the French King’s 
owning the Prince of Wales as King of England, Scotland and Ireland; is No Sufficient Ground of a War 
(1701) 13.  
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Ballance, whereof one, or more are to be Directors, who are to divide the 

rest into equal Scales, and upon Occasions remove from one into the other, 

or else fall with their own Weight into the lightest: So in a State within it 

self … (PW I.197) 

Just as an international system will consist of “several States in a Neighbourhood,” 

dividing into three groups consisting of one, few and many, so too will a domestic system 

consist of any number of people grouped into king, lords and commons. The numerical 

basis of the three categories enables him to apply them universally.  

Swift again draws the international parallel when he explains what happens when 

the balance collapses. Having defined tyranny as “the breaking of the Ballance by 

whatever Hand, and leaving the Power wholly in one scale” (PW I. 197), he concludes 

with a discussion of “universal Monarchy,” the international corollary of tyranny, which 

deserves full quotation:  

The next thing is to examine what Methods have been taken to break or 

overthrow this Balance; which every one of the three Parties have 

continually endeavour’d, as opportunities have served; which might 

appear from the Stories of most Ages and Countries. For, Absolute Power 

in a particular State, is of the same nature with universal Monarchy in 

several States adjoyning to each other. So endless and exorbitant are the 

desires of Men, whether consider’d in their Persons or their States, that 

they will grasp at all, and can form no Scheme of perfect Happiness with 

less. Ever since Men have been united into Governments, the Hopes and 

Endeavours after universal Monarchy have been bandied among them, 

from the Reign of Ninus to this of the Most Christian King; in which 
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pursuits Commonwealths have had their share as well as Monarchs: So the 

Athenians, the Spartans, the Thebans and the Achaians, did at several 

times aim at the universal Monarchy of Greece; So the Commonwealths 

of Carthage and Rome affected the universal Monarchy of the then known 

World. In like manner has absolute Power been pursued by the several 

Parties of each particular State, wherein single Persons have met with 

most Success, tho’ the endeavours of the Few and the Many have been 

frequent enough … (PW I. 202)  

In light of this passage, at the conclusion of the chapter that defines his central theme, it 

seems almost preposterous that commentators have accepted for so long the notion that 

Swift garbled his terms and meant only mixed government. Swift quite clearly views the 

tension between “Ballance” and “absolute Power” as a universal; he moves seamlessly 

between king, nobles and commons to questions of international politics and empire. 

Indeed, this passage marks the second time in the Discourse that he illuminates domestic 

power by reference to the international system – he seems to assume that readers will feel 

comfortable applying their notions of how power works abroad to their notions of power 

at home.  

The internal-external parallelism is a necessary consequence of the well known 

fact that Swift believes in the universality of human nature and the “exorbitant … Desires 

of Men.”29 Power has a natural tendency to accumulate in one place because humans 

have a natural desire to acquire as much of it as possible. Hence they also have a natural 

                                                
29 According to Ehrenpreis vol II, 49, this theme, which Temple called “a certain restlessness of mind and 
thought,” comprises the “deepest sympathy” between Swift and Temple. It is one of the grand themes of all 
Swift’s work. For a sustained study, see Claude Rawson, “The Character of Swift’s Satire: Reflections on 
Swift, Johnson, and Human Restlessness” in The Character of Swift’s Satire: A Revised Focus (Newark: U 
of Delaware P, 1983) 21-82.  
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interest in hindering others from monopolizing it. Balance is universal not because it 

exists everywhere but because it can exist anywhere: it operates in free states, “all 

independent Bodies of Men,” and “among every free People” – it by definition does not 

exist under absolutist government or imperial conquest (PW I.195-7, 202). It is constantly 

at risk of collapse.  

The foregoing should demonstrate beyond doubt that Swift does not identify his 

central concept exclusively with mixed government or in any way limit the phrase to 

constitutionalism or domestic systems. The universality of the theory also explains why 

he insists that it is based not merely on ancient authorities but in empirical and rational 

thinking – it developed not in any one particular country but “has place in Nature and 

Reason,” again, “Nature and common Reason,” and “Thought and Design” (PW I. 199-

200). Even though the three divisions have metaphysical elements, their numerical nature 

makes them widely applicable. Mixed government in the Discourse represents the 

principle’s domestic application as opposed to its alternate and equally valid international 

application. When Swift refers to “mixt Government” or “the Ballance in a mix’d State,” 

he differentiates these terms from his general principle of “Ballance of Power” (e.g. PW 

I. 199, 223). 

The next feature of Swift’s theory that requires careful attention is the traditional 

image of the holder of the scales. Literary scholars have claimed this image is 

“commonplace” and “unconvincing,” but aesthetic critique may not be applicable to a 

pamphlet about political philosophy.30 As Oakleaf has observed, Swift has a reason to 

                                                
30 Lock 152-3; Ehrenpreis vol II, 52-3.  
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take the balance metaphor “very literally,” for it “allows him to establish an analogy 

between internal and external relations of the state.”31 Swift explains it as follows:  

The True Meaning of a Ballance of Power, either without, or within a 

State, is best conceived by considering what the Nature of a Ballance is. It 

supposes three Things. First, the Part which is held, together with the 

Hand that holds it; and then the two Scales, with whatever is weighed 

therein … the Ballance must be held by a third Hand; who is to deal the 

remaining Power with utmost Exactness into the several Scales. Now, it is 

not necessary that the Power should be equally divided between these 

three; For the Ballance may be held by the Weakest, who, by his Address 

and Conduct, removing from either Scale, and adding of his own, may 

keep the Scales duly pois’d. (PW 1. 197) 

From this account of the balancer, we can draw several conclusions about Swift’s theory. 

First, obviously the balancer reinforces the fact that the political system is tripartite or 

tripolar. Swift adopted from the classical authors the view that each of the three powers, 

in its pure form, would corrode.32 But in depicting the balancer, he warns against 

allowing the image of the two scales to inculcate a bipolar point of view – he insists that 

bipolarity is unstable. Swift, following Polybius, requires all three elements, and, unlike 

Aristotle, is unwilling to imagine a stable bipartite system.33 “Power will never continue 

long in equal Division between the two remaining Parties” (PW I.197). The last 

remaining actor will gain absolute power, resulting in either monarchical tyranny, 

                                                
31 Oakleaf 40.  
32 The corruption of any of the one powers in undiluted form is standard in Plato, Aristotle, Polybius and 
others. E.g. Aristotle, Politics, III.vii, IV.ii. See Fink, Classical Republicans, 2.  
33 For Aristotle’s two-part divisions, see Fink, Classical republicans, 2-3.  
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oligarchy, or a tyranny of the masses (dominatio plebis), depending on which power 

reigns supreme (PW I.199).  

Bipolarity is unstable, in Swift’s view, because the tyranny of the many or the few 

will easily result in what both fear the most, a tyranny of one. The few and the many are 

“neither so uniform in their Designs, nor so direct in their Views, they neither could 

manage nor maintain the Power they had got; but were ever deceived by the Popularity, 

and Ambition of some single Person” (PW I. 203). Hence reckless power grabbing by any 

of the three members risks setting off a catastrophic chain reaction – “it will be always a 

wrong Step in Policy, for the Nobles, or Commons to carry their Endeavours after Power 

so far, as to overthrow the Ballance” (PW I. 203). This rule applies to all three powers, 

though Swift reserves most of his animus for the “usurping Populace” which acts as “its 

own Dupe; a meer Underworker, and a Purchaser in Trust for some single Tyrant” (PW I. 

227). The aversion to bipolarity plainly draws on memories from the English Civil War 

and warns of the irony that aggressive pursuit of power in the name of the people can 

produce the result the people profess most to abhor – a single tyrant – just as the Great 

Rebellion produced Cromwell (PW I. 202-3, 227). This defense of the nobles’ share of 

power also calls upon a well documented, post-Restoration, neo-Harringtonian argument 

that weakening any one branch would endanger the entire constitution.34  

Thus each member of the system has a rational self-interest in keeping all three 

independent and functional, but Swift, being who he is, nowhere assumes that political 

actors always behave rationally. Ehrenpreis correctly notes that “what obsessed Swift was 

                                                
34 See A Letter from a Person of Quality to his Friend in the Country in State Tracts … in the Reign of K. 
Charles II (London, 1689) 41-61. For discussion, see Pocock, “Machiavelli, Harrington and English 
Political Ideologies in the Eighteenth Century” in Politics, Language and Time: Essays on Political 
Thought and History (New York: Atheneum, 1971) 116-19. Lock cites the same sources, 153-4.  
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not the strength but the fragility of the tripartite equilibrium.”35 Everywhere Swift sees 

potential for witting or unwitting collaboration between opposite extremes – a familiar 

theme in seventeenth-century thought, specifically in Temple’s writings, and one to 

which Swift repeatedly returns.36 Where collaboration of two powers serves to defend the 

three-way division, such as in the Glorious Revolution, it preserves a lasting balance. 

Where collaboration seeks to remove one of the three powers and set up a two-part 

balance, such as parliament’s execution of Charles I, it ends in destroying balance. With 

this point in mind, Swift argues, that the commons’ impeachment of the Whig Lords 

represents a destructive trend, since the king and the lords stand united against them.  

The mechanical opposition of the scales points to the most important feature of 

Swift’s theory. The balancer ensures that readers imagine a human (or group of humans) 

controlling the set of scales – i.e. the process is not merely mechanical, but requires 

actors with agency. The balancer is not providence, fortune or any other supernatural 

being – he is necessarily a fallible, moral creature because his “utmost Exactness” is 

critical, for “Negligence, Folly or Weakness” or external shocks could cause him to lose 

control (PW I.197).37 Swift offers kings and Roman consuls as examples of historical 

balancers, but he does not exclude other groups from playing the role – the balancer is a 

metaphor for an executive or decision-making branch, not strictly a monarch (PW I.196-

7).38  The post requires moral judgment because the purpose of dividing power from its 

                                                
35 Ehrenpreis vol II, 56.  
36 Price, To the Palace of Wisdom, 208-11.   
37 Swift’s emphasis on the subjectivity of the balancer stands as an exception to the explanation given by 
Little 13, 29, who explains the function of the balance metaphor as transforming the concept of power from 
agency or subjectivity to system or network. 
38 Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics, 153 argues that Swift makes “somewhat unscrupulous use of the idea of 
‘balance’ when he describes it as something held by the monarch.”  In addition to Swift’s text, see Case, 
108; Fink, “Political Theory,” 151-2. 
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natural, absolute state is to preserve each scale’s separate share of power and any scale 

from losing all of its weight. Swift here makes a decisive point about his vision of 

politics: any two competing powers will seek, mechanically and predictably, to obtain 

absolute power at each other’s expense, like scales that rise and fall in inverse proportion. 

A judge, arbiter or mediator must stand between them and prevent either from achieving 

their goal.  

Nevertheless Swift clearly recognizes that the balancer is in a position to abuse 

power and therefore shows that he can be held accountable. The scales can also act in 

order to combine and prevent the balancer from tyrannizing – just as when James II 

began to overreach and “the Ballance was in Danger to be overturned by the Hands that 

held it; which was, at last, very seasonably prevented by the late Revolution” (PW I. 

230). Swift therefore stretches the metaphor to make it clear that the two scales, while 

usually locked in mechanical opposition, have some degree of agency themselves and can 

unite to replace the balancer with a different balancer while preserving the three-part 

system. The following passage clarifies this point on the theoretical level: 

For, which ever of the three Divisions in a State is upon the Scramble for 

more Power than its own, (as one or other of them generally is) unless due 

Care be taken by the other two … they will make large Demands, and 

scanty Concessions, ever coming off considerable Gainers: Thus at length 

the Ballance is broke, and Tyranny let in; from which Door of the three it 

matters not. (PW I. 201)  

Thus the balancer is not limited to the one. And while the executive branch is supposed to 

play the balancer, in fact Swift makes it clear that any of the three powers has the 

potential to do so – there are “three Rivals after absolute Power,” and, “which ever of the 
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three Divisions in a State is upon the Scramble for more Power than its own, (as one or 

other of them generally is),” the “other two” powers must take “Due care” to oppose it 

(PW I. 201). Similarly, there must be a “steady constant Resolution in those to whom the 

rest of the Ballance is entrusted” to prevent any aspiring power’s encroachments  (PW I. 

226). Swift leaves the balancer’s environment to the reader’s imagination, but his 

reference to “mighty Weights fallen into either Scale” may suggest that the balancer, or 

“third Hand,” is not the only one capable of feeding weights into the system. At any rate, 

the scales have some agency themselves and more weight keeps finding its way into the 

scales, unevenly, and would break the balance if not for different political actors striving 

to maintain it. And the balancer is often the “Weakest” member of the three. 

Finally, as to the state of balance, while power does not have to be “equally 

divided between these three,” nevertheless the scales must be at least “duly poised,” since 

allowing all the weights to accumulate into one scale would destroy the state of 

suspension (PW I.197, 226-7). And the parallel between internal and external politics still 

applies: in an international system, the holder of the balance consists of a single state or 

coalition of states, “one, or more … Directors” (PW I.197). In both spheres, balance 

equates with peace, i.e. in the domestic sphere “the Legislators of all Ages” attempt to 

avoid “Rapine,” “Oppression,” foreign “Violence,” and “Tyranny,” and in the 

international sphere the “Directors” seek “to preserve Peace.”   

 In sum, Swift takes the Polybian notion of constitutional balance of one, few and 

many, combines it with the separate three-part image of the balancer and scales, and 

thereby reasserts the necessity of having three political actors but also insists that at any 

given time one of them holds the balance between the other two (formally the executive 

branch, but again, Swift is fuzzy on this point). I have dwelled on this explication longer 
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perhaps than some will feel was necessary in order to prove that international balance 

appears transparently in the text and therefore Swift’s theory is deliberately universal. 

Moreover, I hope to have shown that Swift’s “commonplace” image of the scales 

performs an indispensable function in ensuring that his notion of balance cannot be 

mistaken for a bipolar, mechanistic system – it is a tripolar system that cannot function 

properly without a human balancer operating it. For Swift, every oppositional 

combination requires a balancer, arbiter, or third power, capable of making judgments to 

favor one side or another as circumstances require in order to preserve the whole. He 

associates the balancer with the monarch because he refers to the English constitution – 

but clearly allows for any of the three to play balancer between the other two and extends 

the same process to rivalries among nations. These principles will prove crucial for 

interpreting a number of Swift’s writings.  

 

IV. TEMPLE AS BALANCER IN THE BATTEL OF THE BOOKS 

Perhaps scholars have overlooked the international component of Swift’s balance of 

power because they tend to view Swift as an “Ancient” rather than a “Modern.” Swift’s 

Discourse is often characterized as a defense of the Ancients.39 The international balance 

of power did not become an expressly formulated political doctrine until the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries, though the use of balance metaphors and patterns of thinking 

go back to Ancient Greece and Rome (not to mention ancient India and other cultures 

outside of Swift’s purview).40 In this sense balance of power would become a subject of 
                                                
39 Judith C. Mueller, “A Tale of a Tub and early prose” in The Cambridge Companion to Jonathan Swift, 
ed. Christopher Fox (Cambridge: CUP, 2003) 203.  
40 Francesco Barbaro used the phrase in 1439 in what is supposedly the earliest clear reference to the 
principle. See C. Morandi, “Il concetto della politica d’equilibrio nell’Europa moderna,” Archivio Storico 
Italiano 87 (1940) 6. Quoted in Anderson, The Rise of Modern Diplomacy, 151.   
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the ancient and modern debate. Hume begins his influential essay “Of the Balance of 

Power” with the question “whether the idea of the balance of power be owing entirely to 

modern policy, or whether the phrase only has been invented in these later ages?”41 But 

Swift seems to have anticipated Hume in this regard, since the latter builds his argument 

from the same classical historiographers that Swift draws on in the Discourse. Chapter I 

of the Discourse relies mostly on Dionysius Halicarnassus, Plutarch, Thucydides, 

Xenophon, Diodorus Siculus, Livy and Polybius. All of these authors had much to say 

about aspects of international relations that early modern writers associated with balance 

of power. A list of Swift’s reading at Moor Park reveals that in 1698 (three years before 

publishing the Discourse) he gave special attention to Diodorus Siculus and Thucydides, 

drawing up abstracts of both.42 Hobbes’s translation of Thucydides, which Swift used, 

helped launch the latter’s reputation as the grandfather of both balance of power and 

international relations.43 Swift could not have read these sources without observing the 

relevant patterns of relations between states.   

Judging only by allusions in the Discourse – discounting Swift’s likely deep 

reading of entire works – Swift would have encountered prototypical balancing policies 

in several episodes. In his definition of the balancer, he alludes to Xenophon’s account of 

“the Kings of Media before the Reign of Cyrus,” which implies he knew of their alliance 

                                                
41 “Of the Balance of Power” (1752). After reviewing the same primary sources as Swift, he concludes, 
“the maxim of preserving the balance of power is founded so much on common sense and obvious 
reasoning, that it is impossible it could altogether have escaped antiquity,” 332, 337. 
42 “Swift’s Moor Park Reading List,” in A Tale of a Tub, ed. Walsh, 273-4. The list of books in Swift’s 
library in 1715 includes Dionysius Halicarnassus, Plutarch, Thucydides and Xenophon; see William Le 
Fanu, A Catalogue of Books belonging to Dr Jonathan Swift (Cambridge: Cambridge Bibliographical 
Society, 1988) 17, 26, 30, 32. See also Harold Williams, Dean Swift’s Library (Cambridge, 1932) 3, 6, 10; 
Ellis 160. 
43 See Bertrand de Jouvenel, “Introduction,” The Peloponnesian War. The Thomas Hobbes translation, ed. 
David Grene (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan P, 1959). 
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system against the Babylonian Empire (PW I. 197).44 In his account of the “Fall of 

Athenian Greatness” relative to its neighbors, he may have observed that Alcibiades 

advised the Persian leader to favor the weaker side in wars among Greek states, though 

he does not mention that advice specifically (PW I. 208).45 Polybius’s Histories, 

especially, contain several examples of international balance, including the “Achaian 

League,” which Swift calls one of the only episodes “worth Recording” in the “dark 

insipid Period through all Greece” between Macedonian and Roman rule (PW I. 210).   

Indeed, of all the classical sources Polybius exerts the greatest influence on 

Swift’s Discourse, and Polybius is justly famed for “giving the theory of mixed 

government its characteristic form.”46 Yet Polybius would also have supplied Swift with 

critical insights into international relations. For instance, Swift would have seen his 

comment on Hiero of Syracuse, who supported Carthage against Rome: 

Now Hiero, of Syracuse, had during this war been all along exceedingly 

anxious to do everything which the Carthaginians asked him; and at this 

point of it was more forward to do so than ever, from a conviction that it 

was for his interest … that Carthage should not perish, and so leave the 

superior power to work its own will without resistance. And his reasoning 

was entirely sound and prudent. It is never right to permit such a state of 

things; nor to help any one to build up so preponderating a power as to 

make resistance to it impossible, however just the cause.47  

                                                
44 Xenophon, Cyropaedia, 1.5.2-3.  
45 Hume, “Of the Balance of Power,” 334-5.  
46 Fink, Classical Republicans, 3.  
47 Shuckburgh 92-3; Morgenthau 194 cites this same passage as the “essence” of what would become the 
early modern balance of power conceived as “a protective device of an alliance of nations.”  
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The simple notion of “preponderance” or greater weight on one side appears in this 

passage. In looking at these Mediterranean city-states, Swift observes a series of conflicts 

arising from one ambitious state’s pursuit of “universal Monarchy.” He compares this 

international situation to constitutional struggles:  

So the Athenians, the Spartans, the Thebans and the Achaians, did at 

several times aim at the universal Monarchy of Greece; So the 

Commonwealths of Carthage and Rome affected the universal Monarchy 

of the then known World. In like manner has absolute Power been pursued 

by the several Parties of each particular State … (PW I. 202-3).  

Swift sticks to common usage in naming “universal Monarchy” as the antithesis of 

balance – Temple and a host of others do the same.  

 Nevertheless, Swift has diverged notably from his classical sources. While 

Polybius recognizes the workings of what the moderns call “balance of power,” he does 

not explicitly develop it into a theory as he does with the Roman constitution in Book VI. 

In explaining the source of decay in government, and mixed government as its remedy, 

Polybius refrains from commenting on forces from the international sphere that could 

contribute to that decay:  

In all polities we observe two sources of decay existing from natural 

causes, the one external, the other internal and self-produced. The external 

admits of no certain or fixed definition, but the internal follows a definite 

order.48 

The lack of knowledge regarding the international order amounts to an admission that 

fortune produces a great variety of external threats but perhaps also suggests that 

                                                
48 Shuckburgh 506.  
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Polybius is not clear as to whether his six-phase cycle from monarchy to anarchy applies 

to the international system. Polybius’s silence here leaves it questionable as to whether 

Swift would have based his international theory on him, though logically he could have 

done so on the basis of the three numerical categories alone. The same could be said for 

the other classical authors, since they do not discuss balance of power as a systematic 

philosophy of international relations in the way that they discuss mixed constitution as a 

systematic philosophy of government.   

 It seems safe to say then that Swift drew heavily from modern sources in 

developing his understanding of balance of power. Fink explains this point well with 

regard to Swift’s views on mixed government: 

But Swift did not know merely the Whig-Gothic version of mixed 

government. He knew equally well the classical-republican-Venetian train 

of speculation and the fact that there were great classical examples of the 

mixed state. His strong sense of fact, indeed, led him to protest against the 

notion that mixed polities were a Gothic invention. Furthermore, he wrote 

in the light of both traditions. He did it in the Discourse of the Contests 

and Dissentions when he based his argument on the explicit contention 

that classical examples were significant to modern times because the 

English monarchy and the ancient republics shared the same basic 

principles.49  

However, Fink is typical in avoiding any discussion of the international tradition. This 

tradition, which we might call the classical-international-Florentine tradition, consisted of 

writers preoccupied with relations among states, Guicciardini foremost among them. By 

                                                
49 “Political Theory in Gulliver’s Travels,” 155.  
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the time Swift wrote the Discourse he knew numerous moderns who employed the 

balance-of-power motif frequently as a means of interpreting international history, 

diplomacy and war: most prominently Guicciardini, Boccalini, Bodin, Commines, 

Mèzeray, de Thou, Camden and Bacon, in addition to contemporaries like Temple, 

Halifax and Henry Neville.50  

Temple’s direct influence towers above the others. Swift lived with him for years 

and had transcribed his works; he had just finished editing Temple’s Letters for 

publication the prior year, 1700. Many scholars have recognized Temple’s prominent 

influence on Swift’s first statement of political principles, but few have noted 

international balance as a relevant aspect.51 An exemplary study assumes that Swift 

speaks only of a “balance of power between king, nobles, and commons,” and thus 

concludes that it is a “principle which he found elsewhere,” forgetting that Temple was a 

diplomat who wrote on foreign affairs.52 Explicit recognition that the central concept of 

Temple’s foreign policy would come to “figure prominently” in Swift’s Discourse is rare 

and remains undeveloped.53 Yet Swift famously professed: “I never read his writings but 

I prefer him to all others at present in England, Which I suppose is all but a piece of 

selflove, and the likeness of humors makes one fond of them as if they were ones own.”54 
                                                
50 Swift includes “Guicciardine” and “Cambden” among the Moderns’ mercenary infantry in the Battel 
(PW I. 152), and Aristotle’s arrow misses the “valiant Modern” Francis Bacon (PW I. 156). Halifax’s 
Character of a Trimmer appears in a list of books that Sir William Temple bought in 1698 while Swift 
lived with him, Ehrenpreis vol I, 287. See also Le Fanu for the catalogue of Swift’s personal library in 
1715, which shows he owned copies of Bacon (12), Bodin (14), Camden (15), Comines (16), Mèzeray (23), 
Neville (25), de Thou (30).  
51 Ellis 162. “The ‘facts’ of the Discourse derive from the classical historians, and to a much lesser extent, 
from Sir William Temple. The ideas of the Discourse derive from Sir William Temple, and to a much 
lesser extent, from John Locke.” Ellis 161-2 notes that Swift seems to misattribute a few classical 
quotations to Temple and to refer to Temple as one of the ancients.  
52 Allen 5. See also Steensma iii.  
53 Downie 32, 76. 
54 Correspondence vol I, 10. 
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As amanuensis he knew of Temple’s views on statecraft, and once wrote that he feared 

crossing the Irish Channel with Temple’s manuscripts, “for I am sure that in them may be 

learnt the true Interest of our Nation both at home and abroad.”55 He would have known 

Temple’s insistence on balance as the aim of foreign policy throughout his essays, 

memoirs and diplomatic letters. And Swift echoes Temple on the exact problem of 

hegemony that gives rise to all balance-of-power thinking: when he writes, “the 

Commonwealths of Italy were all swallowed up, and concluded in the Tyranny of the 

Roman Emperors,” he cites Dionysius Halicarnassus in the margin, but actually echoes 

Temple, who wrote “the great Scenes of Action, and Subjects of Ancient Story, Greece, 

Italy, and Scicily, were all divided into small Common-wealths, till swallowed up and 

made Provinces by that mighty one of Rome” (PW I. 211; Works I. 31). Here again, Swift 

tries to illustrate his theme, “that a limited and divided Power, seems to have been the 

most antient and inherent Principle” in Greece and Rome, by comparing the international 

sphere to the domestic (PW I. 211).56 

Swift also would have seen that Temple drew a connection between a monarch’s 

decision-making power at home and ability to balance power abroad.57 There is every 

reason to think that what James Drake called Swift’s peculiar “Way of inferring the 

Necessity of such a Ballance” from the international to the domestic sphere reflects 

Temple’s influence. The concluding passage of the Discourse invokes Temple’s theme 

that England’s party divisions invite foreign threats even if foreign threats can 

momentarily unite the country (PW I. 235). 

                                                
55 PW I.xix. See also Ehrenpreis, Vol. 1, 92, 123-5.  
56 Ellis 137, 161-2.  
57 See Chapter I.  
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Still, Swift’s pamphlet shows marked differences from Temple’s works. We have 

seen that Temple used the balance metaphor fairly consistently to refer to pondering and 

dividing, but he never laid down explicit principles of international balance like Swift’s 

Discourse. The closest he comes to doing so, in the Survey of the Constitutions and 

Interests (1671, pub. 1679) and Of Popular Discontents (written c. 1684-5, published the 

same year as Swift’s Discourse, 1701), shows his interest in formulating reliable maxims 

of European politics but not a universal theory. Notably, Temple repudiates the one-few-

many scheme in his Essay upon the Original and Nature of Government, a point which 

goes along with his detestation of Aristotle and the “Schools” (Works I. 30). Yet later in 

life, in Of Heroick Virtue, he praises the three-part Gothic constitution (Works III. 366-7). 

He never considers any similarity between mixed constitutionalism and international 

relations – although he comes close in his post-1688 writings, namely in the Introduction 

to the History of England when William I balances the Normans and Saxons, having just 

invaded England. Still, he wrote this text while Swift lived with him, and Swift has a 

particularly close connection to it, having tried to write a history of England himself, 

presumably at Temple’s urging, that has close textual resemblances to the Discourse on 

the subject of mixed constitutionalism.58 Swift knew all of Temple’s works down to the 

finest details, but it is notable that the only period in which Temple writes about tripartite 

constitutional balance overlaps with the period of Swift’s residence with him.  

Temple’s abhorrence of bipolar competition pervades his mature works (e.g. 

Works III. 45). He reserves for himself a third, independent, position – the balancer 

between the opposite extremes with which he contends. His sister, Lady Giffard, 

perpetuates this legacy in her Life of Sir William Temple (1690), where she describes his 

                                                
58 Ehrenpreis, “Swift’s History of England,” 181. 
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first foray into the House of Commons in Ireland thus: “he gain’d soe much credit, & 

turn’d the House so often in their warmest debates by never entering into any of their 

factions or partys, nor minding who he pleas’d or anger’d.”59 Of course, Temple’s 

withdrawal from public affairs made him into a popular model of the virtuous political 

neutral, abstaining from politics from the 1680s so as to avoid joining forces with either 

rebellion or tyranny. It is impossible to know Temple’s career or works without knowing 

his heartfelt plea against political bipolarity and his constant advocacy of impartiality and 

independence, and there is every reason to think, judging from the writings, that the 

young Swift emulated Temple on these points. In domestic politics, Temple repudiated a 

balance of power between the established government and a permanent opposition party 

or “faction,” but seemed to approve of tripartite balance within the established 

government: he advises Charles II to play the two houses of parliament against each 

other, and, after the Glorious Revolution, praises the Gothic constitution and envisions 

William I’s balancing in way that suggests a model for William III (II. 535; Works III. 

366-7; III.172).60 Temple held all such balances to be historically contingent and Swift, in 

the Discourse, does the same, arguing that England has entered a decadent phase of 

history and displays symptoms of “Sickness unto Death.” Both Temple and Swift 

believed that unmediated bipolarity would lead to civil war but only in such extreme 

circumstances should one abandon impartiality (cf. Works III. 65-6; PW II. 2). 

Furthermore Temple’s diplomatic writings are replete with triangular patterns of 

thought. In the international sphere, Temple’s examples of balance occur when he speaks 

of any state that seeks to protect itself by alliances from hostile opponents. The Dutch, he 

                                                
59 Moore Smith 9.  
60 Temple also repeatedly refers to the clergy as balancers in the medieval system between king and nobles. 
See Works III. 121.  
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wrote, “will ever seek to preserve themselves by an alliance with England against France, 

and by that of France against England, as they did formerly by both against Spain”; 

meanwhile “they will fall into all conjunctures which may serve to balance in some 

measure the two lesser crowns of Sweden and Denmark, as well as the greater of France 

and Spain” (Works II. 220). His diplomatic career and writings centered on England’s 

balancing the “two powers” of France and the Netherlands (Works II. 213). So, as with 

Polybius on the topic of Hiero of Syracuse balancing Rome and Carthage, the three-way 

pattern in international affairs is self-evident even if not mentioned. While Temple 

constantly implored Charles II to rise to the ideal of Henry VIII or Elizabeth I as the 

princely balancer of Europe, Swift merely hints at this connection, if even that, by 

warning the Tories not to oppose the William III at a time when France seemed ready to 

attack (PW I. 235). The tradition of the English monarch as holder of the scales begins 

with Henry and Elizabeth, and Bacon, in an answer from which Swift quotes, explicitly 

calls attention to the fact that it involves a “triumvirate of kings” (PW XII. 48).61 Swift’s 

contribution is commonsensical: he combined the one-few-many triad and the balance-

and-scales triad into a universal balance of power.62  

I would submit one final reason to believe that Swift drew his general principle of 

balance of power primarily from Temple: Swift associates a classic balance-of-power 

alliance with Temple in the Battel of the Books (1704). Keeping in mind all well-placed 

                                                
61 “Of Empire” in Works of Francis Bacon, vol XII, 142. Bacon repeats this point in “Considerations 
Touching a War with Spain,” The Letters and the Life of Francis Bacon, ed. James Spedding (London, 
1874) vol. VII, 447.  
62 I have not found another English language source that combines the two in Swift’s way, though the 
combination is logical and probably occurs elsewhere. Harrington discusses the “provincial” balance, 
meaning a colony, but says that his reasoning could also apply to a conquered country – still his treatment 
hardly resembles Swift’s. See “The Prerogative of Popular Government” in The Oceana, and Other Works, 
ed. John Toland (London, 1700) 236, 241 and especially chp. IV, 250. Cf. Defoe. The original power of the 
collective body of the people of England, Examined and Asserted (1702 [1701]) 14.  



 
 

143 

caveats about avoiding turning this masterpiece of comedy into a “chapter in the history 

of ideas,” nevertheless the Battel, an episode of civil war, is necessary to a study of 

Swift’s balance of power.63  

Swift opens the Battel with a satirical examination of politics that echoes the 

fundamental premises of the Discourse. The narrator imitates the “Writers upon the 

Politicks” in tracing the roots of war to ungovernable human passions. He maintains the 

tripartite division of political forces: unfair distribution of wealth and power between the 

“Few,” the “Many” and the “leading Dog” in the “Republick of Dogs” causes 

“Dissensions” (PW I. 141-2). Mount Parnassus suffers from bipolarity, split between 

“two great Parties,” leaving no room for “the least Overtures of Accommodation.” The 

Moderns, of course, represent the aspiring, revisionist, aggressive force – they make 

“exorbitant” demands, seeking to “advance” into the Ancients’ higher summit or 

otherwise “level” it. Like the Commons in the Discourse, they are a democratic force – 

“the greatness of their Number, upon all Defeats, affording continual Recruits.” The 

Ancients represent the established, conservative and aristocratic force – their position is 

defensive, yet self-confident, and their strength lies in their rare merits, such as 

“Resolution” and “Courage.”  

Although the allegory has a domestic setting, Swift repeatedly slips into the 

language of international politics, as when the Moderns send “Ambassadors” to the 

Ancients, or the Ancients refer to the Moderns as a “Colony” (PW I. 142-4). The narrator 

has already noted with the Republic of Dogs that internal relations mirror external: “if we 

look upon any of these Republicks engaged in a Forein War, either of Invasion or 

                                                
63 Ehrenpreis 226; Levine, The Battle of the Books: History and Literature in the Augustan Age (Ithaca: 
Cornell UP, 1991) 116.  
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Defence … the same Reasoning will serve” (PW I. 142). The conditions of the civil war 

in the “Intellectual State, or Commonwealth of Learning” might as well refer to a conflict 

between two states. The internal-external analogy remains intact.  

The political background of the Battel closely resembles Temple’s narratives of 

faction and cyclical instability in history. A period of “publick Peace” followed the last 

usurpation (the scholastics overthrowing Plato), but now a “new Species of controversial 

Books” has arisen to shake things up once more. The narrator acts as a sort of state 

“Counsellor” and proposes a scheme for containing the new faction: “I advised, that the 

Champions of each side should be coupled together, or otherwise mixt, that like the 

blending of contrary Poysons, their Malignity might be employ’d among themselves” – 

almost like Temple’s plan to reform Charles’s privy council (PW I. 145). The narrator’s 

plan never gets adopted, but provides a fitting contrast with Bentley’s revenge on the 

Ancients: he shelves “Des-Cartes next to Aristotle; Poor Plato had got between Hobbes 

and the Seven Wise Masters, and Virgil was hemm’d in with Dryden on one side, and 

Withers on the other” (PW I. 146).  

Of course, the Commonwealth of Learning presents a different political problem 

from the English constitution in the Discourse because it has no king to act as balancer. 

The Ancients act as a sort of executive branch, and the Moderns as a rampant parliament, 

but the two sides, as is natural with bipolar systems, have descended into open hostility. 

Where is the third power to break the stalemate?  

At this point, we need to define Temple’s character (that is, the Book of Temple). 

The protagonist cannot be understood without revisiting an old dispute about 

terminology. Scholars still sometimes straightforwardly identify Temple with the 
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Ancients, but strictly speaking he is a Modern.64 This identification begins with the real 

life Temple and his writings. Temple scholars have noted how he often reveals his 

sympathy for characteristics of modern thought like inductive reasoning, materialist 

philosophy and religious toleration.65 Temple’s Essay upon the Original and Nature of 

Government is particularly relevant here. Written in 1672, long before the essay Upon the 

Ancient and Modern Learning (written 1688-90), Temple introduced his patriarchal 

theory of the origins of government, arguing that the “natural and original governments 

of the world” sprang from “a tacit deference of many to the authority of one single 

person” (Works I. 41). But while he tended to think that older meant better in 

government, he would not project this idea into the realm of opinion: 

This perhaps brought in vogue that which is called the authority of the 

ancients in matters of opinion, though by a mistaken sense; for I suppose 

authority may be reasonably allowed to the opinion of ancient men in the 

present age; but I know not why it should be so to those of men in general 

that lived in ages long since past; nor why one age of the world should be 

wiser than another; or, if it be, why it should not be rather the latter, than 

the former, as having the same advantage of the general experience of the 

world, that an old man has of the more particular experiments of life. 

(Works I. 42)  

                                                
64 E.g. Higgins, Swift’s Politics, 101.  
65 Macpherson 42-4. See also Homer Woodbridge, Sir William Temple, 318; Clara Marburg 54; Monk, 
Five Miscellaneous Essays, 25-6.   
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Swift mocked this view as the “Modern Paradox” that “the Moderns were much the more 

Antient of the two” (PW I. 147).66 Temple’s casting doubt on the ancients is not 

incidental, since he rejects “the common heads of government received in the schools” 

(presumably monarchy, aristocracy and polity) and proposes that there are only “two 

general kinds of government in the world,” arbitrary government and consensual 

government (Works I. 30). This essay merely provides one example of Temple’s 

sympathies with modernity, and Swift knew it well, having borrowed from it when 

writing the Discourse.67  

Hence a question has long lingered about Temple’s affiliation.  The term 

“Ancient” elides a broad range of his opinion: his praise for a range of modern thinkers, 

even within the essay on Antient and Modern Learning; his interest in geography, climate 

and custom for their influences on opinions and behavior; his rejection of scholasticism. 

It seems not to do his character justice. To get around this problem of Temple’s 

identification, the dominant tradition of criticism redefines Ancient and Modern as moral 

and aesthetic rather than chronological epithets. Ehrenpreis put it most succinctly: “The 

Battel is a defence of taste as an expression of character.” Friends of good taste are 

“Ancients” and enemies are “Moderns” regardless of what period of history they 

inhabit.68 Within the broad history of the quarrel, the distinction lies between “two 

classical forms of paideia, the one rooted in classical rhetoric, the other in classical 

                                                
66 But see CWJS I. 474 n. 42, where Bacon, Hobbes and others provide possible sources. See also 
Williams, Dean Swift’s Library, 82, suggests this comment might aim at Fontenelle’s Pluralité des mondes, 
one of the texts that inspired Temple to write Upon the Antient and Modern Learning.  
67 Aside from similarities in ideas, he borrowed at least one passage directly; See Ellis 137.  
68 Ehrenpreis vol I, 226-7, 236-7. This view is standard; see for instance Mueller, “A Tale of a Tub and 
early prose,” 203-4.  
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philology and science.”69 Swift and Temple seek ideals to imitate in practice, while their 

opponents seek irrefutable knowledge for its own sake.  

The problem with this identification is not that it mistakes Temple’s sympathies, 

since Temple clearly defends the Ancients, but rather that it attributes to Temple a stable 

partisan identification. Yet it will not provide much specificity to say with the 

deconstructionists that Swift depicts “subjectivity” as “vulnerable … to temporal 

dispersion and to reconfiguration within shifting hierarchies and political allegiances,” 

because this depiction elides Temple’s volition.70 Rather, Swift shows that party loyalties 

are utterly out of keeping with Temple’s character and political principles. If we do not 

view the word “Modern” in the Battel merely as a chronological epithet, and thus admit 

that Temple begins among the Moderns, then we cannot experience the drastic shift in the 

power dynamic when he changes sides: 

Now, the Moderns had not proceeded in their late Negotiation, with 

Secrecy enough to escape the Notice of the Enemy. For, those Advocates, 

who had begun the Quarrel, by setting first on Foot the Dispute of 

Precedency, talkt so loud of coming to a Battel, that Temple happened to 

over-hear them, and gave immediate Intelligence to the Antients; who 

thereupon drew up their scattered Troops together, resolving to act upon 

the defensive; Upon which, several of the Moderns fled over to their Party, 

and among the rest, Temple himself. This Temple having been educated 

and long conversed among the Antients, was, of all the Moderns, their 

greatest Favorite, and became their greatest Champion. (PW I. 147)  

                                                
69 Levine 120.  
70 Carole Fabricant, “The Battle of the Ancients and (Post) Moderns: Rethinking Swift through 
Contemporary Perspectives,” The Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation 32 (1991) 256-273 (258). 
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The narrator later confirms Temple’s position as the “General of the Allies to the 

Antients,” which Swift later repeats, setting Temple alongside Vossius (PW I. 152, 

162).71 Hence it is more accurate, in terms of the plot, to think of Temple as “cast[ing] his 

vote for the ancients” rather than simply being one of them – and more accurate still to 

call him a defector.72 In a bipolar system, the only way to balance is to form a third 

power. Temple’s action triggers a chain of events that lead to a series of defections from 

other Moderns, forming the “Allies to the Antients,” a third power which forges an ad hoc 

alliance with the Ancients. In other words, Temple plays the role of balancer familiar 

from the Discourse: “For the Balance may be held by the Weakest, who, by his Address 

and Conduct, removing from either Scale, and adding of his own, may keep the Scales 

duly pois’d” (PW I. 197).  

Temple’s change of sides helps to define the Ancient political values that Swift 

and Temple support. One of Swift’s sources, Aeneid Book VII, provides a helpful 

contrast. Ehrenpreis claims that Swift suggests a parallel, “through King William, 

between Augustus-Aeneas and Sir William.”73 He notes that Dryden published his 

translation of the Aeneid in 1697; that year Swift likely began writing the Battel. While 

Virgil surely provides a source, and Dryden a satirical target, nevertheless Temple’s 

heroism reflects a different strategic mindset than Aeneas’s. Needless to say, Virgil 

celebrates an imperial, not republican, myth of Rome, and this orientation has obvious 

relevance to Dryden’s own purposes.74 Aeneas and the Trojans constitute an aspiring 

                                                
71 Levine 119-20 notices Temple’s position as an ally but still calls him an “ancient.” 
72 John Traugott, “A Tale of a Tub” in The Character of Swift’s Satire, ed. C. J. Rawson (Newark: U of 
Delaware P, 1983) 83-126 (92).  
73 Ehrenpreis vol I, 229.  
74 Richard F. Thomas, Virgil and the Augustan Reception (Cambridge: CUP, 2001); Richard Morton, John 
Dryden’s Aeneas: A Hero in Enlightenment Mode (Victoria: U of Victoria, 2000); Robert H. Bell, 
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power, and Aeneas never shifts alliances but remains loyal to his Trojans. He at first 

attempts to accommodate the old order but ultimately revolutionizes it.75 Aeneas and 

Turnus represent the extreme forces that oppose each other mechanically – as Dryden has 

it, “Thus, while in equal Scales their Fortune stood, / The Fury bath’d them in each others 

Blood.”76  

By contrast, the virtue of Temple’s and William III’s policy was the ability to 

hold the balance. If projected onto the international scene, this meant opposing empire 

and conquest – namely Louis XIV. In the quarrel of Ancients and Moderns, the 

immediate spark for Temple’s essay was Fontenelle’s Digression sur les anciens et les 

modernes (1688). Temple associated the Moderns ultimately with Descartes and the 

French Academy. Fontenelle’s chief accomplice was Charles Perrault, author of Le Siècle 

de Louis le Grand (1687) – these two epitomized the grandiose, modern pretensions that 

Temple sought to deflate.77 Of course neither Temple nor Swift viewed the Moderns as 

entirely or even predominantly Francophone. But they associated modernity with the 

spirit of conquest that Louis XIV exemplified (including Louis’s cameo in the Digression 

concerning Madness) (CWJS I. 107). Temple’s glory comes from a noble struggle of a 

different order than that which founds new empires – like William III, he seeks to 

preserve rather than establish a constitutional order.  

Preservation, or conservation, is a critical part of Swift’s concept of balance. 

Temple forms an alliance with the established side that defends itself against an 

                                                                                                                                            
“Dryden’s Aeneid as English Augustan Epic,” Criticism: A Quarterly for Literature and the Arts 19 (1977) 
34-50.   
75 W. R. Johnson, “Introduction,” Aeneid, trans. Stanley Lombardo (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2005) xxxii-iii. 
76 Dryden, The Works of Virgil, vol III (1709) Book VII, l. 751-2.  
77 Temple says himself that Fontenelle prompted his essay; it is not known whether he read Perrault’s 
works on the quarrel. See Woodbridge 304-8. For the Francophone aspect of the Moderns, see Levine 39 
and discussion of Temple and Fontenelle at 17-28. 
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encroaching side. In the Discourse, this goal requires setting boundaries so as to create a 

functional order and put an end to struggle – “the Limits of Power deposited with each 

Party ought to be ascertained, and generally known” (PW I. 200-1). The Moderns, by 

contrast, seek unlimited innovation and plan to bring “Shovels and Mattocks, and level 

the said Hill, as low as they shall think it convenient” (PW I. 142). Swift associates 

Temple with defending the status quo ante bellum.78  

 Swift’s depiction of the causes of the war and Temple’s actions corresponds 

broadly with Temple’s political theories. Within the frame of the mock epic, “Temple” 

represents Temple’s writings. At least conceptually, regardless of any direct connection, 

Mount Parnassus resembles the “Pyramid” in Temple’s Essay on the original and nature 

of Government. Temple’s account of “revolutions” within the state parallels the Moderns’ 

justification for rebellion: “A popular State which is not founded in the general humours 

and interest of the people, but only of the persons who share in the government, or 

depend upon it, is of all others the most uncertain [and] unstable” (Works I. 52). Temple 

thus comprehends the Moderns’ self-justification in a text where he otherwise 

demonstrates his belief that it is better to conserve than to tear down what is established. 

Temple’s later writings show with less ambivalence his anti-revolutionary leanings, 

especially Of Popular Discontents, which is particularly relevant to Swift’s depiction of 

Temple swinging to support the establishment against a rising faction. Though Temple 

notably defected from Charles II’s service, his lack of involvement in the movement to 

bring over William III, despite his close relations with William, testifies to the 

seriousness with which he treated loyalty to the legal authority.79  

                                                
78 Morgenthau 42.  
79 To American sensibilities, this royalist position seems to foreshadow Benedict Arnold’s decision to 
defect from the American revolution. See Arnold’s Letter to the Inhabitants of America (1780).  
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Of course, in the Battel of the Books, Swift removes any neutrality, as well as any 

legitimate grievance on the part of the Moderns, by showing that the Ancients offer 

graciously to help “raise” the Modern side of the hill while the latter issue an ultimatum 

insisting that they either trade places with the Ancients or demolish the Ancients’ heights 

(PW I. 143). Swift not only approves of Temple’s defending the wise Ancients against 

attacks from ambitious innovators but also approves of Temple’s means. The two parties 

are like “contrary Poysons” and Temple’s rejection of the “Modern Party” in order to ally 

with the Ancient “Party” is commendable because it has a limited and worthy non-

partisan purpose of defending the Commonwealth and Parnassus (PW I. 145). Swift 

perpetuates Temple’s self-representation, particularly in the Memoirs, as an independent. 

In times of civil conflict, the Battel suggests, independence requires acting as a traitor to 

your party and a loyalist to your country. As Swift put it in the Sentiments of a Church-

of-England Man: 

When the two Parties that divide the whole Commonwealth, come once to 

a Rupture, without any Hopes left of forming a Third with better 

Principles, to ballance the others; it seems every Man’s Duty to chuse one 

of the two Sides, although he cannot entirely approve of either; and all 

Pretences to Neutrality are justly exploded by both; being too stale and 

obvious; only intending the Safety and Ease of a few Individuals, while 

the Publick is embroiled. (PW II. 2)  

This quotation, written much later than the Battel (in 1708), may tangentially impugn 

Temple’s “Neutrality” during the Revolution. But Temple may have seen his abstention 

from government under Charles II and James II as a defection to William III’s side 

despite not actively inviting William over. At any rate, Temple’s own writings show that 
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he shared Swift’s position in the quotation: during a time of outright “Rupture,” one must 

choose sides (Works III. 65-6). And in the Battel Swift celebrates Temple’s legacy as a 

balancer who ultimately chooses.  

As for the ramifications of Temple’s balancing actions, we do not know who wins 

the battle, “the Manuscript … being in several Places imperfect, we cannot learn to which 

side the Victory fell” (PW I. 139). Swift leads us to think that the maneuver constitutes a 

consequential development because the two sides end up in a “long and obstinate War, 

maintain’d on the one Part … by the Courage of certain Leaders and Allies” (PW I. 143). 

It seems that Temple provided enough support to create an exact equality of power, 

outnumbered as the Ancients were. Temple’s slaying of Wotton and Bentley surely 

counts for something. The stalemate depicts the kind of bipolar division that both Swift 

and Temple hoped to avoid, but it also forestalls a Modern revolution. The reader 

witnesses Temple’s “gentlemanly ideal,” though not the triumph of Ancient wisdom.80 

This element goes back to the Renaissance origins of the ancient-modern quarrel, when 

humanists turned to classical texts as sources for instructing princes and governors.81 In 

that sense, it falls within the Ancients’ understanding of the purpose of learning: to 

inculcate values that one should imitate for the public good. Recognizing balance of 

power helps us to provide more specificity for how Swift imagined this ideal. 

Needless to say, the Battel also enacts Swift’s defection from the Moderns to the 

Ancients. Swift shows approval for certain moderns – namely Temple, Vossius and 

Bacon, notwithstanding his jibes at the latter. He associates “Satyr,” and hence himself, 

with the Spider and the Moderns (PW I. 156, 151). Moreover, Temple’s role in the Battel 

                                                
80 Levine 116, 120.  
81 Levine 5.  
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reflects back on Swift’s definition of balance of power in the Discourse. Swift writes the 

Discourse as a Modern – he insists that division of power does not rest on Polybius or 

any other ancient author alone but rather that “the Legislators of all Ages” have 

discovered it from “Nature and common Reason,” a phrase he repeats several times (PW 

I. 195, 200). Like Temple, however, he defects from the Moderns and joins the Ancients 

by asserting Polybius’s understanding of balance against an upstart modern definition, 

which emphasizes the Gothic constitutionalism at the expense of the universal 

applicability of the three numerical categories. As Fink demonstrated, Swift asserts the 

“classical-republican-Venetian” origins of the mixed model as a corrective to the more 

recent “Gothic-Whig” variety of the model.82 Now we can add that just as William III 

balances the opposing forces in the English constitution, so too Temple balances the 

Commonwealth of Learning. Swift’s emphasis on the balancer posits the centrality of 

human “Address and Conduct” (PW I. 197). The balancer’s essential attribute is a 

flexible conservatism that chooses sides and makes alliances only to preserve the public 

order against revisionist or revolutionary forces. But Swift goes further – he indicates that 

England’s role in “the Balance of Power in Christendom” is not only that of the holder of 

the scales (like Henry VIII) but also that of the Few against the One – France, aiming for 

“Universal Monarchy.” This international applicability exists on the margins of the 

Discourse, but the nature of civil war in the Battel demonstrates that Swift indeed 

believed that the same laws apply at home and abroad – his argument in the Discourse 

was not confused.  

 

                                                
82 “Political Theory,” 155.  
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V. CHARLES DAVENANT’S ESSAY ON THE BALLANCE OF POWER 

In light of Swift’s attempt to revive the “ancient” notion of balance of power, the 

question emerges, What was the modern balance of power? To answer this question we 

must turn to Swift’s opponents in the “Paper-War” of 1701.83 Scholars have long 

recognized that one of his most likely targets was Charles Davenant, political economist, 

Tory pamphleteer and son of poet William Davenant, who published his Essays upon I. 

The Ballance of Power. II. The Right of making War, Peace, and Alliances. III. Universal 

Monarchy earlier in 1701.84 Davenant spent much of his energy on party disputes and 

undoubtedly wrote his Essays as a partisan of the Tory opposition, espousing the 

“Country” theory of government.85 The Essay upon the Ballance of Power calls for “an 

entire change in the very Principles and Measures by which our Ministers have lately 

govern’d.”86 But Davenant should not be dismissed as a hack – beneath the caustic 

rhetoric lies the work of an accomplished economist and historical researcher. Even Whig 

pamphleteers who attacked Davenant acknowledged that he was “furnish’d with no 

ordinary Parts,” “indefatigable” and, in reference to the Tory attempt to take down the 

ministry, an “audacious Titan.”87 His work on public administration and international 

trade had established him as an influential practitioner of the new “political 

                                                
83 James Ralph, The History of England: During the Reigns of King William, Queen Anne, and King 
George the First, 2 vols (1744, 1746) II. 997. See Ellis, “Background,” A Discourse and Downie, Robert 
Harley and the Press 41-57.  
84 Ehrenpreis vol II, 54-8; Ellis, “Background,” especially 34-6, 46-7; Downie, Robert Harley and the 
Press, 39, 48-56.  
85 Thomas Corns, W. A. Speck, J. A. Downie, “Archetypal Mystification: Polemic and Reality in English 
Political Literature, 1640-1750,” Eighteenth-Century Life 7 (1982) 1-27.  
86 2. Future quotations will be cited with page number in my text.  
87 Animadversions on a late Factious Book, Entitled, Essays upon, I. The Ballance of Power (1701) 4, 6-7. 
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Arithmetick.”88 By this time he had begun to shift his interests to “more historical 

concerns.”89  

There is a high probability that Swift read Davenant’s compositions around this 

time since Davenant was his cousin Thomas Swift’s uncle-in-law and Davenant’s 

pamphlets were some of the most influential on behalf of the Country side of the 

debate.90 Davenant’s Essays advocate the House of Commons’ impeachment of the six 

Whig Lords, opposite Swift’s Discourse, though Swift had the advantage of publishing 

his tract after the Tories’ impeachment attempt fizzled. The fact that Swift devoted so 

much care and attention to defining balance of power in the Discourse also may reflect an 

attempt to refute Davenant’s essay on the topic. Swift may allude to Davenant 

allegorically as one of the “Popular Orators” bribed by Philip of Macedon to “Philippize” 

for his imperialist cause, since Davenant had recently been exposed for pursuing relations 

with two French ambassadors (PW I. 208).91 Also, Swift’s claim that “mixt Government 

… is by no means of Gothick Invention” has been taken as a reflection on Davenant (PW 

I. 199).92 Finally, some scholars suggest that Swift responds to Davenant when he 

                                                
88 For the phrase, see Sir William Petty, Political Arithmetick (London, 1690). Davenant was a major 
practitioner; see The Political and Commercial Works of that Celebrated Writer Mr. Charles D’Avenant, 
ed. Sir Charles Whitworth 5 vols. (1771) I. 128. See also Julian Hoppit, “Davenant, Charles (1656–1714),” 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: OUP, 2004) online edn, May 2006 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/7195, accessed 16 Feb 2013]; David Weddell, “The Writing of 
Charles Davenant (1656-1714),” Library 11 (1956) 206-12 and “Charles Davenant (1656-1714) – a 
Biographical Sketch,” Economic History Review 11 (1958-9) 279-88; Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, 436-
46.  
89 Kustaa Multamäki, Towards Great Britain: Commerce and Conquest in the Thought of Algernon Sidney 
and Charles Davenant (Helsinki: Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 1999) 191, 196.  
90 Swift corresponded with his cousin while the latter stayed with Davenant, Correspondence vol I, 13. He 
also owned copies of various of Davenant’s True Picture of a Modern Whig “with other Tracts,” Williams 
8, Le Fanu 16.  
91 Ellis 130, 73-79.  
92 Ellis 130. 
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chastises those who worry more about the European balance of power than the domestic 

English balance:93  

It will follow, That those Reasoners, who employ so much of their Zeal, 

their Wit, and their Leisure for upholding the Ballance of Power in 

Christendom, at the same Time that by their Practices they are 

endeavouring to destroy it at home; are not such mighty Patriots, or so 

much in the true Interest of their Country, as they would affect to be 

thought; but seem to be employed like a Man, who pulls down with his 

right Hand what he has been building with his left. (PW I. 200)  

Since Davenant’s Essay upon the Ballance of Power champions England as balancer of 

Europe while calling for members of the commons to impeach the six Whig lords, it 

seems to meet Swift’s criteria of “upholding” the foreign balance while trying to 

“destroy” the domestic. Yet the two pamphlets do not fit neatly into respective domestic 

and international spheres.94 Swift’s theory applies abroad as well as at home and 

Davenant’s Essays concern themselves with constitutional questions about parliament’s 

role in shaping foreign policy. So it would be more accurate to say that both pamphlets 

are concerned with constitutional processes but that Davenant devotes explicit attention 

to how those processes shape foreign policy. And yet in doing so Davenant provides a 

means of recognizing Swift’s own treatment of foreign policy in the Discourse. 

Davenant’s focus in the Essays lies on the recently revealed Partition Treaties 

between William III and Louis XIV, which arranged to divide the Spanish Empire upon 

Carlos II’s death so as to avoid war. In the event, Carlos altered his will and bestowed the 

                                                
93 Oakleaf 40. 
94 Ehrenpreis vol II, 53 characterizes the Swift-Davenant encounter as one in which Swift deploys balance 
“within the state” as a correction to Davenant’s focus on the balance “among various states.”   
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entire empire upon Louis XIV, who promptly abandoned the treaties. On the verge of a 

new massive war, Davenant denounces the Whig Junto for negotiating the treaties 

secretly. It was not a flimsy basis for complaint. William III negotiated the treaties, but he 

could not be blamed, so the  impeachments served as the commons’ only means of 

holding him and his chief ministers accountable – “when ill Measures are taken, who 

have English Men to accuse, but those who were in the Administration of Affairs?” 

(57).95 Davenant thus calls for a change of ministry to execute the war that he claimed 

could have been avoided rather than let the same leaders who managed the last war stay 

in office.  

The looming war over Spain reinvigorated debates about the balance of Europe 

because the prospect of Bourbon inheritance of the entire Spanish Empire greatly alarmed 

France’s neighbors, who had not been able to defeat France in the Nine Years’ War when 

Spain was on their side.96 Meanwhile debates over the constitutional balance continued 

apace, reinvigorated by the Country opposition movement to which Davenant belonged. 

John Toland, working for Robert Harley, a country party leader, published his edition of 

Harrington’s Oceana, the foundational text of the country theory and a major 

contribution to debates about constitutional balance, even as Davenant’s fellow Tories 

urged him not to publish his controversial essays on the foreign balance.97 Harrington 

pervades both Davenant’s and Swift’s arguments, but whereas Davenant follows him 

                                                
95 Gibbs 70.  
96 Defoe was especially active at this time; see his The Two Great Questions Consider’d (1700) and 
Reasons against a war with France (1701). See Roosen, Daniel Defoe and Diplomacy, 41-9; Downie, 
Robert Harley and the Press, 65-6. For discussion of the early press response to the war, see Müllenbrock 
29-34.  
97 Ellis 37.  
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closely, Swift differentiates his views in ways that reflect the greater influence of 

Temple.98  

Davenant traces the history of English balance-of-power foreign policy in a 

manner similar to Temple, Halifax and others – viewing the English monarch as the 

holder of the balance of Europe in the tradition of the Tudors. He defines the term most 

succinctly when he says that England ought not to join alliance systems that “assist the 

Strong against the Weak,” for to do so is “diametrically opposite to the Nation’s Interest” 

(20). History shows waxing and waning royal commitment to the policy of alliances to 

assist the weak against the strong and diminish European states that seek a continental 

empire. Queen Elizabeth sets the gold standard: “By holding thus the Ballance, she made 

England safe and happy during her time” (9). Hence his account of international balance 

is fairly conventional – one of his critics wrote, “the Historical Discourse that follows is 

in the main true indeed, but in my Opinion of very little use, since I think there is no body 

so ignorant but knows ‘twould be for the Honour of England to hold the Ballance of 

Power in Europe.”99  

Davenant’s real concern, however, is the interface between domestic balance and 

foreign balance. Incensed by the secrecy surrounding the failed Partition Treaties, he 

asserts parliament’s constitutional right to advise the executive branch on foreign policy 

                                                
98 Allen 5. For instance, Davenant 229 quotes Harrington approvingly on the collapse of the nobility as a 
cause of the rise of parliamentary power relative to the crown before the civil war: “the House of Peers … 
now sinking down between the King and the Commons, show’d that Crassus was dead, and the Isthumus 
broken … wherefore the Dissolution of this Government caus’d the War, not the War the Dissolution of 
this Government.” And Davenant neglects the House of Lords as an independent branch in his own 
argument. Swift shares Harrington’s historical analysis of the lords prior to the civil war, mostly, but sees it 
as a reason to renovate the lords as a necessary bulwark to the commons. Swift follows Harrington on the 
point that tripartite government is ideal: one branch divides (or debates), the other chooses (or resolves), 
and the third, the “magistracy,” executes. Political Works of James Harrington 172-4; Pocock, “Historical 
Introduction,” 66. 
99 Animadversions on a late Factious Book, Entitled, Essays upon, I. The Ballance of Power (1701) 55. 
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despite the king’s sole authority over it. This argument reflects the attitude that became 

formally incorporated into the Act of Settlement, which passed that very year and 

enshrined a monumental expansion of parliamentary involvement in crafting foreign 

policy that would begin with the Hanoverian succession.100 His point is to show that 

ministries in the past have not always stayed true to the principle of balance – “if their 

Purses feel heavy, they take little thought of what becomes of the ballance of Europe, nor 

to which side the Scale inclines” (3).  

For Davenant, maintaining the balance abroad means pursuing the interests of the 

whole people: “For many Years we have pretended to hold the Ballance of Europe, and 

the Body of the People will neither think it consistent with our Honour nor our Safety to 

quit that Post” (7). Prudence and popularity reinforce each other in a good monarch while 

foreign dependency and unpopularity reinforce each other in a bad one. Eventually the 

alienated people seek redress, either through parliament, such as under James I and 

Charles II, or through revolution, as against Charles I and James II. Davenant makes clear 

that he supports the parliamentary avenue of redress. The case of James I proves 

illustrative:  

And, which gave the people dreadful apprehensions, Spain in those days 

was still formidable, and an Over-ballance for all the rest of Europe, 

whose Designs, instead of being oppos’d, were promoted by England, and 

the King meanly courted an Alliance with his most dreadful Enemy. But 

in the mean while the fear of Universal Monarchy awaken’d the whole 

Kingdom, and brought on that Parliament which was assembled in 1621, 

                                                
100 Gibbs, “The Revolution in Foreign Policy,” 72. See also Mark A. Thomson, “Parliament and Foreign 
Policy, 1689-1714,” William III and Louis XIV: Essays by and for Mark A. Thomson, ed. R. Hatton and J. 
S. Bromley (Liverpool, 1968) 131-5.  
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where very plain Remonstrances were presented to the Throne … but 

Spanish Gold had Charm’d our Court, and that Parliament was dismiss’d 

in Anger … Thus this Old Prince chose rather to follow the Dictates of his 

own Will, and the pernicious Advice of his Favourites and Ministers, than 

the faithful and disinterested Counsel of his Parliament … he entertain’d 

secret hopes, that so potent an Alliance as that with Spain appear’d to be, 

would make him more Powerful over his own People … but at last all this 

prov’d fatal to him and his Posterity … (9-11) 

From the above it should become clear that the distinctive feature of Davenant’s account 

of balance of power is his emphasis on “the Voice of the whole People,” especially as 

represented by parliament (11). Davenant concludes his historical account with further 

emphasis on parliament: 

Thus I have briefly shown, That from the Time Henry the VII attempted to 

relieve the Duke of Brittany, which was Anno 1488, to the Year 1678, 

That is, for One hundred and Ninety Years, England has all along 

endeavour’d to hold the Ballance of Europe; and that tho’ some of our 

Princes during this Period of Time by the Corruption of their Courts, have 

been induc’d to favour the Monarchy that seem’d the most aspiring; yet 

that Parliaments have always bent their utmost Care to provide, That 

neither France nor Spain might gain any Ground the one upon the other. 

(28)  

With a history of parliament as the key to a correct balancing policy, Davenant has 

prepared the way for his condemnation of the court’s Partition Treaties. 
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Davenant does not deny that the monarch is the central figure in maintaining 

balance abroad. The Whigs asserted the king’s exclusive right to conduct foreign policy, 

and he gives them the point: he everywhere acknowledges that parliament only has the 

right to advise and consult (132, 222). He admits that his two champions of balance of 

power policy, Henry VIII and Elizabeth, ruled with arbitrary sway and did not give 

parliaments a say in foreign policy – though he uses some ingenious sophistry to soften 

this concession (193-99).  Still, the king acting alone runs a high risk of adopting policies 

that reflect only the narrow range of interests of the ministers (71). “All this [the failure 

of the Partition Treaties] had been avoided by consulting with a Parliament, which in all 

likelihood could have given a Turn to these Foreign Transactions more tending to the 

general good of Europe” (69). Parliaments are the only institution capable of setting the 

king and court straight when they craft policies that misread the configuration of powers 

abroad (92-3).  

Notice that, for Davenant, the monarch plays a much different role in the 

domestic sphere. Just beneath the surface of this argument lies a mixed-government 

approach to partisan political contests, in line with the country opposition movement. The 

legislature, which he equates with the Tory-dominated House of Commons, holds to 

account the executive, by which he means the ministry and only implicitly the king. A 

check on the court initiates a process of institutional deliberation. Davenant justifies the 

commons’ impeachments, in particular, by means of its constitutional authority over the 

budget. If the king can conduct foreign policy and start wars that steer the course of the 

nation without approval from those whose taxes fund the wars, then, Davenant argues, 

parliament will lose not only control of finances but eventually all of its authority. 

Constitutional innovation does not come from the Commons in demanding impeachments 
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(which they have an express right to do) but rather from the ministry in conducting 

foreign policy in a way that forced the Commons’ hand on budgetary matters, depriving 

them of that power (94). Parliament’s legal exercise of its rights will punish the ministers 

at fault, discourage future foreign policy actions without parliamentary advice, and bring 

new ministers into place. Of course, the latter bit reflects the Tory bid for office – and 

there may be truth to Davenant’s answerer’s claim that he wrote with a sense of “private 

disobligation he has receiv’d from some particular Men about the Court,” having been 

turned out of office upon the Revolution.101 But that does not negate Davenant’s 

insistence on checks and balances. He views such tensions between branches of 

government as healthy and productive. 

Davenant’s reliance on Country-party mixed-government theory becomes 

manifest in the second essay, the Essay upon Peace, War and Alliances, which makes the 

same argument about parliament but with extensive reference to the “Gothic” mixed 

constitutions, English constitutional precedents, and quotations from neo-classical 

republican thinkers like Machiavelli and Harrington (228). The country movement had 

assimilated these thinkers while rejecting republicanism itself on the basis of the 

Cromwell experiment.102 Near the conclusion, he broadens his argument: “not only in 

England, but in all the Nations of Europe, Princes acted both in Peace and in War by the 

Concurrent Advice of their People.” This practice was coterminous with the upkeep of 

“Gothic Constitutions” in these countries (222-3).  

                                                
101 Animadversions upon a Late Factious Book 53. Hoppit, “Charles Davenant,” DNB.  
102 Hence Davenant’s outcry against the Whigs as “Irreligious Phanaticks and Arbitrary Republicans!” 
does not contradict his republican intellectual inheritance (39). See Pocock, “Machiavelli, Harrington,” 
120.  
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Here is where Davenant explicitly defines his concept of balance of power in the 

domestic sphere. Relying heavily on Harrington, he argues that “the Ballance of Property 

… ever carries along with it the Ballance of Power” and that the “Ballance of Property … 

is the Ballance of Power” (223, 231).103 He explains that the balance of property began to 

shift in the late fifteenth century. In France and Spain, the massive increase in trade, 

economic consumption and debt among the nobility allowed the princes to absorb them 

and establish centralized fiscal systems, standing armies and bureaucracies that thrived on 

absolutist expansionism (224-6). In England, however, while the downfall of the nobility 

and clergy empowered Henry VIII and Elizabeth I in similarly absolutist ways, the 

balance of property ultimately “came to be divided among the People” in James I’s reign 

(226-34). The people accordingly reasserted their rights through an increasingly powerful 

parliament under Charles I and II. Ever since then, “the Commons thought they had yet a 

further Right to interpose with their Councils, since at their Expence chiefly, Peace was 

to be preserv’d, Alliances were to be maintain’d, and Wars were to be supported” (234-

5). Davenant concludes this second essay by reiterating that the practice of parliamentary 

consultation on foreign policy has firm roots in the migrations of the Goths and Germans 

after the fall of the Roman Empire, who demanded property as payment for their 

conquests and formed “what we now call, an Original Compact” that “set due Bounds 

between the Liberties of the People, and the Princes Power” (236-7).  

In sum, Davenant’s first essay presents balance of power as a fairly traditional 

principle of English foreign policy exemplified by Henry VIII and Elizabeth I, but with a 

characteristic emphasis on parliament’s advisory role, rooted in the Gothic constitution. 

His second essay then focuses primarily on Gothic constitutionalism and presents a neo-

                                                
103 Political Works of James Harrington 163.    
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Harringtonian “Ballance of Property” as the determiner of balance of power in the 

domestic sphere. The domestic and international balance are therefore fundamentally 

different, the former centering on all constitutional elements and the latter centered on the 

crown and its prerogatives. These two notions of balance connect only insofar as the king 

allows the parliament to have a say in foreign affairs; frictions between the parliament 

and crown, such as the impeachment of the Whigs, show the working of a collective, 

constitutional process of deliberation that can illuminate the genuine balance of power 

abroad, but there is no trace of a one-few-many division of nations abroad.  
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Figure 3: Frontispiece to Ernst Casimir Wasserbach, Dissertatio de statua illustri 
Harminii, Liberatoris Germaniae (1698), a recreation of the statue of 
Arminius holding a pair of scales (Google Books). The statue was destroyed 
by Charlemagne in 772 A.D., but may be the earliest known visual 
representation of a secular prince holding a balance of power.104   

                                                
104 Reviewed in The History of the Works of the Learned (1699) vol I, 662-3. The earliest visual 
representations hitherto identified are fifteenth and sixteenth-century German woodcuts. See Vagts, 
“Growth of an Idea,” 91-2. 
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Now the full extent of the antagonism between Swift’s balance of power and 

Davenant’s becomes clear. First, on the domestic side, Swift’s balance of power rests 

primarily on the divisions of people and only secondarily property.105 Hence Swift rejects 

Davenant’s suggestion that a change in property should immediately translate to greater 

political power: 

To pretend that great Changes and Alienations of Property have created 

new and great dependances, and consequently new additions of Power, as 

some Reasoners have done, is a most dangerous Tenet: If Dominion must 

follow Property, let it follow in the same Pace. (PW I. 201) 

Swift contradicts not only Davenant but also Harrington.106 For instance, when Swift 

provides his own account of the shrinking power of the House of Lords over the course of 

history, he accepts Harrington’s analysis of the lords’ “selling of their Lands in the Reign 

of Henry the Seventh” and Henry VIII’s “Dissolution of the Abbies,” claiming that this 

historical process “turned the Clergy wholly out of the Scale, who had so long filled it; 

and placed the Commons in their stead” (PW I. 230).107 And like Harrington, he sees 

relative balance in the time of Elizabeth. Then, however, he signals his difference: 

But then, or soon after, arose a Faction in England, which under the Name 

of Puritan began to grow Popular, by molding up their new Schemes of 

Religion with Republican Principles in Government; and gaining upon the 

                                                                                                                                            
http://books.google.com/books?id=RVcAAAAAcAAJ&pg=PP6#v=onepage&q&f=false accessed accessed 
17 March 2013. 
105 Swift certainly shared Harrington’s view that power follows property to some extent. See PW IX. 220.  
106 Political Works of James Harrington 163, 197-201. See also Pocock, “Historical Introduction,” 66.  
107 The point on the clergy also echoes Temple’s claim in the Introduction to the History of England that 
the clergy held the balance (Works III. 121). Jonathan Smedley closely echoes this account of the clergy 
getting turned out of the “Ballance of Power” in an essay mocking divine right, “Of Government,” 
Gulliveriana: or, a Fourth Volume of Miscellanies (1728) 221.  
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Prerogative, as well as the Nobles … did at last overthrow the 

Constitution, and according to the usual course of such Revolutions, did 

introduce a Tyranny, first of the People, and then of a single Person. (PW 

I. 230)  

Puritan ideology creates a collectivist power that overwhelms the authority of the 

constitution by sheer force of opinion and numbers, a separate factor from the weakening 

of the propertied strength of the peerage. On this point of “faction” Swift follows Temple, 

who explained the difference between material power and authority in this way: “Power, 

arising from strength, is always in those that are governed, who are many: but authority, 

arising from opinion, is in those that govern, who are few” (Works I. 34).108 Temple and 

Swift thus hold opinion and authority to be at least as important in determining the 

balance of power as the distribution of property. The masses have the power to overthrow 

or alter any system of property by means of revolution. What prevents them from doing 

so is their opinion or consent to the constituted authority. Swift signals his difference 

from Harrington directly when he claims that the commons have attempted to expand 

their power “to such terrible Lengths” that they threaten “a sort of Rotation, that the 

Author of the Oceana never dreamt on” (PW I. 231). This rebuke also applies to 

Davenant, who sought to rotate the Whigs out of the ministry.  

The second point of difference with Davenant rests on the “Gothic” constitution. 

Davenant believes that as long as it represents the property structure accurately, it will 

maintain stability. Whatever struggles take place within the constitutional framework are 

acceptable, even beneficial. Swift approves of the Gothic model, like Temple, but follows 

                                                
108 Harrington had ruled out the “goods … of the body,” i.e. physical strength and instead emphasized “the 
goods of fortune,” materials, property and capital structures. See Political Works of James Harrington 163.  
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Polybius and “Reason” to show that authors like Davenant give the Gothic origins 

excessive deference (PW I. 199).109 No constitutional model, no matter how storied, can 

withstand reckless affronts from humanity’s insatiable passions. Internal power struggles 

do not differ in essence from anarchic struggles between warring kingdoms. While 

Davenant stresses the durability of the Gothic constitution, Swift stresses its 

precariousness, along with all other balances of power.  

Third, while Davenant conventionally views the Gothic institution of government 

as comprising three powers, he nevertheless betrays a bipolar perspective throughout his 

Essays. He imagines the “Prince and his Great Men” forming one entity opposite to the 

people; he contrasts the “Liberties of the People, and the Princes Power” (236-7); and he 

everywhere describes the “Legislative Authority” in contest with the “Executive Power” 

(e.g. 208). Hence, to Swift, he implies that the commons alone should match the 

combined power of king and lords – a bipolar outlook. Needless to say this outlook also 

betrays party affiliations, Davenant’s interest in having a Tory-led ministry supplant the 

Whig Junto, though Davenant himself claims to advocate forming a new unity coalition 

that would consist of the best of both parties (91). Swift, as we have seen, insists on a 

tripolar system.  

The chief difference between Swift and Davenant lies in how they conceive of the 

intersection of foreign and domestic balances. Davenant envisions the English king acting 

as balancer of Europe in the proverbial way, with great prerogative, but says nothing of 

his role as balancer in England. By contrast, Swift insists that the king, the sole authority 

on foreign policy, must be able to balance the antagonisms of the commons and lords in 

                                                
109 For Temple, see Works III. 366-7. Ellis 87, 130. See also Samuel Kliger, Sir William Temple and the 
Gothic Cult of the Seventeenth Century, doctoral dissertation (Northwestern University, 1942). 
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England if he is to act effectively abroad. How can the king act as balancer abroad if he 

does not have enough power to retain his ministers? If the commons do not accept that 

the king and lords overpower them in the constitutional framework, then all that remains 

is the bipolar, mechanical opposition of legislature and executive. In this sense Swift’s 

response to Davenant shows the former’s primary concern for the domestic sphere, but it 

simultaneously reveals Swift’s difference in asserting a fundamental identity of balance 

of power in both spheres. Swift rejects Davenant’s “modern,” Harringtonian, country-

party attitude about the durability of the Gothic constitutional balance. He diagnoses an 

implicitly bipolar view of politics in Davenant’s opposition to the court. Instead, he 

insists that all balance is founded on reason, that each constitutional branch must exercise 

judgment on how far to push the limits of its power, and that the king must retain full 

authority and prerogative at home in order to balance foreign states abroad. 

 

VI. JAMES DRAKE’S SOURCE OF OUR PRESENT FEARS DISCOVER’D  

Swift’s emphasis on the king as holder of the domestic balance sparked immediate 

controversy for its supposedly absolutist implications. The Source of Our Present Fears 

Discover’d (1703), probably written by James Drake, criticizes the Discourse (also 

anonymous at that time) on the role of the balancer.110 Drake, a physician, comic 

playwright, admirer of fellow physician-poet Richard Blackmore and critic of the 

censorious Jeremy Collier, became a Tory propagandist and alarmist on behalf of the 

Church who would narrowly escape the pillory because of a typo in his indictment.111 In 

                                                
110 I will henceforth refer to the author as Drake because I find reasons supporting his authorship fairly 
convincing. See Ellis 228, 178.  
111 See Bridget Hill, “Drake, James (bap. 1666, d. 1707),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
(Oxford: OUP, 2004) [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/8026, accessed 16 Feb 2013].  



 
 

170 

answering Swift’s Discourse, he provides the fullest and most astute critique of Swift’s 

definition of balance of power. He claims that Swift misreads the nature of constitutional 

balance within a state and fails to see how domestic and foreign balances differ as 

government differs from anarchy. This interpretation has provocative implications for 

twenty-first century readings of the Discourse.112  

 To start with constitutionalism, Drake, writing for the country opposition like 

Davenant, has great faith in the durability of the English “Gothic” constitution despite 

internal struggles between the lords and commons. He criticizes the Discourse on the 

basis that it runs counter to “mixt Government, such as ours at present is,” and constitutes 

“an Arraignment of the Constitution of England.”113 He argues that a state cannot divide 

power “with it self,” because, a state, “in the Aggregate,” is a unitary entity, “as much an 

Individual … as a single Person can be,” and therefore to speak of dividing its power “is 

as absurd, as to propose it to a single Person”: 

If he had said that ev’ry State, consisting of distinct Members, with 

distinct and separate Powers, ought so to divide those Powers, and so to 

maintain the Distribution of ‘em, that they might remain so far 

equilibrated, as that one Branch of the Constitution might not be able to 

oppress the Rest, he had delivered something intelligible.114 

Notice that Drake makes the state as a whole responsible for dividing the powers and 

maintaining the distribution. His notion of constitutional balance is a collective process, 

not the responsibility of any particular member at any given time; it does not follow from 

a presiding human agency but rather from the cumulative effects of the state’s internal 

                                                
112 Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics, 146-161.  
113 Ellis 233, 230.  
114 Ellis 230-1.  
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operations – the constitution itself. By contrast, he claims, Swift claims that a “single 

Hand” balances the system:  

It is plain that the whole Power is in the hand that holds the Ballance; and 

that the Powers weigh’d in the Scales, are no more than dead weights to be 

dispersed or tumbled backwards and forwards at the Pleasure and 

Discretion of the Weigher.115  

What gives the prince “the power of Tyrannizing” is “the Means of using one part of the 

people, to serve as Instruments to obtain his ends and purposes upon all the Rest.” In 

Swift’s system, one or two princes might act with “Moderation and Tenderness,” but no 

structural barrier exists to prevent the abuse of power. Such a style of government would 

become “the most Arbitrary Despotick Government in the World”: 

For what does the Notion of Arbitrary or Despotick power include more, 

than an Ability to alter and change the Measures in a State at pleasure, and 

to give weight where there is none, or take it away where there is; which 

he that holds the Ballance between a pair of Scales is suppos’d able to do? 

Otherwise a passive Beam might serve as well as any Ballancer of ‘em 

all.116  

A “passive Beam,” the framework itself, provides all the balance that is necessary. To 

require a human agency to preside over the balance is to invite tyranny.  

Second, Drake addresses what he views as a fundamental difference between 

foreign and domestic contexts. Recall Swift’s internal-external analogy when defining 

balance of power: “Now consider several States in a Neighbourhood … So in a State 

                                                
115 Ellis 231. 
116 Ellis 231-2. 
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within itself” (PW I. 197). Drake objects to this “Way of inferring the Necessity of such a 

Balance.” He sees this inference as a tragic flaw. His argument is worth quoting in its 

entirety: 

For [Swift] finds it agreed among the Politicians, that it is necessary for 

the Preservation of Kingdoms, and States independant and distinct from 

one another, that a Ballance be maintain’d among ‘em, least the greater 

and more powerful should swallow up the Less; and therefore he 

concludes it equally good Policy for ev’ry State to erect such a Ballance, 

likewise within it self. But the Absurdity of this Notion will appear more 

manifestly, from the very Reason for which such a Ballance is so much 

desir’d. For the Interest of all Countries, not under the same Government, 

being separate, and usually opposite to each other, so that no one of ‘em 

can Enterprise any thing, which may not either Immediately, or in the 

Consequence, turn to the disadvantage and hurt of some other, it is their 

mutual interest to keep the several Powers suspended, and under an 

incapacity for Action; so long at least, as they shall be so Equilibrated, as 

that each Party shall have equal Reason to fear the mischievous 

Consequences of any Disturbance that may arise amongst ‘em. But tho’ 

this may be the Interest of all, consider’d together, it is not of any of ‘em 

separately, when ever their own Fortune, or Prudence shall present ‘em 

with an opportunity to break that Ballance, so as that their own may be the 

heavier Scale: For it is certainly for their Interest and Security, to have the 

Ballance incline to their own side. But this Consideration reaches not the 

several Members of the same Individual State, whose Interest cannot be 
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oppos’d to each other, without manifest Ruine to the whole; and therefore 

there can be no Ballancing where all must necessarily lye in the same 

Scale.117 

Drake opens a trenchant line of critique here: domestic systems exist under law (“not 

under the same Government”), while international systems do not. The international 

notion of balance assumes each state seeks absolute power and therefore seeks stalemate, 

but to apply this scheme to the domestic sphere would mean assuming that the clash of 

interests within England is equally anarchic – that English constitutional powers strive 

with each other even to the point of each other’s destruction. Drake shares with Swift the 

belief that the international sphere is anarchic but for this very reason contests Swift’s 

claim that balancing policy operates in the same way at home. Beneath this assertion lies 

a sanguine view of the commons’ resistance to the king – Swift wrote as if the Civil War 

could reignite at any time (a point reinforced by the Battel of the Books), whereas Drake 

assumes that conditions in no way resemble 1642.    

Drake’s criticism cuts directly to the chase: Swift draws his assumptions from 

international relations, not constitutionalism, and therefore posits competition, rather than 

cooperation, as the essence of political relationships in the domestic sphere. He claims 

that Swift’s “Ballance supposes such a constant Opposition and Contranitency between 

the constituent parts” as would “keep it in a State of perpetual inactivity.” This assumes 

an aggressive relationship between the parts. By contrast, Drake argues that domestic 

government “supposes a Harmony and Symmetry of Parts, Constantly and Regularly Co-

operating to the same Ends and Purposes.” It is a “Machine,” and will not operate 

properly if the different parts create too much friction. In doing so he effectively avows 

                                                
117 Ellis 232. 
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the mechanistic outlook that Swift sees at the heart of the “Modern” notion of balance of 

power and repudiates Swift’s “Ancient” emphasis on the role of judgment and 

prerogative even within a constitutional order.     

Thus Drake, in 1703, devotes considerable attention to an interpretive crux over 

the meaning of balance of power in the Discourse. Balance of power is exclusively a 

theory of maintaining peace amid anarchic international relations (i.e. “perpetual 

inactivity,” “incapacity for Action”), and Swift’s misapplication of it led him to develop a 

“wrong Notion of Ballance in Civil Power.” Why would Swift take his assumptions from 

the anarchic international balance of power and apply them to the domestic sphere? Two 

answers come to mind. First, Polybius, Swift’s primary source, always emphasizes the 

antagonism between the three branches of government and their potential over time, even 

in a mixed state, to suffer corruption. But as we have seen, Polybius offers no basis for 

applying this assumption to the competition among sovereign states in Europe. Swift 

could have gained that assumption from any number of books – from Guicciardini, or 

Bacon, or Halifax – but it seems most likely that his internationalist assumptions came 

from Temple, the diplomat and lifelong balance-of-power advocate with whom he lived 

and under whom he studied throughout the 1690s.    

What about Drake’s claim that Swift uses these anarchic, internationalist 

assumptions in order to smuggle in a pre-Revolution notion of an absolutist king? Several 

recent interpreters concur with Drake’s charges of absolutist leanings, though for 

different reasons.118 Is Drake’s reading Swift accurately? What can balance of power tell 

us about Swift’s views on the king’s role in the constitution?  

                                                
118 Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics, 148, 152, 157 argues that “the real purpose of the Discourse is not so much 
a defence of the four lords as an attack on popular participation in government,” claims that Swift makes 
“absolute submission to constituted authority the rule,” and everywhere asserts its “tory, authoritarian 
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Charles Leslie, in The New Association: Part II (1703), like Drake, accuses Swift 

of dividing society into warring classes. Yet, opposite Drake, he complains that Swift’s 

system lacks an “Umpire” with the degree of authority necessary to halt domestic 

struggle: 

Is it not Possible … That the several Parties who held this Ballance, may 

Differ in Opinion … as to one Anothers Share? And is there no Umpire? 

None who has Authority to Compose and Settle this Matter? Then there is 

no Remedy, but that they go to Cuffs about it, and Engage the Nation in a 

Civil War. But all Power is One, and Indivisible, whether in the Hands of 

One or Many. And Several Independent Powers, in the same Government, 

is Anarchy and Confusion. And is set up by None but who are Laying 

Seed-plots for Rebellion, or who are Besotted in their Understandings.119 

Leslie suggests the need for an overwhelming authority that would “Settle” any 

differences over power sharing. Yet his claim that “all Power is One” suggests that there 

would be no real power-sharing to arbitrate. In other words, unipolar or absolutist 

government is superior to division of power – God furnishes the monarch with “Plenary, 

Whole, and Entire Power.”120 In this sense Leslie follows in the footsteps of Sir Robert 

Filmer’s The Anarchy of a Limited or Mixed Monarchy (1648). He rejects Swift’s 

                                                                                                                                            
nature.” Oakleaf 15 accepts this view on absolute submission. Higgins, Swift’s Politics, 4, stands in general 
agreement with Lock and though he says little about the Discourse, he observes that “Swift’s Tory 
answerers were able to demonstrate unwhiggish tenets in the work.”  
119 Ellis 248. 
120 Leslie, Cassandra (But I hope not) Telling what will come of it (1704) 12. Leslie 9-12 objects to king, 
lords and commons and argues that the three medieval estates (lords, commons, clergy) existed beneath the 
sovereign. Leslie’s Cassandra responds to The occasional letter. Number I. Concerning several particulars 
in the New Association (1704) 15-16, which defends Swift’s Discourse against Leslie’s New Association. 
This work has not been discussed, but see Passmann and Vienken, Library and Reading, vol II, 1072. For 
the origins of Leslie’s theme, see Ruth Mohl, The Three Estates in Medieval and Renaissance Literature 
(New York: Columbia UP, 1933). 
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argument that consensus should follow from a power willingly yielding when 

outnumbered by two others. Leslie does not address Swift’s views on international 

relations, but he recognizes a virtually international element of anarchy in Swift’s theory, 

of which he writes, “For indeed, it is setting up three Kings. What else are three Powers, 

each Independent and Un-accountable to Either or Both of the other?”121 Leslie’s 

solution to anarchy is absolutism; he believes tripartite balance allots too much liberty, 

encouraging license and revolt. Far from exposing the “despotic implications of the way 

Swift uses the metaphor of the ‘balance of power,’” Leslie shows that an extreme Tory 

reader viewed Swift’s balance of power as giving too much justification for the commons 

and nobles jointly to resist royal abuse of power.122  

Leslie’s accusations of anarchy help put Drake’s charges of absolutism into 

perspective. Indeed, Drake at times seems deliberately to misinterpret the Discourse to 

make Swift appear more absolutist than he is. For instance, he claims that Swift 

advocates “a single Hand” controlling the balance,  using emphasis to designate Swift’s 

own words. This is a misquotation: Swift actually wrote “third Hand,” and although he 

generally speaks of “the Hand” that holds the balance, nevertheless the phrase “whatever 

Hand” implies that each of the scales receive weights from a separate pair of hands.123 

Regardless of the wording, he stipulates in the opening paragraph of the work that the 

one, few or many can hold the executive power (PW I. 196). Therefore Swift at no point 

insists that the balancer must be a single person.124 In fact, throughout the treatise Swift 

                                                
121 Cassandra 16.  
122 Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics, 160. Higgins, Swift’s Politics, 6, notes Leslie’s “hostility” to the Discourse, 
but elsewhere attempts to associate Swift with Leslie’s extremism, e.g. 43-5.  
123 Ellis 202 records variant readings. 
124 Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics, 153 claims “Swift makes somewhat unscrupulous use of the idea of the 
‘balance’ when he describes it as something held by the monarch.”  
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implies that the worst outcome of either an oligarchy or tyranny of the masses is the 

likely further degeneration to a tyranny of a single person. Drake’s claim that Swift 

condones the absolute rule of a single person does not hold up to scrutiny. 

Swift also recognizes the possibility, as Leslie noted, that the executive branch 

can tyrannize by observing that the balancer can “withdraw” the weights. Logically the 

balancer could withdraw all the weights, leaving both scales empty; but Swift approves of 

both scales uniting against the balancer, such as in the “late Revolution” (PW I. 230). 

Evidently Swift rejects passive obedience and approves of resistance to tyranny in the 

utmost extremity.125 This stance only confuses critics, then and now, because Swift, 

within a framework that rejects absolutism, endorses a king with a powerful prerogative 

and a people who generally obey. Essentially he holds a modified, post-Revolution 

version of Temple’s outlook on royalism within constitutional limits.   

The Modern, Gothic notion of mixed constitution assumes that each branch of 

government is “equilibriated” such that all work in harmony. Swift rejects the 

cooperative assumption entirely and asserts a balance of power that emphasizes the drive 

for absolute power in human nature and therefore a fundamental antagonism between 

individuals, branches of government and nations. In his specific historical moment, Swift 

assumes that the commons pose the greatest threat, but his theory stipulates that the lords 

and crown also seek absolute power and yet that either of them can combine to balance a 

would-be tyrant. Drake either overlooked or ignored this point when he called Swift’s 

princely balancer “despotick.” Leslie noticed it, and deemed the lack of divine right 

“Anarchy and Confusion.” Simply put, Swift describes limited monarchy, but the image 

                                                
125 Lock 152 also claims that Swift “was unwilling to provide any theoretical justification of the 
Revolution of 1688.” 
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of the balancer holding a set of scales suggests a high degree of tolerance for monarchical 

powers and prerogative. It is a royalist conception of the English constitutional balance 

that grants the king plenty of power at home, though still within structural constraints, to 

ensure that he can hold the balance abroad.   

 

VII. CONCLUSION: THE FRENCH THREAT IN THE DISCOURSE 

Understanding Swift’s balance of power sets the pamphlet’s argument in a new light. 

Undeniably the Discourse, taken as a whole, devotes more attention to the tensions 

within a mixed government than to that between nations. This is also the spirit in which 

Swift writes his final warning against aggressive popular assemblies and in which most 

scholars have read the pamphlet (PW I. 235-6). Nevertheless, failing to understand 

Swift’s universalism has resulted in misunderstanding the critical function of the 

international system. While commentators agree that the pamphlet warns primarily 

against democratic chaos and a new Cromwellian tyranny, these are not the greatest or 

most immediate dangers. Swift fears the foreign ramifications. 

First, the allegorical representation of the impeachments extends beyond the 

constitutional struggle and connects with his concern for the clouds of war. Swift argues 

throughout the Discourse that the greatest dangers of the impeachments lie not only in the 

injustices done to particular men (such as Miltiades) and the constitution but also in the 

advantages gained by foreign enemies. In Chapter II, on the subject of impeachments in 

Athens, he gives six examples of great men impeached by the Commons despite having 

performed illustrious deeds for the benefit of the state. In two of these cases (Aristides, 

Themistocles) the state runs strategic risks, while in two others (Pericles, Alcibiades) the 

state suffers disastrous military losses. The impeachment of Aristides would have 
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prevented him from helping save the country if it had not been reversed; the 

impeachment of Themistocles nearly leads to a Persian invasion; the impeachment of 

Pericles results in the Peloponnesian War; and the impeachment of Alcibiades results in 

the naval defeat at Sicily that leads to the “Fall of the Athenian Greatness” (PW I. 206-8). 

Swift points out that he would have included Coriolanus’s impeachment in Rome, which 

“had like to have been so fatal to their State,” if he had not limited the topic to Athens 

(PW I. 214). The Whig lords, regardless of the mistaken Partition Treaties, like the Greek 

nobles, still perform essential tasks in foreign policy for the king. 

Second, “allowing this Right of Impeachment to be as inherent as they please,” 

nevertheless the commons have a poor record of predicting the “Consequences of such 

Impeachments upon the Peace of the State,” and that “it would have been prudent, to 

reserve these Privileges dormant, never to be produced but upon very great and urging 

Occasions” (PW I. 224). Swift’s argument admits the constitutional right, but calls for 

prudence in exercising that right. He does not share Davenant’s and Drake’s assumption 

that the constitution can bear any and all pressure. The Discourse is thus not a “defense 

of aristocratic political domination” but a defense of the aristocrats’ limited share of 

power as necessary to the constitution and to other functions of the state.126 The emphasis 

on prudence, rather than rights, points to Swift’s concern for England’s international 

situation.  

Toward the end of the pamphlet the international dimension becomes even more 

prominent. In Chapter V, Swift turns to the “present Posture of Affairs” and warns that 

“the Period of a State approacheth, when a Concurrence of many Circumstances, both 

within and without, unite towards its Ruin” (PW I. 228). He continues: 

                                                
126 Lock, “Swift and English Politics, 1701-14,” 128.  
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There are some Conjunctures wherein the Death or Dissolution of 

Government is more lamentable in its Consequences than it would be in 

others. And, I think, a State can never arrive to its Period in a more 

deplorable Crisis, than at a Time when some Prince in the 

Neighbourhood, of vast Power and Ambition, lies hovering like a Vulture 

to devour, or at least dismember its dying Carcase; by which Means, it 

becomes only a Province or Acquisition to some mighty Monarchy, 

without Hopes of a Resurrection. (PW I. 229)  

The allusion to France is very much to the point, given the widespread recognition of the 

near inevitability of a new war on the continent.127 France also underlies Swift’s reference 

to the threat of “universal Monarchy” and the use of Louis XIV’s moniker for Philip of 

Macedon, “the Most Christian King of that Age” (PW I. 202, 208). France had proved 

resilient against a united Europe in the Nine Years’ War (War of the League of 

Augsburg) throughout the previous decade.128 English readers had every reason to 

suspect the worst of its military intentions at the verge of war in 1701 when Swift 

composed the Discourse. Swift also had the advantage of hindsight since he published the 

Discourse after the Tories backed down from the impeachments, the latter having became 

unpopular amid the French threat.129 

Two other Whig responses to Davenant’s Essays help to put Swift’s point on 

France into perspective. While lacking Swift’s stylistic and philosophical merits, the 

Whig pamphlet Animadversions on a late Factious Book, Entitled, Essays upon, I. The 

Ballance of Power (1701) makes the same arguments regarding the threat of national 
                                                
127 Ehrenpreis 44-48; Ellis “Introduction,” e.g. 43, 50, 55; Oakleaf 36-40.  
128 This point appears in much of the literature, e. g. Animadversions 55.  
129 Ellis 57-66. Ehrenpreis 48.  
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division during times of war. It appends “A Letter to Mr. R --- Containing some 

Reflections on the Author of the Essays on the Ballance of Power.”130 The two authors 

provide a good indication of the Whig party line on the controversy over the Partition 

Treaties and impeachments.131 Both admit the failure of the Partition Treaties, yet blame 

the Tories for forcing William III to negotiate the treaties by demanding cuts to the 

standing army.132 A greater military force, they claim, would have strengthened 

England’s negotiating clout and discouraged France – a familiar line of reasoning in the 

international balance-of-power tradition but one that controverts Davenant’s assertion of 

the commons’ full exercise of its powers (in this case budgetary) as a critical part of 

maintaining the foreign balance of power.133 

Needless to say, both Whig pamphleteers make liberal use of William III’s 

eminence in war and foreign policy to defend the Whig lords as well.134 The first author 

rests assured that England will hold the balance of power unless its internal divisions get 

the better of it: 

                                                
130 The “Letter” begins at 33.  
131 They accuse Davenant of colluding with the French. See Animadversions 4, 60, 64 and Ellis 74-9 
discusses the French connection.  
132 See Baron Somers’s A Letter, ballancing the Necessity of keeping a Land-Force in times of Peace, With 
the Dangers that may follow on it (1697) 3. For a classic scholarly account, see Lois G. Schwoerer, ‘No 
Standing Armies!’ The Antiarmy Ideology in Seventeenth-Century England (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 
1974) 155-87.  
133 Animadversions 19, 56 argues that because the army was “almost totally Disbanded” in 1697, France 
grew bolder: they “never consider’d, that tho this Nation has ever been jealous of standing Armies, yet the 
States of this Kingdom will spare no cost either on Sea or Land Forces, whenever there is occasion, to 
maintain their Religion, Laws, and Liberties, to vindicate the King’s Honour, and to preserve our antient 
and characteristick Prerogative, of holding the Ballance of Europe.” 
134 Animadversions 21, 65. The author of the Animadversions provides only lip service to the government 
accountability that Davenant demands: he advises that England should make war preparations first, 
strengthen its alliances, “suppress Factions at home,” and then, “when this work is dispatch’d, let us call to 
an account those who have embroiled the Nation in all these Difficulties.” In other words, let the Whig 
Junto crush its enemies and then hold itself to account! 
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To me it seems, that we still preserve our antient Prerogative of holding 

the Ballance of Europe; and that if there be any cause to fear, ‘tis only 

from the audacious Attempts of those, who by raising Feuds and 

Animosities, divide us amongst ourselves, and are projecting for another 

Revolution.135 

The second Whig author objects to the Tory prosecutions of the ministry on the same 

grounds: 

Sure none of us, except this Author, can hope to continue even those 

Childish, tho’ Pernicious Feuds we have already among us; much less 

promote or threaten greater. Is this the way he would preserve Europe? Is 

this the way he would keep England in the Possession of the Ballance of 

Power? At a time when France is so assiduous in her Preparations; at a 

time when they are bringing so formidable a Power on our next 

Neighbours?136 

These more conventional Whig responses to Davenant’s Essays resemble Swift’s 

warning against those who seem zealous “for upholding the Ballance of Power in 

Christendom, at the same Time that by their Practices they are endeavouring to destroy it 

at home” (PW I. 200). Swift’s emphasis on the French threat is not as obtrusive as these 

authors and he shows greater sensitivity to constitutional concerns – instead of dismissing 

them for the sake of expediency, he argues that the commons’ right to carry out 

impeachments is a point that should not be pressed to the detriment of the more 

                                                
135 Animadversions 25.  
136 Animadversions 33, 72.  
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fundamental constitutional function which ensures that the king and lords combined 

should outweigh the commons.   

Of course, Swift’s image of France hovering like a vulture over an England dying 

from constitutional dissensions marks one point at which several scholars have 

recognized the international component of Swift’s argument.137 But what kind of 

relationship, specifically, does Swift draw between foreign and domestic power balances? 

Certainly he assumes that partisan divisions can weaken England and enhance France’s 

preponderance of international power. But he also makes an argument regarding the 

internal-external relationship that we should not overlook. The penultimate paragraph of 

the Discourse marks the formal conclusion to the work.138 There he writes:  

This Aversion of the People to the late Proceedings of the Commons, is an 

Accident, that if it last a while, might be improved to good Uses for setting 

the Balance of Power a little more upon an Equality, than their late 

Measures seem to promise or admit. This Accident may be imputed to two 

Causes. The first, is an universal Fear and Apprehension of the Greatness 

and Power of France, whereof the People in general seem to be very much 

and justly possess’d, and therefore cannot but resent to see it in so critical 

a Juncture, wholly laid aside by their Ministers, the Commons. The other 

Cause, is a great Love and Sense of Gratitude in the People towards their 

present King … (PW I. 235)  

                                                
137 Yeats 191; Ellis 168; Oakleaf 40; Lock 154.  
138 It comes just before the shameful postscript on the value of bribery in elections, but its final sentence 
makes clear that it was composed as a conclusion, and Swift’s revised editions from 1711 onward cut the 
postscript – modern editors have reinstated it since it appeared in the original and gives valuable insight 
into Swift’s antidemocratic leanings.  
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From this passage it becomes clear that Swift sees France’s bid for universal monarchy as 

improving England’s domestic balance – quite the opposite from Davenant’s view. Swift 

thus concludes the Discourse with what for Temple was the great recurring paradox of 

English history and foreign policy: domestic divisions invite foreign aggression, yet 

foreign aggression seems the only force capable of unifying the country. He even seems 

to endorse a clever piece of statecraft that he had likely learned from Temple’s writings – 

and Temple from Elizabeth I, Machiavelli, Cardinal Richelieu and others – that foreign 

threats “might be improved to good Uses,” i.e. to strengthen the king and ministry. 

Domestic and foreign balances of power center on the executive branch that governs 

foreign policy. Hence the international balance of power proves a decisive factor in 

Swift’s constitutional argument even as it points to an additional dimension of his 

political thought.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 “The Balance of Europe” in Swift’s Tory Propaganda 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

We have seen that Swift’s familiarity with Temple brought him into contact with 

contemporary courtly thinking about international relations, specifically balance of 

power, and that Swift engages with domestic and foreign power balances in the 

Discourse and other early writings. Yet Swift’s four-year stint as chief propagandist for 

the Tory ministry of Robert Oxford, Earl of Oxford, and Henry St John, Viscount 

Bolingbroke, compels a concentrated study on his thinking about foreign affairs.1 This 

position brought him into the center of British and indeed European politics. Swift 

became the leading apologist for British policy at a critical episode in European history: 

the end of the War of Spanish Succession with the Treaty of Utrecht. As historian G. M. 

Trevelyan wrote, referring to this period, Swift did more “to settle the immediate fate of 

parties and of nations than did ever any other literary man in the annals of England.”2 A 

more recent assessment claims Swift’s role in the ministry was “demonstrably 

significant,” as indicated not only by his pamphleteering but also his helping Oxford 

write two of Queen Anne’s most important speeches in the last four years of her reign 

and two parliamentary addresses (not to mention saving Oxford from the Bandbox Plot).3  

                                                
1 Oxford was made Earl of Oxford and Earl Mortimer in 1711 and St. John became Viscount Bolingbroke 
in 1712, but throughout this paper, regardless of date, I refer to them as Oxford and Bolingbroke.  
2 England Under Queen Anne (New York: Longmans, Green, 1930-4), vol 3, 254. Cited in Ehrenpreis, vol 
2, 500.  
3 Goldgar and Gadd, “Introduction,” CWJS VIII. 25. See J. A. Downie and David Woolley, “Swift, Oxford 
and the Composition of the Queen’s Speeches,” British Library Journal 8 (1982) 121-46; Downie, “Swift 
and the Oxford Ministry: New Evidence,” Swift Studies 1 (1986) 2-8; Clyve Jones, “Swift, the Earl of 
Oxford, and the Management of the House of Lords in 1713: Two New Lists,” British Library Journal 16 



 
 

186 

Swift’s crowning achievement during these years was to write the explosive anti-

war pamphlet, The Conduct of the Allies (1711), which achieved extraordinary popular 

success and to this day serves as an emblem of a new era in which public opinion would 

have an increasing role in shaping foreign policy.4 The Conduct justifies the ministry’s 

decision to press for a precipitous withdrawal from the war, requiring Britain to negotiate 

a peace with France separate from its allies. The Conduct’s huge success made Swift the 

most prominent spokesman for the policy that brought about the Utrecht peace.  

From the beginning of the war, both politicians and pamphleteers identified its 

purpose as preserving the balance of power, which specifically meant preventing a union 

of France and the Spanish empire.5 The debate over the peace was “one of the most 

contentious in the history of British foreign policy” and Oxford, Bolingbroke and the rest 

of the ministry saw the peace policy as assuring balance.6 Even today many historical 

accounts adopt this characterization over the competing causes of Protestantism and the 

English succession – the “guiding principle of the negotiations was the reaffirmation of 

the balance of power in Europe.”7 Retrospectively scholars also point to the so-called 

“system of Utrecht” as coming as close as possible to the ideal of balance of power in 
                                                                                                                                            
(1990) 117-30. These studies refute the thesis that Swift had little or no importance, for which see Speck, 
“The Examiner Examined: Swift’s Tory Pamphleteering,” Focus: Swift, ed. C. J. Rawson (London: Sphere, 
1971) 138-54 and “The Examiner Re-Examined.” 
4 See Müllenbrock 23-9; also Onnekink and Rommelse, Ideology and Foreign Policy and Black, Debating 
Foreign Policy.  
5 E.g. Toland, Anglia Libera (1701) 166; Defoe, The danger of the Protestant religion consider'd, from the 
present prospect of a Religious War in Europe (1701) 29-30; Reasons against a war with France (1701) 4, 
13; Davenant, Essays upon Peace at Home, and War Abroad (1704) reprinted in Political and Commercial 
Works, vol V, 39, 63-4; Gibbs, “Revolution in Foreign Policy,” 62.  
6 Langford 65; Holmes, British Politics in the Age of Anne, 66. 
7 John Wolf, The Emergence of the Great Powers: 1685-1715 (New York: Harper’s, 1962) 90; Anderson, 
Rise of Modern Diplomacy, 164; Charles Dupuis, Le Principe D’Équilibre et le Concert Européen de la 
Paix de Westphalie a l’Acte d’Algésiras (Paris: 1909) 25; McKay and Scott, The rise of the great powers, 
22. For a counterview that stresses the English succession instead, see Coombs, The Conduct of the Dutch, 
17-18.  
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Europe.8 Yet scholars have not examined the precise role of balance of power in the 

Conduct or Swift’s other Tory writings as compared to that of contemporary party 

writers. Indeed, Swift’s engagement with the concept in the Conduct captured the 

zeitgeist far better than scholars have hitherto recognized. Utrecht was the first major 

European treaty to incorporate the term into its formal provisions – Article II declared the 

treaty’s purpose as “ad firmandam stabilendamque pacem ac tranquillitatem christiani 

orbis, justo potentiae equilibrio.”9  

This chapter will show that Swift’s theory of balance of power remains fairly 

consistent with the principles he laid out in his early works. Here he engages critically 

with rival interpretations of balance and asserts a traditional monarchical conception 

against the modern materialist conception. He envisions Queen Anne as the ideal 

monarch whose judgment reconciles England’s public and private interests and balances 

power at home and abroad. First, I will introduce Swift’s characterization of Queen Anne 

in his Examiner essays. Second, I will demonstrate his monarchical conception of 

international balance of power in the Conduct of the Allies, against the modern, 

materialistic definition. Third, I will revisit Sir William Temple’s intellectual legacy and 

Swift’s theory of balance in light of this explication of his Tory propaganda. Swift’s 

idealization of Queen Anne reflects deeper resemblances with Temple than would seem 

to be the case judging only from the topical differences in their policy positions. 

                                                
8 Sheehan, Balance of Power, 76.  
9 See J. Dumont, Corps universel diplomatique du droit des gens (The Hague, 1726-31) vol VIII, pt i, 393, 
cited in Anderson, “Eighteenth-Century Theories of the Balance of Power,” 184, n. 4. Sheehan, Balance of 
Power, 16-17 translates, “just balance of power (which is the best and most solid foundation of mutual 
friendship and a lasting general concord).” See also Herbert Butterfield, “The Balance of Power,” 153; 
Morgenthau 186; Anderson, The Rise of Modern Diplomacy, 155.   
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Ultimately this chapter shows that his political theory in the 1710s remained 

fundamentally consistent with the views he expressed in 1701.  

 

II. QUEEN ANNE AS BALANCER IN THE EXAMINER 

A crucial testing ground for Swift’s views on international politics arrives with his 

employment as leading apologist for Oxford’s ministry from 1710-14.10 The ministry’s 

predominantly Tory makeup means that when Swift joined its ranks, he appeared a 

turncoat to the Whig cause. For the rest of his life Swift would support the Tories, though 

always avowing that his principles were what used to be called Whig. Scholars who 

accept this identification note that the Oxford ministry was hardly as Tory as it appeared 

to be.11 Queen Anne and Oxford sought to create a unity government consisting of men 

who, as Swift described it, moved “between the Two Extreams” (PW VII. 99). Oxford’s 

own background was Presbyterian Country Whig, while Bolingbroke led the extreme 

Tory wing. Though captivated by Bolingbroke, Swift exhorted him and his “October 

Club” not to undermine Oxford; ultimately the split between these top ministers, which 

Swift tried unsuccessfully to mediate, caused the ministry’s collapse under Whig pressure 

in 1714.12 But while it lasted the ministry had broad enough appeal to take in writers as 

divergent as Swift and Defoe. Swift seems to have seen himself as one of “many 

Stragglers” who joined the Tories out of practicality rather than out of change in principle 

(CWJS VIII. 171).  

                                                
10 For Swift’s biography during the Tory period I am indebted to Ehrenpreis vol II, 394-606; Downie, 
Jonathan Swift, 135-163; Oakleaf 95-141.  
11 Downie, Jonathan Swift, 137. 
12 For an argument that Swift fell under Bolingbroke’s sway, see Speck, “Examiner Examined” and 
“Examiner Re-Examined.” 
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Nevertheless Swift’s defection to the Tories compromises his ability to maintain 

his erstwhile tone of impartiality. Since his concept of balance of power requires a stern 

commitment to independence and allows alliances only of a limited and defensive nature, 

the new party affiliation poses a challenge to his theory of politics. Swift traded one set of 

patrons for another, and new friendships replaced old.13 But did he compromise and 

adjust his balance-of-power theory to meet the new demands of writing official 

government propaganda? Or did he find a way to maintain consistency with this 

fundamental position?  

Unsurprisingly a shift in perspective occurs in Swift’s writings after he joins the 

Tories. While he always exercised an unusual degree of literary independence for a party 

pamphleteer, nevertheless he adopted the cause of the Oxford ministry and became 

emotionally invested in it. His material self-interest also came to align with the ministry. 

Though he refused payment for his writing, insisting on acting as a free agent, he wrote 

with a view to personal gain – he hoped for a bishopric in England (a famously 

disappointed aspiration). In his first essay for the Examiner, No. 13, on 2 November 

1710, he explicitly acknowledges his abandonment of neutrality:  

It is a Practice I have generally followed, to converse in equal Freedom 

with the deserving Men of both Parties; and it was never without some 

Contempt, that I have observed Persons wholly out of Employment, affect 

to do otherwise … It is hard, that for some Weeks past, I have been forced, 

in my own Defence, to follow a Proceeding that I have so much 

condemned in others. (PW III. 3-4) 

                                                
13 Downie, Jonathan Swift, 144-5; Bertrand A. Goldgar, The Curse of Party: Swift’s Relations with 
Addison and Steele (Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1961) 66, 79. 
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The fact that Swift defected from the Whigs and understood their position makes his 

Examiner essays more convincing in their claims to impartiality than standard Grub 

Street fare. Swift also took pride in the factual accuracy of his contributions.14 

Nevertheless, the Examiner’s partisanship cannot be doubted. Some view Swift as falling 

increasingly under the influence of Bolingbroke and losing sight of his original course of 

supporting Oxford’s moderation.15 At any rate, his conversion to the Tories resulted in a 

higher degree of political and intellectual loyalty than he had hitherto shown to the 

Whigs.  

The word examine derives from the Latin for a means of weighing or balancing, 

and under Swift’s direction the Examiner made a fascinating pretense of weighing the 

opposing parties’ principles and policies.16 Recall that in the Argument Against 

Abolishing Christianity, he uses the weighing metaphor to compare two sets of interests 

on a stringently materialistic basis, while always leaving unspoken the intangible benefits 

that usually go along with one set of material interests (i.e. all manner of virtue and 

goodness). Hence those in favor of reducing state support for the church become atheists 

seeking to destroy Christianity – the abolition of which will cause a one percent drop in 

the stock market, “Fifty Times more than ever the Wisdom of our Age thought fit to 

venture for the Preservation of Christianity” (PW II. 38-9). This tactic leaves the 

                                                
14 Ellis points out that “the only untruths that Mainwaring could cite were the result of misinformation or 
inadvertence.” See “‘A Quill worn to the Pith in the service of the State’: Swift’s Examiner,” in Real and 
Vienken, eds, Proceedings of the First Munster Symposium on Jonathan Swift (1985) 73-82 (79). See also 
Speck, “The Examiner Examined,” 151. 
15 Downie, Jonathan Swift, 150. See also Downie, “The Conduct of the Allies: The Question of Influence,” 
109-10; Speck, “Examiner Examined,” 145-6.  
16 Swift probably knew this derivation from the Byzantine Suda. See the CWJS VIII. 246, n. 6. For the 
etymology, see OED, “examine, n.” 
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opposing set of interests mired in all the ugliness and vanity of a material existence 

devoid of ideals.  

One of the most widely quoted Examiner essays consists of just such a weighing 

of tangibles and intangibles. When Swift refutes accusations of Tory ingratitude toward 

the Duke of Marlborough, he draws up “two fair Accounts; the one of Roman Gratitude, 

and the other of British Ingratitude; and set[s] them together in a Balance.” It turns out 

that Marlborough has received far greater “visible Profits” for his service, considering 

Woodstock, Blenheim and huge grants and payments for offices, than any Roman general 

received in incense, bulls for slaughter, laurel crowns, statues, trophies and copper 

medals (PW III. 22-3). Roman virtue is merely implied by the absence of expenses in the 

austere general’s bill, while Marlborough’s avarice is recorded in concrete detail.  

The Examiner papers abound with similarly witty reformulations of plain 

dichotomies of virtue and vice, public interest and private interest. On one side of the 

ledger he places Queen Anne and her prerogative, the new Tory ministers whom she 

appointed in 1710, the Established Church and clergy, the landed interest and peerage 

and, implicitly, all classical ideals and virtues. On the other side he places the routed 

Whig ministers, their “faction,” the moneyed interest, war profiteering, foreign influence 

(especially from the reviled Dutch, but also the Austrians and others), dissent and 

atheism, and all manner of private vices and public mismanagement. These dichotomies 

are well known to readers of these essays.17 The “master fiction” consists of a “Virgilian-

Renaissance-pastoral vision of Polyolbion,” by comparison to which the caricature of 

                                                
17 Ehrenpreis vol II, 410-11 characterizes this method as “moral idealism.” Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics, 34 
highlights “false opposites.” Oakleaf 98 says Swift “fostered the stark black-and-white contrasts of political 
caricature.”   
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Whiggish England as a paper-credit fueled war-machine must always seem horrendously 

void of morals and meaning.18  

Abandoning impartiality on the question of Whig and Tory would, it seems, 

require abandoning a belief that the monarch should act as balancer of power in the 

domestic sphere and prevent either of the scales from becoming entirely outweighed by 

the other. Swift seems aware of this critique. In Examiner No. 36, published 5 April 

1711, Swift illustrates a process of thinking in which he shifts from the ideal prince 

playing balancer between two parties to an image of Queen Anne lending her unqualified 

power and authority to the Tories, whose interests she shares in full. He begins by setting 

up a rhetorical frame in which the reader’s deliberation between Whig and Tory 

supposedly mirrors Queen Anne’s deliberation as to which party better deserves her trust 

in selecting cabinet ministers. As in the Sentiments of a Church-of-England Man, he 

acknowledges that “those two great Divisions of Whig and Tory … some Way or other, 

take in the whole Kingdom.” But instead of exhorting independence, he forces the reader, 

like the Queen executive, to choose one or the other: “from which Side her present 

Majesty may reasonably hope for the most Security to her Person and Government”? 

This tactic gives Tory readers the pleasure of agreeing with the Queen while forcing any 

Whig readers to remember that Queen Anne has in fact already made her choice – she has 

already dismissed the leading Whigs and appointed Oxford and Bolingbroke to lead her 

new ministry.19 Needless to say, one of the main purposes of propaganda is to give 

                                                
18 Ellis, “‘A Quill Worn to the Pith in the Service of the State’: Swift’s Examiner,” 79.  
19 As Mainwaring or Oldmixon put it in response to an earlier Examiner, “By this means [Mr. Examiner] 
gives himself a becoming Advantage … to fall upon him is … to insult the Q---n” (Medley, 5 February 
1711) Ellis, ed, Swift vs. Mainwaring: The Examiner and the Medley (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1985) 221; 
Ellis, “A Quill,” 80.   
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demonstrations for foregone conclusions. In effect Examiner 36 stages a process of 

deliberation that has already been deliberated.  

Proceeding, Mr. Examiner invokes a question of political theory – namely, 

whether it is appropriate for a prince to support any party at all. He admits that wise 

“Politicians” would advise the Queen to remain uncommitted and play the two parties 

against each other – i.e. to practice a balancing policy:  

If these two Rivals were really no more than Parties, according to the 

common Acceptation of the Word; I should agree with those Politicians 

who think, a Prince descendeth from his Dignity by putting himself at the 

Head of either; and that his wisest Course is, to keep them in a Balance; 

raising or depressing either, as it best suited with his Designs. (PW III. 

122) 

This conception of balance fits with Swift’s previous formulations – the prince holds the 

scales and raises or lowers them as reason and exigency dictate. It is a traditional 

metaphor for a prudent English monarch’s governing strategy – it resembles Temple’s 

account of how William I balanced the Normans and Saxons as “two parties” (Works III. 

172). The passage seems to allude to Swift’s earlier gentlemanly detestation of all party 

feeling and conviction that balancing policy applies to constitutional branches of 

government and not illegitimate parties. Mr. Examiner admits that such a balancing 

policy would normally be the “wisest Course” of action.  

Now, however, as defender of a Tory ministry, Swift can no longer dismiss all 

parties. Nor can he recommend a policy of balance that would by definition keep the 

Whigs in countenance, since he believed they remained a potent threat to the new 

ministry. So his solution lies in granting, perhaps for the first time, some kind of 
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legitimacy to parties, while demoting the Whigs to the status of a mere “Faction.” He 

continues:   

But, when the visible Interest of his Crown and Kingdom lies on one Side; 

and when the other is but a Faction, raised and strengthned by Incidents 

and Intrigues, and by deceiving the People with false Representations of 

Things; he ought, in Prudence, to take the first Opportunity of opening his 

Subjects Eyes, and declaring himself in favour of those, who are for 

preserving the Civil and Religious Rights of the Nation, wherewith his 

own are so interwoven. (PW III. 122) 

Balance does not take as its object the Whigs, a malign, illegitimate combination of self-

seekers who thrive on deceiving the public. As a faction, they deserve to be extinguished; 

not violently, of course, but by exclusion from power. Temple argued a similar point with 

regard to faction, by which he primarily meant Puritanism (Works III. 64). Meanwhile 

Swift expands his conception of balancing policy to include not only constitutional 

branches but also supposedly legitimate political parties like the Tories so that the latter 

can receive the benefits of the Queen’s favor. He seemingly approves of what he once 

viewed as a perversion of the constitution: a partisan monarch.   

This dismissal of the Whigs would amount to little more than a smear if not for 

the fact that Swift uses the question of how to formulate a prudent balancing policy as the 

structural principle for the rest of the essay. Moving out of the narrative frame and into 

the body, Mr. Examiner says, for the sake of argument, “let us consider [the Whigs] as a 

Party.” He thus reinstates a hypothetical balancing policy in order to “let the Reader 

judge from which of these two Parties a Prince hath most to fear.” Now the Whigs can 

appear to get a fair hearing and the process of deliberation between Whig and Tory 
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principles can proceed with the Queen as the model decision maker: “Suppose the Matter 

were now entire; the Queen to make her Choice; and for that End, should order the 

Principles on both Sides to be fairly laid before her.” Mr. Examiner even feigns serious 

consideration for the other side: “to deal impartially, there are some Motives which might 

compel a Prince under the Necessity of Affairs, to deliver himself over to that Party.” He 

concludes by giving the reader the final choice:  

Having thus impartially stated the avowed Principles of Whig and Tory; let 

the Reader determine, as he pleaseth, to which of these two a wise Prince 

may, with most Safety to himself and the Publick, trust his Person and his 

Affairs. (PW III.121-6) 

The essay invites the reader to share in grave state decisions and the aura of the princely 

policy of balancing, even though its consideration of Whig policies has reduced them to 

absurdity, all within a frame that deemed the Whigs ineligible in the first place. The 

foregoing illustrates Swift’s ability to use framing to double-damn his opponents, but it 

also suggests that Swift has blatantly warped the theory of independent balancing that he 

inherited from Temple and expressed in the Discourse.20 One historian takes this essay as 

proof that by this time Swift had fallen fully under the influence of Bolingbroke, rejecting 

Oxford’s policy of moderation and seeking to destroy the Whigs once and for all.21  

Yet, contrary to appearances, Swift has only partially altered his principles to fit 

with the Tory program. His representations of the Whigs as a faction obviously reflects a 

change of view, as does his sudden willingness to countenance the notion of a legitimate 

party and treat the Tories as such. But does his argument really depend on excluding the 

                                                
20 Ehrenpreis vol II, 418.  
21 Speck, “Examiner Examined.”  
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Whigs from power? In fact it does not. Mr. Examiner claimed at the beginning of the 

essay that he had been “considering the old Constitution of this Kingdom,” comparing it 

with other governments in ancient history and modern Europe, and these considerations 

lead to the essay’s initial question of whether the queen should choose Tory or Whig. In 

other words, Mr. Examiner frames the essay as posing the question of which party falls 

more closely in line with the constitution. Then Mr. Examiner supports the new ministers 

on the formal grounds that the queen has appointed them to lead. This point echoes 

Swift’s defense of the six impeached Whig Lords in the Discourse in 1701. The 

underlying issue is the royal prerogative; the talk of the Tories as a legitimate party and 

the Whigs as an illegitimate faction provides mere rhetoric, mostly irrelevant to his 

justification of the Tory position.22 Mr. Examiner reasons that if the Whigs were to 

succeed in limiting or overriding the queen’s power to choose ministers, then they could 

eventually dominate the political system: “their own Want of Duty to their Sovereign is 

largely made up, by exacting greater Submissions to themselves from their Fellow-

Subjects.” By contrast, he claims, the Tories believe that 

The Prerogative of a Sovereign ought, at least, to be held as sacred and 

inviolable as the Rights of his People; if only for this Reason; because, 

without a due Share of Power, he will not be able to protect them. (PW III. 

121-6) 

The monarch needs “a due Share of Power” to ensure the protection of the people and 

stability of the state, i.e. to ensure that the crown remains independent from both the 

                                                
22 Ellis, “A Quill,” 77 agrees that Whig claims of the Examiner provoking violence are disingenuous and 
Swift intended nothing of the sort.  
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commons and the lords. So despite the rhetoric, Swift has reaffirmed a tripartite, 

constitutional understanding of balance of power.  

The essay remains blatant propaganda: Swift denounces the Whigs, praises the 

Tories, and pretends that the alignment of the Tories with the crown rests on immutable 

interests rather than a temporary concurrence. But the foregoing interpretation shows that 

his reasoning defends the crown as the executive branch within the English constitution 

and hence defends the prerogative (especially choosing the ministry) as an indispensable 

element of that branch’s powers. The queen prevents the state from sinking into the 

unmediated struggle between lords and commons that would potentially occur if the lords 

could override the queen’s decision to dissolve and reform her ministries. The whole 

question of Tory and Whig falls by the wayside; the point is that Queen Anne still has the 

legal power to choose the ministry. It is a legitimate power that her subjects should obey; 

not because the queen possesses divine right and her subjects should always passively 

obey her no matter what she does, but because the right of appointing ministers is basic 

and does not represent a form of tyranny that dissolves the social contract. As Ellis points 

out, “the Queen, in fact, was the Examiner’s favourite subject. He wrapped himself in the 

panoply of the throne and made himself invulnerable.”23 But Examiner 36 shows that the 

trend of royalism in Swift’s career as government apologist coheres with the principles of 

government he professed from his first exposition of balance of power in the Discourse.  

Swift is always clever, and always partly ironic even as propagandist. We know 

he did not believe the Whigs would actually be extinguished because he wrote Examiner 

papers implying that the wheel of fortune would eventually wheel them back into power; 

one particularly brilliant paper explains how Mr. Examiner plans to apply for work for 

                                                
23 Ellis, “A Quill,” 80.  
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the Whigs as a hack-writer on the basis that once they come back into power his 

panegyrics of the Tories will appear to be excellent satires (PW III. 117-19).24 At any 

rate, his consistency on constitutional principles beneath the caricatures helps explain 

how Swift could, in private, see Mr. Examiner not only as charged with “keep[ing] up the 

spirit raised in the people” by excoriating the Whigs, but also as “assert[ing] the 

principles, and justify[ing] the proceedings of the new ministers” by explaining the 

rational reasons to acquiesce to the queen’s decision to set up a new ministry (PW VIII. 

123). That Swift’s theory of constitutional balance stayed essentially the same does not 

negate the fact that he became a ferocious partisan for the Tories. But it helps explain 

how scholars have allowed his diatribes on the Whigs to color their assessment of his 

political principles. He insists on the revolution settlement while simultaneously insisting 

on a strong royal prerogative. He saw no contradiction here. From his point of view, the 

Revolution established a barrier on prerogative and established a precedent of resistance 

in dire circumstances that he accepted. Yet he also believed that the Revolution firmly 

established a range of powers for the crown, obviously not limited to William III and his 

preferred ministers but also for his successors. Regardless of party labels, Swift’s position 

on the exercise of power within the state remained constitutionalist on the Revolution 

model, with a strong inclination in favor of the prerogative. Up to this point in his career, 

he supports the monarch, regardless of what party the ministers adhere to, and this 

support is consistent with Oxford’s guidelines for his ministry as well as Swift’s position 

as a churchman.25 
                                                
24 For commentary on this exuberantly ironic paper, see Herbert Davis, Jonathan Swift: Essays on his 
Satire and Other Studies (New York: Oxford UP, 1964) 133.  
25 For Oxford’s guidelines, see W. A. Speck and J. A. Downie, “‘Plaine English to all who are Honest, or 
would be so if they knew how’: A Tract by Robert Harley,” Literature and History 3 (1976) 100-110 (109). 
See also Bolingbroke’s Letter to the Examiner (1710) 11-12.   
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This emphasis on Queen Anne’s prerogative would become decisive in the 

uproarious controversy over the Tory-led withdrawal from the war in Europe. The peace 

negotiations and Treaty of Utrecht became the climax of Swift’s political career and the 

moment where his views on both domestic and foreign balances of power aligned, almost 

uncannily, with the actual course of events. But to understand this alignment we must 

turn to Swift’s masterpiece of foreign policy persuasion.  

 

III. TWO CONCEPTS OF BALANCE IN THE CONDUCT OF THE ALLIES 

Swift’s great achievement during his years as head Tory propagandist was the 

controversial and enormously popular pamphlet, The Conduct of the Allies (1711). The 

Conduct provides public justification for the Tory ministry’s decision to withdraw 

precipitously from the war even if that meant abandoning the Grand Alliance and 

negotiating separately with arch-enemy France. For the first time in his career Swift 

turned his whole attention to war, diplomacy and international relations. The pamphlet 

was immensely popular, selling over 11,000 copies and probably reaching over 100,000 

readers.26 It played a meaningful role in preparing the British parliament and public for a 

sharp turn in foreign policy that would have historic consequences. Swift touted the 

pamphlet’s influence over the peace debate in parliament, claiming that “those who 

spoke, drew all their arguments from my book, and their votes confirm all I writ … all 

agree, that it was my book that spirited them to these resolutions.”27 Even Robert Walpole 

                                                
26 For the estimate of roughly ten readers per hard copy, see Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics 9.  
27 4 Feb. 1712,  Journal to Stella, ed. Harold Williams (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1948) vol II, 480.   
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admitted that this “Master-piece, fill’d with Falsities and Misrepresentations … produc’d 

the desir’d Effect” of galvanizing broad support for the peace effort.28  

Of course, Swift cannot take full credit for the pamphlet’s content. He naturally 

received intelligence and advice from his superiors – not only Bolingbroke, whose 

influence on the pamphlet is widely acknowledged, but also Oxford.29 He only 

occasionally dealt with the war in the Examiner, but Oxford and Bolingbroke thought 

him most capable of writing the grand defense of their peace plans to start off the 

legislative session that began in early December 1711. Nevertheless his apprenticeship 

under Temple, and knowledge of Temple’s diplomatic writings laid the groundwork for 

him to rise to the occasion.  

It is hard not to interpret the Conduct as, at best, a forceful, propagandistic 

articulation of the Tory leaders’ policies and priorities. The pamphlet promotes the peace 

negotiations, withdrawal from the land campaign and an enhanced role for the navy. It 

advocates ending the war to halt the rapid rise in the national debt that had built up over 

the course of the past two wars, thereby hoping to ease the tax burden, especially on 

landowners. It lobbies against foreign influence, claiming that the allies, namely the 

Dutch and the Empire, abused the Grand Alliance by foisting a greater share of the war 

costs onto Britain. And it claims vigilance, rather than eternal enmity, is the appropriate 

military posture toward France.  

This fairly straightforward line of interpretation begins with many of the 

pamphlet’s early readers. Samuel Johnson captured the literary critic’s typical response to 

it: 
                                                
28 Short History of the Parliament (1713) 8, cited in Goldgar, CWJS VIII, 9. 
29 For the question of influence, see Downie, “The Conduct of the Allies: The Question of Influence.” See 
also Cook, Jonathan Swift as a Tory Pamphleteer.   
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Surely, Sir, (said Dr. Douglas,) you must allow it has strong facts. 

JOHNSON. “Why yes, Sir; but what is that to the merit of the 

composition? … Swift has told what he had to tell distinctly enough, but 

that is all. He had to count ten, and he has counted it right.”30 

Johnson’s comment is reminiscent of his famous comment on Gulliver, “when once you 

have thought of big men and little men, it is very easy to do all the rest.” It may reflect 

Johnson’s general unwillingness to allow too much merit to Swift. But it foreshadows a 

larger tradition in the history of the Conduct’s reception than would probably be the case 

if his estimation rested only on arbitrary attitudes toward Swift or the Tories. Scholars 

often implicitly accept his premise that Swift did little more than state the Tory position 

on the war in a rousing manner. Johnson’s repetition of “had to” may even hint that Swift 

wrote what he was told to write. Still, Johnson allows that the pamphlet has “strong 

facts,” and observes the pamphlet’s huge popularity, thus giving memorable expression 

to a tradition of criticism that sees the Conduct’s primary value in its mostly historically 

accurate enumeration of national grievances over the war.31   

Yet many twentieth and twenty-first century literary scholars have reversed 

Johnson’s position and located the importance of the work in its composition. These 

critics emphasize Swift’s rhetorical techniques – narrator, framing, careful selection of 

facts, and “manipulation” of audience – as the pamphlet’s most valuable elements.32 This 

rhetorical tradition of interpretation takes its starting point from Whig critiques, such as 

Walpole’s aforementioned comment that it “produc’d the desir’d Effect” despite being 
                                                
30 Boswell 398.  
31 “Life of Swift,” Lives, vol III, 196, para. 47. 
32 Downie, Jonathan Swift, 154-9. Downie’s dismissal of rhetorical readings in “The Conduct of the 
Allies: The Question of Influence,” 112-14 does not adequately distinguish his view from them. See also 
Locke 43. 
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filled with “Misrepresentations,” or Burnet’s claim that it contained “much Art, but with 

no regard to Truth.”33 After all, Johnson’s interpretation cannot explain why Swift’s 

pamphlet should have succeeded so spectacularly when other Tory pamphlets – notably 

The Ballance of Europe (1711) – argued much the same case. From this point of view, 

Swift’s achievement lay in the persuasiveness with which he presented a vast rhetorical 

construct, a “conspiracy thesis,” which holds that Whig leaders and supporters, 

counterparts from allied nations, and London’s emerging financial class all colluded in 

prolonging the war in order to hang onto positions of power and enrich themselves. Swift 

also attempted to destroy the reputation of the Duke of Marlborough and his family by 

presenting them as puppet masters orchestrating the conspiracy from their perch at the 

heights of power alongside Queen Anne, whom they twisted to their purposes.34 As 

Downie tells it, Swift creates a “fictional world,” and “in this fictional world, a land 

called Britain has been the victim of a plot.” Swift presents “unimpeachable facts” as 

evidence, but the facts do not prove the plot: 

No doubt Marlborough made a fortune from the war. No doubt the allies 

did their best to use the resources of Britain to fight their own battles. No 

doubt the stockjobbers made money out of the prolongation of hostilities. 

No doubt the Whigs wished to retain office. But this is no proof of a 

conspiracy. The conspiracy is in the minds of Swift’s readers. They 

desperately wanted to believe that such a conspiracy existed, and Swift’s 

                                                
33 Short History of Parliament (1713) 8; History of His Own Time vol II, 581.  
34 Downie, Jonathan Swift, 157-8. See also Lock, Swift’s Tory Politics, 40-41, who adopts Downie’s 
characterization. Michael Foot, The Pen and the Sword (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1957) demonstrates 
a similar interpretation but places Swift’s attempt at character assassination on the Duke of Marlborough at 
the center of his analysis. 
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careful parading of selected facts within the rhetorical framework of The 

Conduct of the Allies supplies ostensible evidence. (CWJS VIII. 158)  

To be sure, Swift accuses the Whigs and their allies of conspiracy. He provides the term – 

“there was a Conspiracy on all sides to go on with those Measures, which must 

perpetuate the War” (CWJS VIII. 86). He claims to reveal “the real Causes of our present 

Misery,” and summarizes thus:  

I have here imputed the Continuance of the War to the mutual Indulgence 

between our General and Allies, wherein they both so well found their 

Accounts; to the Fears of the Mony-changers, lest their Tables should be 

overthrown; to the Designs of the Whigs, who apprehended the Loss of 

their Credit and Employments in a Peace; and to those at home, who held 

their immoderate Engrossments of Power and Favour, by no other Tenure, 

than their own Presumption upon the Necessity of Affairs. (CWJS VIII. 

85) 

Swift surely believed that a handful of Whig leaders, led by Marlborough and Godolphin,  

enjoyed “immoderate Engrossments of Power,” and that these few were capable of 

steering affairs in pursuit of their own, their followers’ and their allies’ interests.   

These two traditions of interpretation, historical and rhetorical, naturally move 

toward different sides of the Tory-Whig debate and the dichotomies familiar from Swift’s 

Examiner papers: public versus private interest, Tory versus Whig, peace versus war, 

Marlborough versus the queen, landed versus moneyed interest, sea versus land strategy. 

The historical or Tory-leaning reading (not necessarily favored by modern historians) 

tends to focus on the accuracy of the “strong facts” underlying Swift’s propagandistic 

implications. These implications include that the ruling Tories, the Queen, the established 



 
 

204 

Church, the peers and landed gentry, and the majority of the English people had formed a 

broad consensus for ending the war, that the previous ministry had executed the war 

poorly by neglecting the navy and that the allies had in fact shirked their war burdens, 

while the Whigs had recklessly managed British resources. By contrast, the rhetorical or 

Whig-leaning reading (to which some historians as well as many literary critics 

subscribe) tends to focus on the inventiveness with which Swift condemns his political 

enemies – the opposition Whigs, Marlborough, financial capitalists, dissenters, foreigners 

– to the hell that awaits narrow, war-mongering private interests. The central question is, 

what, if anything, distinguishes the Conduct from the standard fare of the peace 

pamphleteering at the time? Did Swift have “strong facts,” or else, to what does the 

pamphlet owe its persuasiveness? Is the conspiracy theory his great narrative 

achievement in this text?   

An analysis of Swift’s appropriation of balance of power in the Conduct can shed 

light on the debate over the work for two important reasons. First, the eighteenth-century 

politicians and public believed that the war’s purpose was to establish a balance of power 

in Europe, as is apparent from countless documents at the time, not least the Treaty of 

Utrecht itself:  

The War, which is so happily ended by this Peace, was at first undertaken 

… because of the great Danger which threatened the Liberty and Safety of 

all Europe, from the too close Conjunction of the Kingdoms of Spain and 

France … to take away all Uneasiness and Suspicion concerning such 

Conjunction … and to settle and establish the Peace and Tranquillity of 

Christendom, by an equal Ballance of Power, (which is the best and most 

solid Foundation of a mutual Friendship, and of a Concord which will be 
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lasting on all sides) as well the Catholick King, as the most Christian 

King, have consented … that the Kingdoms of Spain and France should 

never come and be united under the same Dominion, and that one and the 

same Person should never become King of both Kingdoms.35 

Second, since both Whigs and Tories professed the desire to settle a balance, the concept 

does not fall neatly into the familiar distinctions between the two parties.36 In fact, the 

concept had already become a cliché in the hands of party hacks and reached new heights 

of popularity during the peace controversy.37 The ambiguity that often accompanied 

popular usage does not, however, nullify the term’s function in consequential contexts 

like ministerial, parliamentary and public debates.  

While scholars have often observed that balance of power is a theme in the 

Conduct, none has closely examined Swift’s usage.38 As I will argue, Swift supports the 

“Tory” notion of balance of power in the Conduct, but unlike his contemporaries in the 

peace debate, he does not employ the term easily or loosely. He sought to avoid using 

catch-phrases where possible in order to critique the reasoning behind the popular 

                                                
35 Tractatus pacis & amicitiæ inter Serenissimam ac Potentissimam Principem Annam (1714) 6; A general 
collection of treatys of peace and commerce, renunciations, manifestos, and other publick papers (1732) 
472-3.  
36 Aubrey de la Mottraye points out that both parties professed to seek balance in A. De La Motraye’s 
Travels through Europe, Asia, and into Part of Africa (London, 1723) vol. II, 90.  
37 Anderson, “Eighteenth-Century Theories of the Balance of Power,” 197. For the balance of power as 
propaganda, see E. Haas, “The Balance of Power: Prescription, Concept or Propaganda,” World Politics 5 
(1953) 442-77. 
38 Lock 40-1 repeatedly dismisses all Swift’s “general laws of the universe,” though he comes close to 
acknowledging balance when he misreads Swift’s relation to the “exorbitant power of France.” Oakleaf 116 
quotes the issue of the Examiner for 12 Jan. 1713 (to which Swift provided a hint) saying that prolonging 
the war would be “in direct violation of a fundamental Maxim, The Ballance of Power,” but he does not 
discuss the concept (PW VI.167). Downie does not mention the balance of power motif when addressing 
the Conduct. Ehrenpreis, vol 2, 501, merely compares the Conduct to the Discourse.  
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balance-of-power justifications that the Whigs invoked for waging the war and yet 

present different balance-of-power justifications for ending it.  

This argument has two parts, the first related to the policy failures of the past and 

the second to policy in future. In the first, I will show that Swift contrasts two notions of 

balance: the quantitative balance of material strength and the qualitative or normative 

concepts of “Balance of Europe” and “Universal Monarchy.” This contrast helps him to 

argue that the Whigs did not proportion England’s military and financial contributions 

according to its particular risks and interests – they ignored the means of the war in their 

zeal to achieve the ends. Second, in the foreign policy argument proper, Swift engages 

the Whig strategy on the definition of the qualitative balance itself. Here his case for 

peace privileges traditional notions of monarchical authority as against the 

aforementioned quantitative balance of measurable strength. Taken together these two 

arguments show a coherent position that does not rest on conspiracy theorizing: Swift 

shows that the modern, quantitative, materialistic, “Whig” conception of balance of 

power should have relied more on Dutch and Austrian resources than British, and yet that 

this conception itself misinterprets the ends of the war and should be abandoned for the 

rival, “Tory,” monarchical and qualitative conception of balance.   

The pattern of argument that I have identified for Swift’s Conduct was not 

original with Swift. Francis Bacon’s Considerations touching a War with Spain (1629) 

employs the same structure with the same difference in the usage of the term “balance.”39 

Bacon outlines his argument at the beginning:  

                                                
39 Swift owned and heavily annotated a collection of Bacon’s complete works, Opera Omnia Francisci 
Baconi, ed. William Rawley (London, 1638). Rawley published Bacon’s Considerations in 1629. Edward 
Harley’s copy was reprinted the Considerations in the Harleian Miscellany (1810) vol V, 81.  
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To a war are required; a just quarrel; sufficient forces and provisions; and 

a prudent choice of the designs. So then I will first justify the quarrel; 

secondly, balance the forces; and lastly, propound variety of designs for 

choice, but not advise the choice; for that were not fit for a writing of this 

nature.40  

His first part, on the causes of a just war, mirrors the Conduct’s opening statement of 

principles. Bacon recalls the recent memory of “how that triumvirate of kings,” Henry 

VIII, Francois I, and Charles V, “Emperor and king of Spain,” kept such close watch on 

each other’s activity as “scarce a palm of ground could be gotten by either of the three, 

but that the other two would be sure to do their best to set the balance of Europe upright 

again.” In the second part, just as Swift compared the material power of the Grand 

Alliance and France in 1701 and 1689, Bacon compares England’s and Spain’s material 

power in 1629 to that in 1588. Bacon admits only “real points, for the true balancing of 

the state of the forces and affairs of both times,” by which he means territories, alliances, 

and their troops and fleets. This “balance of forces” is factual, often quantitative, resting 

on “experience and reason,” and it establishes the modern, scientific way of approaching 

the measuring of power so as to answer the question of what is “possible,” which Bacon 

insists is necessary before considering a state’s “designs” or ends.41 Bacon concludes his 

Considerations without discussing England’s ends for achieving the “balance of Europe,” 

but he was not in a position to do so but merely offering advice to the king. Swift wrote 

to justify the ministry’s policy and appropriately proceeds to advocate the ends of the 

policy.  

                                                
40 Letters and the Life, vol VII, 470.  
41 Letters and the Life, vol VII, 447, 496, 482, 470. 
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It is not clear whether Swift studied Bacon’s Considerations as a model for 

writing the Conduct, but we know that, in a different context, Swift praised Bacon for the 

distinction between means and ends in politics: “As my Lord Bacon chargeth it for a fault 

on Princes, that they are impatient to compass Endes without giving themselves the 

trouble of consulting or executing the means” (PW XII. 48).42 Bacon appeals to Swift 

because he recognizes this distinction, unlike the moderns who, Swift often implies, 

employed Bacon’s empirical methods without thinking of ends, and could thereby adopt 

such wild conclusions as that Britain should conquer Spain for Emperor Charles VI.    

The War of Spanish Succession belonged to the Whigs. It was a natural outgrowth 

of William III’s foreign policy, which entangled Britain in continental wars for the first 

time since Elizabeth. And many of the Whigs who managed the war made their careers 

serving under the king in the Nine Year’s War (also known as King William’s War). The 

Whigs, following the narrative begun by Sir William Temple and William III, 

popularized balance of power as an argument for fighting the war. This definition 

remains current in the twenty-first century: European states needed to join into a large 

confederacy or “Grand Alliance” in order to curb the exorbitant power of France, which 

stood closer than ever to its goal of dominating Europe (because about to absorb the 

Spanish empire). Even Tories that blamed the Whigs for making mistakes that dragged 

England into in another war still accepted the balance-of-power justification for the war’s 

necessity in 1701, as Charles Davenant’s Essays demonstrate.  All of England feared that 

                                                
42 Thus in 1728 Swift refers to Bacon’s essay “Of Empire” (Works vol XII, 142) which contains, almost 
word for word, the account of the three kings attempting to “balance” each other. See Passmann and 
Vienken, Library and Reading of Jonathan Swift, vol I, 129. But in the Drapier’s Letters, written around 
the time Swift composed Gulliver, Swift referred to Bacon as the “great” and “wise” (PW X. 55, 120). I 
have already mentioned Swift’s favorable treatment of Bacon in the Battel of the Books (PW I. 156). These 
quotations refute Brian Vickers, “Swift and the Baconian Idol,” The World of Jonathan Swift: Essays for 
the Tercentenary (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1968) 87-128.  
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the accession of Philip, Duke of Anjou, Louis XIV’s grandson, to the throne of Spain 

presented a pathway for the union of the French and Spanish kingdoms. Any union of 

France and Spain would mean an intolerable concentration of power approaching 

universal monarchy. The allies therefore declared in the Eighth Article of the Grand 

Alliance that they would not make peace until “sufficient Provision” could ensure that 

“the Kingdoms of France and Spain be never united, or come under the Government of 

the same Person, or that the same Man may never be King of both Kingdoms” (CWJS 

VIII. 89).43 Balance of power was the principle seen as underlying this provision.  

After years of great victory on the battlefield, the Whig leadership expanded the 

meaning of the Eighth Article, claiming that they would not make peace as long as any 

Bourbon prince ruled Spain. This trend began in 1703 as a condition of drawing the 

Portuguese into the alliance, but it became official for Britain on 22 December 1707 

when the Lords and Commons passed resolutions claiming that “nothing could restore a 

just balance of power in Europe, but the reducing the whole Spanish monarchy to the 

obedience of the House of Austria.”44 Anything less, they argued, would leave the 

Bourbons in a position to dominate Europe. Later, a tottering France sued for peace, 

opening the Gertruydenberg negotiations in 1709-10, but the negotiations collapsed when 

the allies insisted that Louis XIV should agree not only to renounce any Bourbon claims 

to Spain but even to contribute military forces to the campaign that would remove his 

grandson from the Spanish throne.45 Louis withdrew from negotiations and France 

redoubled the war effort.   
                                                
43 Swift omitted a clause that forbade France from sailing in the West Indies. See A general collection of 
treatys of peace and commerce vol I, 419; Hare 44.  
44 William Cobbett and John Wright, Cobbett’s Parliamentary History of England from the Norman 
Conquest in 1066 to the year 1803, 36 vols (London, 1806-20) vol VI, 608-9. Quoted in CWJS VIII. 88. 
45 CWJS VIII. 48. 
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Controversy and dissatisfaction grew among the allies after this missed 

opportunity to end the war, and war fatigue in England helped to bring down the Whig 

ministry. When Oxford and Bolingbroke rose to power at the head of the new ministry in 

1710, they developed a peace plan that reverted back to the initial, limited war aims, 

which entailed accepting Bourbon Philip as the Spanish king. Aside from pointing out 

that the Whigs themselves once held this to be a sufficient guarantee of balance in 

Europe, the new ministry argued that the inherent differences in national interest between 

France and Spain would keep the two kingdoms sufficiently divided even if Louis XIV 

influenced his grandson. Louis XIV had long pointed out these differences between 

France and Spain to allay his critics, but it had basis in historical fact, and it gained new 

currency after nearly a decade of war in which mutually beleaguered France and Spain 

cooperated better than they had done for the preceding two centuries.46 Regardless even 

of this point, the Tories argued that the goal of removing Philip V was unachievable 

because it would require bringing France to its knees, and even then it would prove 

difficult to enforce it and drive Philip V’s forces out of Spain. The Whigs cried “No 

peace without Spain,” but the Tories pointed out that this policy meant, quite literally, 

invading both France and Spain.  

Swift’s charge was to build support for peace by capitalizing on war-weariness 

and resentment toward the Whig leadership. He needed to discredit the Whigs 
                                                
46 Louis XIV to Count Tallard, 3 April 1698, wrote, “You must insist principally on showing that one of 
my grandsons, educated in Spain, would soon know no other interest than that of the dominions which 
would be subject to him; that not having any Frenchman about his person, the same government would 
always subsist; that Spain would act according to her own maxims, independently of any foreign Crown; 
that that monarchy would therefore always form a separate body, and be able to maintain the same balance 
between the powers of Europe; that it would not be the same, if the second son of the Emperor should 
obtain the succession; that it would be an eternal source of war in Europe; that Spain, which had long been 
accustomed to the maxims of the House of Austria, rather than agreeably to the true interests of that 
monarchy, would be entirely subject to the orders of the Emperor.” In Paul Grimblot, ed, Letters of William 
III and Louis XIV and of their ministers, 2 vols (London, 1848) vol I, 339.  
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thoroughly, from the decision to go to war, to the execution of it, to the question of how 

to end it. Therefore, at least ostensibly, he stands at odds with the Whig narrative of 

balance of power. His purpose in the pamphlet was not to cry up balance of power so 

much as to redefine the term so that his audience could see the Tories as the promoters of 

a genuine balance and the Whigs as creators of dangerous, unsustainable imbalances. 

Neither Swift’s argument nor the Conduct as a historical document can be understood 

properly without recognizing this simultaneous attempt to assert the need for a balance of 

power while also qualifying it, limiting it, and contrasting it with the rival Whig 

conception of it.  

In the opening of the tract, Swift holds a theoretical discussion about just 

motivations for war in order to show the limitations on these justifications and thus 

justify peace. The strain of raison d’État everywhere reflects how Swift theorizes war 

and international relations with obvious care to make sure that his theory applies to 

topical events. He begins with reflections on “the Motives that may engage a wise Prince 

or State in a War,” with particular emphasis on five cases in which “the Writers upon 

Politicks admit a War to be justly undertaken,” and the first example of a just war reflects 

the accepted view of the War of Spanish Succession and the basic principle of balance of 

power: “to check the overgrown Power of some ambitious Neighbour.” Swift’s primary 

interest lies in establishing different degrees of commitment to war, so as to make it clear 

that only defense against invasion should call forth a war “pro aris & focus,” or total war. 

This is a prelude to his argument that England overcommitted to its current war. He 

becomes particularly attuned to balance-of-power thinking when he proceeds to the 

special considerations required by a “Confederate War” (CWJS VIII. 49-50). Yet his 

purpose is not to explain reasons for confederating (the typical function of balance of 
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power) but rather the methods of distributing costs within an existing confederation: he is 

concerned with burden sharing, the fatal flaw of balance-of-power confederacies. A close 

reading of Swift’s syntactic periods displays a pattern of, first, acknowledging a widely 

received, balance-of-power justification for war and, second, modifying that justification 

so as to highlight limits and constraints: 

Two Princes may be Competitors for a Kingdom, and it will be your 

Interest to take the Part of Him, who will probably allow you good 

Conditions of Trade, rather than of the other, who possibly may not. 

However, that Prince whose Cause you espouse, though never so 

vigorously, is the Principal in that War, and You, properly speaking, are 

but a Second. Or a Commonwealth may lie in danger to be over-run by a 

powerful Neighbor, which, in time, may produce very bad Consequences 

upon your Trade and Liberty: ‘Tis therefore necessary, as well as prudent, 

to lend them Assistance, and help them to win a strong secure Frontier; 

but, as They must in course be the first and greatest Sufferers, so, in 

Justice, they ought to bear the greatest Weight. (CWJS VIII. 50)  

Austria and France competing for Spain clearly match the first scenario; France 

threatening to “over-run” the United Provinces clearly matches the second scenario. In 

both cases, Swift presents standard balance-of-power reasoning but then wheels around 

and asserts that the allies should distribute the costs of war according to their individual 

risks. Implicitly, in these theoretical passages, Swift has already begun chastising the 

Whig leadership for seeking balance of power at any cost, i.e. without regard to the 

distribution of costs or the idea of principals and seconds within the confederacy.  
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Once Swift moves out of theory into the topical argument of the Conduct, he 

explicitly contrasts these two concepts of balance and shows his dissatisfaction with the 

popular acceptation of the term. His goal is to illustrate a series of material economic and 

military imbalances that define the immediate state of affairs and argue that the costs of 

the war have outweighed the gains (and will do so exponentially if the war continues). He 

does so by revisiting the national debate in 1701 over whether England should engage in 

a new war after having so recently concluded one. As spokesman for the ministry, Swift 

obviously does not reveal that, at that time, he favored the Whigs and shared their 

inclination to wage war against French universal monarchy – he even imagined the war 

as a convenient way for the king and ministry to bolster their position over the opposition 

Tories.47 Instead he reviews the opposing arguments for war or peace and casts doubt on 

the justification for the war: 

In the last War, when Spain, Cologne, and Bavaria were in our Alliance, 

and by a modest Computation brought Sixty thousand Men into the Field 

against the Common Enemy; when Flanders, the Seat of War, was on our 

side, and his Majesty, a Prince of great Valour and Conduct, at the Head 

of the whole Confederate Army; yet we had no Reason to boast of our 

Success: How then should we be able to oppose France with those Powers 

against us, which would carry Sixty thousand Men from us to the Enemy, 

and so make us, upon the Balance, weaker by One hundred and twenty 

thousand Men, at the beginning of this War, than of that in the Year 1688? 

(CWJS VIII. 56)  

                                                
47 See Chapter One.  
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In this case the term “Balance” refers to a numerical “Computation” of troop numbers 

and alliance members. This is a standard usage that Swift employed on several occasions 

when referring to troop numbers – it does not inherently invoke balance of power 

theory.48 But notice how Swift directly contrasts this quantitative use of the term 

“Balance” with a different kind of balance when he presents the case for war: 

On the other side, those whose Opinion, or some private Motives, inclined 

them to give their Advice for entring into a new War, alledged how 

dangerous it would be for England, that Philip should be King of Spain; 

that we could have no Security for our Trade, while that Kingdom was 

subject to a Prince of the Bourbon Family; nor any hopes of preserving the 

Balance of Europe, because the Grandfather would, in effect, be King, 

while his Grandson had but the Title, and thereby have a better 

Opportunity than ever of pursuing his Design for Universal Monarchy. 

These and the like Arguments prevailed … (CWJS VIII. 56-7)   

In the pro-war argument, “Balance” is imprecise: it relies on the positive connotations of 

“Balance of Europe” and similarly on the negative connotations of “Universal 

Monarchy” and popular fears of the Bourbons.  

So, according to Swift, the peace argument in 1701 drew up a rough account of 

material forces while the war argument used high-sounding phrases. Of course, neither 

argument is purely quantitative or qualitative: the peace argument refers to the 

immeasurable loss of King William III’s leadership, while the war argument refers to the 

fairly empirical belief that Louis XIV would exercise grandfatherly influence over Duke 

                                                
48 See for instance Swift’s History of the Four Last Years PW VII. 146: “The Loss of Eighteen Thousand 
Britons was not a Diminution of weight in the Balance against such an Ally as the Emperour, and such a 
General as the Prince.” See also his Dialogue upon Dunkirk in CWJS VIII. 190-1.  
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Philip of Anjou. Nevertheless, the entire passage suggests that the Whig reasoning for 

entering the war relied on magic words and conventional prejudices rather than 

calculations of physical assets and critical historical facts. Swift drives this point home by 

arguing that an accurate “Balance” of material forces would have yielded a pessimistic 

picture of the “Probability” and “odds” of waging a successful war: 

Under these Difficulties, from which Twenty Years Peace, and the wisest 

Management, could hardly recover us, we declare War against France, 

fortified by the Accession and Alliance of those Powers I mentioned 

before, and which, in the former War, had been Parties in our 

Confederacy. It is very obvious what a Change must be made in the 

Balance, by such Weights taken out of Our Scale and put into Theirs; 

since it was manifest by Ten Years Experience, that France without those 

Additions of Strength, was able to maintain it self against us. So that 

Human Probability ran with mighty odds on the other side; and in that 

case, nothing under the most extreme Necessity should force any State to 

engage in a War. (CWJS VIII. 58-9) 

Here lies the disjunction between two notions of balance – one that calculates material 

costs and benefits as if in a physical set of scales, resembling the arithmetical balance of 

accounts or balance of trade, and another that focuses on a political ideal, the balance of 

Europe, and its antithesis, universal monarchy. By implication, the Whigs were not 

considering ways and means when they embarked on this war.  

Swift’s sober calculations would seem to contradict the purpose of balance-of-

power policy as it is commonly understood and even as the Tories understood it at the 

time. From the Whig perspective, France’s superior material power constituted the very 
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reason to go to war – Britain and its allies needed desperately to counter this frightening 

superiority of French power.49 The Whig goal of balance meant creating a confederacy 

the sum of whose material power would exceed that of France and Spain, thus winning 

the war and preventing their union. The logical inverse of Swift’s point would seem to 

entail that the allies should have attacked France only if they knew their combined power 

were already superior. But in that case, France would not need to be attacked! Thus the 

material disadvantages Swift outlines at the start of the war served, for the Whigs, as the 

very justification for war. The allies’ material weakness and fear triggered their decision 

to declare war, lest France should in time gain an irresistible superiority through the 

annexation of Spain. In other words, Swift’s computation of the balance of forces 

suggests that he stands at odds with balance-of-power thinking.  

Yet appearances can be misleading. Swift does not argue that the allies’ material 

weakness should have prevented England from entering the war. He acknowledges that 

the French threat to the Low Countries “might affect us very much in the Consequences 

of it,” and that French domination of Spain “might, in time, be very pernicious to our 

Trade” – “it would therefore have been prudent, as well as generous and charitable, to 

help our Neighbour” (CWJS VIII. 58). The word “prudent” is not, for Swift, a slight 

word, and this statement clearly endorses the balance-of-power justification for 

England’s joining the war. In other texts Swift also explicitly supports the balance-of-

power justification. In Some Remarks on the Barrier Treaty (1712), the sequel to the 

Conduct, he approves of an article claiming that the “Allies engaged themselves in this 

long and burthensome War” to preserve public tranquility “and the Balance of Europe 

                                                
49 Francis Hare, The Allies and the Late Ministry Defended against France and the Present Friends of 
France (1711) 29ff.  
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against the exorbitant Power of France” (CWJS VIII. 149). After the peace treaty he 

would approvingly quote or echo the queen’s references to the Utrecht peace as 

establishing a balance of Europe. Therefore we know that Swift accepts the view that 

France threatened to overturn the European balance in 1701 and that war was necessary 

to stop it. His attempt to expose the Whigs’ faulty arithmetic must drive at something 

else.  

That something else is the belief that the Whigs failed to pay attention to 

proportion. They should have rationally calculated England’s commitment “so that we 

might have [joined the war] without injuring our selves.” Instead they acted like an ally 

whose “Romantick Disposition transports him so far, as to expect little or nothing” from 

heedless investment in the war. Though not as directly threatened as her allies, Britain 

nevertheless swore to assist them with her “whole Strength,” when she should have 

served only as an “Auxiliary.” “We became Principal in a War, in Conjunction with two 

Allies, whose share in the Quarrel was, beyond all Proportion, greater than Ours” (CWJS 

VIII. 58, 51, 59). In fine, Swift criticizes the Whig war argument not because he objects 

to the balance-of-power casus belli, but because the Whigs assumed that balancing policy 

required Britain’s fullest, most aggressive effort at any cost.50  

Of course the Whig rejoinder would point out that even with Britain’s most robust 

effort, France remained unbowed for the subsequent ten years. Even the author of The 

Ballance of Europe, writing for the Tories, like Swift, argued that France “has struggled 

single Handed against the strongest and best cemented Confederacy that was ever known 

                                                
50 C.f. See Bolingbroke, The Works of the late Right Honourable Henry St John, ed. Oliver Goldsmith 
(1754) vol IV, “Letters on the Study and Use of History,” Letter VIII, 54: “nor had we enough considered 
the example of Elizabeth, the last of our princes who had made any considerable figure abroad, and from 
whom we might have learned to act with vigour, but to engage with caution, and always to proportion our 
assistance according to our abilities, and the real necessities of our allies.”  



 
 

218 

in this, or in any Part of the World,” and that this provided “a convincing Justification of 

the Confederates, for their Undertaking this War, since it proves beyond any Objection, 

that it was highly Necessary to prevent the Encrease of such a Power.”51 So ultimately 

this part of Swift’s argument reflects a higher degree of skepticism about the reasons for 

going to war than was perhaps supportable. Swift assumes that if England had 

contributed less, then the Dutch and Empire would have contributed more, which may be 

true (CWJS VIII. 59). But it is nevertheless a big assumption, since Marlborough’s 

several major victories may not have been possible otherwise. Here we can say with 

confidence that Swift deals in recriminations. But the foregoing also shows how Swift 

sought to subject the Whigs’ usage of terms like the “Balance of Europe” and “Universal 

Monarchy” to heightened scrutiny so as to cast doubt on the Whigs’ willingness to 

calculate benefits and costs according to their alleged materialist outlook.  

The second part of my argument addresses the second section of the pamphlet, 

which shifts away from the Whig ministry and attends to foreign policy directly – it calls 

for negotiating a peace without winning Spain. In order to claim that Britain had paid too 

much in blood and treasure, Swift needed to compare the costs to the strategic gains and 

ends of the war. Here Swift’s argument attacks the Whig conception of balance of power 

as an equality of material strength and proposes a more traditional understanding of it as 

ensuring division or separation of formal political power. His argument reflects the 

broader Tory tendency to take the monarch as the chief actor within the international 

system.  

                                                
51 The Ballance of Europe (1711) 26-7. This work has long been attributed to Daniel Defoe, which I am 
inclined to accept, but see P. N. Furbank and W. R. Owens, Defoe De-Attributions: A Critique of J. R. 
Moore’s Checklist (Rio Grande, OH: Hambledon P, 1994) no. 219, 51.  
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Before proceeding, a further sketch of the peace debate is necessary to illustrate 

the point of contention over the Spanish throne. The Whigs maintained that allowing the 

Bourbon Duke of Anjou to rule as Philip V in Spain would expand his grandfather Louis 

XIV’s sphere of influence excessively. The Tory ministry claimed that as long as the 

allies prevented the two kingdoms from uniting, a Bourbon Spain was tolerable. From the 

Whig point of view, the fatal flaw in the Tory argument was misplaced confidence in 

Louis XIV’s treaties and renunciations. The Tory argument required the two branches of 

the Bourbon family to renounce any claim to the other’s kingdom and provide sufficient 

guarantees. But Louis XIV had overturned plenty of renunciations in the past to expand 

his influence into new territories, and Spain had been the prime objective for decades. 

Swift himself later admitted, “It must be confessed that this Project of Renunciation lay 

under a great Disrepute by the former Practices of this very King Lewis the Fourteenth” 

(PW VII. 150). Swift reveals his bias with the word “former,” as if Louis XIV had 

changed his ways, which the Whigs rightly disbelieved.  

Yet the Whig argument had a fatal flaw too. If the allies succeeded in wrenching 

Spain away from the Bourbons, then they planned to give it to the Habsburgs. At the 

beginning of the war, both the Whigs and Tories accepted this outcome (though at that 

time it was not a foregone conclusion). They agreed it would be far better for a Habsburg 

to control Spain than for a Bourbon to do so, since the growth of Bourbon power in 

France was the source of Europe’s disruptions for decades and posed the most direct 

threat to Britain and the Dutch. However, over the course of the war, new developments 

occurred that threw this plan into confusion.  

The death of Emperor Joseph I in April 1711 brought Archduke Charles to the 

throne as Emperor Charles VI. Charles’s succession meant that if the allies succeeded in 
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winning Spain, Charles VI would rule both the Austrian and Spanish empires. The Tories 

now raised the alarm that the Whig policy would result in reviving the old threat of 

Habsburg power that terrified England in the sixteenth century. They argued that a 

Habsburg Austro-Spanish empire unified under Charles VI would threaten Britain every 

bit as much as a Bourbon Franco-Spanish empire under Louis XIV. Since they believed 

they could prevent France and Spain uniting under the same person (albeit uniting under 

the same family), they argued that the greater danger now emanated from giving Spain to 

the Habsburgs. 

The pamphlet war in the weeks ahead of Swift’s Conduct reflects this specific 

debate on Austria and the accession of Emperor Charles VI. The Ballance of Europe, 

which appeared in October or early November 1711, directly addresses the Austrian 

angle from the Tory point of view, as indicated by its alternate title, An Enquiry into the 

Respective Dangers of giving the Spanish Monarchy to the Emperour as well as to King 

Philip, with the consequences that may be expected from either (1711). The author 

recognizes the irony of allowing Philip V to keep Spain after a ten year long war against 

him, calling it “a severe Satyr upon the Wisdom and Councils of the Confederates,” but 

he emphasizes the drastic change of circumstances following the “New and Unforeseen 

Accident of the Late Emperour’s dying without Heirs Male.” In keeping with Oxford’s 

attempt to maintain a moderate administration and win over supporters of all political 

stripes, the author emphasizes how this event has changed people’s minds regarding the 

war. Many people now believe that 

… if all the Spanish Monarchy was to be given up to the Emperour, the 

Ballance of Power, so much aim’d at, would be effectually destroyed in 

Europe; And that they should be so far from establishing the Safety and 
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the Peace they seek for, that in a few Years they should be obliged to 

begin a New War in Europe, to succour the Oppressed Princes, who would 

be crushed and over-powered by the Neighbourhood and Encroachments 

of the Austrian Power, which by this Conjuction would be made too great 

for them.52 

Needless to say, the Whigs immediately answered this argument. An anonymous 

Whig pamphlet called The Ballance of Power: Or, A Comparison of the Strength of the 

Emperor and the French King. In a Letter to a Friend (1711), responds to the new Tory 

emphasis on the Austrian threat.53 The letter is internally dated November 10, 1711, 

which supports the impression that it was written in response to The Ballance of Europe 

or similar Tory arguments. Notably, the author singles out Defoe as well as Swift, Toland 

and Davenant, all writers in support of the new ministry.54 (He may also allude to Oxford 

and Bolingbroke when he refers to unnamed persons known for skill in “Publick Credit” 

and “Politicks,” respectively.) He recognizes the ministry’s attempt to create a broad base 

of support but warns that the new foreign policy seeking peace without Spain is 

inherently divisive: 

Sir, If a First Minister were to conduct himself by the Advice of Sw—t and 

T—l—d in matters of Religion, D—F—and D---t of Trade, some 

Gentlemen I have in my Thoughts of Publick Credit, and others I could 

name of Politicks; no Man could with any reason complain of the 
                                                
52 The Ballance of Europe 6, 8.  
53 Dated at end of treatise “Nov.10.1711.” The date on the printed title page, MDCCIX, must be a typo for 
MDCCXI. But the death of Emperor Joseph means that the paper could not have been written in 1709. 
54 The tone of the letter is familiar, less shrill than that of most of the controversialists. The author’s own 
moderation is apparent in the deference he pays to the Tory writers he mentions – he notably avoids the 
opportunity to raise doubts about the piety of the author of A Tale of a Tub, which became a popular Whig 
pastime after Swift’s conversion to the Tories. 
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Administration being founded upon too narrow a bottom. But tho I have as 

just a Deference as I ought for the Judgment of those able Counsellors; yet 

if in their respective Provinces, every one of them should advise the giving 

Spain and the West Indies to the Duke of Anjou by a Peace, and dissuade 

the recovering those Kingdoms by a War for the Emperor, it would not be 

possible for me to be of their Opinion.55  

Most interestingly, this pamphlet approaches the Austrian question from the point of 

view of balance of power conceived as a “Comparison of the Strength” of Charles VI and 

Louis XIV.  

 The author argues that the Tories have revived the debate over balance of power 

in an attempt to warn against favoring the Austrians: “the whole Subject of all our newest 

Declamations is the Ballance of Power, and the formidable Greatness of the Emperor.” 

He suspects that this line of argument comes from expediency,  since “we never heard till 

very lately that he was too dangerous to be trusted with more Dominions,” and “this 

looks very much as if all other Means had fail’d, and therefore this Doctrine is just now 

started.” He goes on to imply that the Tories mean something different than everyone else 

when they use their key term: “the People are to be taught that a Ballance of Power is 

necessary; in order to its being destroy’d.” Therefore he offers a correct definition, “The 

Power of a Prince may then be said to be ballanc’d, when the Strength and Union of his 

Neighbours are sufficient to prevent the farther Increase of his Dominions.”56 The 

emphasis on “Dominions” signals the Whigs’ material conception of power, and he 

proceeds to cast up an “Account” of troop numbers, naval fleets, trade surpluses and 

                                                
55 Ballance of Power 3. 
56 Ballance of Power 4-5. 
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government revenues, with a particular emphasis on the West Indies’ trade, to refute the 

Tory view on Austria. He concludes: 

But if, for Argument’s sake, it shall be yielded, that by this Union under 

one and the same Head, there would be made to the Austrian Dominions 

an addition of new Strength, equivalent to one third part of their old: And 

if it shall also be contended, that France, by the Calamities of her late 

Wars, has suffer’d the Diminution of one third part of her whole Power; 

these two Potentates would be but equal. Where then would be this 

exorbitant Grandure of the Emperor? How could the Ballance of Power be 

said to be destroy’d? What is there that we ought to desire so much as an 

Equality of those Princes? Would not then either England or Holland, or 

even an inferior State, be able at all times to cast the Ballance on either 

side, keep those Princes to their good Behaviour, and preserve the Peace 

of Europe?57 

The Conduct arrived at the end of the month after this exchange of arguments. In 

this context, Swift’s “Computation” of the relative forces at the beginning of the war can 

be seen as engaging in a similar line of thinking to this Whig author. Here is where the 

crucial distinction emerges between the Whig and Tory conceptions of power in the 

peace debate. When Swift arrives at the question of Austria he notably avoids the 

tabulation of material forces. His argument hinges entirely on an objection to having one 

man, Charles VI, rule two kingdoms: 

Another Point which, I doubt, those have not considered, who are against 

any Peace without Spain, is, that the Face of Affairs in Christendom, since 

                                                
57 Ballance of Power 13-14.  
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the Emperor’s Death, hath been very much changed. By this Accident the 

Views and Interests of several Princes and States in the Alliance, have 

taken a new Turn, and I believe, it will be found that Ours ought to do so 

too … To have a Prince of the Austrian Family on the Throne of Spain, is 

undoubtedly more desirable than one of the House of Bourbon; but to have 

the Empire and Spanish Monarchy united in the same Person, is a dreadful 

Consideration, and directly opposite to that wise Principle, on which the 

Eighth Article of the Grand Alliance is founded. (CWJS VIII. 93) 

The Eighth Article of the Grand Alliance rejected any union of France and Spain, and any 

situation in which the same person ruled them. The text of the article obviously does not 

proscribe the Holy Roman Empire from inheriting Spain. Swift’s argument is to appeal to 

the “wise Principle” on which the article is founded, the balance of power, though he 

refrains from mentioning it.58 The phrasing closely resembles that of an Examiner essay 

that Swift wrote in January 1713: “Only the Emperor will have all Spain … in direct 

Violation of a fundamental Maxim, The Ballance of Power” (PW VI. 167).59 Logically – 

though not from the statistical point of view of the author of the Ballance of Power – this 

principle would reject the union of the Austrian and Spanish empires under one person 

just as surely as it would reject the same union between the French and Spanish empires. 

Of course, Defoe had also referred to the danger of “centering in one Person” both the 

kingdoms of both Austria and Spain, so this was clearly the Tory party line.60 But Swift 

reiterates the point: 
                                                
58 The recent editors of the Conduct, CWJS VIII. 4, write, “it would mean the end of the Balance of Power, 
one of the principles behind the Grand Alliance, and Austria would replace France as the superpower of 
Europe.” See also Sheehan, Balance of Power, 105-6.  
59 See PW VI.xxvi for Swift’s authorship.  
60 The Ballance of Europe 35-6.  
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Consider, that the Comparison is not formed between a Prince of the 

House of Austria, Emperor and King of Spain, and between a Prince of the 

Bourbon Family, King of France and Spain; but between a Prince of the 

latter only King of Spain, and one of the former uniting both Crowns in 

his own Person. (CWJS VIII. 94)  

Swift insists on recognizing the inherent difference between having one person making 

decisions and having two. No matter how closely France and Spain might coordinate 

their actions under Louis XIV and his grandson, their power would remain formally 

divided. Of course, this emphasis on the powers of the individual monarch should not be 

overstated – Swift and the Tories also invoked national interest to show that the two 

countries have “separate Maxims of Policy” and a long history of animosity (CWJS VIII. 

100, 56, 59).61 Nevertheless, the Tories’ fundamental position consisted of the view that a 

single monarch could unite the disparate national interests of Austria and Spain in a way 

that a single family could not unite the interests of France and Spain. For Swift, the 

essential interpretation of the “wise Principle” underlying the Eighth Article of the Grand 

Alliance called for preventing a union of decision-making power, in the mind of one man, 

for two kingdoms.  

These passages also illustrate different definitions of universal monarchy. In 

Swift’s works, and in other works throughout this period, universal monarchy serves as 

the antithesis of balance of power.62 But notice that the Whigs raised the fear of universal 

monarchy with the prospect of Louis XIV’s family controlling two kingdoms. In this 
                                                
61 Swift would continually emphasize the divisions between “the Two Kings of France and Spain,” 
arguing that “the Interests and Designs of both those Princes … are more opposite than those of any Two 
other Monarchs in Christendom” (CWJS VIII. 273). The Franco-Spanish split of 1725 confirmed the 
Tories’ prediction – see Abel Boyer, Political State of Great Britain (1725) vol. XXIX, 386. 
62 Bacon, Temple, Halifax, Davenant, Defoe, Swift and countless others universal monarchy in this way.  
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light, the Tories apply a more literal definition of the term – they argue against any single 

monarch ruling two kingdoms, whether Louis XIV or Emperor Charles VI.   

Needless to say, I am not claiming that the entire Whig and Tory argument 

occurred as a result of semantics – rather, I am pointing to how semantic differences 

reflect the underlying clash of interests. Obviously a host of factors made certain policies 

more palatable to certain English interests. For instance, the Whigs, having greater 

connections with the Dutch, shared Dutch opposition to Bourbon control of Flanders. The 

Tories, having greater connections with France, worried more about Dutch commercial 

and naval advantages, and less about whether Bourbons or Habsburgs controlled Flanders 

(as long as France itself did not control Flanders). Nevertheless, the semantic differences 

emerge from genuine ideological commitments. The Tory argument reveals a far greater 

concern for legal authority and the political structure of monarchy. It should be no 

surprise that Swift found himself taking up this side of the debate, given what we already 

know about his constitutional theory of politics and his commitment to the English 

constitution, which gave the monarch full authority over foreign policy. And, in the 

Tories’ defense, it is a plain fact in this period that foreign policy constituted the realm in 

which all monarchs faced the least constraint on their power. With regard to Spain, the 

Whig case assumed that “the Grandfather [Louis XIV] would, in effect, be King, while 

his Grandson [Philip V] had but the Title,” but this assumption had not been tested 

(CWJS VIII. 57).  

As the Ballance of Power pamphlet makes clear, the opposition writers ridiculed 

the Tory warning against the ascendancy of Austria. Swift, knowing the contours of the 

debate, acknowledged that Austrian misrule, economic weakness, lack of a navy, and the 

distance between the two kingdoms, would provide Britain with more than enough 
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protection against an Emperor who also sat as King of Spain. He counters that the cost of 

winning Spain for Austria would simultaneously weaken England. These points all 

respond to the balance of material power. But Swift also further emphasizes his operant 

definition of balance of power, in which the political division of legal authority matters at 

least as much as the comparison of material strength. Hence, reminiscent of Temple, 

though in contrast with The Ballance of Europe, he shows an interest in the role of minor 

states, like Savoy, as providing salutary divisions of power on the continent. These 

smaller allies, he notes, would have every reason to fear “the overgrown Power of the 

Austrian, as much as that of the Bourbon Family,” since for them to fight for the Austrian 

claim on Spanish territories would be to “continue in our Alliance upon a System 

contrary to that which they engaged with us upon” – again, invoking but avoiding 

mention of balance of power (CWJS VIII. 93-94). In The Publick Spirit of the Whigs, 

Swift maintained this position on Austria and the smaller powers, though without 

reticence on the critical term: 

There is a Prospect of more Danger to the Balance of Europe, and to the 

Trade of Britain, from the Emperor over-running Italy, than from France 

over-running the Empire; That his Imperial Majesty entertains such 

Thoughts, is visible to the World: And though little can be said to justifie 

many Actions of the French King, yet the worst of them hath never 

equaled the Emperor’s Arbitrary keeping the Possession of Milan. (CWJS 

VIII. 275)  

Swift also raised concerns for the “Balance of Power in Italy” so as to put the Empire’s 

actions there under scrutiny (PW VII. 43). However, the point of the Austrian argument is 

only to illustrate what the Tories viewed as a great contradiction in terms: the Whig 
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insistence that balance of power, and the glorious struggle against universal monarchy, 

required the Holy Roman Emperor to inherit an additional empire.    

Furthermore, the Austrian argument is speculative, it serves to illustrate the 

potential consequences of Whig policy. The Conduct in no way claims that the 

Habsburgs immediately pose a greater threat than the Bourbons, but only that the Whigs, 

if they had their way, would tremendously aggrandize the Emperor. Swift lays even 

greater stress on the equal and opposite extreme – a French revival that results in Louis 

XIV or one of his successors ruling both France and Spain. Hence after he points to the 

danger of the Emperor’s gaining two kingdoms, he warns that the balance could shift 

back toward Louis XIV ruling two kingdoms. Far from revealing any hidden Jacobite 

sympathies with France, Swift’s argument remains acutely aware of the danger that Louis 

XIV continued to pose.63 He warns:  

All this considered, with the Circumstances of that Government [France], 

where the Prince is Master of the Lives and Fortunes of so mighty a 

Kingdom, shews that Monarch to be not so sunk in his Affairs, as we have 

imagined, and have long flattered Our selves with the Hopes of. For an 

absolute Government may endure a long War, but it hath generally been 

ruinous to Free Countries. (CWJS VIII. 102) 

The revival of French spirits in recent years raised the fear that Britain’s chance to 

negotiate peace with an upper hand might slip away.64 In this case, the dreaded union of 

                                                
63 Higgins 90-1, 186-7 argues primarily from the standpoint of Swift’s view on the Dutch, but the 
accusations of Jacobite sympathy obviously begin with the Tories’ secret negotiations with France. Hare’s 
response to the Conduct called the Tories “Friends of France.” 
64 Matthew Prior went to Paris to ascertain whether the top French negotiator in favor of peace “had Credit 
enough with his Prince, and a Support from others in Power, sufficient to overrule the Faction against 
Peace” (PW VII. 46). 
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France and Spain under one king could take place – the universally agreed upon reason 

for the war. Swift’s emphasis on the “absolute” power of the French king mirrors his 

treatment of the Emperor, and again implies an understanding of balance that seeks to 

prevent the consolidation of two kingdoms under one monarch.  

As a corollary to this warning Swift raised the potential for a twist of fate that 

would play to France’s favor, while yet again emphasizing monarchical power. For, as he 

tells the reader, the struggle between the Grand Alliance and the French did not constitute 

the entirety of the European system. There was a “Balance of Power in the North, so 

essential to our Trade, as well as in many other Respects,” and this Northern War 

threatened to spill over into Germany (CWJS VIII. 105).65 With Charles XII of Sweden in 

exile in Turkey, the opportunity for Poland, Prussia, Hanover and Russia to attack 

Swedish territories loomed; but, if Charles XII returned, he would not feel obligated to 

Britain and the allies, who had failed to stay true to their guarantees on the regime change 

in Poland that he had orchestrated. In either case, renewed conflict with Sweden in the 

heart of the Empire would draw allied troops away from France. Swift’s admiration for 

Charles XII is well known, but his entertaining the possibility of Charles’s return from 

Turkey was a “genuine fear and consistent rumour” even among the Whigs.66 This 

“Cloud gathering in the North” threatened to upend the war and deliver France an 

advantage that would reverse Britain’s good fortune in the war so far.  

There is nothing unusual about painting foreign affairs at this time as a drama 

with monarchs as the leading players. The Tory argument is distinctive in drawing an 

equivalence between Louis XIV and Charles VI. The Whigs did not consider Charles VI 
                                                
65 See also Swift’s History of the Four Last Years, PW VII. 148, where Swift explains the Queen gaining 
the diplomatic freedom to “interpose … and settle a due Balance of Power in the North.”  
66 CWJS VIII. 105, n. 106.  
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inheriting Spain as a serious problem. The Tories defined two symmetrical scenarios that 

English policy should avoid: one man ruling France and Spain, or one man ruling Austria 

and Spain. In this light, accepting a Philip V as king of Spain becomes a third choice that 

preserves Spain as a separate kingdom and avoids any excessive concentration of power 

into one monarch’s hands.    

By reclassifying the division of power in Europe as a competition between 

Charles VI and Louis XIV, the whole Whig dichotomy of France versus the Grand 

Alliance melts away. Now Queen Anne appears as the representative of an independent, 

balancing power, weaker than Charles or Louis, yet capable of swinging to either side. 

Since Louis was willing to renounce claims to Spain, Anne could briefly join with him to 

resolve the war. The rest of the parties would have to take the peace or leave it. The Whig 

policy, by contrast, insisted on assimilating Britain’s interests into those of the Grand 

Alliance, which subordinated her interests to some extent to the Austrians and Dutch 

(even if not as abjectly as Swift claims). It perpetuated a bipolar competition that could 

only end if the alliance disintegrated or if France surrendered. Swift separates Britain 

from the allies (as the Tory policy would ultimately do) in order to present a tripartite 

division of Europe, with France as the One, England as the Few, and the allies as the 

Many – the latter inadvertently clearing the way for the Rule of One in the form of 

Habsburg domination.  

Ultimately the Treaty of Utrecht enshrined the Tory position on Austria: after the 

French and Spanish renunciations, it goes on to say that the Austrians also refuse any 

claim to the Spanish monarchy because an Austro-Spanish union 

would become formidable, even without the Union of the Empire, to the 

other Powers, which are between both … which would destroy the 
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Equality, that is establishing at present … to secure and strengthen more 

perfectly the Peace of Christendom … which is the end that is proposed by 

this political Equilibrium.67   

Balance of power does not require seeking equal material strength but rather preserving 

separate decision-makers for separate kingdoms.   

Ironically, the Whig author of the Ballance of Power makes a critical point that 

helps explain the Tories’ perspective. He observes that a “Want of Union” among the 

confederates makes them weaker than the sum of their several strengths:  

The Power of a Prince may then be said to be ballanc’d, when the Strength 

and Union of his Neighbours are sufficient to prevent the farther Increase 

of his Dominions … If the Strength is not equal, the whole Dispute is at 

end; but the want of Union will prove the same thing. And therefore three 

several States, every one of which is equivalent to a third part of the 

strength of a Neighbour Prince, in all human reason can never be able to 

give him much Interruption, since the Union of three independent Powers 

was hardly ever known to be so great, as of one alone. And if only one of 

three should lie quiet, the other two would be an easy Prey. So that the 

Rule of Geometry, that Wholes with equal Parts are all equal, would 

certainly fail in Politics; since a Confederacy with three equal Parts to 

those of a single State, would not be equal to the whole for want of 

Union.68 

                                                
67 Tractatus pacis & amicitiæ inter Serenissimam ac Potentissimam Principem Annam 52.  
68 Ballance of Power 5.  
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The author here criticizes the Tories for sowing division among the allies, i.e. calling for 

Britain to reduce its commitment. But his reasoning, that different centers of political 

authority have trouble coordinating, which creates systemic weakness, calls upon the 

same reasoning as the Tory argument that Spain should remain under its own monarch 

rather than falling under the Emperor’s scepter. The Whig author focuses on preventing 

divisions among the allies, while Swift and the Tories focus on creating divisions among 

the enemies. The Tory position had the advantage of the fact that the Grand Alliance was 

never meant to last forever, but only to achieve balance in Europe. It stood to reason that 

if Britain could establish balance by abandoning the Grand Alliance then it should do so.  

One further element of Swift’s argument serves to solidify this interpretation of 

the Tory definition of balance in the Conduct. The Whig author of the Ballance of Power 

asserted that a “Comparison of Strength” showed that a true balance would exist only if 

the allies won Spain for the Habsburgs. The Tories repudiated this point because it would 

require invading France and making her defeat absolute; this would equate with removing 

one member of the system from competition, which would not stabilize the European 

system. A maxim of balance of power, as Swift explained it in the Discourse, is the 

preservation of each member’s due share of power. He viewed the theory as defensive in 

nature, meant to prevent encroachments, but not meant to enable conquests, confiscations 

or partitions. The same understanding of balance that rejects the annexation or partition 

of Spain, and insists on its independence as a separate monarchy, also calls for the 

preservation of France within due boundaries.    

Swift exemplifies this point in his depiction of the Gertruydenberg peace 

negotiations of 1709-10. In his telling, the Whigs’ failure to agree to peace at 

Gertruydenberg showed that the allies had become intoxicated with success. He 
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characterizes England’s prosecution of the war as a quest driven by irrational desire for 

greater accumulation of power – “Victories only served to lead us on to further visionary 

Prospects” and “Romantick Views,” while the Dutch “fought no longer for Security, but 

for Grandeur.” The “old, reasonable, sober Design” of merely preventing Louis XIV 

from ruling Spain “was forgot,” and now the allies fought for total victory. By the time 

the talks took place, the Whigs and the Dutch demanded “Extravagant” peace terms 

(namely “That the French King should employ his own Troops in conjunction with those 

of the Allies to drive his Grandson out of Spain”), terms that signified a humiliation to 

which France would never willingly capitulate (PW VII. 32). Most modern historians do 

not disagree with Swift on the extravagance of the allied demands.69 Swift thus claimed 

that the Whigs and the Dutch deliberately sought to continue the war – “otherwise [the 

peace demands] are wholly unaccountable and absurd” (CWJS VIII. 90-2). As Swift 

remarked elsewhere on collapse of the peace talks, the Whigs sought to pacify the 

country with recourse to “the Old Topick of the French Perfidiousness” – “We loaded 

them plentifully with ignominious Appellations; they were a Nation never to be trusted; 

the Parliament chearfully continued their Supplies, and the War went on” (PW VII. 33-4). 

The failure of the Gertruydenberg peace suggested to Swift that the allies had embarked 

on a fanatic quest to conquer France.  

Swift’s handling of the Gertruydenberg episode aligns roughly with the tripartite 

pattern of power struggles in the Discourse and the Tale of a Tub. The Dutch, like Jack, 

try to entangle England, or Martin, into an alliance seeking to deprive France, or Peter, of 

his due share of power. Swift even resorts at times to Tale-of-a-Tub-like domestic 

allegory, at one point asking, “was there no way to provide for the Safety of Britain, or 

                                                
69 Wolf, Emergence, 85-6.  
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the Security of its Trade, but by the French Kings turning his own Arms to beat his 

Grandson out of Spain?” It was no stretch for Swift to cast the Dutch as enthusiastic 

republican dissenters, i.e. the Many. Nor did he struggle to present France, “where the 

Prince is Master of the Lives and Fortunes of so mighty a Kingdom,” as Catholic 

absolutists, i.e. the One. England, like Martin, represents the Few, the holder of the 

balance. But in this case, Martin had forgotten himself so much as to join with Jack in an 

offensive alliance. Meanwhile Peter, outnumbered and facing “exorbitant Demands” 

(CWJS VIII. 90, 92, 101-2), defended himself successfully, in an inverted version of 

Martin’s self-defense, at one point “an Overmatch for the whole Confederate Army” (PW 

VII. 33). The quest for France’s total submission had inverted the balance of power, so 

that the allies fought to accumulate power and France to conserve its limited share. While 

the pattern is recognizable, Swift does not invoke balance of power explicitly. Instead he 

focuses on the principle of preservation just as with Spain he focused on the principle of 

separation. Once again the distinction with the Whigs comes down to the fact that the 

Whigs’ materialist definition of power, focusing on troops and fleets, dominions, trade 

surpluses and government revenues, made them vulnerable to the pursuit of power for its 

own sake, whereas the Tories’ political definition dwelled on legal division and 

separation of power and conservation of a due distribution of it among sovereign entities.  

Ultimately, the Tories made the peace of Utrecht and Spain remained separate. 

But the Tory policy that Swift espoused narrowly avoided a disastrous turn of events. A 

series of deaths in the Bourbon line in 1712, after Swift wrote the Conduct, meant that the 

future Louis XV, a two year-old, stood between Philip V and the throne of France. These 

developments risked uniting France and Spain after all. This was one of the extremes that 

Swift recognized, but the Tories took a leap of faith in accepting this risk and negotiating 
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the peace anyway. When Bolingbroke wrote to Jean-Baptiste Colbert, Marquis de Torcy, 

the French negotiator, to insist that Philip V renounce the French throne, Torcy answered 

that only God could change French succession laws.70 The Whigs were therefore right to 

claim that Bourbon renunciations meant nothing. Still, the Tory gamble succeeded: Philip 

V at least officially renounced the French throne at Utrecht and, as fate would have it, the 

baby Louis XV survived his regency and retained his throne, obviating any threat of 

uniting the two kingdoms. 

In sum, Swift first contrasts a quantitative concept of balance with the professed 

ends of securing the “Balance of Europe” so as to answer the Whig concept of balance of 

power as an equality of material forces. Because no state can measure exactly when that 

equality has been reached, each state has an incentive to err on the side of self-interest, 

which encourages the endless pursuit of greater forces. By contrast, Swift invokes the 

“wise Principle” to show that a proper definition of balance would require neither the 

unconditional surrender of France nor any kingdom’s annexation of Spain. An immediate 

peace treaty would prevent both Franco-Spanish union and Austro-Spanish union, 

achieving the best feasible political aims by dividing power on the continent. Political 

authority, sovereign kings and states, determine how material power is used. Keeping 

them separate therefore ensures some kind of balance, even if not exactly equal, between 

their material forces.   

 

                                                
70 Black, European International Relations, 134.  



 
 

236 

IV. UTRECHT AND THE HISTORY OF THE FOUR LAST YEARS OF THE QUEEN 

The foregoing argument classifies Swift’s conception of balance of power in the Conduct 

as reflecting a Tory royalism as opposed to a Whig materialism. This point has 

ramifications for the scholarly debate over Swift’s politics with which this chapter 

opened. The Conduct raises a serious question as to whether Swift’s Tory position reacts 

against his inheritance of balance-of-power thinking from Sir William Temple. Certainly 

a superficial reading would suggest it does, based on Swift’s opposition to the Dutch 

alliance and willingness to negotiate with France. However, having examined his 

interpretation of balance-of-power policy closely, I accept Swift’s claims that he 

remained what was called an Old Whig. For his notion of balance of power in the 

Conduct conforms on a theoretical level with Temple’s.  

The Anglo-Franco-Dutch relationship formed the central conundrum of English 

foreign policy from the first Anglo-Dutch war in 1652-4 to the Treaty of Utrecht in 1714. 

Needless to say, Temple spent most of his life advocating for English and Dutch alliance 

against France. William III’s accession ensured that such arguments became official 

policy, which brought England back into continental wars. Gradually, from the 1670s 

through to the war with France in the 1690s, the popular vocabulary, which Temple’s 

writings helped shape, came to equate the phrase balance of power with opposition to 

France. When Swift joined the Tories, Temple’s arguments were not a distant memory 

from the 1690s. Swift published Temple’s Memoirs, the third part in 1709 and defended 

himself as the person most “conversant” in Temple’s writings when Lady Giffard, 

Temple’s sister, criticized him.71 Given the narrative of the inexorable growth of French 

power that Temple puts forward in his last Memoirs, and in most of his other writings, 

                                                
71 Correspondence vol I, 156.  
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Swift knew that the Conduct ran counter to Temple’s advice from the 1660s-80s and 

presented a new epoch in foreign policy.72    

The Tory position entailed that for the first time since the 1660s the European 

allies had curbed France’s ambitions to the extent that an equilibrium at last existed 

between France and her neighbors. The great aim of Temple and William III had been 

achieved: France had been contained, equilibrium had been reached, and therefore going 

any further would jeopardize rather than preserve balance. Now it hardly seems likely 

that William III would have endorsed the Tory plan of abandoning the Dutch and 

negotiating a separate peace with France. But Temple’s view on the situation is, in my 

view, not so closely attached to the Dutch. To invade France and force its unconditional 

surrender would have violated Temple’s view that England had no extensive continental 

interests; and Temple would have seen that bringing France so low threatened to create 

an imbalance elsewhere. Temple argued that English foreign policy was “without any 

ambition or designs among our neighbours, farther than to keep the balance of 

Christendom” and that the English were “destined by God and nature” to “give laws, or 

balance at least, to all their neighbours abroad” (Works II. 8, III. 49). The distinction 

between giving law, or exercising dominion, and giving balance, or enforcing limits on 

another’s dominion, is critical, though it is of course often in the eye of the beholder and 

always a source of contention. England’s enemies suspected England of seeking to give 

law, and some English war hawks might have desired it, but both Temple and Swift 

viewed balance of power as necessarily setting limits to English interests on the 

continent. To understand balance in this way in 1711, after Marlborough’s great victories 

                                                
72 For proof that Temple’s policy remained in Swift’s mind, see the exchange between Archbishop King 
and Swift in the months leading to the peace, Correspondence vol I, 317-18, 329. 
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across the continent yet the stagnation of the war itself, would at very least raise the 

question of whether Britain had reached, or was near reaching, a point at which its 

military efforts resembled attempts at conquest more than extended self-defense. From 

Swift’s point of view, the era that began with Temple and culminated in the two wars of 

William III and Queen Anne had come to an end with durable limits finally imposed on 

French power. Assuming the Dutch got their barrier, the Anglo-Dutch alliance had served 

its purpose. 

While it is impossible to know how Temple would have felt in 1711 or 1714, 

nevertheless I think Swift’s reasoning reflects deeper affinities with Temple’s balance of 

power than would appear to be the case judging by their contrasting views on the 

Dutch.73 For neither Temple (nor even William III) ever intended opposition to France to 

become a principle of its own. Temple clearly stated that balance meant opposing an 

exorbitant power that threatened to overturn the system and that England must remain 

vigilant and constantly adjust its alliances to follow this principle: 

Our kindness to France will spirit us as little as our hatred to Spain, at least 

till their fortunes change, and the balance rise again on the Spanish side, 

which has risen so long and to such a height on the French; for by the 

course of human nature there will ever be a degree of hatred mingled with 

fear, and of kindness with compassion. (Works II. 233) 

Balance of power in the Temple tradition was properly understood as a principle 

synonymous with dividing or limiting, but not destroying, an exorbitant power. The 

principle requires varying application according to circumstances. Temple justified his 

                                                
73 By contrast, Downie, Jonathan Swift, 145 imagines Swift as stepping out from Temple’s influence when 
he takes up the Tory cause.  
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support for the Dutch not because he imbibed Dutch opinions but because he believed 

England’s national interest lay in balancing power in Europe.74  

Swift’s thinking aligns with Temple’s, even as the specific policy he describes 

(abandoning the Dutch, making peace with France) flatly contradicts Temple’s 

prescriptions in his time. Swift, precisely like Temple, saw balance as a metaphor either 

for mental weighing, pondering alternative courses of action, or for any process of 

division and separation. Hence Temple advocated forming an alliance with the Dutch in 

1668 (and presumably in 1689) to counter the exorbitant power of France. Swift 

advocated abandoning the Dutch and negotiating a peace because he thought balance had 

been achieved (as long as the Spanish monarchy remained separate). For both thinkers, 

keeping a balance depends on the balancer’s independent judgment as to where to put the 

weights and when to withhold them. To convert this principle into a foreign policy means 

to seek a division of powers in Europe – any unification or consolidation in Europe 

represents preponderance, not balance, and threatens English interests. This is Temple’s 

doctrine and Swift’s position in the Conduct echoes it.   

Both men also agreed that the monarch had rightful authority over foreign policy 

and hoped only that the monarch could be brought to make decisions that positioned 

England as a balancer, rather than joining with conquering powers. In this sense, 

Temple’s exasperation with Charles II for clinging to the French alliance long after Spain 

ceased posing a threat foreshadows Swift’s indignation with the Whig leadership for 

advising the queen to cling to the Grand Alliance long after France sued for peace 

                                                
74 For Temple’s defense against accusations of Dutch bias, see his letter to Arlington, Sept 17, 1669, 
quoted in Courtenay I. xiii, 320: “For my part, I will never deny my opinions, that the King and kingdom’s 
interest is to balance the affairs of Europe, to hinder the exorbitant growing power of France, to defend 
Flanders; and towards these ends to continue a strict alliance with Holland, fasten the Triple League, and 
head all the [affairs] of Christendom on one side, as France will do on the other.” 
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(offering serious concessions). Temple indirectly, but quite apparently, blamed Charles 

II’s vacillations for England’s wavering policy, though he published his Memoirs after 

the king’s death. Swift, writing for a ministry, naturally blames the previous ministers for 

not advising the queen more wisely.  

Even if Temple could not have endorsed the Tory manner of going about the 

peace, his monarchical conception of balance of power finds an echo in Swift’s. Temple 

strove to convince Charles II to embrace the Tudor model of the English monarch as 

balancer of Europe. Swift’s Tory writings developed a similar mythology for Queen 

Anne. Scholars have argued that Swift’s construction of a “Conspiracy” of private 

interests defines the Conduct, but it is more accurate to say that he narrates the queen’s 

use of prerogative to shatter the conspiracy, namely by appointing a new ministry bent on 

ending the war: 

There was a Conspiracy on all sides … which begat so firm a Union, that 

instead of wondring why it lasted so long, I am astonished to think, how it 

came to be broken. The Prudence, Courage, and Firmness of Her Majesty 

in all the Steps of that great Change, would, if the Particulars were truly 

related, make a very shining Part in Her Story: Nor is Her Judgment less 

to be admired, which directed Her in the Choice of perhaps the only 

Persons who had Skill, Credit, and Resolution enough to be Her 

Instruments in overthrowing so many Difficulties. (CWJS VIII. 86) 

Meanwhile, when Swift condemns the Whig conspirators for making the wrong decision 

when they had the chance to end the war at Gertruydenberg, he invokes the balance of 

judgment between public and private interest: 
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But the common Question is, If we must now Surrender Spain, what have 

we been Fighting for all this while? The Answer is ready; We have been 

Fighting for the Ruin of the Publick Interest, and the Advancement of a 

Private … But the Advocates on the other side cry out, that we might have 

had a better Peace, than is now in Agitation, above two Years ago … We 

allow it was in their Power to have put a good End to the War, and left the 

Nation in some hope of recovering it self. And this is what we charge 

them with as answerable to God, their Country, and Posterity, that the 

bleeding Condition of their Fellow-Subjects, was a Feather in the Balance 

with their private Ends. (CWJS VIII. 100) 

Burnet would later complain that the Conduct falsely claimed Britain’s resources were 

exhausted.75 Swift preempted this criticism by seizing on the Tories’ inherent moral 

advantage – the call to expend more resources meant expending human lives. The choice 

between public and private interest that characterized Queen Anne’s role as balancer in 

the Examiner now takes the form of her choice between peace and war: 

By this time … all Disputes about those Principles, which used Originally 

to divide Whig and Tory, were wholly dropped, and those Fantastick 

Words ought in justice to have been so too; Provided we could have found 

out more convenient Names, whereby to distinguish Lovers of Peace from 

Lovers of War; or those who would leave Her Majesty some degree of 

Freedom in the Choice of her Ministers, from others who could not be 

satisfied with Her chusing any, except such as She was most averse from. 

(PW VII. 3)  

                                                
75 Burnet, History of His Own Time, II, 581. Cited in CWJS VIII. 9.  
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Swift also maintains the view that the queen’s ability to make such crucial 

decisions on the international front requires her to retain the decisive position of balancer 

in the English constitution. The interdependence of foreign and domestic balances 

becomes clear in Swift’s treatment of the English parliamentary debates over approving 

the peace treaty, in the History of the Four Last Years, the history of the negotiations 

behind the Utrecht peace that did not appear in print until 1758. The peace agreement still 

faced serious hurdles in the English parliament. Shortly after Swift published the 

Conduct, a surprise shook the foundations of the Tory peace drive: a conspicuous 

example of parliamentary balancing. The Earl of Nottingham, a staunch Tory for most of 

his political career, defected to the Whigs in protest against the ministry’s peace 

initiative. Nottingham’s “Apostacy,” as Swift called it, shifted the balance in the House 

of Lords against the ministry (CWJS VIII. 197). The Whigs, to win him over and broaden 

their support, offered to pass a bill against Occasional Conformity, reversing one of their 

fundamental positions. Swift could hardly contain his fury at the sight of an alliance of 

Whigs and Dissenters voting for the bill – Swift called it an “Union so monstrous and 

unnatural [that it would] of necessity fall to Pieces,” an alliance founded on “no other Tye 

but … Hatred and Rancour” and hence a “League not of long continuance” (CEWJS VIII. 

114-15). At a crucial moment in the peace debate, the queen addressed the House of 

Lords, the Lords voted on a motion of thanks, and Nottingham inserted into this formality 

a clause forbidding any peace treaty that left Spain or the West Indies in the hands of a 

Bourbon prince. To the mortification of the ministry, the lords passed the motion – “a day 

that may produce great alterations, and hazard the ruin of England.”76 Swift feared the 

entire peace effort would collapse. Though he feared the queen would prove “false” to 

                                                
76 8 December 1711, Journal to Stella vol II, 434.  
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the ministry, there can be no doubt that he would have acquiesced to the queen’s right to 

dissolve parliament and change the ministry.77  

In the event, Queen Anne came to the ministry’s rescue by appointing twelve new 

peers to the House of Lords – all Tories. This notorious expedient ensured that the Tories 

regained the majority and parliament passed the peace measures. The opposition cried out 

against arbitrary government, but when Swift revisited this incident in several of his 

political writings, notably in the History of the Four Last Years, he noted the legality of 

the queen’s action and therefore its fitting squarely with the notion of constitutional 

balance: 

In such a Government as this, where the Prince holds the Balance between 

Two great Powers, the Nobility and People; It is of the very nature of his 

Office to remove from One Scale into Another; or sometimes put his own 

Weight into the lightest, so to bring both to an Equilibrium. (PW VII. 20-

1) 

This passage illustrates his belief that the monarch must retain full prerogative at home in 

order to act as balancer abroad. He had argued this position in Some Reasons to Prove, 

That No Person is obliged by his Principles, as a Whig, To Oppose Her Majesty or her 

Present Ministry (1712):   

Such a Weight [the Queen’s decision] will infallibly at length bear down 

the Balance: And, according to the Nature of our Constitution, it ought to 

be so; because, when any one of the Three Powers whereof our 

Government is composed, proves too strong for the other Two, there is an 

End of our Monarchy. (PW VI. 132) 

                                                
77 Journal to Stella vol II, 433-5.  
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Swift describes the preponderance of power within the constitutional system that causes 

the balance to lean one way and thus enables national decisions. He argued in the 

Discourse that the crown and lords should overpower the commons to prevent the 

impeachments from distracting from the war effort and he argued in these Tory writings 

that the crown and commons should overpower the lords in order to secure the peace 

treaty. He sneered at the “crude Politicks of those who cried out, The Constitution was in 

Danger” when two powers preponderated over another (PW VI. 132). If the queen had 

not created the twelve new peers, it would have been “impossible” for the “two Houses” 

to proceed. The sovereign and the party in opposition have changed, but Swift’s views on 

the crown and prerogative have not. For Swift, the queen’s solution meant that for a brief, 

almost uncanny moment the public and private interest and the domestic and foreign 

balance aligned in the way that he had always believed they should.78  

Queen Anne’s stacking the lords with several new peers ensured that the peace 

measures went through and thus that the Treaty of Utrecht, and the war, concluded as it 

did. One may speculate that peace would have happened anyway as a result of the whole 

complex of factors driving international behavior at this time. But from the vantage 

afforded by Swift, the peace occurred as a precarious settlement that depended on the 

decisions of a monarch entrusted by the constitution with prerogative.79 This fact 

reinforces those who argue that Utrecht embodied a normative concept of balance of 

power, “a positive moral connotation” that stems from “moderation in foreign policy 

                                                
78 Swift’s relief is well recorded in the Journal to Stella – “I have broke open my letter, and tore it into the 
bargain; to let you know, that we are all safe; the queen as made no less than twelve lords to have a 
majority … We are all extremely happy.” 29 December 1711; vol II, 449-50.  
79 MacLachlan, “The Road to Peace 1710-13,” 197, observes aptly that the grand international affairs stood 
at the mercy of the “internal history of Anne’s last ministry.” This essay, however, often fails to take 
seriously the choices facing Britain’s leaders at the time. 
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means and ends, the preservation of sovereign independence, and for some, the 

deterrence of war.”80 These features, not the measurement of France’s troops and fleets 

relative to that of the allies, make up the essence of balance from Swift’s point of view.   

 

V. CONCLUSION: SWIFT’S USE OF THE PHRASE  

Swift’s method of advocating balance of power differs from the leading pamphleteers in 

the controversy. Defoe’s tendency to endorse the theory explicitly continues from the 

dawn of the war in 1701 to the Review in 1709 (quoted above) to his Tory pieces.81 It is 

also apparent in the anonymous The Ballance of Europe and in countless other pamphlets 

on the war on both the Whig and Tory sides. By contrast, Swift only occasionally invokes 

the term – he refers to the “Balance of Power in the North,” and the “Balance of Power in 

Italy,” but seems only to invoke “Balance of Europe” when chastising the Whigs’ 

reasoning (PW VII. 43, 148; CWJS VIII. 57, 105, 275). He deliberately avoids using the 

term on at least one occasion, in the Conduct, when he calls it the “wise Principle” 

underlying the Grand Alliance. Yet in a strikingly similar passage in the Examiner he 

names it explicitly (CWJS VIII. 93; PW VI. 167). He seems to have taken a special 

delight in mocking others for misusing the concept, as in his feud with Richard Steele for 

claiming that “Great Britain and France [should] heartily joyn against the Exorbitant 

Power of the Duke of Lorrain” (CWJS VIII. 283).82 He may have eschewed the popular 

                                                
80 Sheehan, Balance of Power, 16.  
81 Roosen 41-9.  
82 Steele, The Englishman: being the close of the paper so called. With an epistle concerning the Whiggs, 
Tories, and new converts (1714) 22. Steel made similar claims regarding the power of Savoy in The crisis: 
or, a discourse representing, from the most authentick records, the just causes of the late happy revolution 
(1713) 32-3.  
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tendency to use the term as a substitute for the process of reasoning that makes it 

valuable, and rejected its use as a war-cry, like “No Peace without Spain.”  

Still, evidence shows that Swift viewed balance of power as the right term for the 

right policy. Looking back on the tumultuous politics of the preceding years in Some 

Free Thoughts upon the Present State of Affairs, written in May 1714, he emphasizes that 

the balance among nations depends upon the monarch’s ability to hold the balance at 

home. The context is a meditation on the folly of “profound Politicians,” “mysterious 

Skill in Government” and “deep Intrigue.” Insistent, as always, on the virtue of “common 

sense,” he claims that in a free and stable government only three occasions truly call for 

special “Talents”:  

First, in the Negotiation of a Peace: Secondly, in adjusting the Interests of 

our own Country with those of the Nations round us; watching the severall 

Motions of our Neighbours and Allyes, and preserving a due Ballance 

among them: Lastly in the Management of Parties and Factions at home 

… In the Second Case, much wisdom, and a thorough Knowledge in 

Affairs both Foreign and Domestick are certainly required; after which I 

know no Talents necessary besides Method and Skill in the common 

Forms of Business. (CWJS VIII. 291-2)  

Swift’s conception of international balance of power continued to rely on his belief, like 

Temple, that major decisions in matters of state must come down to human judgment, 

even within a constitutional system like Britain’s that sought to avoid the absolutism 

exemplified by Louis XIV and Charles VI. In the Discourse Swift privileged William 

III’s prerogative, but during his years as chief Tory propagandist, Swift’s idea of balance 

of power becomes inseparable from his idealization of Queen Anne. Since the Tories rose 
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to power in the commons on a wave of popular uproar against the Whigs’ church and war 

policies, Swift could plausibly present the queen’s decisions as concurring with the will 

of the people as well as with the good of the church and the balance of Europe. Anne 

became Elizabethan in her embodiment of the ideal English monarch who holds the 

balance of power.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Pen and brown ink with brown-gray wash on paper from James Thornhill, 
Britannia or a portrait of Queen Anne in the center giving the Balance of 
Power to Europe (c. 1714) in the British Museum. Courtesy of Gernsheim 
Photographic Corpus of Drawings, ARTstor Collection.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The “Balance of Earth” in Gulliver’s Travels  

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

In the Conduct of the Allies Swift conceived of balance of power as a policy that would 

ensure the division of authorities that exercise political control over material power 

(kings and governments) rather than an equality of material forces. There was, however, a 

material element of the Tory conception of balance: the navy as the primary means of 

preserving it. The Tories’ preference for the navy is a well known feature of their foreign 

policy with origins in Stuart policy and major state-owned trading interests; Swift’s 

adoption of this policy is also well known. In the Conduct, he devotes a whole section to 

criticizing the Whigs for forgetting that Britain is “a Maritime Power” and devoting its 

efforts to an extensive land campaign “against all the Maxims of British Policy.” Swift 

turns this strategic oversight into one of his many, notorious examples of character 

assassination: 

It was the Kingdom’s Misfortune, that the Sea was not the Duke of 

Marlborough’s Element, otherwise the whole Force of the War would 

infallibly have been bestowed there, infinitely to the Advantage of this 

Country. (CWJS VIII. 64)  

The Tories articulated their privileging of sea power in the terminology of balance of 

power. Oxford wrote in a draft for Queen Anne’s opening speech to parliament in the 

1714 session,  

I have set before me for my rule the example of those of my predecessors 

who have been most renownd for their wisdome … They made it their 
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practice & their maxime to hold the ballance between the contending 

powers of Europe, to be the peace makers, & by managing of it so that 

where Brittaine cast in the weight, that gave the preference. This … is 

what God & nature by our situation has pointed out to be our true interest 

… for it is this nation’s interest to aggrandise itself by trade, and when a 

war is necessary … to carry it on by sea.1  

It is not known whether Swift read this draft, which Oxford dated 19 February 1714. He 

made corrections to the queen’s speech not quite two weeks later, on 2 March 1714. 

Regardless, Swift knew the line of thought from Temple, who argued that England’s 

“constant interests” comprised “the greatness of our naval forces; the balance of our 

neighbouring powers; and our own union, by the extinction of factions among us” (Works 

III. 64). The draft shows how the Oxford ministry sought to revive this traditional line of 

thinking on foreign policy, which rooted the myth of England as the holder of the balance 

in the reality of its geographic advantage. And like Temple, Oxford warned in the same 

composition that “that rule [of England as balancer] … never has been departed from but 

when faction had turnd mens heads.”  

The Treaty of Utrecht marked the end of twenty years of continental entanglement 

and a revolution in foreign policy that supplanted that of 1688 – one characterized by 

Britain’s turn to the high seas and the birth of its global empire. In this chapter I turn to 

Gulliver’s Travels, particularly Books I and III, where Swift’s satire plays out across the 

global system. Maritime power plays a significant role in Gulliver beyond matters of 

                                                
1 Holmes, British Politics in the Age of Anne, 66. See also 468 n. 39; House of Commons’ Journals XVII, 
474.  
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setting, genre and Tory ideology – it becomes the exemplary technological means by 

which moderns pursue exorbitant power.  

In the first part of the chapter I turn to the Voyage to Lilliput and revisit the old 

question of whether Gulliver’s role in putting an end to the war with Blefuscu allegorizes 

the Treaty of Utrecht. For thirty years scholars have backed away from the old allegorical 

reading; they argue that Swift provides allusions and analogies to topical events but 

nothing that occurs in a consistent enough series to deserve the name allegory. However, 

I will show that the arch of Lilliput’s foreign posture, from internal division that risks 

invasion to naval preponderance and power projection, follows England’s trajectory from 

the Restoration to the Treaty of Utrecht to Swift’s moment of writing in the 1720s. When 

placed in context with the undeniable allegory of England and France – Blefuscu 

harboring Big-Endian Exiles – the naval episode takes on the appearance of a loose 

allegory for the moral and political corruptions that Swift believed followed from 

Britain’s misuse of the naval advantage it gained at Utrecht.  

The naval component also sheds light on other elements of the book. In the 

second half of this chapter, I show that in the Voyage to Laputa, Swift adapts Temple’s 

perspective on navigation in the Essay upon the Antient and Modern Learning. Temple 

argued that commercial incentives prevented modern explorers from discovering and 

mapping all of the earth’s surface as effectively as ancient philosophers would have done 

if they had had the same technology. Swift adopts this theme and replaces Temple’s 

pseudo-scientific conjectures about a geographic “balance of earth” with intimations of a 

political balance of earth. Ultimately naval power and maritime commercial monopoly 

appear as elements of the modern balance of power that Swift repudiates in preference for 

“ancient” principles of self-restraint, division of power and assistance to the weak.   
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II. GULLIVER’S TRAVELS AND THE PROBLEM OF ALLEGORY 

Critics have a long and fraught history of reading parts of Gulliver’s Travels as political 

allegory. For most of the twentieth-century, a popular form of exegesis consisted of 

hunting down hints and clues in the text that scholars believed pointed to specific people 

and events contemporary to Swift.2 This method of analysis began less than a month after 

Gulliver’s publication in October 1726 with A Key, Being Observations and Explanatory 

Notes, upon the Travels of Lemuel Gulliver … In a Letter to Dean Swift (1726).3 With 

increasing specialization in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, academic 

investigations searching for hidden meaning intensified. C. H. Firth and Arthur E. Case 

pioneered the now infamous technique of searching for a “consistent” political allegory in 

Gulliver.4 These two and their followers gave us Belfuscu as France, the Emperor of 

Lilliput as George I, Flimnap as Walpole, Skyresh Bolgolam as Nottingham, and Oxford 

and Bolingbroke as Gulliver.  

Beginning in the 1970s, however, the allegorical school came under attack. Phillip 

Harth, J. A. Downie, F. P. Lock and others set to work exposing contortions, fabrications 

and errors that interpreters maintained in order to demonstrate the consistency of their 

allegorical constructions.5 Since that time, a range of positions has emerged among 

                                                
2 C. H. Firth, “The Political Significance of Gulliver’s Travels,” Proceedings of the British Academy (1919-
20) 237-59; Case, Four Essays; Irvin Ehrenpreis, The Personality of Jonathan Swift (London: Methuen, 
1958) 83-116, revised from PMLA 72 (Dec 1957). See also W. B. Carnochan, Lemuel Gulliver’s Mirror 
for Man (Berkeley: U of California P, 1968) and Martin Kallich, The Other End of the Egg: Religious 
Satire in Gulliver’s Travels (Bridgeport: U of Bridgeport P, 1970).  
3 Likely by Edmund Curll. See Gulliveriana VI (New York: Scholars Facsimiles, 1976). 
4 Case 70.  
5 Harth, “The Problem of Political Allegory in Gulliver’s Travels,” Modern Philology 73 (1976) S40-47; 
Downie, “Political Characterization in Gulliver’s Travels,” Yearbook of English Studies 7 (1977) 108-20 
and “The Political Significance of Gulliver’s Travels” in Swift and his Contexts, ed. Fischer, Real and 
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historically informed critics, but Downie probably defines the current orthodoxy. He 

argues that we should read Gulliver as a “general” satire with occasional allusions and 

analogies to topical events, but not as allegory.6 This argument is in many ways a 

reassertion of the earliest moments in Gulliver’s reception history, when Pope and Gay 

wrote their first impressions of the talk in London in the month after the book’s 

publication. Pope wrote, “none that I hear of accuse it of particular reflections,” and Gay 

echoed him, “The Politicians to a man agree, that it is free from particular reflections.” 

Both predicted that hacks and dunces would soon discover particular reflections and 

publish keys to illuminate the supposed secrets of the text.7 Of course, by denying the 

existence of any particular satirical reflections, Swift’s friends may have only intended to 

send a message of all clear. But Downie’s emphasis on Swift’s use of analogy, allusion 

and general reflection is an essential corrective to strained allegorical readings of the past.  

Nevertheless, readings that stress allusiveness over allegory raise questions of 

their own. Downie rejects a number of particular readings that underpin the supposed 

allegory of politics in 1708-15, but when he comes down to defining his generalist mode 

of interpreting Swift’s satire, he provides a fairly particular context himself: 

Swift comments in a number of ways on the state of the nation in 1726, 

satirizing the monarchy and the government of Walpole. From time to 

time he also alludes to the events of earlier years, such as the Atterbury 

affair of 1722. He even draws parallels with the divisions in religion and 

politics which by 1726 had been part of English life for so many years. If 

                                                                                                                                            
Woolley (New York: AMS, 1989) 1-19; Lock, The Politics of Gulliver’s Travels (Oxford: Clarendon P, 
1980).  
6 Downie 15. 
7 Correspondence, III. 181-3.  
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he alludes to contemporary figures, such allusions assume no more than 

local allegorical significance: the evidence for a sustained political 

allegory is strained and raises more questions than it attempts to solve.8  

Downie concludes that Swift was “concerned not so much with re-fighting the battles of 

the previous reign as attacking the system of Walpole.” In other words, we can accept 

that Swift’s work is politically allusive as long as we do not make the old mistake of 

looking “back to the events of the previous decade.”9  

This way of proceeding shows perhaps an unwarranted eagerness to reject 

allusions to political personages and events prior to Walpole. For example, the 1726 Key 

glosses the temple in Lilliput, which Gulliver says was “polluted some Years ago by an 

unnatural Murder,” as an allusion to the location of Charles I’s beheading in 1649. 

Downie sees no evidence for interpreting the “Lilliputian landscape” in this way, and 

adds, “Nor … is it at all clear why Swift should wish to allude to Charles I’s martyrdom 

in this way.”10 This interpretation has implications for reading the passage as a whole. If 

the phrase refers to Charles I, then it may conceal a specific satire on the origins of deep 

political divisions in England – it may imply regicide, the death of a constitutional system 

and the rise of empire. And of course Swift’s sentiments in the early 1720s would support 

such a reading. But even supposing that one rejects the particular allusion to Charles I, 

one must provide a general reading that takes into account the relevant details of the text. 

Lilliput’s “ancient Temple” may indeed fail to resemble Whitehall, but that hardly 

provides sufficient reason to conclude that “narrative exigency rather than allegorical 

                                                
8 Downie, “Significance,” 15.  
9 Downie, “Significance,”15, 11.   
10 Downie, “Significance,” 7-8. But see his “Characterization,” 109.  
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meaning” explains this place in the text.11 The critic wary of excessively particularized 

satire must still offer an explanation of the general satire. The phrase “unnatural Murder” 

cries out for attention – Swift probably viewed it as an oxymoron. Its occurrence on the 

front steps of the largest temple in the country also has inherent irony. The incident 

therefore provides a grisly illustration of Lilliputian malice and impiety. My point is that 

as scholars strive to quash allegorical readings, they often leave a wide range of questions 

to be explored as to the appropriate scope for a general reading.  As it turns out, Downie 

neglects to mention that Swift had preached A Sermon upon the Martyrdom of K. Charles 

I just eight months before publishing Gulliver (PW IX. 219-31), which indicates beyond 

doubt that Charles’s execution retained a meaningful place in his political consciousness 

in the 1720s. 

Moreover Swift’s writings prior to Gulliver made some degree of allegorical 

interpretation inevitable. The Discourse drew parallels down to minute details between 

six impeached nobles of ancient Athens and six impeached Whig lords in his own time. A 

Tale of a Tub seemed calculated both to glut and starve key-makers with material, given 

its profusion of allusions, double-meanings and red herrings.12 His topical squibs on the 

Duchess of Marlborough (The Windsor Prophecy) and the Earl of Nottingham (A Hue 

and Cry after Dismal) caused him trouble with the queen and parliament as well as with 

the victims themselves.13 After the fall of the Oxford ministry, Swift lived for years under 

state surveillance and readers, knowing the Dean’s mastery of allegory and insinuation, 

have always suspected that the circumstantial details of Gulliver’s story might cloak 

                                                
11 Downie, “Significance,” 8. 
12 Edmund Curll, A Complete Key to the Tale of a Tub (London, 1710), reprinted in Swiftiana I: On the 
Tale of a Tub 1704-1712 (New York: Garland, 1975); William King, Some Remarks on The Tale of a Tub 
(London, 1704), in The Original Works of William King, 3 vols (London, 1776).  
13 Ehrenpreis, vol. II, 519, 561.  
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sallies of vengeful wit. The text itself invites particularized readings with such details as 

the high heels and low heels of the Tramecksans and Slamecksans representing High 

Church and Low Church opinions. In Faulkner’s 1735 edition, readers found for the first 

time a pair of easy anagrams, “the Kingdom of Tribnia, by the Natives called 

Langden.”14 And Swift directly alluded to hidden meanings in Book III in his poem The 

Life and Genuine Character of Dr Swift (Poems II. 550). Abel Boyer, an exemplary 

figure in the commonwealth of letters, reviewed Gulliver upon its release and described it 

as a “Satirical Romance, wherein under Sham Names … and other Fictions, the Author 

characterizes several Princes and Nations of Europe; exposes the Faults and 

Mismanagements of Ministers of State; and lashes the Corruption and Vices of the Age in 

Different Professions.” Three times Boyer refers to the book as “Allegorical Travels,” 

and uses similar terms like “Political Satyr,” “proper Reflections and Animadversions,” 

and “Satyrico-Political Romance.”15 For all these reasons, one must deny the existence of 

allegory with care.  

Finally, a certain polemical fervor has clouded some scholars’ judgment on the 

question of allegory.16 Allegory in the strict sense means speaking indirectly, saying one 

thing in words that indicate another thing.17 From the time of Cicero it meant a 

                                                
14 Downie, “Significance,” 6.  
15 Political State of Great Britain, vol. XXXII (November 1726) 460-499 (461, 484, 499, 515, 545). Lock 
and Harth each acknowledge that Boyer uses the phrase once, though, it must be said, not thrice.  
16 Harth takes Absalom and Achitophel as his “paradigm” and proceeds, not realizing that Swift approached 
Dryden antagonistically. Lock 94-102 provides a thorough discussion of allegory in Swift’s time, but his 
polemic interferes with his weighing of the evidence. For instance, at 101-2, rejecting the notion that the 
Lindalino rebellion allegorizes Wood’s Halfpence, he forgets the description of the island’s bottom as “flat, 
smooth, and shining very bright,” the loadstone shaped like a weaver’s shuttle, and the standard reason for 
supposing that Lindalino refers to Dublin – the fact that it has two lin’s.  
17 In the following discussion I closely follow Jon Whitman, Allegory: The Dynamics of an Ancient and 
Medieval Technique (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1987) Appendix I, “On the History of the Term ‘Allegory,’” 
263-8. 
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“continued series of metaphors,” a definition that fits Swift’s practice.18 Classical rhetoric 

never required allegory to contain symbolism with a high degree of fixity, like Spenser or 

the Romantics. And Swift himself mocks simplistic allegory, along with writers who 

explicate their own allegories, in the Mechanical Operation of the Spirit: 

Because I am resolved, by all means, to avoid giving Offence to any Party 

whatever; I will leave off discoursing so closely to the Letter as I have 

hitherto done, and go on for the future by way of Allegory, tho’ in such a 

manner, that the judicious Reader, may without much straining, make his 

Applications as often as he shall think fit. Therefore, if you please from 

hence forward, instead of the Term, Ass, we shall make use of Gifted, or 

enlightened Teacher; And the Word Rider, we will exchange for that of 

Fanatick Auditory … (PW I. 173) 

The critics who first posited a “consistent” allegory in Gulliver indeed may have 

misapplied a definition of this literary technique that might have been more appropriate 

to Spenser, but their antagonists have too often accepted this narrow definition in their 

attempts to prove that Swift eschewed allegory altogether.19 We could do worse than to 

recall that when Ehrenpreis made his contribution to the allegorical tradition of reading 

Swift, in 1957, he rejected “consistency,” and argued that “its true coherence rests on the 

moral pattern, the chain of values which the author advocates. If Swift had embodied 

these in consistent symbolic figures, the result would have been hollow personifications; 

but he did not.”20 With this caveat in mind, I offer my defense of reading certain episodes 

in Gulliver as allegories.   

                                                
18 Whitman 265.  
19 Case 70 is the source of “consistency,” the bogeyman for Harth, Lock and Downie.  
20 Ehrenpreis, Personality, 116.  
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III. UTRECHT AND LILLIPUT REVISITED 

The allegorical controversy has focused on the Voyage to Lilliput. This book has the most 

topical allusions, provides the focus of Firth’s and Case’s readings and serves as the 

primary site of contention among their critics. One of the chief arguments of the 

allegorical readers holds that Gulliver’s involvement in the war between Lilliput and 

Blefuscu in some way allegorizes Oxford’s, Bolingbroke’s and Swift’s involvement in 

the political and diplomatic negotiations to end the War of Spanish Succession with the 

Treaty of Utrecht. It is only fitting in a study of Swift’s thinking on international balance 

of power to address his greatest fictional representation of relations among states. And so 

to Lilliput we will now turn.   

To begin, we must revisit the grounds of the Utrecht allegory and rival 

interpretations in some detail. Firth made the connection first, under the comparison of 

Gulliver and Bolingbroke:  

Like Gulliver, Bolingbroke had brought a great war to an end and 

concluded a peace ‘upon conditions very advantageous’ to his country, but 

was denounced by his political opponents for not prosecuting the war to 

the complete subjugation of the enemy. He was accused of treasonable 

intercourse with the ambassadors of France, as Gulliver was with those of 

Blefuscu. Gulliver fled from Lilliput because he felt that he could not 

obtain a fair trial … and because he knew that powerful enemies sought 

his life. Bolingbroke … fled from England …21 

                                                
21 Firth 244. 
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Case expanded on this argument but stipulated that Gulliver should represent not only 

Oxford but also Bolingbroke and the whole Tory ministry of 1710-14. He broadened the 

allegory beyond characterization to include historical details from the war and peace 

treaty:  

Swift’s symbolic representation of these events is masterly. He avoids any 

celebration of Marlborough’s military genius by making the victory over 

Blefuscu a naval triumph, standing for the demolition of the defenses of 

Dunkirk. The Whig desire for a crushing defeat of France is pictured as a 

malicious and despotic wish of the Emperor to humiliate and tyrannize 

over ‘a Free and Brave People.’ The collusion of the Tories with the 

French, as charged by their opponents, is explained and defended as 

common politeness on Gulliver’s part toward the diplomatic 

representatives of a foreign power.22  

Case’s argument regarding the “naval triumph” will receive consideration below. Notice 

also that he argued that Gulliver’s micturating on the palace fire should not be taken as an 

allusion to the Tale of a Tub, as Firth had it (from Sir Walter Scott), but rather as a figure 

for the controversy over the Utrecht peace.23  

Irvin Ehrenpreis also adopted the Utrecht reading for Book I, though he 

emphasized Bolingbroke over Oxford for Gulliver’s characterization. Ehrenpreis made 

several important qualifications to the allegorical reading. He emphasized that Swift 

allegorizes his idiosyncratic view of events, rather than events themselves, and he showed 

that the allegory exists in a loose pattern of allusions. He argued that Case was 

                                                
22 Case 75. 
23 Firth 241. Scott ed. of Swift’s Works, XI. 74.  
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“undoubtedly correct” on the palace fire and cited as additional support A Modest 

Enquiry into the Reasons of the Joy Expressed by a Certain Sett of People, upon the 

Spreading of a Report of Her Majesty’s Death (1714), a pamphlet written by Delarivier 

Manley under Swift’s supervision.24 This pamphlet claimed that Whig criticisms of the 

Utrecht peace seemed “as if One that had put out a great Fire should be sued by the 

Neighbourhood for some lost Goods, or damag’d Houses” (PW VIII. 194). Ehrenpreis 

concluded, with a salient emphasis on the international setting of Book I: 

The treaty was Bolingbroke’s peculiar responsibility; and Swift’s 

emphasis on it – as well as his preoccupation, throughout the first voyage, 

with foreign rather than domestic affairs – betokens Bolingbroke’s 

predominance in the Lilliputian allegory.25  

Ehrenpreis later, again, endorsed the view that Swift’s solution to the fire represented the 

“illegal negotiation of the peace.”26 His assessment remains a strong support for the 

allegorical reading of Book I, and Vienken and Real maintain his position: 

If one proceeds, as one surely must, on the assumption that the Voyage to 

Lilliput is a political allegory in which the events ending the War of the 

Spanish Succession are adumbrated, Gulliver’s fire-extinguishing action 

stands for the Treaty of Utrecht, signed in April 1713.27  

For a time, even those who dissented from the details of these readings accepted the 

premises of political allegory. W. A. Speck claimed that A Voyage to Lilliput allegorizes 

                                                
24 PW VIII, Appendix A, 183-97 and Williams, “Introduction,” xvi-xvii. Discussed in Ehrenpreis, 
Personality of Jonathan Swift, 88. See also CWJS VIII, 303 n. 16.  
25 Ehrenpreis, Personality, 88.   
26 Case 75. Ehrenpreis, vol. II, 513.  
27 “‘Ex Libris’ J. S.: Annotating Swift,” Proceedings of the First Münster Symposium on Jonathan Swift 
(München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1985) 316.  
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William III, the Partition Treaties and the impeachment of the Whig lords that became 

the subject of Swift’s Discourse, instead of the Spanish war and Treaty of Utrecht.28  

Phillip Harth first posed a significant challenge to the Utrecht allegory. Harth 

observes the general applicability of most of the evidence supporting these allegorical 

readings: 

In the first place, the details found in the voyage to Lilliput – a war, a 

treaty of peace, the jealousies and machinations of politicians, as well as 

charges of treason – are of a kind which can be instanced in practically 

any period of the history of any country by any historian with an eye for 

analogy.29 

Harth reads the entire Lilliput-Blefuscu war as an “exemplary tale of the ingratitude of 

princes and the jealousy of ministers,” “not allegorical” but “allusive,” since the details 

are “not symbols.” All that remains of the Utrecht allegory at the end of his article is the 

fact that “the ancient enmity between Lilliput and its neighbor Blefuscu brings to mind 

England’s repeated wars with France.”30 Downie’s initial foray into the debate retained a 

considerable degree of allegory: “The allegory in A Voyage to Lilliput is a general one, 

centring on the peace concluded by the Oxford ministry, and the subsequent 

impeachments of those who had had a hand in its architecture.”31 Since then, however, he 

seems noncommittal on the Utrecht question and claims that Swift “is concerned not so 

                                                
28 Swift (New York: Arco, 1970) 105-14. See also Harth S41 and Jean Béranger, “Swift et le Parlement,” 
Études Anglaises 25 (1972) 128.  
29 Harth S42.   
30 Harth S45. 
31 Downie, “Characterization,” 111-12, 109.  
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much with re-fighting the battles of the previous reign as attacking the system of 

Walpole.” His position is best summarized as skeptical but not outright opposed.32  

The most aggressive rejection of the Utrecht allegory comes from F. P. Lock, who 

conducts a provocative experiment that he hopes will put an end to allegorizing once and 

for all. He proposes a new allegorical interpretation “not as a serious suggestion but as an 

example of how fatally easy they are to construct.” He takes Gulliver as England, Lilliput 

as the Holy Roman Empire, and Blefuscu as France. His mock-allegory deserves a full 

hearing: 

Gulliver-England is cast in the role of arbiter of Europe. At first he sides 

with the Emperor, to counter the threatened invasion of imperial territory 

by the Emperor of Blefuscu (Louis XIV). But when the Emperor’s 

demands become unreasonable, he refuses to continue to support him. 

Historically this is the point (about 1709) when Whig and Tory war aims 

began significantly to diverge. The Tories were for preserving the balance 

of power by negotiating a peace rather than fighting on for the imperial 

advantage. Gulliver’s bringing home the Blefuscan fleet represents what 

Swift saw as England’s shouldering (a neat literal-metaphorical 

correspondence here) the major burden of the war effort, while getting 

nothing in return … The fire in the palace represents the impasse in Spain, 

only resolved by the separate peace. Gulliver’s flight represents England’s 

siding with France against her former allies. This interpretation, even as 

roughed out here, involves fewer inconsistencies than the Firth-Case-

                                                
32 Downie, “Significance,” 15.  
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Ehrenpreis version, and is consistent with Swift’s views on the war as set 

out in The Conduct of the Allies and other pamphlets of the time.33 

Lock has a point – his mock-allegory does eliminate several inconsistencies in the 

received allegory. It even explains minor inconsistencies that he fails to notice, such as 

the mystery of the Emperor of Lilliput’s “Austrian lip.”34 Moreover, it is roughly in 

keeping with the outlines of the war’s conclusion and the policies advocated in the 

Conduct of the Allies, though as Lock realized it cannot easily be sustained. Any reader 

willing to entertain allegorical interpretations of the Voyage to Lilliput should take into 

account Lock’s mock-allegory as a warning.  

 For my purposes, Lock’s interpretation stands out for granting full recognition to 

the importance of the notion of balance of power to the Blefuscu episode. Yet he invokes 

it only as a cliché of Tory propaganda and without affording it serious consideration. And 

at this point I should make my position known. I find it impossible to deny that a special 

connection exists between Gulliver in Lilliput and the Spanish war and Utrecht peace. 

Allusions and metaphors that point with some specificity to these historical events occur 

in a series that is recognizable to anyone familiar with British history in this period. To 

make this case I will revisit two elements of Gulliver that the anti-allegorical critics have 

not adequately treated.35 The first is the palace fire and the second is the Blefuscudian 

navy. While scholars have long seen these sequences as allusions to Utrecht, I will 

reinforce those arguments by showing that both of these elements connect with Swift’s 

conception of balance of power. None of the aforementioned critics have called attention 

                                                
33 Lock, Politics, 109-10.  
34 Vienken and Real, “Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, II.ii,” Explicator 42 (1983) 18.  
35 They may take heart in the fact that Boyer does not quote from this section, though he does relate it. 
Political State of Great Britain, vol. XXXII, 468.  
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to the fact that Swift and the Tories and the signatories of the treaty understood it as 

establishing a balance of power in Europe and that this might offer a clue as to the 

question of allegory in Lilliput.36 To clinch the argument I will show that Swift himself 

associated the Spanish war, the Utrecht peace and the Blefuscu episode with balance of 

power.  

First, let me make clear that the Tories viewed their peace policy as a means of 

securing balance of power in Europe from the beginning of their ministry in 1710 – it is 

not a retrospective imputation by historiographers. In January 1714, Queen Anne’s 

plenipotentiaries in Utrecht read her response to a letter from the States General in the 

Dutch assembly, in which the queen sought to assure the Dutch: 

Our Conduct has ever run upon the constant Principle of a sincere desire 

of preserving the Balance of Europe; and to procure, not only the Safety, 

but also the Augmentation of your State; and has been the principal 

Motive that has induc’d us to carry on so long and so burthensome a War, 

as that which we hop’d to be near extricating our selves from, when by the 

Events which the Wisdom of a Divine overruling Providence has brought 

about, we thought it most proper to hearken to the Overtures made on the 

Part of France, for a General Peace.37 

Similarly, the Queen announced to parliament the terms negotiated with France in June of 

that year, which Swift reproduced in his History of the Four Last Years (PW VII. 131). 

Swift was deeply committed to the Tory cause and from the Conduct of the Allies onward 

shared this view of the principle of balance underlying the peace.   

                                                
36 See Chapter Three above.  
37 Boyer, The History of the Life and Reign of Queen Anne (1722) 617.  See also the Queen’s “Instructions 
to the Earl of Strafford,” Appendix, 21.  
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Now let us turn to the Modest Enquiry, the pamphlet that Swift helped Manley 

write in 1714 in defense of the peace treaty then under negotiation, which invokes the 

metaphor of extinguishing a fire:  

But the Quarrelling with the Peace, because it is not exactly to our Mind, 

seems as if One that had put out a great Fire should be sued by the 

Neighbourhood for some lost Goods, or damag’d Houses; which happen’d 

(say they) by his making too much Haste. (PW VIII. 194) 

The metaphor is proverbial, as Ehrenpreis notes in discussing it – he cites Samuel Daniel, 

Boccalini and the Italian humanist Raynaldus. He overlooks the fact that writers in 

Swift’s time often invoked the fire metaphor to illustrate balance of power because both a 

neighborhood fire and a regional war involve the problem of collective action.38 For 

instance, Defoe, in the Danger of the Protestant religion consider’d, from the present 

prospect of a Religious War in Europe (1701), wrote: 

Let Natural and Political Aversions be never so great, if our Enemy’s 

house be on fire, we’ll endeavour to put it out, if it be for nothing else but 

for fear it shou’d burn our own: When the Protestants in any part of 

Europe are Attackt, Proximus Ardet; Let us consider, if ever the Fire of 

Popery consumes the Protestant Powers of Europe, the Flame will 

certainly catch hold of us in England.39 

                                                
38 Jeremy Black also points out the metaphor: “Europe after 1714 has been seen as essentially one political 
system, with the concomitant that it is realistic to write of an overall European-wide balance of power. 
Contemporaries certainly argued that events were interconnected and that, once a conflict broke out, it was 
difficult to prevent it spreading to the whole of Europe. The image of a flame spreading was used, for 
example by the Dutch statesman Goslinga in 1715 and the French first minister Fleury in 1727.” See his 
European International Relations, 104. I have been unable to locate Goslinga’s or Fluery’s statements. 
39 The danger of the Protestant religion consider'd, from the present prospect of a Religious War in Europe 
(London, 1701) 19. In fact this metaphor goes back to one of the notable early works of English foreign 
policy, Sir Walter Ralegh’s A Discourse Touching a War with Spain, and of the Protecting of the 
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Just so, in the Modest Enquiry, Manley moves from the fire metaphor to a discussion of 

Utrecht’s importance in achieving the “Balance of Europe”: 

Let me Advise them in general, not to disrelish Blessings, because they 

may Want some Ingredients, which their extravagant and sickly Appetites 

seem to demand; to leave some Part of the Government of the World to its 

Maker, and not to believe that He is confined to the narrow Maxims of 

every Whimsical Politician; not to think it impossible, that the same 

Powers, that have restor’d the Balance of Europe, in Opposition to so 

great a Force, are able to preserve it; and that we have Reason to be in 

such mighty Dread of a Nation now impoverished and dispirited, (and 

probably in the Eve of a long Minority, with all the Confusion that attends 

it) whom we have humbled in all its Pomp and Glory. (PW VIII. 194) 

As best we can tell, Swift, at very least, looked over this passage. Yet there is evidence 

suggesting that Swift himself suggested it. More than two years earlier Swift used the 

neighborhood fire to refer to the war – in the Conduct of the Allies. Swift’s point was to 

illustrate the reasoning associated with balance of power, with an emphasis on collective 

action and burden-sharing: 

A Commonwealth may lie in danger to be over-run by a powerful 

Neighbur, which, in time, may produce very bad Consequences upon your 

Trade and Liberty: ‘Tis therefore necessary, as well as prudent, to lend 

them Assistance, and help them to win a strong secure Frontier; but, as 

They must in course be the first and greatest Sufferers, so, in Justice, they 

                                                                                                                                            
Netherlands, where he warns that “a poor Neighbour’s House set on fire, is to be better guarded, or 
watched, than a great City afar off.” See Works of Sir Walter Ralegh vol II, 2.  
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ought to bear the greatest Weight. If a House be on fire, it behoves all in 

the Neighbourhood to run with Buckets to quench it; but the Owner is sure 

to be undone first; and it is not impossible that those at next Door may 

escape, by a Shower from Heaven, or the stillness of the Weather, or some 

other favourable Accident. (CWJS 50) 

Swift’s phrase “Shower from Heaven” is certainly something to consider alongside 

Gulliver’s extinguishing the palace fire. The above quotation argues that the Dutch 

should have borne a heavier portion of the war costs than the English. But Swift’s early 

critics (and modern critics) have used this passage to imply that Swift entirely rejected 

any shared responsibility.40 The metaphor did not go unnoticed. Francis Hare, responding 

to the Conduct, called it a “ridiculous Similitude”: 

Was there ever such a wretched and silly Position? What do’s it but allow 

that We must have trusted meerly to a Possibility for Our Salvation? 

which they that rely on deserve to smart for, as the Reward for so much 

Folly, I believe, shou’d One endeavour to persuade a Person, when a Fire 

is next Door to him, that he need not stir, for it may Possibly fall a 

Raining, or some Favourable Accident may happen to preserve his Goods, 

that such a One wou’d be apt to compliment you with his Excuse: And 

truly, he that wou’d not come out of the Fire to hear This, deserves to be 

burnt. But, indeed, it is consonant to the Miracle that must have sav’d Us, 

                                                
40 Brendan Simms, Three Victories and a Defeat: The Rise and Fall of the First British Empire, 1714-1783 
(New York: Basic, 2007) 58-65. “This was classic strategic Micawberism: there was no need to take a 
decision or to expose oneself for the common good, because something might turn up.”  
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had We stood still till the Dutch had been destroy’d before our Faces, and 

not acted …41 

Perhaps Swift revisited this metaphor, in the form of Gulliver, to vindicate himself and 

satirize the controversy over the peace.42 The quotations above show that Swift and other 

pamphleteers associated the metaphor of a neighborhood fire with the balance-of-power 

justification for war, that he had been criticized for this metaphor in 1712, yet used it 

again (or condoned Manley’s using it) in 1714, the latter time associating it specifically 

with the “Balance of Europe” established at Utrecht. It seems difficult to conclude that 

these passages do not have direct bearing on our interpretation of the palace fire.  

One cannot argue from this evidence alone that Swift “consistently” allegorizes 

the Treaty of Utrecht. In fact, the Lilliutians and Blefuscudians have already signed a 

treaty by the time the fire takes place (PW XI. 38). I argue only that the palace fire scene 

recalls Swift’s manipulation of the metaphor to justify the Tory argument for ending the 

war and, later, signing the treaty. In particular it presents Gulliver as the source of a 

“favourable Accident” that avoids the problem of collective action and unilaterally 

prevents Lilliput from getting burnt. Nevertheless, this is only one allusion.  

The next question is whether Gulliver depicts a balance of power and, if so, 

whether it operates in a way that corresponds at least roughly with the Utrecht peace? All 

readers recognize that Gulliver ends the war. When he transfers the Blefuscudian fleet to 

Lilliput, the power dynamic reverses and the Blefuscudians send a “solemn Embassy” 

                                                
41 A full answer to The conduct of the allies: to which is added, some observations on the Remarks on the 
Barrier Treaty (London, 1712) 7.  
42 In An Humble Address to Parliament (1725), a year and a half after having begun Book III, Swift cites 
Francis Bacon as referring to “a Sort of People … who would set a House on Fire, for the Convenience of 
roasting their own Eggs at the Flame,” an interesting phrase considering the Big and Little Endians in 
Gulliver. See PW X. 120.  
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and give “humble Offers of a Peace.” The war also ends fairly rapidly – after raging “for 

six and thirty Moons” (probably three years), it concludes within “three Weeks”  (PW XI. 

38, 34).43 Also, as even Lock seems to admit, Gulliver plays the role of balancer or 

arbiter between the two powers, like the Tories imagined England doing, both between 

the French and Dutch and between the Bourbons and Habsburgs.44 Swift has a persistent 

engagement with the figure of the arbiter in his satires and other works, so this sequence 

may seem in keeping with his narrative proclivities rather than historical events.  
  

                                                
43 A “moon” may refer to a month (lunar year). See Vienken and Real, “Ex Libris,” 316. But Downie 
suggests a calendar year; see “Significance,” 17 n. 48.    
44 Lock, Politics, 110. 
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Figure 5: Hand colored etching from James Gillray, “The Balance of Power; - or, The 
Posterity of the Immortal Chatham, Turn’d Posture Master – Vide 
Sheridan’s Speech” (London, 1791). See also Gillray’s The King of 
Brobdingnag and Gulliver (1804). Courtesy of Bridgeman Art on Demand.45 

  

                                                
45 http://www.bridgemanartondemand.com/image/619277/james-gillray-the-balance-of-power-or-the-
posterity-of-the-immortal-chatham-turned-posture-master-published-by-hannah-humphrey-in-1791 
Accessed 17 March 2013.  

 



 
 

270 

The second reason for supporting an allegorical reading follows from Gulliver’s 

capture of the Blefuscudian fleet. Plenty of interpretive precedent exists for pointing to 

the naval dimension of the war – for decades annotators of editions of Gulliver have 

pointed to Utrecht.46 Still, the allegorists have hardly explained this identification in 

detail. Case notes the peace treaty’s requirement that France demolish its only strategic 

seaport on the northern coast, Dunkirk, a point on which Swift wrote extensively, and to 

which I will return.47 His only other support holds that Swift “avoids any celebration of 

Marlborough’s military genius by making the victory over Blefuscu a naval triumph.”48 

This speculation is clever, and conforms with Swift’s loyalties, but still unsatisfactory 

since it rests on what the text does not say. Ehrenpreis says vaguely that “the theme of 

slavery joins that of imprisonment when Gulliver, after capturing the war fleet … refuses 

to bring the rest of the enemy’s ships into the ports of Lilliput.”49 The latest authoritative 

edition of Gulliver refers only to the “Tory preference for waging war by sea.”50 

But the skeptics have also responded insufficiently to the fleet. Harth objects to 

the view “that seizing fifty ships is clearly tantamount to demolishing a naval port,” but 

in this dismissive comment about Dunkirk he neglects the bigger question of why Swift 

should have depicted the transfer of a fleet at all?51 Downie once agreed with the 

allegorists, reading the “unorthodox capture” of the fleet as a reference to the Tories 

concluding the war “with as little ceremony as possible.”52 More recently, however, he 
                                                
46 See, for instance, The Writings of Jonathan Swift, ed. Robert A. Greenberg and William B. Piper (New 
York: Norton, 1973) 36 n. 1.  
47 Article XXII of the Barrier Treaty determined that neither Britain nor Holland would enter negotiations 
for peace unless France agreed as a preliminary to demolish Dunkirk port (CWJS VIII. 149).  
48 75.  
49 Vol. III, 469  
50 CWJS XVI. 73 n. 4.  
51 S42. 
52 “Characterization,” 109. See also 118-19.  
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associated this allegory with his opponents and asked, “Why must we assume that 

‘Gulliver in Lilliput’ refers consistently to the latter half of the reign of Queen Anne, 

when the evidence points in a different direction?”53 But refuting character identifications 

does not overthrow the Utrecht allegory; characterization might be incidental to an 

allegory of moral or political principles. Lastly, Lock compares the fleet to the burden of 

the war, which Gulliver, like England, shoulders by himself. Though the Tories deeply 

resented England’s burden, the comparison reveals a misunderstanding of the Tory 

position, since the Tories believed the naval burden worth bearing – they objected to 

prolonging the increase of burdens from a land campaign that had already lasted ten 

years.54 In sum, while the allegorists merely assume that the naval element indicates 

Utrecht, the skeptics have not shown an error in this assumption.  

The burden of proof lies with the allegorical readers. A strict allegory of Swift’s 

view of the war would have Lilliputian soldiers tromping around Blefuscu winning 

smashing victories like Blenheim while the navy sat idle in port. Obviously that is not 

what we have. Moreover, Lilliput and Blefuscu are both islands and therefore narrative 

necessity requires that their war involve ships. In short, the naval element is critical to the 

question of whether a Utrecht allegory is plausible. I will now present two reasons that 

suggest Swift used the Blefuscu navy as a means of referring obliquely to the war and 

treaty. First, I will show that Gulliver’s refusal to help conquer Blefuscu reflects a basic 

principle of balance of power that also underlay the Tory argument in the peace 

negotiations. Second, I will show that Utrecht, as a result of restoring Britain’s naval 

                                                
53 “Significance,” 13.  
54 An argument in defense of Lock might point to Swift’s statement in the History of the Four Last Years of 
Queen Anne’s Reign, “His Imperial Majesty liked the Situation of his Affairs too well to think of a Peace, 
while the Drudgery and Expences of the War lay upon other Shoulders, and the Advantages were to 
Redound only to Himself” (PW VII. 166).  
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supremacy, marked a turning point in Britain’s international position that parallels 

Lilliput. We will have to proceed in reverse order, taking Gulliver’s preservation of 

Blefuscu first, for reasons that will become clear.  

What seems apparent in Book I, if we insist on looking for a balance of power, is 

that Gulliver reverses it. Lilliput and Blefuscu have fought for “six and thirty Moons, 

with various Success,” and even as the Blefuscudians prepare for invasion, Reldresal tells 

Gulliver that “the Damage received by the Enemy is reckoned to be somewhat greater 

than ours” (PW XI. 34). Hence the Blefuscudians seem to be slightly more powerful, 

though a rough balance exists. At this juncture, Gulliver provides Lilliput with a decisive 

naval superiority. As one critic observes, by the end of Book I, “the little people are 

relieved to see him go, for the miniature balance of power is disastrously upset.”55 

Another critic notes that the Blefuscudians seek to “obtain the balance of power” by 

bringing Gulliver over to their side, which, of course, recognizes that they do not have 

it.56  

Recall, however, that for Swift the phrase “balance of power” was not 

synonymous with an equal or even balance. In the Discourse he plainly stated, “it is not 

necessary, that the Power should be equally divided,” but only “duly poised” (PW I. 197). 

Gulliver at first plans on “seizing the Enemies whole Fleet,” but he only manages to take 

“Fifty of the Enemy’s largest Men of War,” which implies that the Blefuscudians retain 

at least some ships, perhaps smaller ones, for their defense. He then deliberately confirms 

this state of affairs by refusing the Lilliputian Emperor’s request to bring “all the rest of 

his Enemy’s Ships into his Ports” (PW XI. 35, 37). Supporters of the Utrecht allegory 

                                                
55 Patrick Reilly, “Gulliver’s Travels: The Displaced Person” in Eighteenth-Century British Fiction, ed. 
Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1988) 53-82 (64). 
56 Reuben P. Halleck, Halleck’s New English Literature (Teddington: Echo, 2006) 173.  
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have recognized that Gulliver’s stopping short of conquering Blefuscu reflects the Tory 

policy.57 The Tories’ believed it was neither practicable nor desirable to achieve France’s 

or Spain’s unconditional surrender. But, crucially, this principle of preservation connects 

to what Swift and his contemporaries’ viewed as balance-of-power policy. Defoe made 

the point in the Review in 1709,  

To preserve this balance, ‘tis as necessary France should remain a 

kingdom as it is necessary Spain should not be annexed to it. But take it 

with you also, it is as requisite that France should possess no additions of 

power as it is necessary she should remain a kingdom.58  

Swift articulated this view in the Discourse, the Tale and his Tory writings – the conquest 

and annexation of one power threatens the whole system. His case against the Whigs and 

Dutch in the Conduct of the Allies ridicules the hubris of the Whig policy of “No peace 

without Spain,” which would require total victory over both countries.  

This aspect of the Tory policy coincided with the rejection of annexation – 

preserving the separation of powers meant repudiating a situation in which a single 

monarch rules two kingdoms. As Swift explained in the Conduct, 

To have a Prince of the Austrian Family on the Throne of Spain, is 

undoubtedly more desirable than one of the House of Bourbon; but to have 

the Empire and Spanish Monarchy united in the same Person, is a dreadful 

                                                
57 Firth 243-4 points out that Bolingbroke was “denounced by his political opponents for not prosecuting 
the war to the complete subjugation of the enemy.” Case 75 notes that “the Whig desire for a crushing 
defeat of France is pictured as a malicious and despotic wish of the Emperor to humiliate and tyrannize 
over ‘a Free and Brave People.’” 
58 See The Review for Tuesday, 19 April 1709; vol. VI, No. 7, in The Best of Defoe’s Review: An 
Anthology, ed. William L. Payne (New York: Columbia UP, 1951) 157.  
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Consideration, and directly opposite to that wise Principle, on which the 

Eighth Article of the Grand Alliance is founded. (CWJS VIII. 93) 

Later Swift quoted one of the Queen’s speeches on behalf of this principle of dividing 

kingdoms: “France and Spain are now more effectually divided than ever. And thus, by 

the Blessing of God, will a real Balance of Power be fixed in Europe, and remain liable 

to as few Accidents as human Affairs can be exempted from” (PW VII. 131). Eventually 

even some Whigs came to see that the separation of France and Spain under different 

rulers did indeed wedge them apart, as the Tories predicted. In 1725 Boyer noted that the 

Queen’s speech seemed a “Paradox” at the time she delivered it – since the Whigs failed 

to distinguish between a Bourbon Spain and a Spain ruled by Louis XIV himself – but the 

1725 split between the French and Spanish Bourbons confirmed the Queen’s reasoning 

(and implicitly that of the Tories).59 The Franco-Spanish split occurred as a result of the 

April 1725 treaty between the Habsburg Emperor Charles VI and the Bourbon Spanish 

Philip V, which also interpreted balance of power as preventing a single monarch from 

ruling two kingdoms:  

Forasmuch as the only Means that could be found out to establish a lasting 

Balance in Europe, was to settle for a Rule, that the Kingdoms of France 

and Spain should never at any Time be joined and united in one and the 

same Person, or in one and the same Line; but that the said two 

Monarchies should in all Time coming for ever remain separated.60  

                                                
59 Boyer, Political State of Great Britain (1725) vol. XXIX, 386, quoted this passage and said the Bourbon 
split “seems to verify what was … generally look’d upon as a Paradox, in the late Queen’s Speech,” 
meaning that the Whigs rejected the Tories’ interpretation of balance of Europe at the time but that events 
in 1725 seemed to confirm it.  
60 Article III, “Treaty of Peace between his Imperial and Catholick Majesty Charles VI. and his Royal 
Catholick Majesty Philip V,” in The Universal Mercury vol. I (1726) 17-18.  
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The treaty goes on to state that this “Separation of the two Monarchies became a 

fundamental Law” when passed by the Spanish assembly and “confirmed by the Treaties 

of Utrecht.” Balance of power, in the specific sense that the Tories affirmed at Utrecht, 

means dividing power between different rulers in order to preserve each kingdom’s 

separate share of it, and Gulliver’s intentions, at least, accord with this principle.   

The Lilliputian emperor’s desire to conquer Blefuscu points to the second reason 

for viewing the Blefuscudian fleet as part of a broader Utrecht allegory: the restoration of 

naval power marked a once-in-a-generation turning point for British foreign policy from 

introverted and vulnerable to extroverted and ambitious. To recognize this point we must 

define the time frame that the allegory covers. The place to begin is the Lilliputians’ 

simultaneous struggle with faction and fear of invasion. Reldresal explains to Gulliver a 

recent history of Lilliput that few readers deny closely resembles the English 

Reformation (Big-Endian versus Little-Endian) and the English Civil War (Tramecksan 

and Slamecksan). The allusion to the fate of two emperors is hard to avoid: “one Emperor 

lost his Life, and another his Crown” (PW XI. 33). Swift knew readers would think of 

Charles I and James II. It is impossible to ignore the fact that on the international front, 

Lilliputian history includes the growing enmity with Blefuscu. The passage allegorizes 

the emergence of Louis XIV (Blefuscu harboring Big-Endian exiles, fighting a massively 

destructive war with Lilliput and building a navy). Reldresal narrates as follows: 

Now, in the midst of these intestine Disquiets, we are threatened with an 

Invasion from the Island of Blefuscu, which is the other great Empire of 

the Universe, almost as large and powerful as this of his Majesty … which 

two mighty Powers have … been engaged in a most obstinate War for six 

and thirty Moons past … during which Time we have lost Forty Capital 
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Ships, and a much greater Number of smaller Vessels, together with thirty 

thousand of our best Seamen and Soldiers; and the Damage received by 

the Enemy is reckoned to be somewhat greater than ours. However, they 

have now equipped a numerous Fleet, and are just preparing to make a 

Descent upon us. (PW XI. 32-4)  

The sixth article of Gulliver’s oath to the Emperor also points to the fear of invasion: “He 

shall be our Ally against our Enemies in the Island of Blefuscu, and do his utmost to 

destroy their Fleet, which is now preparing to invade Us” (PW XI. 28). From this account 

alone one can easily recognize a series of allusions that form into an allegory-like pattern 

recounting the division of England and the rise of France. None of this demands much 

consistency. Abel Boyer, in his review of the book the month after its publication, 

professed to skip the “most Obscure Parts of his Accounts, and only present my Readers 

with the most plain and entertaining,” and quoted all of the above.61   

Given this time frame, it will not be remiss to invoke Sir William Temple’s 

writings on England’s fears of invasion from France. Temple argued that England, as an 

island, enjoyed an advantageous remove from Europe and hence that invasion could only 

succeed if English factions prevented the country from making adequate naval 

preparation for its defense. Invasions have occurred throughout history, though “all of 

them the mere effects of our own divisions and invitations” (Works II. 206). Faction is 

England’s tragic flaw. The ancient Britons “began the fate of Britain to make way for 

foreign conquests by their divisions at home” (Works III. 77). Henry VIII’s revolt from 

Rome “tore the nation into two mighty factions,” causing “many fatal effects, and more 

fatal dangers, till the Spanish invasion in 1588,” from which England narrowly escaped. 

                                                
61 Political State of Great Britain, vol. XXXII, 461.  
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Temple even concluded the penultimate paragraph of his Memoirs with a poignant 

reminder of his decision to abandon public service because party strife prevented the 

nation from preparing for its naval defense: 

I never had but two aims in public affairs; one, to see the king great as he 

may be by the hearts of his people, without which I know not how he can 

be great by the constitutions of this kingdom: the other, in case our 

factions must last, yet to see a revenue established for the constant 

maintaining a fleet of fifty men of war, at sea or in harbor, and the seamen 

in constant pay; which would be at least our safety from abroad, and make 

the crown still considered in any foreign alliances, whether the king and 

his parliaments should agree or not in undertaking any great or national 

war. And such an establishment I was in hopes the last parliament at 

Westminster might have agreed in with the king, by adding so much of a 

new fund to three hundred thousand pounds a year out of the present 

customs. But these have both failed, and I am content to have failed with 

them. (Works III. 552)  

Swift and many of his contemporaries knew Temple’s writings and especially this 

patriotic conclusion to his Memoirs, the third part – Swift himself published it in 1709.62 

Swift may even have borne this passage in mind when writing Gulliver, considering 

Gulliver’s description of the rival navy: “I took out my small Pocket Perspective Glass, 

and viewed the Enemy’s Fleet at Anchor, consisting of about fifty Men of War, and a 

great Number of Transports” – the same amount that Temple requested for the defense of 

                                                
62 Written 1681-3. See Woodbridge 240 for dating. He published Memoirs III in 1709. For Swift’s 
knowledge of Temple’s works, see Ehrenpreis, vol. I, 92-3 and vol. II, 485.  
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England (PW XI. 35). Gulliver later confirms that he “with great Ease drew fifty of the 

Enemy’s largest Men of War after me” (PW XI. 36). Of course, the echo of Temple’s 

Memoirs may be coincidental, since the number fifty for such fleets was fairly common.63 

All we need recognize is that, in the context of Big- and Little-Endians and Tramecksans 

and Slamecksans, the Lilliputians have wound up with “two mighty Evils; a violent 

Faction at home, and the Danger of an Invasion by a most potent Enemy from abroad” 

(PW XI. 32). These are the twin evils that Temple harped on persistently in his writings. 

Temple obviously knew that faction and invasion could threaten any state – for instance, 

he believed these conditions led to the Dutch rampjaar, which served as a warning to all 

nations (Works I. 217). Nevertheless, he had special reason, like Swift, to worry about the 

fate of England and the British Isles.  

The fear that defined Temple’s time had not subsided after the Nine Year’s War. 

In 1701, at the outset of the Spanish war, England still feared invasion – Swift alludes to 

the possibility in the Discourse. France built barges at its northern ports that year, and the 

Kentish Petition signaled popular anxiety over invasion.64 An allegorist looking for 

consistency might ask how Lilliput’s loss of “Forty Capital Ships” relates to English 

                                                
63 Examples abound for English, French and Dutch fleets. E.g. Roger Coke, A Detection of the Court and 
State of England, vol. III (1719) vol. III, 36; The State of Europe (1696) vol. VII, 85, 89. Josiah Burchett, A 
Complete History of the Most Remarkable Transactions at Sea (1720) 316, 381, refers to a French invasion 
of the Isle of Wight in 1544 and the Dutch Admiral De Ruyter in 1652 amid the First Anglo-Dutch War.  
64 It is difficult to separate reality from perception on this issue, but Louis recognized James III in 1701, 
provoking invasion fears in England, and he also invaded the Low Countries and necessarily made war 
preparations at northern ports. See Defoe, The apparent danger of an invasion, briefly represented in a 
letter to a minister of state. By a Kentish gentleman (London, 1701) 5: “And he has so many and so 
considerable Reasons to invade us at this very Juncture, that some Mysteries of State, undiscoverable at 
present, or a mighty Infatuation alone can hinder him. The People on our Coasts are so sensible of their 
defenceless Condition …” Defoe also addressed the topic as part of the standing army controversy in 
Remarks upon the two great questions. Part II. Wherein the Grand Question of all is Considered, viz. What 
the Dutch ought to do at this Juncture? (London, 1701) 5. For the historical moment, see Wolf, Emergence, 
62. For the Kentish Petition, see Ellis 43.  
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history at this time.65 But it is unnecessary – there is general correspondence between 

Swift’s view of the war and the fact that Lilliputian factional struggle has left the 

kingdom without naval defense. The course of the war under Whig management from 

1701-10 also provides warrant for seeing an analogy with Lilliputian naval weakness. 

Swift, as the Tories’ mouthpiece, blamed the Whigs for “utterly neglecting” the navy 

throughout the war and argued that if England had used its navy to harry Spain and choke 

France’s flow of funds from the West Indies then France would have been forced to sue 

for peace. He also believed that the French navy (not to mention the Dutch and Spanish 

navies) benefited from the Whigs’ neglect. As he wrote in the Conduct, “it was the 

Kingdom’s Misfortune, that the Sea was not the Duke of Marlborough’s Element, 

otherwise the whole Force of the War would infallibly have been bestowed there, 

infinitely to the Advantage of his Country” (CWJS VIII. 64). Dunkirk makes up only one 

specific focal point of this general fear.66 He argued that “Privateers set out in that Port,” 

and, in attacking the hated Anglo-Dutch Barrier Treaty, he commended a deleted article 

that associated Dunkirk with French invasion and the balance of Europe: 

France, by her unmeasurable Ambition, may be always tempted to make 

some Enterprizes upon the Territories of the Queen of Great Britain and 

their High Mightinesses, and interrupt the Publick Repose and Tranquility; 

for the Preservation of which, and the Balance of Europe against the 

exorbitant Power of France, the Allies engaged themselves in this long 

and burthensome War. (CWJS VIII. 148-9) 

                                                
65 This phrase occurs in James Tyrrell, The General History of England, Both Ecclesiastical and Civil 
(1704) vol. III, 727, for instance, refers to Owen Glendower commanding a “strong Fleet of Forty Capital 
Ships” in 1372. 
66 Case 75.  
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This article never made it into the Barrier Treaty, prompting Swift to attack the Dutch for 

striking out a clause that “doth more nearly import Britain, and was therefore a Point that 

such Ministers could more easily get over.” In the Dialogue upon Dunkirk Swift claimed 

that the treaty ensured that Dunkirk would be “absolutely in our Power,” though the 

reality proved more complicated, as his long controversy with Steele over the issue 

indicates (CWJS VIII. 271).67    

In this context, the Oxford ministry’s military strategy sought to restore England’s 

naval greatness. In the peace negotiations, the ministry prioritized French concessions 

that would enhance the English maritime position after the war. Scholars have noted the 

Tory preference for the navy, but they have often reduced it to the domestic view of 

foreign policy, associating it with “xenophobia” and the like.68 However, the naval 

strategy was not an arbitrary aspect of a party platform. The key to understanding the 

strategy lies in the fact that the Tories drew a direct line from English naval strategy to 

the European balance. They believed that as long as England could overwhelm France’s 

navy, then England in cooperation with a Grand Alliance could contain France’s 

ambitions on every front. This is what Manley meant, in the Modest Enquiry, when she 

warned the Whigs “not to think it impossible, that the same Powers, that have restor’d the 

Balance of Europe, in Opposition to so great a Force, are able to preserve it” (PW VIII. 

194). Whereas if England continued to focus on the campaigns in Flanders, the Rhineland 

and Spain, it would further overextend its army while yielding its elemental advantage to 

                                                
67 See The Importance of the Guardian Considered (1713). Aside from Swift’s comment on the article in 
the Barrier Treaty, I cannot find that Dunkirk was directly related to balance of power until Arthur 
Murphy’s play The Upholsterer (1758) Act II, Scene ii. Bolingbroke makes no mention of balance in The 
Case of Dunkirk Faithfully Stated and Impartially Considered (1730).  
68 Downie, “Characterization,” 118.  
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the French and Spanish, which would allow the latter two to provide the funds necessary 

to oppose the entire Grand Alliance and resist containment.  

Now is not the time to debate the Tory war policy, but I would emphasize that, 

regardless of the politics and Swift’s high-pitched rhetoric in the Conduct of the Allies, it 

was strategically sound.69 More importantly for Gulliver, Swift believed this strategy was 

right. As Tory propagandist, he differentiated between the balance of material forces, 

such as troops or ships, and the balance of Europe (the overall distribution of power) 

(CWJS VIII. 56-7). He argued, in line with Temple’s thinking, that a preponderance of 

English naval power secured England from invasion while simultaneously giving it 

enough access to the continent to intervene and preserve the general balance as necessary. 

Gulliver’s attempt to maintain both Lilliputian naval preponderance and Blefuscudian 

independence resembles the thin line that the Tories attempted to walk in their 

negotiations over peace.      

Gulliver’s capture of the fleet may reflect the Tory shift in strategy since it forces 

the Blefuscudians to surrender. This sequence of events would also preserve the 

identification of the palace fire with the post-peace controversy in which Swift’s and 

Manley’s Modest Enquiry participated. But it is entirely unnecessary to suppose a 

chronological sequence in order to argue that the narrative hints at Utrecht. For while 

Gulliver’s transfer of the fleet hints at the change of strategy that resulted in the Utrecht 

peace, it also hints at the aftermath. For instance, the treaty required the demolition of 

Dunkirk.70 While focusing on Dunkirk seems excessively restrictive – it was mostly 

valuable to France as a privateering base – nevertheless Swift approved of Ormond’s 

                                                
69 For a counterview, see Holmes, “Introduction,” Britain After the Glorious Revolution, 20-22. 
70 Case 75.  
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taking the town without violence. Swift claimed that the Duke of Marlborough “scorn’d 

that modern Frenchify’d way of taking Towns; he scorn’d so pitiful a Conquest, without 

Powder and Bullets, Blood and Wounds” (CWJS VIII. 185). This non-violent capture 

also points in a more general direction. Gulliver’s maneuver may reflect Swift’s tendency 

to stress, not merely tautologically, that the peace treaty meant an end to violence – “Her 

Majesty’s Aim was Peace,” he wrote, “and, God be thanked, She hath got it, without any 

more Expence, either of SHOT or POWDER” (CWJS VIII. 239).  

Swift’s vantage, in the 1720s, extends well beyond Dunkirk – he saw the broader 

ramifications of Utrecht on England’s naval power.  Dunkirk was not the only or even the 

most important maritime advantage that Britain gained from the treaty. The Asiento and 

Gibraltar comprised the two giant maritime advantages – they became gateways to naval 

dominance in both the Atlantic and Mediterranean.71 Swift certainly believed at the time 

of the treaty and in its aftermath that France had been rendered incapable of posing the 

invasion threat that it had posed for the previous sixty years.72 In subsequent years he 

mocked the idea of lesser invaders, such as the miniscule Jacobite invasion attempts from 

the Swedish and the Spanish – on the latter, he quoted Archbishop King saying, “this is 

the Invisible, as tother was called the Invincible Armada.”73 The fears of invasion that 

reigned throughout Temple’s life and the first half of Swift’s career gave way to a new 

environment in which England found itself capable of projecting power abroad.74  

                                                
71 Simms 66; Wolf, Emergence, 91; Pierre Muret and Philippe Sagnac, Le Prépondérance Anglaise (Paris: 
Presses Universitaires de France, 1949); Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power upon History 1660-1783 
(New York: Dover, 1987) 217-22. For Swift and the Asiento, see Hawes 188.  
72 Swift writing in the mid-1720s, had the advantage of hindsight. For fear of invasion in the immediate 
aftermath of Utrecht, see Langford 72 and Holmes, “Introduction,” 21. 
73 Letter to Ford, 3 May 1719, Correspondence vol II, 322. See Ehrenpreis, “Swift’s History of England,” 
184. 
74 Holmes, Making of a Great Power, 240-256.  
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The development of Britain’s international position throughout this period, as 

Swift saw it, suggests a pattern of oblique references to Utrecht that qualifies as allegory. 

Lilliput’s newfound naval preponderance echoes the most important consequence, for 

Britain, of the Tory policy and the peace treaty. Meanwhile, as with the treaty, a 

precarious balance of power obtains between Lilliput and Blefuscu as long as Blefuscu 

remains independent. But if Gulliver also indicates Swift’s attitude toward the Utrecht 

system as it existed in the 1720s, which this argument surely implies, then it indicates a 

deep pessimism regarding the Whigs’ management of the naval preponderance and 

balance of Europe that they supposedly inherited. For while Gulliver attempts to set up a 

balance that will secure peace, the Lilliputian emperor chafes at this policy: 

His Majesty desired I would take some other Opportunity of bringing all 

the rest of his Enemy’s Ships into his Ports. And so unmeasurable is the 

Ambition of Princes, that he seemed to think of nothing less than reducing 

the whole Empire of Blefuscu into a Province, and governing it by a 

Viceroy; of destroying the Big-Endian Exiles, and compelling that People 

to break the smaller End of their Eggs; by which he would remain sole 

Monarch of the whole World. But I endeavoured to divert him from this 

Design, by many Arguments drawn from the Topicks of Policy as well as 

Justice. (PW XI. 37)  

These “Topicks of Policy as well as Justice” presumably include balance – but at any rate 

they consist of dividing power, limiting one’s private interest for the good of the public 

and limiting the national interest for the good of the international. Yet again, for Swift, 

maintaining balance depends on the wisdom of the ruler. When he explicitly invokes 
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“balance” in this scene, it refers to the weighing of reason and passion in the emperor’s 

mind: 

This open bold Declaration of mine was so opposite to the Schemes and 

Politicks of his Imperial Majesty, that he could never forgive me … And 

from this Time began an Intrigue between his Majesty, and a Junta of 

Ministers maliciously bent against me, which broke out in less than two 

Months, and had like to have ended in my utter Destruction. Of so little 

Weight are the greatest Services to Princes, when put into the Balance 

with a Refusal to gratify their Passions. (PW XI. 37-8) 

This usage resembles that in the Conduct of the Allies, when Swift accuses Whig leaders 

of prolonging the war on the count that “the bleeding Condition of their Fellow-Subjects, 

was a Feather in the Balance with their private Ends” (CWJS VIII. 100). Some 

commentators have taken Gulliver’s moralizing comments as proof that Swift offers not 

allegory but an “exemplary tale of the ingratitude of princes and the jealousy of 

ministers,” or of “the role of private resentments in determining public policies, the 

corruptions of courts, the rewards of the undeserving, and the neglect of the worthy.”75 

Certainly these moral themes are recognizable, but they do not explain the events in the 

text with any precision. To string them together resembles Swift’s parody of the moral 

essay – the Tritical Essay upon the Faculties of the Mind (1707) – more so than the 

narrative specificity of Gulliver.  

In this narrative, the emperor only becomes ungrateful after Gulliver’s “Refusal” 

to help destroy Blefuscu, with which the “wisest Part of the ministry” agree. The emperor 

resents Gulliver’s advice and fears his power. Hence the general theme, the 

                                                
75 Harth S45; Lock 110.  
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“unmeasurable Ambition of Princes,” connects plainly with Gulliver’s “Refusal,” his 

separation of powers. Gulliver is surprised to find that the means of securing peace 

becomes the means by which the emperor seeks to become “sole Monarch of the whole 

World,” literally universal monarchy, the exact antithesis of balance of power in Swift’s 

works and those of his contemporaries.  

Gulliver does not establish a durable balance like Utrecht. He temporarily 

prevents the emperor from obtaining absolute monarchy within his tiny universe, but 

after he leaves, the system lacks an arbiter, and the reader must assume that Blefuscu 

faces at least an attempt on its sovereignty from a Lilliputian armada. The Whigs in 1711 

advocated invading France; Swift, writing in the 1720s, impugns the same military 

adventurism, but transferred to the navy and the maritime sphere. When a Tory 

propagandist, Swift championed naval power, but his perspective on Britain’s military 

posture changed after his exile to Ireland in 1714. He may seek to lambaste ambitious 

Hanoverian Whigs who controlled a naval preponderance given to them by Tories who 

intended only to maintain a balance of power.76 To suggest that Swift satirizes the Whig 

inheritance of the Tory gift of sea power falls in line with Gulliver’s broader satire on the 

Walpole system and modern maritime commercialism. 

The foregoing argument should not suggest that Gulliver is reducible to party 

politics – nothing could be further from the truth. It only seeks to explain how Swift’s 

conception of Britain’s role in international relations in the 1720s could have informed 

                                                
76 Of course Walpole and his supporters did not share Swift’s view on the extent of their naval 
predominance. See The Memoirs and Secret Negotiations of John Ker (1726), pt II, 16, which is dedicated 
to Walpole. Ker argues that England has suffered from Utrecht while France has benefited, such that “the 
French will soon be Masters of the Spanish West Indies, or at least have it in their Power, when they 
please; and then let them judge what the State of the Spaniards will be, and guess where the Ballance of 
Power will center.”  
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his writing of the Lilliput and Blefuscu episode. It shows that it is possible to construe a 

satirical allegory that does not demand rigid consistency in symbols or personifications 

but that nevertheless traces a recognizable pattern: for decades England’s internal 

divisions made it vulnerable to invasion until it regained naval advantage at Utrecht and 

then, predictably, lurched into hubris and designs for grand conquests of its own. Is it 

mere coincidence that Lilliput follows this same trajectory? Even when no critic can deny 

the obvious analogies with Tramecksan, the Big-Endians and Blefuscu?    

Gulliver remains a masterful general satire. But without recognizing the particular 

references to balance of power that I have pointed out – the metaphor of the palace fire 

and the reasoning behind both Lilliputian naval preponderance and the preservation of 

Blefuscu – we fail to recognize the connection between history, politics and the broader 

satire on unlimited ambition and hostility toward advisers who advise self-restraint. 

These satirical targets imply that the only efficacious limitations on the pursuit of power 

for those who, like the emperor, will not restrain themselves are material limitations, such 

as Gulliver himself or the fleet. Therefore they flow into Swift’s broad condemnation of 

modernity as philosophical materialism. Given that naval power still forms the basis of 

international trade and power in the twenty-first century, such an interpretation hardly 

seems to lay too much emphasis on Swift’s particular reflections at the expense of 

general.77  

The Voyage to Lilliput, among other things, narrates the rapid and peaceful 

conclusion to a war on the basis of a balance of power by means of unilateral action and 

arbitration. As a result, foreign policy transforms from introversion to extroversion. This 

                                                
77 Paul Kennedy, The rise and fall of the great powers : economic change and military conflict from 1500 
to 2000 (New York : Random House, 1987).  
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qualifies as an allegory of Utrecht for those attentive to the history and politics of the 

period. But the allegory starts before 1701, and extends beyond 1714. Gulliver’s mistake 

consists in his giving the emperor superior military power first and then expecting him to 

wield it within reason – he learns of the  “unmeasurable Ambition of Princes.” Implicitly 

Swift warns England of abusing the fruits of Utrecht. It is unclear whether Gulliver has 

enabled the Lilliputian emperor to break the longstanding balance of power with 

Blefuscu, but he seems at least to have run the risk. Utrecht marks the turning point in 

history that necessitates Swift’s particular satire on Britain’s growing ability to project 

power globally on the high seas.  Swift satirizes a specific manifestation of the “Ambition 

of Princes”: an outward bound foreign policy enabled by maritime power. In this sense, 

Swift’s satire proves highly relevant to the time of writing in the 1720s, though I hope to 

have shown that discounting Swift’s previous experiences unnecessarily constrains 

interpretation of the text’s allusions and, indeed, allegories. 

IV. THE DUTCH, THE JAPANESE AND THE BALANCE OF EARTH  

Gulliver attacks what Swift viewed as the limitless hunger for power and wealth that 

modernity sought to fill by means of maritime trade expansion and the conquest of lands 

overseas. The Utrecht allegory in Lilliput, I have argued, shows the collapse of what 

Swift believed should have been a golden era of peace founded on ancient principles of 

balance and instead the resumption of the mechanical grasping and striving of the 

moneyed men, the Whig faction, the dissenters, the projectors and all the other private 

interests and enthusiasms which Swift so loved to loath. No episodes illustrate this satire 

on maritime commerce better than those relating to the Dutch and the Japanese in Book 

III. These are the only substantial sequences in which Gulliver encounters realistic 

characters from real nations. They therefore seem to carry special weight with regard to 
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Swift’s views on international politics. Swift’s depiction of this international system 

contrasts the diplomatic Japanese and Luggnuggians with the fanatical Dutch struggling 

for absolute power in the form of maritime commercial monopoly. These episodes serve 

as an admonishment to the emergent British empire as it gains predominance in the far 

corners of the earth. Balance of power in Book III appears as part of Gulliver’s 

reassertion of the ancients over the moderns. In particular, the curious phrase “Balance of 

Earth” serves as a marker for the modern outlook on navigation, commerce and 

knowledge that Swift ridicules and implicitly seeks to supplant with hints at the noble 

moral values that support his political theory.  

Swift’s appropriation of “Balance of Earth” requires some explanation. He resorts 

to this cliché of travel writing when Gulliver describes Brobdingnag as the long lost 

continent of the Pacific Ocean: 

I cannot but conclude that our Geographers of Europe are in a great Error, 

by supposing nothing but Sea between Japan and California; for it was 

ever my Opinion, that there must be a Balance of Earth to counterpoise the 

great Continent of Tartary; and therefore they ought to correct their Maps 

and Charts ... (Book II.iv)  

Swift here mocks a long tradition of speculation and debate among travel writers and 

geographers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries about a vast unidentified 

continent somewhere in the North or South Pacific. The hypothesis of proportional 

distribution of the earth’s matter goes back at least to Isaiah 40:12:  

Who hath measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, and meted out 

heaven with the span, and comprehended the dust of the earth in a 

measure, and weighed the mountains in scales, and the hills in a balance?  
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But belief in the existence of a mysterious continent in the Pacific to offset the mass of 

Eurasia thrived among amateur scientists inspired by discoveries of natural equilibrium.78 

Popular empirical hypotheses mingled with superstition and pseudo-science. “World-

makers” like Thomas Burnet sought to formulate a theory of the world that reconciled 

post-Cartesian philosophy, scientific discovery and Christian theology.79 Swift and the 

Scriblerians were known for satirizing such deistic attempts to rationalize creation. The 

author of A Letter to the Students of both Universities, Relating to the new Discoveries in 

Religion and the Sciences (1723), once attributed to Arbuthnot, proclaims the right of the 

imagination to run wild, “to reform the Architecture of the World; and make the Creation 

look a little more Mathematical; to discover the Globe of Earth to be only a large Work in 

a kind of Pastry.”80 Swift’s claim that “there must be a Balance of Earth to counterpoise 

Tartary” lampoons not only curious travel writers and misinformed cartographers but 

also fervid virtuosos who believed, more zealously because they lacked evidence, in 

balance among the continents.81 

In appealing to this tradition, Swift refers back to Sir William Temple’s An Essay 

upon the Antient and Modern Learning. Temple claims that geography constitutes one 

exception from his general argument that modern learning has not surpassed that of the 

                                                
78 See for example John Ray, in Three Physico-Theological Discourses (1713), 86-7, who argues that the 
New World “doth in some measure counterpoise the Old, and take off a great part of the Advantage, which, 
by reason of its Preponderancy, it might otherwise have,” and adds, “there may be … a vast Continent 
toward the Southern Pole, opposite to Europe and Asia, to counterpoise them on that side; nay, I do verily 
believe that the Continents and Islands are so proportionably scattered and disposed all the World over, as 
if not perfectly and exactly, yet very nearly to counter-balance one another.”  
79 Ernest Tuveson, “Swift and the World-Makers,” Journal of the History of Ideas 11 (1950) 54-74. 
80 Printed in A Supplement to Dean Sw—t’s Miscellanies (1723) 11. Also in The Miscellaneous Works of 
the late Dr. Arbuthnot (Glasgow, 1751) vol. II, 108. Quoted in Tuveson 72.  
81 See Glyndwr Williams, The Great South Sea: English Voyages and Encounters 1570-1750 (New Haven: 
Yale UP, 1997) 208-13; Neil Rennie, Far-Fetched Facts: The Literature of Travel and the Idea of the 
South Seas (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1995) 76-82. 
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ancients: the “greatest invention that I know of in latter ages has been that of the 

loadstone, and consequently the greatest improvement has been made in the art of 

navigation.”82 Temple’s further thoughts on the subject show striking similarities with the 

premise of Gulliver’s Travels, so they deserve full quotation:  

From this great, though fortuitous invention [the loadstone], and the 

consequences thereof, it must be allowed, that geography is mightily 

advanced in these latter ages. The vast continents of China, the East and 

West-Indies, the long extent and coasts of Africa, with the numberless 

islands belonging to them, have been hereby introduced into our 

acquaintance, and our maps, and great increases of wealth and luxury, but 

none of knowledge, brought among us, further than the extent and 

situation of country, the customs and manners of so many original nations 

which we call barbarous, and I am sure have treated them as if we hardly 

esteemed them to be a part of mankind. I do not doubt, but many great and 

more noble uses would have been made of such conquests and discoveries, 

if they had fallen to the share of the Greeks and Romans in those ages 

when knowledge and fame were in as great request, as endless gains and 

wealth are among us now; and how much greater discoveries might have 

been made, by such spirits as theirs, is hard to guess. I am sure ours, 

though great, yet look very imperfect, as to what the face of this terrestrial 

globe would probably appear, if they had been pursued as far as we might 

                                                
82 For discussion of this passage, see Bridget Orr, Empire on the English Stage 1660-1714 (Cambridge: 
CUP, 2001) 35-6; also Anthony Pagden, European Encounters with the New World (New Haven: Yale UP, 
1993) 90. 
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justly have expected from the progresses of navigation since the use of the 

compass, which seems to have been long at a stand. (Works III. 456-7) 

Greedy commercial ends have supplanted philosophy, so deficiencies in modern maps 

reflect the “ethical poverty” of modern exploration.83 Temple notes particularly a lack of 

information about China, the Straits of Magellan, Japan, and New Holland (Australia), 

and then speculates about equilibrium among the earth’s landmasses: 

Yet the learned have been of opinion, that there must be a balance of earth 

on that side of the line in some proportion to what there is on the other; 

and that it cannot be all sea from thirty degrees to the South pole, since we 

have found land to above sixty-five degrees towards the North.  

Swift probably adopted Temple’s phrase “balance of earth” from this passage, though he 

placed Brobdingnag in the northern rather than southern Pacific.84 Certainly he bore in 

mind the general theory of continental equilibrium to which Temple refers. And Gulliver 

responds directly to the avaricious motivations of modern exploration that Temple 

bemoans. Brobdingnag becomes the missing continent about which so many explorers 

and virtuosos have speculated. Yet in the guise of a “Balance of Earth,” Swift presents 

the balanced constitution with the wise Brobdingnagian king acting as balancer: 

For, in the course of many Ages they have been troubled with the same 

Disease to which the whole Race of Mankind is subject; the Nobility often 

contending for Power, the People for Liberty, and the King for absolute 

Dominion. All which, however happily tempered by the Laws of the 

                                                
83 Orr 36.  
84 The editor of the newest authoritative edition of Gulliver concurs. See CWJS XVI. 156, n. 2. Of course, 
numerous echoes of Temple’s works have been identified in Gulliver, not least of which is Temple’s 
reference to England as “a floating Island” (Works II. 454).   
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Kingdom, have been sometimes violated by each of the three Parties, and 

have once or more occasioned Civil Wars … (PW XI. 122)     

Scholars have long traced this passage back to Swift’s Discourse and from there to Sir 

William Temple or the Harringtonians.85 Gulliver’s emphasis on cycles of revolution, of 

which the root cause is a human “Disease,” make it clear that even mixed government on 

the Brobdingnagian model cannot prevent balance from collapsing eventually (PW XI. 

122).86 The difficult choice lies between maintaining a balancing act that always risks 

chaos or seeking to put an end to those risks by becoming “absolute Master of the Lives, 

the Liberties, and the Fortunes of his People” (PW XI. 119). The Brobdingnagian king 

imposes limits on his own power knowing that his dynasty will remain vulnerable to 

upheaval in future. He rejects absolutism and sustains the established constitutional 

balance.  

Reading Brobdingnag against Temple’s Antient and Modern Learning, we can see 

Gulliver putting his geographical discovery to “great and more noble uses.” Perhaps also 

Swift rebukes Temple for suggesting that the “customs and manners of so many original 

nations” do not have value as knowledge. Brobdingnag’s constitutional balance acts as a 

philosophical “counterpoise” to the absolutism that Swift observed in better known 

kingdoms – including the proverbial despotisms of Tartary.  

If Brobdingnag were the only reason to think that Swift borrowed from this 

passage, it would provide a provocative comparison. But Temple’s “balance of earth” 

                                                
85 Ehrenpreis, Personality, 93-99. For the “country” theory of government, see Downie, 
“Characterization,” 118-20.  
86 Fink, “Political Theory,” 160. Fink emphasizes that the establishment of a militia in Brobdingnag shows 
Swift’s belief that “once an equilibrium was created and satisfactory devices existed for preserving it, the 
forces of decay could be allayed,” following Polybius and the early modern republicans. For the Lycurgan 
tradition of Swift’s thinking on balance, see Higgins, “Swift and Sparta.”  
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may have further connections with Gulliver. First, notice that Temple points to Japan as 

one of his examples of the deficiencies of modern maps: 

Whether Japan be island or continent, with some parts of Tartary on the 

north-side, is not certainly agreed. The lands of Yedso upon the north-east 

continent have been no more than coasted, and whether they may not join 

to the northern continent of America, is by some doubted. (Works III. 457) 

From here, Temple complains for the second time about commercial incentives driving 

exploration, choosing the Dutch as exemplars of the modern practice:87  

Our navigators that way have been confined to the roads of trade, and our 

discoveries bounded by what we can manage to a certain degree of gain. I 

have long heard it said among the Dutch, that their East-India Company 

have long since forbidden … any further attempts of discovering that 

continent, having already more trade in those parts than they can turn to 

account, and fearing some more populous nation of Europe might make 

great establishments of trade in some of those unknown regions, which 

might ruin or impair what they have already in the Indies. (Works III. 457-

8) 

The appearance of both the Japanese and the Dutch in this passage, from which Swift 

presumably drew the phrase “Balance of Earth,” suggests that Swift bore in mind 

Temple’s points on modern navigation when he came to write the Dutch and Japanese 

episodes in Book III. 

                                                
87 Glyndwr Williams 67 quotes this passage and notes that in fact the Dutch made efforts at this time to 
improve the accuracy of their maps.  
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From the beginning of the “Voyage to the East-Indies,” Swift seems to locate 

Gulliver in the “numberless islands” to which Temple referred. Gulliver receives the 

“Power to traffick” and sails his sloop among the “neighbouring Islands” to Tonquin. 

Pirates lurk in waters busy with trade, they set Gulliver adrift and he begins island-

hopping: “I sailed to another Island, and thence to a third and fourth … on the 5th Day, I 

arrived at the last Island in my Sight” (PW XI. 138-40). Having created this series of tiny 

islands Swift connects them into a network defined by trade. Balnibarbi has “much 

Commerce with the great Island of Luggnagg,” and “by the Force of much Commerce” 

many Luggnuggians understand Balnibarbi language. There are “frequent Opportunities 

of sailing” between Luggnagg and Japan; they share a “perpetual Commerce” (PW XI. 

177, 187, 199).  

In this context Gulliver introduces the Dutch and Japanese, referring to the 

historic Dutch monopoly on Japanese trade: “I knew the Dutch were the only Europeans 

permitted to enter into that Kingdom” (PW XI. 187). Scholars have energetically 

discussed the two Japanese episodes and they do not need to be rehearsed here.88 All 

agree that Swift savages the Dutch for avarice and irreligion. They appear as bloodthirsty 

mercantilists who eagerly trample on the crucifix to appease their trading partners. As in 

the Argument against the Abolishing of Christianity, where Swift first called attention to 

the East Indies’ trade, Christianity seems a meaningless ideological designation that no 

longer hinders apostate modern man from doing whatever it takes to expand control over 

                                                
88 For robust discussion of the Japanese episodes, see John A. Dussinger, “‘Christian’ vs. ‘Hollander’: 
Swift’s Satire on the Dutch East India Traders,” Notes and Queries 211 (1966) 209-12 (210) and “Gulliver 
in Japan: Another Possible Source,” Notes and Queries 237 (1992) 464-5; Hermann J. Real and Heinz J. 
Vienken, “Swift’s ‘Trampling Upon the Crucifix’ Once More,” Notes and Queries 228 (1983) 513-14; 
Elizabeth R. Napier, “Swift’s ‘Trampling upon the Crucifix’: A Parallel,” Notes and Queries 224 (1979) 
544-8; and J. Leeds Barroll, “Gulliver in Luggnagg: A Possible Source,” Philological Quarterly 36 (1957) 
504-8. 
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trade routes and sea-lanes (PW II. 38). The Dutch prove more zealous than the Japanese 

in enforcing Japanese laws meant literally to abolish Christianity in their realm. Swift 

alludes in particular to travel accounts that told of the Dutch providing cannons to the 

Japanese army to exterminate Christian converts in the Shimabara rebellion.89 

Yet Swift points to another type of Dutch faithlessness that runs parallel to the 

religious satire. The Dutchman shows no recognition of their international alliance: 

I told him who we were, and begged him in Consideration of our being 

Christians and Protestants, of neighbouring Countries, in strict Alliance, 

that he would move the Captains to take some Pity on us. This inflamed 

his Rage; he repeated his Threatnings … (PW XI. 138-9) 

Gulliver’s voyage takes place in the middle of 1707. At that time the Anglo-Dutch 

alliance formed the centerpiece of the Grand Alliance against France. Of course, the 

Dutchman is a pirate sailing with Japanese pirates, so the appeal to his Christianity has a 

more direct importance than the appeal to the alliance. But Swift alludes to the fact that 

the Dutch were expected to restrain piracy against England as part of the agreement and 

implies that instead they encouraged it.      

By way of contrast with the Anglo-Dutch alliance, Swift also describes the 

Luggnagg and Japan relationship as a “strict Alliance” (PW XI. 177). Unsurprisingly, this 

alliance provides a standard that makes the Dutch look less trustworthy than heathens. 

When Gulliver arrives in Japan with a letter of recommendation from the King of 

Luggnagg he becomes immersed in a grand diplomatic pageant, treated like a “publick 

Minister,” with “Carriages and Servants,” taken to Tokyo, afforded “great Ceremony.” 

The emperor tells Gulliver to make his request, and “whatever it were, it should be 

                                                
89 Napier 546.  
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granted for the sake of his Royal Brother of Luggnagg” (PW XI. 199-200). Japan treats a 

diplomatic ally like a brother; the Dutch treat fellow Christians and allies like heathen 

enemies. The emperor grants his request not to trample the crucifix “chiefly to gratify the 

King of Luggnagg” (PW XI. 200). The emperor’s only hesitation relates to Gulliver’s 

safety – he fears the Dutch will “cut [his] Throat” if they discover his evasion of the 

blasphemous ritual (PW XI. 201). Contrasting the Luggnuggian-Japanese and Anglo-

Dutch alliances, Swift has illustrated a chain of diplomatic relationships that run along 

with the “Commerce” between the islands. 

Yet Swift is careful to indicate that the Japanese do not act out of charity alone. 

The Japanese pirate captain helps Gulliver, but also sets him adrift at sea. Similarly, self-

interest qualifies the Japanese emperor’s mercy. He accepts Gulliver’s “Reasons” for not 

trampling the cross, but these reasons include his claim to have no “Intention of trading,” 

and, again, he thinks “chiefly” of gratifying Luggnagg. Another question is whether he 

spares Gulliver in light of the moral exemplum on Luggnagg’s seal, “A King lifting up a 

lame Beggar from the Earth.” He may seek only to maintain “perpetual Commerce” with 

Luggnagg (PW XI. 200, 199, 177). When Gulliver gives thanks “for so unusual a 

Favour,” Swift takes another jab at the blasphemous Dutch; but when the Japanese 

Emperor claims to “gratify” Luggnagg “by an uncommon Mark of his Favour,” Swift 

implies that the emperor’s leniency is rare.  

Nevertheless, while Swift’s Japanese are not necessarily merciful, they prove true 

to their word – the pirate prevented Gulliver’s execution as he said he would, and the 

emperor upheld his troth with the Luggnuggian king. At very least the Japanese emperor 

seems to recognize a diplomatic interest distinct from commercial interest since he 

accepts Gulliver’s “Misfortunes” as a reason for letting him pass on the anti-Christian 
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ritual. The Dutch, by contrast, act exclusively from commercial self-interest. When 

Gulliver sails home on the Amboyna, the location of the infamous Dutch slaughter of 

English colonists in 1623, one of the sailors catches him and attempts to punish him: 

A malicious Rogue of a Skipper went to an Officer, and pointing to me, 

told him, I had not yet trampled on the Crucifix: But the other, who had 

received Instructions to let me pass, gave the Rascal twenty Strokes on the 

Shoulders with a Bamboo; after which I was no more troubled with such 

Questions. (PW XI. 201)  

The “Instructions” must refer to the Japanese emperor’s orders, whether directly or 

through a string of officers down to the captain of the Dutch ship, one Theodorus 

Vangrult. Unlike all other Swiftian Dutchmen, this officer decides not to pursue 

Gulliver’s execution. Granting the premise that the Dutch seek to enforce Japanese anti-

Christian laws even on their own ships, why should the Dutch obey the Japanese emperor 

on a matter involving a man they believe is Dutch? It seems likely that they wish not to 

disoblige the emperor. Perhaps they fear fouling up their special status as the “only 

Europeans permitted to enter into that Kingdom” (PW XI. 187). Whether acting for good 

or ill, Swift insists the Dutch have little choice in the matter: he notes that the Dutch 

pirate “seemed to be of some Authority, although he were not Commander of either 

Ship,” while the Dutch officer acts on “Instructions” (PW XI. 138). Slaves to their 

passions, the Dutch have become servants to their trading partners.  

 In short, Gulliver’s geographic “discoveries” are mostly limited to trade routes, 

but the political decisions that sustain him present a combination of diplomatic and 

commercial interest. A clue to reading Book III seems to lie in this distinction of 

interests. The King of Luggnagg, with his “great Clemency,” proves instrumental to 
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Gulliver’s survival (or at least avoidance of hell) (PW XI. 189). The Japanese know the 

Luggnuggian seal “perfectly well,” suggesting that the king sends recommendations often 

enough, and the message is clear and generous, “as broad as the Palm of my Hand.” The 

image, “A King lifting up a lame Beggar from the Earth,” suggests a piece of princely 

hospitality that also applies to diplomacy. Of course, the image suffers from the irony that 

the beggar resembles any number of suppliants licking the dust before the Luggnuggian 

king’s footstool who may be poisoned in the process (PW XI. 188-9). This “Court Style” 

of dust-licking and occasional poisoning gives a dark twist to Gulliver’s general 

assessment: 

The Luggnuggians are a polite and generous People, and although they are 

not without some Share of that Pride which is peculiar to all Eastern 

Countries, yet they shew themselves courteous to Strangers, especially 

such who are countenanced by the Court. (PW XI. 191) 

But despite their pride, the Luggnuggians seem to have a superior moral perspective. 

Luggnagg’s former “Embassador” to Balnibarbi and Japan, who acts as Gulliver’s 

interpreter, explains that in the latter two kingdoms “he observed long Life to be the 

universal Desire and Wish of Mankind.” He repeats the point for emphasis: “every Man 

desired to put off Death for sometime longer, let it approach ever so late.” In fact all men 

in all nations suffer from unlimited desire, and in Luggnagg alone, “the Appetite for 

living was not so eager, from the continual Example of the Struldbruggs before their 

Eyes” (PW XI. 195). The Struldbruggs, hideous reminders of the hell of eternal “Desire,” 

have taught Luggnagg to act with some kind of restraint. Thus, while the King of 

Luggnagg possesses a mixture of mercy and Orientalized “Pride,” in the case of Gulliver 

he lifts a lame beggar from the earth.  
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If Swift had sought to respond to Temple’s essay and supply the defects in maps 

of Japan with an ancient piece of wisdom, just as he supplied the “Balance of Earth” with 

Brobdingnag’s balanced constitution, then he could not have indicated it more effectively 

than by Gulliver’s suggestion that the Dutch merchants conduct a study on the 

Struldbruggs: 

It is very probable that the Japanese Authors may have given some 

Account of the Struldbruggs; but my Stay in Japan was so short, and I 

was so entirely a Stranger to the Language, that I was not qualified to 

make any Enquiries. But I hope the Dutch upon this Notice will be curious 

and able enough to supply my Defects. (PW XI. 199) 

The appeal to Dutch curiosity calls attention to an ancient kind of knowledge that Temple 

and Swift believed commercial navigation and its attendant discoveries would not supply. 

It is knowledge of the limits of “Desire” and “Appetite” (PW XI. 195). The 

Brobdingnagian king demonstrates it when he rejects the gunpowder that would enable 

him to tyrannize. Epaminondas, whom Gulliver includes among his sextumvirate of 

ancient wise men, demonstrates it when he refuses to conquer Sparta after his victory at 

Leuctra. The Luggnaggian king demonstrates it when he takes mercy on Gulliver, as do 

the Japanese. The Dutch alone, ever the objects of Swift’s execrations, lack this 

knowledge entirely. Like the Lilliputians and Laputians, they know only the insatiable 

desire to destroy their rivals and please their masters. Without such restraint, in Swift’s 

view, the lust for power will accelerate mechanistically until it collides with an opposing 

force.    

This depiction of the Dutch as the exemplars of modern corruption has a long 

history in Swift’s corpus. From his early writings he associates them with religious 
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dissent, republicanism and beggar-thy-neighbor capitalism. Jack, in the Tale of a Tub, has 

Dutch undertones – his leading attribute is “Zeal,” he allegorizes the Calvinists and 

dissenters, and accordingly one of his nicknames is “Dutch Jack,” which Wotton glosses 

as “Jack of Leyden.” But Swift’s enmity for the Dutch matured during his time as Tory 

propagandist.90 Throughout this period, Swift amplified legitimate alliance grievances 

into accusations of diabolical treachery. By the time he wrote Gulliver, he had nursed 

these grievances for many years and wielded his satire as a weapon of revenge. 

Swift also frequently characterizes Dutch self-interest as a threat to the balance of 

power. He may have partially inherited this view from Temple, since the shifting and 

conniving between the English, Dutch and French formed the centerpiece of Temple’s 

diplomatic writings (though obviously Temple did not share Swift’s hostility toward the 

Dutch). In the Tale, Jack’s alliance with Peter to “trepan” Martin echoes the alliance of 

the Many and the One in the Discourse – it seeks to remove one member of the tripartite 

balance, but in doing so ignites a bipolar struggle that will result in tyranny. Swift carried 

this view of the Dutch into his depiction of their strategic aims in the Conduct of the 

Allies, where he imagined Jack entangling Martin into an alliance of “Interest and 

Ambition” seeking to deprive Peter of his share of power (CWJS VIII. 90). In Some 

Remarks on the Barrier Treaty (1712), Swift theorizes, following the familiar sequence 

of the degeneration of the balance of power, that the Dutch make use of every means 

available to expend British resources on the annihilation of France so as to expand 

commercially viable territory in Flanders and enlarge their maritime empire, all with the 

goal of subduing England next: 

                                                
90 Clark, “Swift and the Dutch,” 55-6. 
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We shall see our Neighbours, who in their utmost Distress, called for our 

Assistance, become by this Treaty [the Barrier Treaty], even in time of 

Peace, Masters of a more considerable Country than their own; in a 

condition to strike Terror into Us, with fifty thousand Veterans ready to 

invade us, from that Country which we have conquered for them; and to 

commit insolent Hostilities upon us, in all other Parts, as they have lately 

done in the East-Indies. (English Political Writings 135)  

Swift’s reference to the Dutch hostility in the East Indies refers not only to recent 

conflicts that prompted the Tory ministers to lodge diplomatic complaints, but also to the 

Amboyna massacre. He brought an implacable hatred of the Dutch to the writing of 

Gulliver, as well as a tendency to view their actions in terms of the mobs (papists, 

dissenters, atheists, capitalists, absolutists, Whigs) who work to destroy the balance of 

power.  

Insofar as Swift characterizes the Dutch as money-hungry atheists, he maintains 

the trajectory of the attack on modernity that he began decades earlier. In the Argument 

against Abolishing of Christianity (1711), the madcap narrator fears that the “Extirpation 

of the Gospel” might “disoblige our Allies” and cause a drop in the “East-India Stock” 

(PW II. 38):  

If, upon being rejected by them, we are to trust to an Alliance with the 

Turk, we shall find our selves much deceived: For, as he is too remote, and 

generally engaged in War with the Persian Emperor; so his People would 

be more scandalized at our Infidelity, than our Christian Neighbours. 

Because, the Turks are not only strict Observers of religious Worship; but, 
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what is worse, believe a God; which is more than is required of us, even 

while we preserve the Name of Christians. (PW II. 38) 

England’s atheism threatens to cast it out into the broader world, filled with heathens who 

nevertheless are much more reasonable than Christians – the Grand Vizier would reject 

the alliance because it would weaken popular support without helping in Turkey’s own 

balance of power between Persia. The disintegration of Christendom – the quarrel 

between Peter, Martin and Jack – forces Europeans to call on foreign leaders for help in 

their internal struggles, which gives foreign leaders prerogative over their international 

relationships. 

Swift’s humanization of the Japanese heightens this satire on the Dutch in a 

similar way. Many critics have noticed that when the Japanese captain and emperor 

intercede on Gulliver’s behalf they call attention to common human decency without 

even pretending to Christianity. But it seems worth adding to this interpretation that by 

raising Gulliver the Japanese simultaneously frustrate Dutch attempts to arrogate power. 

One critic has referred to this relationship as the “triangular dynamics of rivalry and 

exclusion,” noting that Japan “controls the cultural and economic terms of its encounters 

with red-haired barbarians.”91 Swift’s term, I think, would be balance of power – Japan 

fills the role that France once filled between England and Holland. It is worth pointing 

out the stark difference between Swift’s representation of the Japanese in Gulliver and 

that in An Account of the Court and Empire of Japan (1728), where he provides a fairly 

straightforward allegory of British domestic politics by narrating the quarrels between the 

parties of Husiges (Whigs) and Yortes (Tories) in the court of Japan after the death of 

Empress Nena (Anne) and accession of Emperor Regoge (George) (PW V. 99). In 

                                                
91 Robert Markley, “Gulliver and the Japanese: The Limits of the Postcolonial Past,” 470. 
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Gulliver, Swift depicts Japan as a sophisticated empire capable of forming and breaking 

alliances with the Dutch, English, Spanish, Portuguese and Luggnuggians. They leverage 

their coveted trade in order to maintain an upper hand on Europeans blinded by greed. 

His likely sources told of the Japanese manipulating the Dutch against the Portuguese and 

English.92 They are capable of despotic religious repression at home, self-interested 

bargaining with foreigners, decency toward strangers, and – of special significance to 

Swift’s understanding of power in the international sphere – holding the balance between 

foreign parties. Swift introduces diplomatic interest (the “strict Alliance” with Luggnagg) 

as the means by which this balancing policy takes shape. The Japanese emperor, like 

Luggnagg, possesses an Orientalized “Pride,” but, also like Luggnagg, he knows 

something of “Clemency” and lifts a lame beggar from the earth.  

In the twenty-first century the notion of a global balance of power is widespread. 

But a prominent historian of balance of power argues that the global extension of the 

theory did not occur until the twentieth century – “the balance of power concept for some 

200 years after its confirmation as the basis of the European state system [at Utrecht in 

1713] remained a purely European phenomenon. Its logic was not applied beyond the 

boundaries of the European continent.”93 Swift challenges this narrative. Gulliver is a 

satire, not a political tract, but Japan’s geographical position on the opposite side of the 

world from England suggests that Swift chose it for a reason – he used the phrase “in any 

Country from England to Japan” to indicate the whole world in the fourth of the 

Drapier’s Letters, written in 1724, the same year he wrote Book III (PW X. 56).94 In 

                                                
92 Dussinger, “‘Christian’ vs. ‘Hollander,’” 210. 
93 Sheehan, Balance of Power, 115.  
94 Swift’s January 1724 letter to Ford claims he has left Houyhnhnmland and is in the Flying Island, 
implying that he has begun writing Book III. He wrote the Letter to the Whole People of Ireland in the fall.  
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Gulliver Japan’s interactions with the Dutch and other Europeans suggest that Swift 

deliberately imagined a global political system – a political “Balance of Earth” to replace 

the balance of Europe and balance of Christendom. When the Japanese deny Dutch 

attempts to monopolize power, they obviously intensify the satire on fanatical modern 

self-interest – but they also happen to follow the ancient principle of balance of power as 

Swift understood it.  

 

V. CONCLUSION: MOTTRAYE’S TRAVELS AND GULLIVER’S TRAVELS 

Swift’s imaginary international system reflects his moral and political universalism, 

including the principle of balancing or dividing power, but also shows his concern for 

exposing the particular vices and corruptions of his era, such as Whig and Tory 

partisanship and naval power. He reinforces this conclusion at the end of Book IV when 

Gulliver advises England to imitate the Brobdingnagians, the “least corrupted” Yahoos, 

“whose wise Maxims in Morality and Government, it would be our Happiness to 

observe” (PW XI. 276). Of course the king of Brobdingnag maintains a tripartite 

constitution, rejects absolutism, and asks “whether Party in Religion or Politicks were 

observed to be of any Weight in the Scale of Justice” and “what Business we had out of 

our own Islands, unless upon the score of Trade or Treaty, or to defend the Coasts with 

our Fleet” (PW XI. 114-15). Swift further relates this wisdom to the international sphere 

when Gulliver expresses “a few Scruples” regarding Britain’s conquering the countries 

he has discovered. Obviously maritime power provides the means by which Britain 

would pursue such “Conquests”:  

Ships are sent with the first Opportunity; the Natives driven out or 

destroyed, their Princes tortured to discover their Gold; a free Licence 
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given to all Acts of Inhumanity and Lust; the Earth reeking with the Blood 

of its Inhabitants: And this execrable Crew of Butchers employed in so 

pious an Expedition, is a modern Colony sent to convert and civilize an 

idolatrous and barbarous People. But this Description, I confess, doth by 

no means affect the British Nation, who may be an Example to the whole 

World for their Wisdom, Care, and Justice in planting Colonies. (PW XI. 

278) 

Despite these words, Gulliver, like Britain, still remains susceptible to hegemonic 

ambitions – “I am ready to depose, when I shall be lawfully called, That no European did 

ever visit these Countries before me.” Indeed all that prevented him from “taking 

Possession in my Sovereign’s Name” upon setting foot in these remote nations was 

concern for those insignificant trifles, “Prudence and Self-Preservation” (PW XI. 279). 

By way of conclusion I would like to call attention to some indirect evidence 

suggesting that balance of power remained on Swift’s mind in the composition of 

Gulliver. Aubrey de la Mottraye, the French traveler, recounts a conversation with King 

Charles XII of Sweden at the latter’s court-in-exile in Bender, Moldova in 1712. The 

topic is the “favourable Dispositions of the Tory Ministry to his Swedish Majesty.” The 

court has received letters from Count Gyllenborg, the Swedish ambassador in London, 

that relate the revolution taking place in British foreign policy: peace conferences have 

begun in Utrecht, Bolingbroke is holding secret negotiations in Paris, and the ministry 

has ordered the Duke of Ormond not to engage the French in the field, a scandal to the 

allies. Gyllenborg’s letters also say 

That the Views of the Tory Ministry were the same as the Whigs pretended 

to have, viz. to hold the Balance of Europe, tho’ they endeavour’d to 
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compass them by a quite different, and much shorter Way, that is, by a 

Peace.95 

The account sounds accurate, for around this time Swift wrote that the “Fantastick 

Words,” Tory and Whig, no longer designated any principles other than “Lovers of 

Peace” and “Lovers of War” (PW VII. 3). But Mottraye adds an anecdote about Charles 

XII’s response to this report that is of particular interest to readers of Gulliver:  

The Names, Tory and Whig, so often quoted in these Letters, created a 

Desire in the King of knowing their Origin; to which Intent he asked it of 

Mr. Fabrice, who not being able fully to inform him, had recourse to me; 

and I, being as little able, wrote about it to an English Gentleman at 

Constantinople.96  

The king’s innocence, and Mottraye’s cluelessness, bring to mind Gulliver’s narration of 

his first meeting with the king of Brobdingnag: 

But, I confess, that after I had been a little too copious in talking of my 

own beloved Country; of our Trade, and Wars by Sea and Land, of our 

Schisms in Religion, and Parties in the State; the Prejudices of his 

Education prevailed so far, that he could not forbear taking me up in his 

right Hand, and stroaking me gently with the other; after an hearty Fit of 

laughing, asked me whether I were a Whig or a Tory. (CWJS XVI. 150) 

The resemblance becomes all the more intriguing when one recalls Swift’s admiration for 

Charles XII, “for whose great virtues I had ever the highest veneration,” and his regret 

that he did not accept an invitation to Charles’s court, which would have overlapped with 

                                                
95 A. De La Motraye’s Travels through Europe, Asia, and into parts of Africa (1723) vol II, 90. 
96 Mottraye vol II, 90.  
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the years of Mottraye’s narrative. Swift wrote a poignant letter of condolence to 

Gyllenborg upon Charles’s death in 1719, where he assured him of “the profound respect 

I have for the memory of your royal master” and furthermore that his friendship toward 

Gyllenborg, who had been banished from Britain as a Jacobite conspirator, had not 

waned: “my affection towards persons hath not been at all diminished by the frown of 

power upon them” (PW V. 11-12).  

Indeed, it is possible that Mottraye provided Swift with the inspiration for this 

famous scene. The book of Travels appeared in 1723, between Swift’s earliest references 

to writing his own travels in April 1721 and completion of Book IV and starting of Book 

III in January 1724.97 Swift had reason to notice Mottraye, since the latter refers to him 

several times, defends his works against charges of atheism and endorses his criticisms of 

“publick Vices.”98 Already editors have discovered one possible reference to Mottraye, 

which happens also to occur in Book II.99 Nevertheless, Swift did not possess a copy of 

Mottraye’s book, so it is impossible to say for certain.100 If Mottraye did inspire Swift 

with his discussion of rival Whig and Tory definitions of balance of power amid the 

debate over Utrecht, then one might note how Swift recasts the episode to touch on 

generalizations (i.e. “Wars by Sea and Land”) but then comes down to particulars with 

the reference to Whig and Tory – here, clearly, we have general allusiveness and not 

                                                
97 CWJS XVI. xviii. 
98 Mottraye’s references to Swift suggest that the latter would have had an interest in his book. At 134 he 
discusses the Examiner, saying he “ridiculed the Alarms and Fears of the Whigs, in alledging, that his 
Antagonist was painting the King of France like a Giant, with a Quiver full of Pretenders.” From 135-46 he 
reproduces a long abstract of the Tale of a Tub, at the end of which he defends Swift’s Christianity; 393 he 
quotes and praises Sentiments of a Church-of-England Man, again as defending Swift’s name as a 
Christian; at 410 he contrasts the “publick Vices so much complain’d of by Dr. Swift” in England with the 
treatment he has received in Turkey, an irony that resembles Swiftian thinking, especially in the Argument 
against Abolishing Christianity, which he could have read along with Sentiments in the 1711 Miscellanies.  
99 Swift mentions the popular “Jet d’Eau at Versailles.” See CWJS XVI. 169, n. 26; Mottray, vol I, 137. 
100 It does not appear in Passmann and Vienken, The Library and Reading of Jonathan Swift.  
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loose allegory as in the Voyage to Lilliput. But the passage provides one additional reason 

for positing a connection between Mottraye’s text and Swift’s, for it contains the only 

unambiguous reference in Gulliver to international balance of power: 

And thus he continued on, while my Colour came and went several Times, 

with Indignation to hear our noble Country, the Mistress of Arts and 

Arms, the Scourge of France, the Arbitress of Europe, the Seat of Virtue, 

Piety, Honour and Truth, the Pride and Envy of the World, so 

contemptuously treated. (PW XI. 91) 

The episodes in Lilliput and Japan demonstrate Swift’s commitment to self-restraint, 

division of power and preservation of the weak that he viewed as underpinning a correct 

definition of balance. But in this passage, as he had done in the Discourse and the 

Conduct, he mocks Britain’s prideful self-image as the “Arbitress of Europe” – that is, 

balance of power as a call to arms.    
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CONCLUSION 

In the twentieth and twenty-first century writers and intellectuals often characterize 

political realism and balance of power as infamous elements of western ideology that 

justify ruthlessness in policy. But from the vantage of the intellectual tradition afforded 

by Temple and Swift, nothing could be further from the truth. For these writers, 

“balance” serves literally to modify “power,” which otherwise tends toward the absolute. 

Swift variously refers to balance of power as an “eternal Rule,” a “wise Principle” and a 

“fundamental Maxim,” but after his first prose work he avoids flaunting the term. He is 

more concerned with the underlying idea of whether power suffers constraint, whether 

any political actor can destroy or deprive a rival of its share of power. In this sense Swift 

warns against unjustified impeachments, the Moderns’ leveling Mount Parnassus and the 

Grand Alliance pushing for France’s unconditional surrender. Here also lies the origin of 

Blefuscu’s preservation, Brobdingnag’s refusal of gunpowder, and Luggnagg’s and 

Japan’s “Clemency.” Recalling the image of the scales, to preserve the weak is 

simultaneously to deprive the strong of an addition to their power. Neither Temple nor 

Swift were naïve enough to believe that any system automatically preserves the weak. 

Only a moral actor can do so. Temple struggled with indecision, Swift rejected it entirely, 

but both recognized the difficulty of opposing the trend of power – the fact that it may 

provoke immediate conflict in the name of avoiding unspecified future ills. They 

exhorted independence of mind and firmness of judgment. The process of pondering 

must come to an end. External balance requires internal preponderance.  
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APPENDIX I 

Defining Balance of Power in English Literary History 

Balance of power comes primarily from ancient historiographers compelled to observe 

war between states rather than philosophers like Plato and Aristotle preoccupied with the 

structure of government. Of all ancient writers, Thucydides stands foremost as the 

founding father of international relations, political realism and balance of power.1 Hobbes 

published his translation Eight bookes of the Peloponnesian Warre in 1629 and, in his 

introductory comments, paid particular attention to Thucydides’s description of the cause 

of the war: “And the truest Quarrell, though least in speech, I conceiue to bee the growth 

of the Athenian power; which putting the Lacedae|monians into feare, necessitated the 

Warre.”2 Thus the Spartans formed the Delian league to counter the ambitions of Athens. 

This passage has become perhaps the most frequently quoted example of balance-of-

power reasoning. Swift knew this line of thought; he wrote an abstract of Hobbes’s 

translation while living with Sir William Temple.3 

Thucydides greatly influenced Polybius and other ancient historians. Polybius not 

only provides a renowned account of the Roman mixed constitution in Book VI of his 

Histories, which draws on his philosophical predecessors, but also provides one of the 

                                                
1 Morgenthau 8-9; Sheehan, Balance of Power, 5; Martin Wight, “Why is there no international theory?” in 
Diplomatic Investigations, 32; Little, “The Greek City-States in the Fifth Century BCE: Persia and the 
Balance of Power” 47-70; Boucher, Political Theories of International Relations: From Thucydides to the 
Present (Oxford: OUP, 1998) 67; Gilpin, “The Richness of the Tradition of Political Realism,” 291.  
2 Eight bookes of the Peloponnesian Warre I. 14 and “Of the Life and History of Thucydides,” 10. 
Thucydides I. xxiii. See also Melian Dialogue, Hobbes 341, Thucydides V. lxxxix, where the Athenians 
argue, “in humane disputation, iustice is then on|ly agreed on, when the necessity is equall. Whereas they 
that haue oddes of power, exact as much as they can, and the weake yeeld to such conditions as they can 
get.”  
3 “Swift’s Moor Park Reading List” in CWJS I. 273-4. 
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foundational accounts of balance-of-power foreign policy in Book I, where he describes 

Hiero of Syracuse’s attempt to balance between Rome and Carthage: 

The Carthaginians being thus opprest by their enemies, were forced to 

craue succours from their Allies, to whom at that time Hieron of Saragosse 

sent them great assistance, supplying them with whatsoeuer they 

demaunded: For he was of opinion that the preseruation of the 

Carthaginians was necessary for him, as well for the safety of his estate, as 

to entertayne the friendship of the Romanes; to the end that after the ruine 

of Carthage, they might easily do whatsoeuer they pleased without 

contradiction. This was wisely considered of him: For in truth no Man 

must seeme carelesse of such things, neyther must they suffer any one to 

grow to so great a power, as he shall haue cause euer after to feare a 

manifest iniustice.4 

Polybius thus provides several of the essential components of balance of power that will 

recur throughout this dissertation: balance as a policy that befits the wise ruler; 

restraining power from growing too “great” or facing no “contradiction”; reconciling 

private and public interest (“necessary for him, as well for the safety of his estate”); the 

scenario of a small or minor power whose actions become magnified because of its 

position between two greater rivals; and the principle of refusing to help “ruine” one 

power because its “preseruation” serves as a restraint upon another. Hume, quoting this 

                                                
4 The history of Polybius the Megalopolitan The fiue first bookes entire, trans. Edward Grimeston (1633). 
Polybius I. lxxxiii. For a modern translation, see Evelyn S. Shuckburgh, trans, The Histories of Polybius 
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1962) vol I, 93. Polybius’s original Greek contains the notion of not allowing 
preponderance on one side against another. See F. W. Walbank, A Historical Commentary on Polybius 
(Oxford: Clarendon P, 1957-79). 
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passage, writes, “here is the aim of modern politics pointed out in express terms.”5 Swift 

likely knew this passage – he quotes from Polybius above all others when describing his 

notion of balance of power in the Discourse and elsewhere (e.g. PW II. 83, V. 36).  

Balance of power starts to take shape as an explicitly formulated principle in the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when Italian humanists observed and recorded a series of 

multipolar struggles on the peninsula.6 While the tradition of mixed constitution flowered 

in Venice, whose government became its modern exemplar, balance of power thrived in 

Florence, where political leaders were concerned with forming alliances to contain 

Venice’s power. Guicciardini stands above other writers, even Machiavelli, for 

promulgating balance of power – he produced a lasting icon of balancing policy in 

depicting the Florentine ruler Lorenzo de Medici.7  Famed for his wise “counsell,” 

Medici helped to “preserue” the bounteous “felicitie” of Italy in the 1490s, just before the 

disastrous invasion of French King Charles VIII at the behest of the Milanese:  

He knewe well that it would be a thing preiudiciall to the common weale 

of Florence, and no lesse hurtfull to him selfe, if any of the great 

Potentates of that nation stretched out further their power, and therefore he 

employed all his deuises, meanes, and directions that the thinges of Italy 

should be so euenly ballanced, that they shoulde not waigh more on the 

one side then of the other: A thing which he could not make to succeede, 

                                                
5 “Of the Balance of Power,” 337. Morgenthau 194 cites this same passage as the “essence” of what would 
become the early modern balance of power conceived as “a protective device of an alliance of nations.” 
6 Francesco Barbaro used the phrase in 1439 in what is supposedly the earliest clear reference to the 
principle. See Anderson, Rise of Modern Diplomacy, 151. See Theory and Practice of the Balance of 
Power 1-19 for Alberico Gentili, Paolo Paruta and Giovanni Botero.    
7 Though Machiavelli obviously exercises an overwhelming influence over modern political thought, 
historians of balance of power have shown his influence on the theory to be indirect. Sheehan, Balance of 
Power, 30-1.   
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without the preseruation of peace, and a perpetuall care, diligence and 

watching ouer all accidents yea euen to the least, basest, and most 

inferior.8 

Here Guicciardini promotes a policy similar to Polybius’s Hiero of Syracuse, while also 

introducing vigilance as a defining feature. He plays a specific and significant role in the 

transmission of balance-of-power ideas to England. The first occurrence of the phrase in 

English takes place in 1579, when Geoffrey Fenton presents to Queen Elizabeth his 

translation of Guicciardini’s Storia (its first Englishing, though he translated from a 

French original).9 In the “Epistle Dedicatorie,” after comparing Elizabeth to Caesar 

Augustus, who ruled by means of peace at home and whose “wisedome” swayed all of 

the neighboring countries, Fenton continues:  

God … hath erected your seate vpon a high hill or sanctuary, and put into 

your hands the ballance of power and iustice, to poise and counterpoise at 

your will the actions and counsels of all the Christian kingdomes of your 

time.10 

Scholars interested in English foreign policy and balance-of-power theory have long 

noted this highly symbolic moment.11 It seems fitting that the appearance of the phrase 

“ballance of power” for the first time in English has a direct connection to Guicciardini’s 

                                                
8 Geffray Fenton, trans, The historie of Guicciardin conteining the vvarres of Italie (1579). 
9 As determined through searches on Early English Books Online. The next occurrence is in Thomas 
Lodge’s A looking glasse for London and England (1594): “sonnes contempt, May fill the ballance of your 
furie full Powre.” The OED points out the difference between Fenton’s usage and the seventeenth century 
notion of international relations; see "balance, n.1, II, 11” and cf. “balance, n.1, IV. 13. c.”  
10 “To the Queen’s Most Excellent Maiestie,” The historie of Guicciardin A4.  
11 Discussed in Vagts, “Growth of An Idea,” 97. Even the copy of Fenton’s Guicciardini at the Harry 
Ransom Center has a pencil mark in the margin next to the phrase. See third edition, 1618 (HRC -Q- DG 
539 G813 1618), which contains “a Digression towards the end of the fourth Booke, which had bene 
formerly effaced out of the Italian and Latine copies in all the late Editions,” which occurs at 173-9.  
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description of Medici policy. Of course, the basic ideas had appeared in English before. 

To Henry VIII is attributed the slogan qui adhaero praeest, “He, whom I stick to, 

prevailes.”12 Several historians and scholars have identified Cardinal Wolsey as the first 

English practitioner of balance-of-power strategy, since Wolsey orchestrated the Treaty 

of Universal Peace in 1518 and the Field of the Cloth of Gold in 1520, where Henry 

gained his reputation for balancing Francois I of France and the Holy Roman Emperor 

Charles V.13 The metaphor of balance was popular and any author who could read Italian 

or French had access to the new trends of political thought. Edward Hall’s History of the 

Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancaster and York (1548) contains the 

characteristic secular outlook and invokes the balance of fortune and other balance 

metaphors in relevant ways.14 But whereas Hall’s Chronicle marks the end of a long civil 

war, Fenton’s Historie of Guicciardin accompanied England’s sudden need to turn its 

whole attention outward, i.e. to find exemplary history that could guide English policy in 

response to the rising Spanish empire. England now faced the same threat of hegemony 
                                                
12 James Howell, A German diet, or, The ballance of Europe wherein the power and weaknes ... of all the 
kingdoms and states of Christendom are impartially poiz'd (1653) 40.  
13 As far as I can tell, Gilbert Burnet is the source for this characterization of Wolsey. He speaks of him as 
following the “constant and true Maxim, to support the weaker Side, and to balance the Emperor’s growing 
Power,” and elsewhere that “Wolsey pursued the true Maxims of England, of maintaining the Balance 
during his Ministry.” The History of the Reformation (1715), vol. III, i, 21 and iii, 171. Of course Burnet 
wrote amid balance theory’s seventeenth-century wave of popularity. Paul de Rapin-Thoyras repeats 
Burnet’s account in his The History of England, vol. I, xv, 721: “during this Reign [Henry VIII], the affairs 
of Europe were in such a situation, that England was capable of making the balance incline to the side she 
espoused. Wolsey knew how to improve this advantage.” I believe Burnet or Rapin-Thoyras provide the 
source for G. M. Trevelyan’s assertions about Wolsey, History of England (New York: Longman, 1926) 
293. For Henry VIII and balance of power, see Bacon (below), Davenant, Essays. I. Upon the Ballance of 
Power (1701) 8; Morgenthau 202-3; Garrett Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy (London: Penguin, 1955) 
165; Sheehan, “Development,” 25. For Henry VII as the first balancer, which seems purely retrospective, 
see Davenant 7-8, 28 and Mattingly 174. 
14 E.g. 15, 34, 116, 119. At 219 he blames Queen Margaret for not saving the life of Humphrey, Duke of 
Gloucester, patron of Italian humanism: “I would desire of God, that all men would in egall balance, 
ponder & indifferently consider the causes, of these misfortunes and euill chaunces, the whiche beyng 
eleuate in aucthoritie, dooe mete and measure, Iustice and iniury, right and wrong, by high power, blynd 
aucthoritie, and vnbridled will.” 
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that characterized the histories of Thucydides, Polybius and Guicciardini. England’s 

foreign policy goals gained clarity – all its actions and alliances needed to balance 

Habsburg Spain. Elizabeth’s decision to lend aid to the Dutch and especially to ally with 

France become representative of the impartial revision of alliances necessary to resist a 

continental empire.15 After defeating the Spanish, Elizabeth became the great icon of 

balance of power; her father’s claim, by comparison, seemed more like diplomatic 

pretension. Of Elizabeth’s confederacy with the Dutch, in 1577, William Camden writes,  

Thus sate she as an heroicall Princesse, and Vmpier, betwixt the 

Spaniards, the French, and the Estates; so as she might well haue vsurped 

that saying of her father Cui adhaereo, praeest, that is, The partie to whom 

I adhere, getteth the vpper hand: And true it was which one hath written, 

that France and Spaine are as it were the scales in the ballance of Europe, 

and England the tongue or the holder of the ballance.16  

The myth gained currency on the continent by means of Camden’s friend and 

correspondent, the great historiographer Jacques Auguste de Thou.17 The lines of 

influence are clear. Camden in his famous “Author to the Reader” cites two historians as 

inspirations, Polybius and Dionysius Halicarnassus, and he obviously studied the secular 

Italian historiographers, as did De Thou, a champion of Guicciardini. With the combined 

                                                
15 Davenant 8-9, “by holding thus the Ballance, she made England safe and happy during her time.” 
Howell, A German Diet, 48.  
16 The Historie of the Most Renowned and Victorious Princesse Elizabeth (London, 1630 [orig. 1615]) 
Book ii, 86. Camden’s “Author to the Reader,” contains his immortal statement on the good historian’s 
love of truth, which invokes the older balance of judgment: “All which I haue with the Ballance of mine 
owne Iudgement (such as it is,) weighed and examined, lest I should at any time, through beguiling 
credulity incline to that which is false,” at B1v. 
17 “Ita Elisabetha quasi arbitra inter Gallos, Hispanos, et Belgii Ordines sedebat; ut patris illud insigne 
merito usurpare potuerit, CUI ADHAEREO, PRAEEST; cum ille diceret, Galliam et Hispaniam esse quasi 
lances in Europae libra, et Angliam lingulam sive libripendem.” Historiarum sui temporis, ed. Samuel 
Buckley (London, 1733 [orig. 1604-8]) Vol. III, Book lxiv, 559.   
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might of Camden and De Thou, the narrative of “England the ballance-holder in Europe” 

at last became formalized, and balance of power became a permanent fixture in 

England’s national mythology.18 Swift, who dreamed of becoming a historian, knew the 

modern historiographers well – Guicciardini and Camden appear in the ranks of the 

Moderns in the Battel of the Books (PW I. 152).  

Yet in addition to these mythopoeic functions, balance-of-power continued to 

serve as exemplary history and even as an analytical principle for statesmen, courtiers 

and counselors charged with advising the king on war, peace and alliances. Sir Walter 

Ralegh’s A Discourse touching a War with Spain, and of the Preservation of the 

Netherlands (c. 1601, not published until 1702) indicates this trend, but Francis Bacon 

captures it best in his Considerations touching a War with Spain (1629) and most pithily 

in his essay “Of Empire” (1625). In the latter, he advises that, regarding a king’s 

neighbors, “there can no general rule be given … save one, which ever holdeth; which is, 

that princes do keep due sentinel, that none of their neighbours do overgrow so … as they 

become more able to annoy them than they were.” He continues: 

During that triumvirate of kings, King Henry the Eighth of England, 

Francis the First King of France, and Charles the Fifth the emperor, there 

was such a watch kept, that none of the three could win a palm of ground, 

but the other two would straightways balance it, either by confederation, 

or, if need were, by a war; and would not in any wise take up peace at 

interest. And the like was done by that league (which Guicciardine saith 

was the security of Italy) made between Ferdinando King of Naples, 

                                                
18 Quotation from the marginal note of Camden, Elizabeth II, 86.  
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Lorenzius Medices, and Ludovicus Sforza, potentates, the one of Florence, 

the other of Milan.19 

Bacon skirts around the Elizabeth myth, and in his Considerations emphasizes the need 

to measure power empirically, with reference to troops, fleets, revenues and the strength 

of alliances. He takes “balance” not only as an ideal for “Christendom,” but as a 

measurement of total national power, a quantitative balance of accounts or balance of 

trade, in order to determine the experiential applications of the ideal. In Swift’s Battel, 

Aristotle’s arrow misses the “valiant Modern” Francis Bacon, and later in life Swift gives 

indication of having read Bacon’s “Of Empire” (PW I. 156, XII. 48). 

From the 1630s, with England retreating into itself amid unrest, civil war and 

political experimentation and uncertainty, domestic politics would come to absorb all of 

the nation’s intellectual and literary attention. In the era of Hobbes and Filmer, Milton 

and Harrington, writers faced immediate crisis over the relationship of church and state, 

as well as state and individual, and with good reason sought to answer the ancient 

philosophical questions of how to order a state, how to divide its functions and powers, 

and what the relationship should be between different classes of society. “Balance” as a 

metaphor in political discourse becomes deeply controversial and elaborately refined, but 

much more frequently invoked in the constitutional sense than the international. Yet an 

interesting passage in Edward Hyde, First Earl of Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion 

indicates the inversion of England’s formerly outward policy. In 1646, the French offered 

to guarantee an agreement between the warring English and Scots. Clarendon calls this 

the “first instance” of a foreign sovereign seeking to heal rather than exacerbate divisions 

                                                
19 Works of Francis Bacon, vol XII, 142. See also “Draught of a Proclamation for a Parliament,” 18 Oct. 
1620, and Considerations touching a War with Spain in Letters and the Life, vol. VII, 125-6, 229, 450, 470, 
477, 482, 496. 
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in the British Isles, and adds a note of ridicule on the English ministers, who acted “as if 

they were to be arbiters only in the differences which fell out between others, without 

being themselves liable to any impression of adverse fortune.” Clarendon attributed this 

attitude to the “old maxim” by which England thought it could “balance the differences 

which fell out between the princes of Europe, by its inclining to either party” – and a 

variant reading suggests that Clarendon wrote “old mistaken and unhappy maxim.”20 

Clarendon’s critique of the Tudor myth anticipates Swift – who was, incidentally, one of 

Clarendon’s great devotees and, as we shall see, shared this critical eye toward jingoistic 

uses of the unhappy maxim.21 

Only with the triumph of Cromwell and the creation of a new central government 

did England re-enter European affairs.22 By the Commonwealth period, the precepts of 

renaissance historiography, courtly reason of state, had become the traffic of 

pamphleteers. James Howell’s A German diet, or, The ballance of Europe wherein the 

power and weaknes ... of all the kingdoms and states of Christendom are impartially 

poiz'd (1653) exemplifies the popularization of balance of power.23 Poets also chime in. 

                                                
20 The History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1826) vol V, ix, 346. 
21 Swift does not, however, note this passage in his marginalia on Clarendon. See PW V. 295-320. 
22 See Nicole Greenspan, Selling Cromwell’s Wars: Media, Empire and Godly Warfare, 1650-1658 
(London: Pickering & Chatto, 2012) 69-127.  
23 24-26. “The Indian tresure hath wrought another disadvantage to the Spanish King, for it hath puff’d him 
up with a pride and an ambition that hath no horizon, it makes him flatter himself that he shall be at last 
Monark of the Western world, which drawes upon him not onely the Emulation, but the hatred of all his 
Neighbours, who are ready ever and anon to confederat and bandy against him, for fear he shold swallow 
them up one after another to satiat his ambition.” Howell claims Cosimo de Medici, the founder of the 
dynasty, and not Lorenzo, “‘taught Soveraigne Princes first, to look to the encroaching power of their 
Neighbours, and to keep them in aequilibrio.”  He praises Elizabeth as “the Arbitresse of Christendome” 
and lifts the passage from Camden, quoted above, to show that “France and Spain were like the Beams of 
the great balance of Christendom, and England was the handle of that balance.” In Proedria vasilike a 
discourse concerning the precedency of kings (1664) 82 he traces this policy back to Henry VIII as the 
“Arbiter of all Christendom in his time,” who “wold somtimes make Francis the first to weigh down, 
somtimes Charles the fifth.” The first occurrence of “Ballance of Europe” that I have found before Howell 
appears in Elizabeth Grymeston’s Miscelanea (1604), but the phrase, which came from continental sources, 
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Epitomizing the hubris that Clarendon derided, Edmund Waller praises Cromwell not 

only as the balancer of Europe, like Henry VIII and Elizabeth, but also as a global naval 

power: 

The sea’s our own: and now, all nations greet, 

With bending sails, each vessel of our Fleet: 

Your pow’r extends as far as winds can blow, 

Or swelling sails upon the globe may go. 

 

Heav’n, (that hath plac’d this Island to give law, 

To balance Europe, and her states to awe,) 

In this conjuction doth on BRITAIN smile; 

The greatest Leader, and the greatest Isle!24  

By this time, new developments have changed the international landscape, especially the 

ascendancy of the United Provinces. England fought three wars with the Netherlands in 

the seventeenth century, the first under Cromwell in 1652-4. And the Dutch rivalry 

coincides with a distinctive element of English balance-of-power policy that has an 

important bearing on this dissertation: naval power. Obviously England is inherently a 

maritime power. The defeat of the armada reinvigorated its naval ambitions. Under James 

I, England’s naval capacity continued to advance upon rivals, and the American colonies 

created a permanent maritime commercial interest that reinforced this trend. In Ralegh, 

Overbury, Bacon and especially Waller we see the navy become the means by which 

                                                                                                                                            
traveled fast. Bacon used it in the above quotation from his Considerations, though he seemed more fond of 
the phrase “Balance of Christendom.” 
24 “A Panegyric to my Lord Protector,” The Works of Edmund Waller (1729) 180-1. 
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England imagines itself balancing foreign states.25 This development is unusual because, 

while naval power has been a part of balance-of-power tradition since Thucydides, 

nevertheless it most often attends imperial powers rather than balancing powers. Athens 

and Sparta, Rome and Carthage, Venice and the Italian states, Spain and the rest of 

Europe – in all of these cases, the aspirant to hegemony projected power by means of its 

navy. At this stage, however, the Anglo-Dutch wars occur as struggles between rival 

maritime powers, neither of which could (as yet) pretend to empire. They contended for 

sea lanes and overseas littoral territories vital for resources and capital, not for the ability 

to harness the population and resources of an entire continent. Thus from the English 

perspective the Dutch threat in no way resembled the struggle with the Spanish 

Habsburgs – any accusations of universal monarchy were transparently alarmist – even 

though this maritime competition, which drove England’s naval advances throughout the 

second half of the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth, would eventually prove 

prophetic of England’s future international character.   

The age of Louis XIV inspires the second great flowering of balance-of-power 

thinking in England.26 France emerged from the the Fronde and the Franco-Spanish war 

with a robust central government and unified leadership under an absolute monarch. The 

consolidation of French power was at first imperceptible, but gradually it dawned on 

some Englishmen that they were kicking Spain while it was down. Cromwell, just before 

he died, alarmed by French movements in the Low Countries, sent an overture to the 

Spanish. But nothing came of this hint of a change, and the Restoration reaffirmed the 

                                                
25 Observations in his Travailes … in 1609 (actually published in 1626) in C. H. Firth, ed., Stuart Tracts 
(Edinburgh: Constable, 1877-90) 227-32. 
26 Sheehan, Balance of Power, 48-52; and in “Development,” 26-7 he says that “the struggle against Spain 
in fact had an effect on English balance of power thinking similar to that of the later struggle against Louis 
XIV.” 
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Anglo-French alliance. Restoration commentators like Slingsby Bethel vilified 

Cromwell’s foreign policy for sticking to the old French alliance despite changes in 

circumstances and thus aiding the strong side (France) against the weak (Spain), 

completely opposite to balance-of-power principles. The vilification partly arose from 

ideological revisionism – just as Cromwell’s rule was deemed illegitimate and his form 

of government unnatural, so was his foreign policy topsy-turvy. But Charles II also 

adhered to the French alliance, so criticizing Cromwell’s foreign policy could serve as a 

means of criticizing that of the Stuarts. John Dryden duly celebrated Charles II as the 

balancer of Europe despite the lack of evidence:  

Fame of th’ asserted sea through Europe blown  

Made France and Spain ambitious of his love;  

Each knew that side must conquer he would own  

And for him fiercely as for empire strove.  

 

No sooner was the Frenchman’s cause embrac’d  

Than the light monsieur the grave don outweigh’d,  

His fortune turn’d the scale where it was cast,  

Though Indian mines were in the other laid.27 

Dryden compiles all of the appropriate themes. England is the small power that can 

deliver a preponderance to one of the two larger powers ambitious for empire. Charles 

possesses the power to “cast” his own fortune, and combines the cui adhaero praeest 

theme with naval power as the means of ensuring it. The surge in French power 

throughout the 1660s caused alarm among many protestants in England, but Charles and 

                                                
27 Lines 85-92 in “Heroic Stanzas,” Selected Poetry. 
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his court remained closely allied with the French, who had provided refuge to Charles II 

and continued to pay him subsidies to ease his funding troubles with parliament.  

Charles’s nonchalance in the face of French encroachments in Flanders spawned a 

powerful popular backlash. Since the time of Ralegh, strategic thinkers had emphasized 

Flanders as a bulwark. As Overbury wrote in 1609, considering the matter purely in a 

historical light, “No addition could make France so dangerous to us, as that of our Low 

Countries; for so it were worse, than if the Spaniard himself had them entirely.”28 Just as 

Bacon urged James I to break his ties with Spain in the language of balancing or 

countering the leading power, so Restoration authors urged Charles II to balance France 

instead of adding to its preponderance.  

France’s rise provided a startling example of fortuna’s supremacy in international 

affairs and gave reinforcement to notions of foreign policy that sought a general principle 

regardless of the rise and fall of particular nations. Balance of power called for England 

to resist any ambitious and overgrown power and hence provided a sound principle for 

shedding the French alliance. A defining feature, as we have seen, is alliance formation, 

particularly in the sense of a state’s preserving as much independence as possible so it 

can switch sides and shift its weight to respond to the mutability of fortune. Jilted allies 

always cry perfidy, but statesmen justify such a policy as a state’s means of staying true 

to itself and the safety of its people. At any rate, the fear of an aspiring and encroaching 

power often overrides concerns about treaties, legalities and other loyalties, like religion. 

English protestants had no trouble allying with the Dutch calvinists and French papists 

against Spanish papists when the latter posed the greater threat; now France supplanted 

Spain and the Protestant faction began pushing for a Dutch and Spanish alliance. French 

                                                
28 Stuart Tracts 229.  
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power affected England’s internal balance, strengthening the court and alarming the 

country, in ways that the Spanish never could do. When George Savile, Marquis of 

Halifax, wrote the Character of a Trimmer (1684), he treated the “Trimmer’s Opinion 

Concerning the Papists” separately from the “Trimmer’s Opinion Concerning Things 

Abroad,” the latter of which amounted to a balance-of-power manifesto opposed to Louis 

XIV.29 His account of balance of power owes much to Sir William Temple as well as to 

the others. It epitomizes the stage of the tradition’s development in the years before the 

Glorious Revolution transformed English foreign policy: 

There was a time when England was the over-ballancing power of 

christendom, and that either by Inheritance or Conquest, the better part of 

France receaved Laws from us. After that, we being reduced into our own 

Limitts, France and Spaine became the Rivalls for the universall 

Monarchy, and our third power, though in it selfe lesse than either of the 

other, happned to be superiour to any one of them, by the choice we had of 

throwing the scales on that side to which we gave our friendship; and I do 

not knowe whether this figure did not make us as great, as our former 

conquests … But by a fatalitie upon our Counsells, or by a Refined Policie 

of this latter Age, we have thought fit to use Industry to destroy this 

mighty power … so that … instead of weighing in a wise ballance the 

power of either Crowne, it looketh as if we had learnt only to weigh the 

pensions, and take the heaviest.30 

                                                
29 See Works of George Savile Marquis of Halifax, vol I, 223-45. 
30 223-4.  
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During the whole era of foreign policy shaped by a conspicuous alliance with France 

even as it rose to preeminence in Europe, Temple made a name as the chief foreign 

policy contrarian, which meant the chief spokesman for traditional balance of power. It 

should seem no surprise that Swift, in 1701, imagined the balance of power at home 

matching symmetrically with the balance of power abroad – in the aftermath of the 

revolution, the reinforcement of the ancient constitution and England’s joining the Grand 

Alliance seemed at last to bring mixed government and balance of power into harmony. 

But, as Temple observed with William the Conqueror in his Introduction to the History of 

England, periods of balance do not last long.  

Swift is not the first satirist of balance of power. That title belongs to Trajano 

Boccalini’s I Ragguagli de Parnasso (1612-13), was a text well known to Swift. 

Boccalini tells how after the collapse of the Roman Empire, all of Europe’s kingdoms 

entered into a great “contest” to see if they could “hinder” each other from becoming too 

powerful. Therefore all agreed 

That the Princes of Europe should meet together every fifteenth year, and 

that their Forces should be weighed, and a due counterpoise and allay 

should be given to him who should be found to be grown to such a 

greatness, as might prove dangerous to his Neighbours.31 

And Lorenzo de Medici has the honor of holding the scales. In Swift, as in Boccalini, 

absolute power receives a badly needed lashing. Would that they were here today.  

 
  

                                                
31 I Raggvagli di Parnasso: or, Advertisements from Parnassus, trans Henry Earl of Monmouth (1669 
[1656]) 336.  
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