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ANDREW THOMPSON, Britain, Hanover and the Protestant Interest,
1688–1756, Studies in Early Modern Cultural, Political and Social
History, 3 (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2006), xv + 267
pp. ISBN 1 84383 241 0. £50.00. $85.00 (hardback) 

A number of recent studies of connections between England,
Scotland, and Ireland in the eighteenth century have cast new light
on what actually constituted ‘Great Britain’ politically, socially, and
culturally. In some cases the perspective has been expanded to in -
clude the Atlantic world. For far too long, however, too little notice
has been taken of the fact that for almost the entire ‘long’ eighteenth
century, with only one short interruption, the British monarch was
also the ruler of a territory on the Continent of Europe. Asking to
what extent Continental connections at this time helped to constitute
Britain as a body politic is more than a question about anti-Catholic
or anti-French enemy images. Tony Claydon has most recently
shown how strongly the Continent influenced the shape of British
culture.1 The fact that Continental politics and, in particular, the
interests and problems of Hanover were also closely related to sup-
posedly genuine British politics is demonstrated by Andrew
Thompson’s study. This places it in the context of recent works which
have revived historical interest in the period and the specific features
of the personal union between Electoral Hanover and Britain.2

Andrew Thompson’s book grew out of a Ph.D. dissertation ac -
cepted by Cambridge University in 2003. Drawing on an impressive
number of archival and published sources, the author demonstrates
how British politics were entangled in Continental concerns, and
investigates political discourses and mutual perceptions in the field
of diplomacy. For Thompson, the unifying thread is the Protestant
interest, which served as an argument and justification for Con tin -
ental politics. This could, but did not necessarily have to, overlap
with the contemporary idea of a balance of power. The generally
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accepted statement that British policy was concerned with the bal-
ance of power is, therefore, not enough. Rather, we have to ask how
such a policy was implemented, and how it defined itself against
other policies.

The study looks at the politics of a period which, even in German
historiography, is not among the best researched. At its heart are the
connections between Britain and the Electorate of Hanover in their
imperial and European entanglements during the first half of the
eighteenth century. Building on a solid basis, Thompson provides
evidence for what has variously been addressed in the research so far
but has not been thoroughly demonstrated for international politics.
He shows that in the supposedly tolerant period of the Enlighten -
ment and until well into the eighteenth century, conflicts of faith and
confessional disputes determined everyday politics far more than,
according to the conventional wisdom, should have been possible
after the Peace of Westphalia. Thus on the German side this study fits
into recent trends in research on the Empire and confessionalization.3
From the English point of view, it contributes to re-establishing reli-
gion as a political factor in the ‘enlightened’ eighteenth century.4

The aim of the study is to re-assess three interconnected aspects:
the foreign policy of George I and George II; the role of foreign poli-
cy in the public debate, especially in Britain; and the issue of confes-
sion between Britain and Hanover. What holds them all together is
the Protestant interest. According to the author, this was not an
example of backwards-looking confessional politics, but an idea cen-
tral to eighteenth-century power relations that was expressed in
political perceptions as much as in concrete diplomatic (although
hardly in military) acts. Building on the work of the American histo-
rian Stephen Pincus, Thompson claims that what was crucial was not
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‘how popish . . . a power like France “really” was. The British and
Hanoverian perception that France was a threat to protestantism is
telling. Rhetoric can reveal what people were prepared to believe’ (p.
15).

The geographical scope of the study is the Holy Roman Empire
and central Europe, where Britain–Hanover’s impact is analysed on
the basis of diplomatic correspondence and journalistic comment.
Among the huge quantities of manuscript sources which the author
has worked through, the material held in the state archives in
Hanover, the Niedersächsisches Hauptstaatsarchiv Hannover, takes
pride of place. So far this material has been used far too little by his-
torians for the period after 1714. In addition to the papers of the
German chancery (Deutsche Kanzlei) in London, this archive also
holds an almost complete run of Electoral Hanover’s reports from the
Imperial Diet in Regens burg.

The first chapter of Thompson’s book investigates the relationship
between concepts of the Protestant interest, a balance of power, and
a universal monarchy, analysing contemporary journalism and his-
toriographical positions. Although Britain was frequently allied with
Catholic powers such as the Habsburg empire in the eighteenth cen-
tury, Thompson sees the Protestant orientation as conferring a spe-
cial quality on its European policy: ‘Britain and Hanover played the
role of balancer within the European state system partly to preserve
their territorial security but also to ensure that protestantism sur-
vived’ (p. 40). Building on this, the second chapter sums up the con-
ditions for a policy of the Protestant interest before 1714. Thompson
briefly addresses the political situation in Britain under William III,
Hanover’s position in the succession and attitude to wards Prot est -
antism in the Empire, the significance of the Huguenots as diplomat-
ic mediators, and the war of the Spanish succession. The fact that
Hanover largely owed its elevation in rank (and thus also its eligibil-
ity to fill the British throne) to its pro-Habsburg policy and that
Vienna’s intention was to develop it into an imperial ally remains
rather in the background.

The third chapter begins in 1719 and deals with the confessional
crisis in the Palatinate and its impact up to 1724. This episode, known
as the German religious struggle (Religionsstreit), grew out of the
Palatinate’s confessional situation, which had been confused since
the end of the seventeenth century. In 1719 the crisis became more
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acute when the Catholic prince elector banned the Heidelberg cate-
chism used by the Reformed church, something which alarmed
Britain, Brandenburg-Prussia, the Protestant Imperial Estates, and
numerous European theologians in equal measure. On the basis of
the correspondences conducted by Wrisberg, the Hanoverian envoy
to the Imperial Diet in Regensburg and Whitworth, his British col-
league in Berlin, Thompson shows how strongly George I, with the
assistance of his envoys, espoused the Protestant initiative in the
Empire. He probably worked more actively to resolve the conflict
than the Prussian king; English and Hanoverian politics seem almost
inseparable here. In addition, it becomes clear that in George I’s poli-
cies, the Protestant interest found its way into the public sphere
through journalism in both Britain and the Empire, thus becoming a
political factor that could no longer be ignored.

The same applies to the Thorn ‘massacre’ of 1724, which is dis-
cussed in chapter four. As a result of reporting, an essentially region-
al dispute between Lutherans and Catholics in the town of Thorn in
Royal (Polish) Prussia further aggravated the confrontation between
Catholics and Protestants in Europe. Britain’s interests as a power
guaranteeing the treaty of Oliva became mixed up with notions of
Protestant unity, but also economic competition between British
interests and the policy of the Habsburg Ostende Company. All this
resulted in attempts at Protestant bloc-building which, in turn, im -
pacted back on Britain and the Empire through the media.

As far as the protection of Protestant rights was concerned, politi-
cians and writers in Britain–Hanover, as in other Protestant territo-
ries, liked to refer to the Peace of Westphalia. The attempt to work on
a revision of the famous Clause Four in the Ryswick treaty must be
understood against this background, as must the international coop-
eration from 1732 to supply Salzburg’s Protestants, who practically
precipitated a competition in the display of Protestant charity
between Augsburg, Halle, London, and Ebenezer, Georgia. Repeat -
edly, on these occasions, Hanover made use of the personal union
with Britain, and vice versa. All these themes, in addition to the role
of Walpole and British politics in the war of the Polish succession, are
discussed in chapters five and six, which cover the period after the
accession of George II in 1727. From the 1730s, however, the empiri-
cal evidence suggests that the significance of the discourse about an
international Protestant interest decreased more rapidly than the
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author sometimes acknowledges. When, in chapter seven, Thompson
speaks of the decline of the Protestant interest and a parallel rise in
the incidence of certain terms such as ‘old system’ or ‘common
cause’, we may surmise that there was a greater mixing of these
notions and mutual overlapping of Protestant and secular arguments
in the preceding period as well.

There is no doubt that after the Peace of Westphalia, confession-
ally motivated conflicts and cooperation did not disappear, but
occurred more frequently at an institutional level. Thompson’s study
impressively and often very clearly emphasizes the significance of
confession for imperial politics and power relations in Europe.
However, contrary to the author’s view, there has for quite some time
no longer been a ‘general agreement . . . amongst German historians’
(p. 26) that the confessional period came to a sudden end in 1648.
Almost fifteen years ago Wolfgang Reinhard argued that the defini-
tion of the confessional age should be extended at least until the emi-
gration of the Salzburg Protestants, and this idea has been taken up
in numerous other, more recent, works.5

Thompson’s study postulates the survival of a ‘religious foreign
policy’ (p. 29) during the age of the Enlightenment. However, it
mostly analyses not so much religious foreign policy as, very con-
vincingly, the foreign policy significance of rhetoric and argument
drawn from confessional politics until well into the eighteenth cen-
tury. The actual role of religion, by contrast, remains rather pale. It
could, perhaps, best be approached by looking not at diplomatic cor-
respondence, but at the less official contacts beyond the great politi-
cal actors. What appears to be common to Protestantism at diplo-
matic level sometimes covers over the big differences and points of
conflict within contemporary Protestantism, which also had some
political significance. In addition to his plea for a re-assessment of the
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religious aspect in the history of diplomacy, Thompson also writes
against the trend found in the older literature, which traditionally
focused on Brandenburg–Prussia, explicitly emphasizing the signifi-
cance of Hanover for imperial politics. However, the danger exists of
sometimes pushing Brandenburg–Prussia’s role too far into the back-
ground. After all, this state’s role as one of the most important power
factors in the Empire and in Europe did not start with Frederick the
Great.

It is a great achievement of Andrew Thompson’s to have made us
more aware of the connections between British and Hanoverian pol-
itics and their significance for eighteenth-century Europe. However,
whether it was really ‘a sense of confessional unity’ (p. 43) that
brought—and kept—Britain and Hanover together could be investi-
gated further in light of the contemporary discussions around the
Lutheran confession of the Hanoverian kings. Occasionally, a clearer
distinction could have been drawn between pro-Protestant, anti-
Catholic, and anti-French politics, or between the sometimes quite
different relationships maintained by Britain and Hanover with cer-
tain European powers, such as the Habsburg empire.

The author’s decision to illuminate ‘previously neglected issues’
(p. 62) by means of synchronous cross-sections instead of an ency-
clopaedic and chronological narrative of British–Hanoverian politics
over a long period is courageous and understandable. But it does
make temporal leaps inevitable, and certain sections can seem some-
what episodic, giving the impression of being taken out of context.
Conversely, however, this method offers insights into connections
and numerous new aspects extracted from the sources. It also shows
that the early eighteenth century still offers many opportunities for
continuing research. On the whole, this book provides a dense, fact-
filled, and solidly source-based account. It contributes crucially to
linking Britain’s Continental policy more strongly with the contem-
porary context of Hanover and the Holy Roman Empire, and will be
essential reading on this subject. It also provides an important cor-
rective to some of the other work published so far, and will surely
stimulate further research.

ALEXANDER SCHUNKA teaches early modern history at the uni-
versity of Stuttgart. His publications include Soziales Wissen und dörf -
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liche Welt: Herrschaft, Jagd und Naturwahrnehmung in Zeugenaussagen
des Reichskammergerichts aus Nordschwaben (16.–17. Jahrhundert) (2000)
and Gäste, die bleiben: Zuwanderer in Kursachsen und der Oberlausitz im
17. und frühen 18. Jahrhundert (2006). At present he is preparing a
study on the relationship between British and Prussian theologians
and churchmen in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth cen-
turies.
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