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JEREMY BLACK 

HANOVER/ENGLAND, SAXONY/POLAND. POLITICAL 
RELATIONS BETWEEN STATES IN THE AGE OF PERSONAL 

UNION: INTERESTS AND AIMS* 

We have been long in pursuit of wild chimerical 
schemes [...] and I believe it mortifies us a little to 
find that all our projecting yields us no more than 
our labour for our pains [...] we are under a 
quack sort of management, and have I fear but 
little taste or knowledge of other methods, (James 
Scott, British envoy to Saxony-Poland, reporting 
from Dresden on Augustus IPs government, 
1721).l 

Personal unions were common in eighteenth-century Europe and present at a 
number of scales. A list, by no means complete, would include those of Sweden 
and Hesse-Cassel, Russia and Holstein-Gottorp, and Denmark and Oldenburg, 
and would also extend to the creation of the kingdom of Sardinia, and to the un
ion of England and Scotland in 1603-1707. Furthermore, other possible per
sonal unions were discussed. Any assessment of the situation in Britain-Han
over and Poland-Saxony should be set within this wider context. 

Such an assessment faces a number of problems, such of which may be sum
marised by reference to issues of typology, modernity and politicisation. As far 
as the first is concerned, the place of personal unions within the typology of 
European states is unclear. Most relevant historical work has addressed the pre
history and subsequent development of what have been seen as nation states. 
Relatively little attention has been devoted to the theoretical discussion of per-

* I am most grateful for the advice of Ronald Asch, Nigel Aston, Karin Friedrich and Peter 
Wende on an earlier draft. For a different version of my thesis see BLACK, J., International 
Relations in the Eighteenth Century: Britain and Poland Compared, in: Diplomacy and 
Statecraft 13 (2002), pp. 83-112. 

1 Scott to George Tilson, Under Secretary in the Northern Department, 28 Nov. 1721, Lon
don, Public Record Office, State Papers (hereafter PRO SP) 88/28. 
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sonal unions in the eighteenth century, not least because, unlike say the earlier 
union of Aragon and Castile, they did not lead to modern states. 

The situation is of course different for the sixteenth century, more especially 
for the Habsburg assemblage profitably discussed by H. G. Koenigsberger and 
others, and this raises the issue of modernity. Underlying the modern concen
tration on entirely or essentially unitary states in the eighteenth century or on 
what are presented as thus, is a teleology. These states apparently represented 
not only the future, but the present, understood as the states best able to survive 
in the highly competitive international relations of the period. These relations 
are seen as the consequences of the multipolar nature of European statehood, as 
both cause and product of this multipolarity. 

Such an analysis has been pushed harder in recent years as the role of war in 
state development has been stressed both in detailed scholarship as well as by 
generalists such as Charles Tilly, and as the role of international competition in 
comparative state development has been profitably emphasised by political 
scientists such as Brian Downing and Thomas Ertman.2 The interaction be
tween geopolitics, war and state formation has been seen as crucial, offering not 
only an account of the play of contingency, but also an explanatory model that 
can differentiate between polities, and a political longue durée that replaces that 
of economics. Such an interaction provides an analytical tool for a great number 
and variety of countries. 

This at once raises the question of the competitive advantage of respective 
states and governmental systems, an issue that was present to contemporaries, 
as in discussion of the early American constitution and of the Polish consti
tution of 1791. Thus, the typology of statehood can be discussed in terms of 
relative success, inviting an exposition that is teleological. Such an exposition 
focuses on the mobilisation of resources, an image that draws on a modern mili
tary vocabulary. This mobilisation has been seen as central to success in inter
national relations and, indeed, in the case of partitioned Poland, to a failure to 
survive. Politics is designed to serve war; political structures are measured by 
the size of armies and navies. The 1791 Polish constitution provided for an army 
of 100,000 men. After the old constitution was reimposed the army was re
duced to 15,000 men. 

There is a latent politicisation in much of this analysis, and one that can be 
questioned in terms of current understandings of political effectiveness and suc-

2 DOWNING, B., The Military Revolution and Political Change. Origins of Democracy and 
Autocracy in Early Modern Europe, Princeton 1992; ERTMAN, T., Birth of the Leviathan: 
Building States and Regimes in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, Cambridge 1997. 
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cess. Furthermore, simply in terms of international relations, it is misleading to 
assume that because, for example, Poland was successively partitioned out of 
existence in 1772-95, and the independence of Geneva, Genoa, Venice, the 
Swiss Confederation, and the United Provinces all destroyed in the 1790s, that, 
therefore, the future lay with states lacking representative institutions, more 
particularly powerful unitary states. The French also defeated Austria, Prussia 
and Spain in 1792-1809, while, earlier, the Swedish Age of Liberty arose on the 
ruins of defeat of a more autocratic system during the Great Northern War 
(1700-21). The United States of America was an eighteenth-century creation. 

In the nineteenth century, nation states such as France, Germany and Italy 
were not obviously more successful than multi-ethnic states such as Austria, 
Russia or Britain (which then included Ireland). It is mistaken to assume that the 
more or less centralised national state was in any way superior to the composite 
monarchy in the early-modern period. The Habsburg monarchy survived until 
1918 and its demise was perhaps not as much of a foregone conclusion as has 
often been assumed in the past. The Habs burg monarchy did not fare worse in 
the Napoleonic era than smaller more homogenous states in defending itself 
against France. 

In the late eighteenth century the composite monarchy as a special type of 
state did experience certain problems. It then seemed less plausible than in the 
past to have several principalities and kingdoms united under one ruler but with 
several languages. Joseph II therefore attempted to impose German as an of
ficial language in most of his dominions, with disastrous results, especially in 
Hungary. However, earlier in the century, such states and situations had not 
seemed unusual or anachronistic. 

The issue of international competitiveness as a test of political systems is 
especially pertinent in the eighteenth century in the case of Saxony-Poland, 
Hanover-Britain, and, indeed, Hesse-Cassel-Sweden, because they were chal
lenged by the rise, first, of Russia and then of Prussia as well. These led to a test
ing degree of pressure and volatility in northern European and northern Ger
man politics, before which all the projects of personal union failed to achieve 
their ambitions, although, of course, Prussia itself, in part, represented just such 
a project, the realisation of Hohenzollern family diplomacy. 

Indeed, Prussia continued to expand in this fashion in the eighteenth century. 
Ansbach and Bayreuth, the dominions of the Franconian branch of the Hohen
zollern family, were acquired thus in 1791. These were important gains ob
tained without war and thus attracting insufficient scholarly attention. Indeed, 
the contrast between the amount of scholarly attention devoted to the conquest 
of Silesia and that to the acquisition of East Friesland (1744), Ansbach and Bay
reuth suggests, as least in part, an emphasis on the role of force that is mislead-
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ing as an account of the factors affecting territorial growth. Against that view, 
it can be argued that peacetime gains owed something to a willingness to fight 
on other occasions. 

By 1721 it was abundantly clear that the high ambitions of Augustus II of 
Saxony-Poland and George I of Hanover-Britain had been disappointed, al
though neither had failed as completely as Max Emanuel of Bavaria in his ear
lier efforts to gain from the Spanish succession. Approached by the Austrians 
for an alliance in the summer of 1702, Max demanded royal status for Bavaria, 
the cession of the Habsburg possessions of Tyrol and the Burgau, subsidies, the 
marriage of a daughter of Leopold's heir Joseph, who had no sons, to his own 
heir, and the possible exchange of Bavaria and Naples and Sicily at his own op
tion. He finally allied with Louis XIV in return for the promise of the Palatinate 
and the Spanish Netherlands. However, in 1704 Max was driven from Bavaria, 
and all he gained in the subsequent peace was the restitution of his territories. 

Augustus II had regained the Polish throne after Peter the Great's victory over 
Charles XII of Sweden at Poltava in 1709. Nevertheless, he had failed to make 
the throne hereditary or to benefit from the partition of the Swedish empire, the 
great lottery of northern European international relations in the eighteenth cen
tury. The total nature of Peter's victory had not given Augustus much space for 
political manoeuvre, a situation that paralleled the impact in Germany of the 
Anglo-Austrian victory at Blenheim in 1704. 

George I, who had benefited from the partition of the Swedish empire, with 
the acquisition of Bremen and Verden, had then been unable to impose what he 
regarded as necessary limits on Russia. The earlier deployment of Russian 
troops in Mecklenburg in 1716 was a shock to George, although far less than 
Charles XII's westward thrust towards Saxony in 1706 had been to Augustus: 
as the Russian advance into Mecklenburg had not been ostensibly hostile, there 
was no equivalent to the Treaty of Altranstädt. Again, a less total Russian vic
tory would have been helpful. 

In short, even with the resources of Britain and Poland, neither ruler could 
play the great game of dynastic aggrandisement and power politics successfully. 
They ruled second-rank powers. This situation was to be driven home by Prus
sia. Aside from the successful Prussian invasions of Saxony in 1744-5 and 1756, 
there were also serious threats to Hanover, as in 1729,1736,1740 and 1753. In 
1740 Field Marshal Schwerin claimed that if Frederick II was provoked by 
George II there was little to hinder him from invading Hanover.3 In 1772 any 

3 Guy Dickens, envoy in Berlin, to Lord Harrington, Secretary of State for the Northern De
partment, 6 Dec. 1740, PRO SP 90/48. 
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opposition on the part of George III to the First Partition of Poland was vulner
able to Prussian pressure on Hanover. 

The resources of Poland could not be employed to prevent Prussian attacks 
on Saxony - the Saxons had to rely on Russia instead - while those of Britain 
were of only limited value to Hanover. Limited, but expensive, as British critics 
of subsidies to Hesse-Cassel pointed out. Instead, George II ( 1727-60) sought to 
use British diplomacy in order to get Austria and/or Russia to lean on Prussia to 
prevent any attack on Hanover. This policy cut across the hopes of British 
statesmen, such as Horatio Walpole in the late 1730s and the 1740s, that it 
would be possible to work with Prussia, and that Hanoverian ambitions, as ad
vanced by the king, could be sacrificed to that end. 

The nature of the strength of the German powers in this period raises the 
more general question of the geopolitical character of the German space in the 
eighteenth century. Aside from a determinism and teleology linked to unitary 
states in Europe as a whole, there is also the particular question of whether there 
was a German geopolitical Sonderweg, or at least a course of development that 
was different from most other parts of Europe. Italy might appear similar, be
cause it also was politically fragmented, but in Italy there was a degree of "for
eign" control, in the form of the extensive territorial presence of the Habsburgs 
and the Spanish Bourbons, whereas there was nothing comparable in Germany. 

If, in the eighteenth century, Germany was spared the eventual fate of Poland, 
namely a partition by external powers, it was, nevertheless, increasingly affec
ted by Russian power, as in the movement of Russian troops into the Empire in 
1716,1735,1748 and during the Seven Years' War. This lent substance to diplo
matic strategies based on threats to use Russian strength, as with the attempts of 
George II just referred to, more particularly in the latter stages of the War of the 
Austrian Succession and in the early 1750s. 

This vulnerability greatly affected north German power politics. In combi
nation with French aggression, especially under Louis XIV and Napoleon, and 
with a dissociation of Austria and Habsburg imperial power from the concept 
and, eventually, reality of Germany, this encouraged the problematic argument 
that the German nation required a strong state - Prussia - and thus that alterna
tive German political arrangements, and states, were failures, and, even worse, 
had left Germany weak and vulnerable. 

This belief offered another context within which to consider Saxony-Poland 
and Hanover-Britain; they had failed to protect Germany. This, again, however, 
is a case of judgment based both on the values of a particular moment and, 
within those parameters, one that ignores the role of contingencies. Both these 
aspects of the analysis can be challenged. To take the latter, it is far from inevi
table that Prussia would have been the most successful German state. It is also 
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unclear that the German political space would necessarily have been dominated 
by a "German" state as opposed to a hybrid. The alternative was not so much 
Saxony-Poland or Britain-Hanover, as Austria, and the long success of the 
Austrian Habsburgs, the most dynamic German dynasty in 1680-1720, is a 
warning against any teleology based on Prussia. This dynamism was a case not 
only of territorial expansion but also of the revival of the imperial concept in the 
early eighteenth century. Thus, it was far from clear that Austria and Habsburg 
power would be dissociated from Germany. Such an argument can be taken 
further by considering the precarious nature of the Prussian achievement. Prus
sia had been weakened by the Austro-Russian axis, both in peacetime, most ob
viously during the War of the Polish Succession (1733-5), and in wartime, 
especially during the Seven Years' War. Then it was Prussia, not Poland that 
seemed most likely to be the victim of partition. 

Britain and Poland can also be brought within the same frame by considering 
parallels between the Anglo-French and Polish-Russian confrontations, in short 
by moving away from a concentration on Germany, Hanover and Saxony. 
France and Russia were rising challenges to their neighbours from the mid-sev
enteenth century, specifically the 1660s and the 1650s respectively, and they 
pressed hard on Britain and Poland; although, fortunately for Britain, it was less 
exposed to attack and less central to French diplomatic strategy, especially prior 
to 1689, than Poland was to that of Russia. In such a competitive context, Bri
tain "modernised" its political and governmental systems in 1689-1707, with, 
for example, the foundation of the Bank of England in 1694 and the Parliamen
tary Union with Scotland in 1707, prefiguring the later "modernisation" of the 
1790s and 1800s. 

Poland was less successful. However, although the comparison between Bri
tain and Poland is thought provoking, the internal structure of the two states 
was very different. In the case of Poland it is possibly inappropriate to write of a 
state at all, because of the extreme weakness of the central government. In some 
respects the appropriate comparison is with the Holy Roman Empire. Poland 
can hardly be compared to Britain with its already high taxes, its well-developed 
navy, and its relatively well developed army and central financial adminis
tration. 

The subjectivity of modern judgments can be extended back to those of the 
eighteenth century in a way that is directly pertinent to the issue of interests and 
aims in Britain-Hanover and Poland-Saxony. It is all too easy to forget that both 
were politically controversial to contemporaries. Many historians, especially 
those of international relations, particularly if they adopt a systems approach, 
are apt to treat states as units, to write as if these units had clear-cut interests, 
and to assume that their governments understood and pursued these interests. 
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This assumption is encouraged by the sources they employ. These are over
whelmingly the sources of central government. Government papers are increas
ingly complemented by the study of private papers, but these are mostly those 
of ministers and diplomats. 

This approach can lead to a reluctance to grasp the ambiguity of the notion 
and reality of state interest. Governmental sources reveal the hard choices that 
had to be made where there were conflicts of interest. Monarchs and ministers 
had to live with those tensions. 

Aside from disputes within governments, it is also necessary to consider and 
assess wider debates about the desirable character and direction of foreign pol
icy. An emphasis on governmental sources can lead to a failure to understand 
contemporary debates on state interest, as in Brendan Simms' paper. In essence 
opposition views are presented from outside and treated as ridiculous and/or in
consequential. This is exacerbated by the sources that are employed. The ar
chival basis for re-creating the perceptions and views of opposition politicians 
is often limited, certainly in comparison with that of their ministerial counter
parts. 

There is a great temptation to turn to the public politics of the opposition, 
their statements in print and representative assembly. This is helpful, but par
tial, and risks the danger of caricaturisation. Furthermore, these sources are not 
always as clear as they seem. It is necessary, for example, to have a deep under
standing of the conventions of parliamentary and newspaper discussion and the 
factors affecting the surviving record before using these sources. Alas, many of 
those who work on foreign policy have no such knowledge, nor, indeed, do they 
seem to regard this as an issue. This is a problem for example with the use of 
William Pitt the Elder's parliamentary speeches. It is necessary to understand 
the political strategies motivating Pitt's expression of views on strategy and in
ternational relations, and the way in which these views responded to specific 
conjunctures, conjunctures more of domestic politics than of the international 
system.4 

4 RANSOME, M., The Reliability of Contemporary Reporting of the Debates of the House of 
Commons 1727-1741, in: Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research 19 (1942/43), 
pp. 67-79; GIBBS, G. C , Newspapers, Parliament and Foreign Policy in the Age of Stanhope 
and Walpole, in: Mélanges offerts à G. Jacquemyns, Brussels 1968, pp.293-315; BLACK, J., 
The English Press in the Eighteenth Century, London 1987; ID. , Parliament and the Political 
and Diplomatic Crisis of 1717-18, in: Parliamentary History 3 (1984), pp. 77-102; ID. , A 
Diplomat visits Parliament: An Unprinted Account of the Army Estimates Debate of 1733, 
in: Parliamentary History 5 (1986), pp. 102-106; ID. , A Parliamentary Foreign Policy? The 
"Glorious Revolution" and the Conduct of British Foreign Policy, in: Parliaments, Estates 
and Representation 11 (1991), pp. 69-80; ID. , Parliament and Foreign Policy 1739-1763, in: 
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The problems of appreciating the political dynamics of eighteenth-century 
states with representative assemblies are relevant to Britain and Poland, as in
deed also Sweden. In each case, states with a degree of public participatory poli
tics found themselves linked to others that were more clearly the expression of 
a ruling house, although no government was a monolith. In each case, this link
age led both to serious problems of adjustment at the domestic level and to an 
attempt to create a degree of unity at the international level that aroused contro
versy.5 In the case of Sweden, the link was weak and short-lived - 1730-1751, 
had no lasting effect and has played relatively little role in the historiography of 
the period. Nevertheless, as with Britain and Poland, it is important to take the 
points made by critics of the personal union seriously. 

As far as Poland was concerned, the link was longer, but it, also, did not be
come permanent. Furthermore, as Jacek Staszewski shows, there were many 
difficulties in developing a coherent political structure for the personal union. 
The attempt by Augustus II to create a strong force in European power politics 
failed and left Saxon power in Poland in part an expression of Russian influ
ence, reluctant as this relationship might be. This was readily apparent with the 
1703 treaty, by which Peter promised subsidies for the Saxon army in Poland, 
the restoration of Augustus II after Poltava in 1709, and, even more clearly, with 
the successful Russian advance on Warsaw in 1733, the decisive campaign in the 
War of the Polish Succession. The influence and power later seen in the election 
of Poniatowski, in the eventual partitions, and in the suppression of Polish 
resistance in 1794, were already clear. 

Russian power, however, was not a constant factor, both because of a lack of 
political consistency, particularly when new monarchs came to power, as in 
1762, and in periods with young monarchs, as in 1727-30 and 1740-1, and be
cause of alternative security commitments, especially against Sweden and the 
Ottoman Empire. Russia's ability to exert power in northern Europe was 
greatly enhanced by the revival of Turkish concern about Persia following the 
overthrow of the Safavids in 1722 and, even more, the rise of Nadir Shah. In 
contrast, the Turks adopted a more assertive role in 1768 and 1787 in part be
cause of the quiescence of Turkey's eastern question. The death of Nadir Shah 
greatly lessened the volatility of Turco-Persian relations. As a result of such 

Parliaments, Estates and Representation 12 (1992), pp. 121-142; ID., Parliament and For
eign Policy 1763-1793, in: Parliaments, Estates and Representation 13 (1993), pp. 153-171; 
ID., Parliament and Foreign Policy in the Eighteenth Century, Cambridge 2004. 

5 CAMPELL, LB., The International Legal Relations between Great Britain and Hanover 
1714-1837, PhD thesis, Cambridge 1966; HATTON, R. M., The Anglo-Hanoverian Connec
tion 1714-1760, London 1982. 
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shifts in Russia's relative power, the rulers of Poland and their critics, ever mind
ful of the potential Russian role, manoeuvred in an unstable situation. 

The Russian role helped to increase the controversial nature of royal policies 
within Poland, for they could be seen not only as serving Saxon interests in Po
land, but also as responding to an international agenda that was unwelcome 
and dangerous. Russian influence indeed had played a role from the outset of 
the Saxon period in Poland. In 1697 Russian troops had moved towards the Pol
ish frontier in order to block the candidature of a French prince, Conti, for the 
throne of Poland. 

Indeed, the reliance on foreign power in order to further Wettin schemes in 
Poland introduced a dangerous instability. Without the prospect of Austrian, 
Prussian or Russian assistance, the Wettins would have been able to do little 
about their dreams for making their kingship of Poland hereditary and/or for a 
partition of Poland in order to support these schemes and obtain foreign assist
ance. The possibility of such support, however, helped both to keep Poland un
stable and to introduce a powerful note of volatility into the international re
lations of the region. 

In Britain, in contrast, William III, George I and George II relied in part on 
foreign troops to help guarantee security in the face of French-supported Jaco
bite schemes, especially in 1689-90 and 1715, but there was no attempt to make 
this unpopular intervention permanent or to use it to effect major changes in 
British domestic politics. At the outset, however, the contrast was less clear. 
William III invaded England in 1688 with a large Dutch force, and also used 
Dutch and Danish troops to conquer Ireland. 

Augustus' role in the Great Northern War (1700-21) was motivated by his 
hope that the acquisition of the Polish throne would simply be a stage in dy
nastic aggrandisement, albeit an instrumental stage. When, in 1697, Danish 
approaches for a coalition aimed at Sweden received a negative response in 
Moscow, then still at war with the Turks and hopeful of fresh gains after the ac
quisition of Azov in 1696, Augustus was more receptive. He was essentially un
certain what he would be able to make of Poland, but his ideas included a 
growth of trade and naval power, which would challenge Sweden's dominant 
commercial position in the eastern Baltic. Furthermore, and more centrally, Au
gustus hoped to gain Livonia from Sweden, and to use it as a base for estab
lishing a hereditary Saxon dynasty in Poland, rather as Jan Sobieski had earlier 
hoped to profit if he could gain East Prussia or Moldavia. 

In an extension of the dynastic aggrandisement that had already gained him 
Poland, Augustus reached an agreement with some of the Livonian nobility 
who promised to raise an army and to accept his overlordship in return for a 
guarantee of Livonian autonomy and laws. His position in Poland made him at-
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tractive to the Livonian nobles, both because of proximity and thanks to the 
limited nature of royal authority in Poland. 

The fate of war, however, ensured that it was Peter, not Augustus, who 
gained Livonia, a development not anticipated in 1700. This can be attributed 
to the weakness of Saxony-Poland, but chance played a major role: in 1701-6, 
Charles XII concentrated on fighting Augustus, not Peter, giving the Russians 
an opportunity to regroup their strength after Peter's initial serious defeat at the 
hands of Charles at Narva in 1700. The process of change in Poland is not suf
ficiently explained, however, by the argument that Charles XII concentrated on 
Poland and gave Russia an opportunity to regain strength. Instead, the far more 
complex situation greatly involved Poland's internal problems. Augustus' mili
tary failure during the Great Northern War subsequently gave an air of unre
ality to plans for Saxo-Polish aggrandisement, for example Polish hopes in 1720 
that participation in an anti-Russian coalition, organised by George I, might 
yield Kiev and Smolensk, a reversal of Polish losses in 1667. 

The stance of the Wettins can be condemned as feckless, as in Karlheinz 
Blaschke's strongly critical paper, and indeed foreign diplomats were apt to be 
unsympathetic. Diplomatic reports are of great value in recreating the percep
tions of influential and informed contemporaries, and it is worth drawing atten
tion to largely overlooked British reports from Saxony-Poland not held in the 
Public Record Office in Kew. The Hardwicke Papers in the New York Public Li
brary include the papers of Sir Luke Schaub, a Swiss Protestant and an experi
enced diplomat, who represented George II in Dresden and Warsaw in 1730-1. 
Schaub was close to the influential Saxon minister Count Hoym. The largest 
collection of the papers of Sir Charles Hanbury-Williams, envoy to Augustus III 
in 1747-55, is held in the Lewis Walpole Library in Farmington, Connecticut, al
though there are also important Hanbury-Williams papers in Newport Public 
Library, South Wales and in the Holland House collection in the British Library. 
The Farmington collection also includes much of the correspondence of George 
Woodward, envoy to Saxony-Poland in 1728-35. 

To return to reports in the Public Record Office, James Scott, an envoy whose 
private papers do not appear to survive, wrote from Warsaw in February 1721, 
J have to do with some people here who change themselves into more different 
forms and postures than ever Proteus did and when you have followed them 
through a great many turnings and windings, and think you discover their real 
aim and design, they then leap into some new project or other, and so leave you 
again at a loss where to find them [...] their unsteady irregular motions.6 

6 Scott to Tilson, 15 Feb. 1721, PRO SP 88/28. See also, Charles Whitworth to Count 
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In 1726 Viscount Townshend, the experienced British Secretary of State for 
the Northern Department, wrote to Edward Finch, envoy to Augustus II, about 
the Saxon representative in London: the expresses which have gone to and from 
Monsieur Le Coq [...] hitherto nothing has appeared to me of any such moment 
as to deserve the trouble of a courier. As your Court does not care to accede to 
the Treaty of Hanover so neither do I find that they are much inclined to go into 
that of Vienna. Their aim, if they have a steady one, seems to be to amuse both 
sides without concluding anything. I know not justly what they propose at Vi
enna, but here Monsieur Le Coq talks of his master's being desirous to enter into 
a treaty with the King for the preservation of the rights and privileges of the 
Germanic body. But this proposal is in such loose and general terms, that it 
looks more like an undigested thought thrown in to keep up the semblance of a 
negotiation, than any fixed plan on which they really intend to build a treaty.7 

A less critical note, however, can also be struck. The pressures created by a 
volatile and deteriorating international system, particularly the rapid rise of 
Russia and its interaction with the weakness of Poland, can be emphasised. In 
1725 Finch, whose private papers are scanty, reported from Warsaw, The meas
ures here seem to depend entirely on the success of the treaty between Vienna 
and Petersburg, and by a letter Ï saw yesterday from the last place the Czarina's 
resolutions are very far from being fixed in that affair} 

Stress can also be placed on divisions between Saxon ministers, presented not 
so much as feckless, but, rather, as advocating different policies each of which 
was coherent. This was not too different to the position in Austria, France, or, 
indeed, Britain. Again, as in Britain, these differences could be exploited by 
foreign diplomats. Ministers such as Flemming, Fleury, Hoym, and Brühl be
came in part representatives of foreign powers as a result of their support for al
liance with them. The situation can be compared to the ministerial divisions 
within Britain in 1721-4, although the links seem to have been less powerful in 
Hanover-Britain than in Saxony-Poland. 

Bothmer, 14 Feb. 1722, London, British Library, Department of Manuscripts, Additional 
Manuscripts (hereafter BL Add.) 37388, fol. 6; George Woodward, envoy to Augustus II, to 
Townshend, 10 May 1730, PRO SP 88/36; Frederick William I of Prussia to Chambrier, his 
envoy in Paris, 16 Dec. 1730, Paris, Ministères des Affaires Etrangères, Correspondance Po
litique (hereafter AE CP) Prusse 91 , fol. 80. This dispatch was intercepted by the French; 
Crown Prince Frederick of Prussia to Grumbkow, 25 Jan. 1733, in: Briefwechsel Friedrichs 
des Großen mit Grumbkow und Maupertius (1731-1759), ed. by R. KOSER (Publicationen 
aus den Königlich Preußischen Staatsarchiven 72), Leipzig 1898. 

7 Townshend to Finch, 19 July (old style (os)), Finch to Townshend, 11 Sept. 1726, PRO SP 
88/32, 33. 

8 Finch to Townshend, 19 Dec. 1725, PRO SP 88/30. 
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As far as Britain was concerned, there has been a failure on the part of most 
scholars to understand, let alone appreciate, the nature, dimensions and validity 
of contemporary criticisms of the Hanoverian link, both criticisms from those 
formally in opposition and from many of those in governmental circles, including 
ministers and diplomats well-informed of the details of diplomacy. All too often, 
historians of domestic politics have neglected foreign policy, and this includes 
fine scholars, such as John Owen. Others, such as Paul Langford, have relied on 
secondary sources, and a relatively narrow range of those at that. Similarly, 
scholars of foreign policy, with all too few exceptions, such as Graham Gibbs,9 

have neglected a serious study of domestic politics or revealed a serious failure 
both to understand them and to consider their relationship with foreign policy. 

This gap encourages a simplification of issues and pressures in the "other" 
sphere, as seen in the general failure of foreign policy specialists to offer a subtle 
analysis of the content and impact of public opinion. The explanatory process 
thus breaks down or atomises. Furthermore, there is a difficulty with assessing 
policies: a neglect of external or internal implications can lead not only to a fail
ure of explanation, but also to one of evaluation.10 These limitations create a 
problem in judging the consequences, not only of the Hanoverian link, but, 
also, of the earlier Williamite connection (1689-1702), as well as, more gener
ally, of the entire issue of British interventionism in Continental politics. 

Such remarks are not intended to serve as the jaundiced views of a specialist. 
They have at once more general and more specialised applications. As far as the 
first is concerned, it is apparent that the history and evaluation of international 
relations, whether at the systemic or at the unit level, will be heavily flawed un
less a more profound understanding of the complexities and dynamics of politi
cal societies is offered. This is as much an issue for political scientists specialis
ing in international relations as for diplomatic historians. There are signs that 
the former may devote more attention to the analysis and integration of dom
estic politics, treated as more active than simply background, not least by offer
ing a typology wider than what has been termed the post-Westphalian state.11 

9 See, for example, GIBBS, G. C., Parliament and Foreign Policy in the Age of Stanhope and 
Walpole, in: EHR 77 (1962), pp. 18-37; ID., English Attitudes towards Hanover and the 
Hanoverian Succession in the First Half of the Eighteenth Century, in: England und Han
nover. England and Hanover, ed. by A. M. BIRKE and K. KLUXEN (Prince Albert Studies 4), 
München, London, New York 1986, pp. 33-51. 

10 The advantages of having an international relations expert tackle national history can be 
seen in: BÉLY, L., La France Moderne 1498-1789, Paris 1994. 

11 SORENSEN, G., An Analysis of Contemporary Statehood: Consequences for Conflict and 
Cooperation, in: Review of International Studies 23 (1997), pp. 253-269. 
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Such a typology may offer a different perspective on Poland than that pro
vided by the classic question of when and why she failed to develop strong state 
mechanisms and a pro-central governmental political culture. That approach 
can indeed be proposed in the case of Poland, and it is, for example, useful to 
consider why the governmental "reform" initiatives that regenerated Spain un
der Philip V in the 1710s, were used in Russia during the Great Northern War by 
Peter the Great, and attempted in Austria in the 1710s by Charles VI, were not 
successfully matched in Poland. Yet, it is also possible to propose that such a 
unitary analysis, with its assumption of a hierarchy of success based on attain
ment towards a single goal is misleading, in part because it fails to give due 
weight to differences in political tradition and culture. 

In addition, the effectiveness of the changes introduced in Austria, Russia and 
Spain is open to question. The comparison with Austria is particularly instruc
tive. The Austrian Habsburg inheritance lacked powerful representative sys
tems comparable to Poland and was not an elective state. Yet the reform initi
ative of the 1710s was not maintained, and in 1740-41 the Austrian policy faced 
a terrible crisis, comparable in some respects to that of Poland in the 1650s and 
1700s. The death without male heirs of Charles VI in 1740 was followed by a 
contested succession, foreign invasion and a serious lack of unity among the so
cio-political elite. In Bohemia, for example, there was considerable support for 
the Bavarian claimant in 1741. 

The Habsburgs survived the crisis, but it was far from inevitable that they 
would do so. The same was true of their serious crisis of 1787-90. This invites 
the reflection that their failure might have led to a different analysis of success 
in the eighteenth-century state system. A similar point might be made with ref
erence to Russia, which in 1727-30 and 1740-41 faced dynastic uncertainty, 
political crisis, and, in the first case, pressure for constitutional change, and, in 
the second, foreign invasion. Similarly, had they occurred, Jacobite victory in 
Britain in 1745-46, and Bourbon success in achieving sustained reform in 
France in the 1780s, might have led to a different hierarchy of achievement. 

More generally, there is a danger that insufficient attention is and will be de
voted to the role of contingency, particularly when creating explanatory mod
els. Bitterly divided in the 1640s and 1680s, England acted like a major power 
in the 1650s and 1690s. George I's accession in Britain in 1714 was followed by 
a civil war in 1715-16, as those of William III (1689), James II (1685) and, in Po
land, Augustus II had been. However, the civil wars in Britain after 1637-51 
were swiftly over, especially in England. There was an elective character to the 
Williamite position and the Act of Settlement (1701), as there was to Polish 
kingship. Possibly the important difference was that in Britain the Jacobites 
were not able to prevent William III and the Hanoverians from winning parlia-
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mentary support, whereas in Poland the political and constitutional system did 
not work to the benefit of the Saxons. Indeed Jacobitism helped to preserve a 
measure both of Whig unity and of Whig-royal cohesion. Swedish develop
ments also indicated the role of contingency. The "Age of Liberty" that fol
lowed the death of Charles XII in 1718 was brought to a close by Gustavus III 
in 1772 and his system, in turn, collapsed with his assassination in 1792. 

Unlike in Britain, it was not possible in Poland to operate a system in which 
a powerful political consensus could be defined, maintained and enforced. As a 
result, the Saxons looked to foreign powers to provide subsidies in order to 
maintain the size of their army,12 although such a pattern was also true of rulers 
with very different political circumstances, such as Victor Amadeus II of Savoy-
Piedmont in the 1690s and 1700s. In 1730 Count Hoym told the British envoy 
that the basis of any alliance would have to be subsidies, and that it was the 
prospect of these that would be most likely to lead Augustus II to consider a 
treaty. Suspicious of Prusso-Saxon links, the British ministry was then unwilling 
to offer a subsidy. They were also sceptical of the value of any Saxon promises. 
The well-known factionalism of the Saxon court made it particularly un
stable.13 Furthermore, it was unclear that Saxony could do much in the face of 
Austria, Prussia and Russia, all of which were opposed to Britain-Hanover in 
1730. A Saxon alliance could supplement that of Prussia or Russia, if either was 
won over, but it could not replace them. 

Two decades later, the Duke of Newcastle's zeal for the Imperial Election 
Scheme led the British government to support a Saxon subsidy treaty.14 At that 
stage, the British were confident of the support of Austria and Russia. Prussian 
enmity was a threat to Hanover, and, indeed, Saxony, but the Prussian invasion 
of Silesia in 1740 created an opportunity for both powers. Co-operation be
tween Austria and Prussia had left Hanover and Saxony very vulnerable, most 
obviously in the late 1720s. Rivalry created an opportunity for diplomatic ma
noeuvre and, indeed, this made Saxony of some consequence in mid-century 
diplomacy. However, such rivalry also left the second-rank powers in the front 
line in the event of any conflict, while, in the eventual settlements, peace was 
made at the expense of their aspirations. In one respect, the history of both 

12 George Woodward to Townshend, 10 May 1730, PRO SP 88/36. 
13 Woodward to Thomas, Duke of Newcastle, Secretary of State for the Southern Depart

ment, 16 June, Newcastle to Horatio Walpole and Stephen Poyntz, envoys in Paris, 18 June 
(os) 1730, BL Add. 32768; Townshend to Woodward, 11 May (os), Harrington to Wood
ward, 14 July (os) 1730, PRO SP 88/37. 

14 BROWNING, R., The Duke of Newcastle and the Imperial Election Plan 1749-1754, in: 
Journal of British Studies 7 (1967), pp.28-47. 
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Saxony and Hanover in this period reflects the weaknesses and difficulties of se
cond rank powers, but it also does so with reference to the particular circum
stances of the international relations of east-central Europe. 

It is far from clear that a general model of state development can be built on 
this basis. Such considerations add particular point to any evaluation of con
temporary discussion of international relations. The eighteenth-century theory 
of the balance of power was spatially unspecific, and it was unclear how Eastern 
Europe could be best comprehended in this theory. 

The more specialised application of my remarks relate to the attempts to re
cover the debate over foreign policy in eighteenth-century Britain, and, in par
ticular, to consider and evaluate the critics, both ministerial and opposition, of 
interventionism.15 This was not the same as the Hanoverian link, as seen most 
obviously during the reign of Queen Anne (1702-14), for most of which Britain 
was engaged in the War of the Spanish Succession (1702-13), but in which Brit
ish interventionism was not sustained by a dynastic connection with the Conti
nent. Anne's marriage to Prince George of Denmark was not intended as the 
basis of a personal union. 

After 1714, however, interventionism and the Hanoverian connection were 
perforce related, although this was a complex process, necessarily so, as neither 
was a single option. Attempts to treat them thus by contemporaries were gener
ally partisan, and when used by modern historians as unproblematic evidence 
are seriously misleading, akin to the transfer of the, in fact, unfounded polemi
cal claim that "America was conquered in Germany" into a trope of modern 
analysis.16 

The relationship between interventionism and Hanoverian interests served in 
British political debate to criticise each other, and it is worth considering how 
far the same was true of Saxony-Poland, possibly with respect to Polish criti
cism of the Saxon link and opposition to stronger royal government. The prob
lematic relationship was also the case at the level of governmental concern and 
diplomatic activity. The link with British interventionism exposed Hanover to 
insecurity and threat. 

Even had there been no such link, however, it would have still been necessary, 

15 See, for example, BLACK, J., British Foreign Policy in the Age of Walpole, Edinburgh 1985; 
ID., The Collapse of the Anglo-French Alliance 1727-1731, Gloucester 1987; ID., A System 
of Ambition? British Foreign Policy 1660-1793, London 1991; ID., British Foreign Policy 
in an Age of Revolutions 1783-1793, Cambridge 1994; ID., America or Europe? British 
Foreign Policy 1739-63, London 1998. 

16 BLACK, J., Britain as a Military Power 1688-1815, London 1998; ID., Hanover and Britain. 
Foreign Policy 1714-60, forthcoming. 
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both in Hanover and in Britain, to decide whether and how best to respond 
when German politics were divided as, for example, in 1725-31,1733-35,1740-
45, 1748-63, 1778-79 and 1785-91, and when the Empire was affected by for
eign powers, as in 1716-19. Hanover was vulnerable, in part because of its recent 
build-up. Its electoral status ensured that it would play a role when the Wit-
telsbachs reached for imperial status in 1741-2. Territorially, Hanover played a 
part in several important German axes, for example any confrontation between 
France and Prussia, as in 1725-31 and in the Seven Years' War. As a leading 
Protestant power, Hanover was also involved in the defence of confessional 
interests, especially during the reign of George I. 

Thus, irrespective of the dynastic and territorial ambitions of the electors, 
and the caution of some of their ministers, ably discussed for the 1740s and 
1750s by Uriel Dann,17 let alone the British connection, Hanover was likely to 
play a role in German politics, and Russian and Prussian ambitions ensured that 
this situation was of international importance, repeating the Saxon experience. 
Yet, this role was also transformed by the ambitions and interests of Georges I 
and II. They maintained the dynamism of Hanoverian policy and one that was 
unwise and unsuccessful in itself, and a source of concern and anger to numer
ous British ministers and diplomats, a case that can be paralleled for Saxony. 
George Ps interest in acquiring Bremen and Verden was followed by George IPs 
in East Friesland and Osnabrück. 

It is necessary to appreciate that Hanover was by no means independent and 
sovereign. As Elector of Hanover, the British king was the emperor's liegeman. 
This in itself made the connection problematic. Britain's indirect position as a 
Reichsstand gave her a certain degree of influence in Germany. 

Other non-German states in a similar position included Denmark (for 
Holstein) and Sweden, both for what it retained of Pomerania and until 1719, 
for Bremen and Verden as well. For Sweden, its German possessions were no 
longer very important after 1719, but in Denmark there was a deep social and 
cultural German influence, not least because many noble families were of Ger
man origin. In the seventeenth century, in particular in the 1620s, Denmark be
came involved in German conflicts because of the status as German ruler that 
the Danish king enjoyed. In some respects, this happened to Britain as well after 
1714, in spite of very determined attempts to avoid such a development. 

The Wettins sought the Polish throne in part because the mere status of sover
eign king was worth quite a lot, not least in as far as the position of the Wettins 

17 DANN, U., Hannover und England 1740-1760. Diplomatie und Selbsterhaltung (Quellen 
und Darstellungen zur Geschichte Niedersachsens 99), Hildesheim 1986. 
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in the Reich was concerned. Royal status was also of benefit in Saxony. Both the 
Hohenzollerns and the Wettins sought this status at about the same time and, at 
first, the Wettins appeared more successful in this respect, for Poland was at 
least, despite its elective character and political problems, a real kingdom, 
whereas East Prussia as the basis for a monarchy was a novelty in an age that did 
not prize novelty in status and honour. Events, however, were to suggest that in 
the long term Poland was a liability for the Wettins. 

The argument that the Polish connection was unhelpful to Saxony was 
strongly made at the time of the East German Communist regime. Then, it 
served to demonstrate an opposition of ruler and population that accorded with 
Communist views, offered an ahistorical reading of statehood separable from 
sovereignty, and was part of the denial of the validity of Saxon political identity. 
It is in fact unclear how far Saxony can be differentiated from its rulers in the 
early eighteenth century, and certainly such criticism fails to allow for the dyn
astic imperative in international identity and politics in this period. Yet, in both 
Hanover and Saxony, a sense of political interest and identity separate from that 
of the ruler was developing. The conversion of the Wettins to Catholicism 
helped this process in Saxony, paralleling the impact of later similar conversions 
in Hesse-Cassel and Württemberg. 

Thus, modern understanding of dynastic interests and of the possibly ben
eficial nature of such factors does not have to detract from an assessment of the 
political costs of these interests. Such costs, traditional in the European mon
archical system, were accentuated in the case of personal unions. Functionally, 
there was a danger that the views of constituent units would be poorly handled, 
due to insensitivity, a lack of understanding, and pressures arising from the 
interests either of other units or of the unifying hand represented by the mon
arch. Furthermore, in the case of such unions, there was a stronger likelihood 
of a conflation of representation, particularism, proto-nationalism and xeno
phobia. 

The representation might be organised in very different ways - the Polish 
Sejm or British Parliaments were very different to the Hanoverian Council of 
Ministers - but, in each case, there was a distancing of the ruler, creating politi
cal and governmental problems, pressures, and expectations. The consequent 
gap between ruler and ruled could threaten to be a vacuum that might operate 
as a forcing house for tensions or even new ideas about political identity, re
sponsibility and organisation. As far as tensions were concerned, there was 
much room for discussion over foreign policy and the distribution of the profits 
and costs of power. 

Hanoverianism in British foreign policy was criticised by contemporaries, but 
there was a counter argument that the British had perforce to accept a European 
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role whatever their rulership, that, in short, the Hanoverian connection was not 
the cause of interventionism. Furthermore, although, compared to the Low 
Countries, the Hanoverian connection was not central to British intervention
ism, certainly to its intentionality, it was, and still is, argued that the connection 
might have been useful to such a project, possibly greatly so, for diplomatic and 
military reasons. 

Such a view can be approached both in specifics and in general terms. In part, 
the latter reflects the tension between Continental links and an ability to follow 
an insular direction. Such a tension was long-standing. It is all too easy to pre
sent it in simplistic terms, in large part because there has never been a serious 
study of British non-interventionism. This is even less likely after the two World 
Wars and now that Britain is a member of the European Union. Military and 
political logics towards interventionism, however, were not immutable,18 and, 
in time, there may be a serious study of non-interventionism. 

In specific terms, the Anglo-Hanoverian relationship, and the related govern
mental and public debates, like those in Saxony-Poland, had to respond to a 
rapidly changing international system. Indeed, far from the ancien régime sys
tem being largely static, until a major change from the outbreak of the French 
Revolutionary Wars in 1792, the volatility of European international relations 
was, if anything, greater in the first half of the century, although there was no 
equivalent to the Polish partitions.19 In 1714-30 the response to the growing 
power of Russia and Austria was the central issue in British diplomacy. This re
sponse, however, did not strike any favourable resonance in terms of British 
public debate over foreign policy, in part because of concern arising from the al
leged consequences of the Hanoverian connection and because of the continued 
potency of suspicion of France as an organising theme, and that despite the An
glo-French alliance of 1716-31. Both Britain-Hanover and Saxony-Poland were 
hard pressed by the rise of Russia and the general volatility of international af
fairs, fearful of attack, but, also, anxious not to be passive or reactive, both be
cause they feared that they would miss out and because they were concerned 
that inaction would simply increase their vulnerability and weakness. 

From the collapse of the Anglo-French alliance in 1731, the international situ
ation changed and, thereafter, the question of how best to respond diplomatically 
and militarily to French power was dominant, for Britain, but not for Hanover, 
Saxony or Poland, or, indeed, Austria, Prussia or Russia. This had been a central 

18 BLACK, J., Convergence or Divergence? Britain and the Continent, London 1994. 
19 ID., European International Relations 1648-1815, Basingstoke 2002. 
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question from the 1660s,20 but, from the 1740s, the problems of French power, 
and the response to it, were increasingly seen in Britain more in maritime, col
onial, indeed global, terms and less in those of Continental Europe. 

For Saxony, however, the more active note in French policy after the decline 
of Cardinal Fleury's influence in 1741 provided an opportunity for plans and ac
tion against Austria and Prussia, an opportunity prefigured when the French 
adopted a more aggressive diplomatic attitude in 1732-3. Despite high hopes in 
1741, however, the French alliance system was no more able to challenge the 
Austro-Russian pact successfully in east central Europe than had been the case 
in 1733. Augustus Ill's hopes of extensive gains from the Habsburg inheritance 
proved abortive. In 1741 Marshal Belle-Isle, the principal French protagonist 
for war, obtained an offensive alliance between Charles Albert of Bavaria and 
Augustus III. Charles Albert was to become emperor and receive the Habsburg 
provinces of Bohemia, Upper Austria and the Tyrol. Augustus III was to become 
King of Moravia and to gain Moravia and Upper Silesia. Austrian resilience, 
however, put paid to this in 1742 and Saxon options were greatly affected when 
Frederick II abandoned the war with Austria. France also supported Augustus 
III for the vacant Imperial throne in 1745, but Maria Theresia's husband was 
elected as Francis I. 

This failure repeated the earlier Saxon inability to define a successful line in
dependent of Austria and Russia. In 1732 France encouraged the opposition of 
Augustus II to Charles VPs campaign to get the backing of the Electoral College 
for the Pragmatic Sanction. A French-Saxon subsidy treaty was concluded in 
May 1732 and a Saxon-Bavarian treaty that July. However, in 1733, this policy 
was jettisoned to secure Augustus Ill's election to the Polish throne. Augustus 
needed Russian support if he was to acquire the Polish throne. The Saxon candi
dature was backed by Austria and Russia in order to prevent the election of 
Stanislaw Leszczynski. He was in fact elected in Warsaw, but Russian troops 
then captured the city and had Augustus elected king. A French force sent to re
lieve besieged Danzig in 1734 was easily defeated. Without the Russians, Au
gustus would have been unsuccessful. 

Saxon failure vis à vis Austria thus reflected the strength of the Austro-Rus
sian axis for most of the period after 1726 and also the weakness of French 
power in eastern Europe. In peacetime, the French could project, and diplo
mats, such as Chavigny, Chetardie, Monti and Villeneuve, proved adroit in such 

20 ID., The Revolution and the Development of English Foreign Policy, in: By Force or By De
fault? The Revolution of 1688-1689, ed. by E. CRUICKSHANKS, Edinburgh 1989, pp. 135-
158; ID., British Foreign Policy and International Affairs during Sir William Trumbull's 
Career, in: British Library Journal 19 (1993), pp. 199-217. 
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a role in the 1720s-40s, as did the proponents of the secret du roi in mid-century, 
but the reality of geopolitics was that east-central Europe was outside the range 
of direct French power. 

Furthermore, attempts to create an alliance system that would enable France 
to act as the major power in this region proved singularly ineffective. Poland 
played a major role in such attempts. Alongside Sweden and Turkey, it was in
tended as a barrière de Vest against Russia. Saxony, in contrast, had a smaller 
and more episodic role. It was less important than Bavaria in French anti-Aus
trian strategies, and its role was taken by Prussia after the War of the Austrian 
Succession, before being swept aside by the Diplomatic Revolution of 1756. 

Had Saxony-Poland been more powerful, or the international situation dif
ferent, then it would not have been necessary to discuss her position in part in 
terms of French weakness. That is a reminder of the danger of assuming a clear 
explanatory pattern in international rankings in this period. 

Another approach to Saxon failure is to probe the problems of a "third Ger
man" approach. Irrespective of the role of non-German powers, German states 
other than Austria and Prussia made a number of attempts to co-operate. There 
was a long history of such alliances, although in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries they had tended to have a confessional basis and, in addition, in some 
case a dynastic base, as with the Witteisbach Hausunion which was still an im
portant factor in European diplomacy in 1729-30. Saxony had played an import
ant role in some of the sixteenth and seventeenth century leagues, and it is only 
with the benefit of hindsight that such leagues appear somewhat anachronistic 
in the eighteenth. Even then, there is need for caution before suggesting some 
sort of early golden age of German autonomous action made redundant by the 
rise of non-German powers and their intervention in German politics. In the 
1550s the French had supported the German Protestants, and over the follow
ing century confessional leagues and links facilitated such foreign intervention. 

The global dimension offered by British power was absent in all other eigh
teenth-century personal unions, although it had played a part in that of Portugal 
and Spain in 1580-1640: the Dutch Revolt against Philip II of Spain led to sus
tained Dutch attacks on Portuguese trade and colonies and thus to Portuguese 
criticism of the personal union. This was not an issue at stake however in re
lationships between Saxony and Poland. Unlike Peter the Great, Augustus II 
and Augustus III did not search for a maritime identity. Culturally, socially, 
economically and politically, they turned their back on the sea. George I and 
George II, of course, had little to do with maritime themes. Although both had 
to make the Harwich-Hook crossing on numerous occasions in order to visit 
Hanover, or, as their British critics unfairly saw it, to visit Britain, neither mon
arch was particularly interested in the navy or in maritime themes. Yet, Britain 
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did not need a royal thrust to take up a maritime direction, as Russia did. Peter 
was not alone. Emperor Charles VI, who reigned from 1711 to 1740, was an ac
tive sponsor of trading companies at Ostend and Trieste. 

The absence of a significant naval role on the part of George I and George II, 
or indeed on that of the sons of the latter, indicates the potentially tangential na
ture of royal power in Britain. Nor did the trans-oceanic dimension play much 
of a role in the views of Georges I and II. George IIPs firm response to the de
mands of the American colonists was the first major royal intervention in im
perial matters. The lack of a consistent royal interest can be seen in terms of 
salutary neglect, or it can be regarded as far less benign. None of the Hanoveri
ans took a positive role akin to that of Charles III of Spain ( 1759-178 8 ). Possibly 
the British monarchy would not have done so anyway even had there been no 
Continental link, but, aside from this counterfactual, imperial, like industrial, 
growth is a central feature of the period that does not bear a royal imprint.21 

Nor was British policy, specifically pro-Hanoverian interventionism, a case 
of conquering America in Germany, as has often been claimed. The need in 1748 
and 1802 (the Treaties of Aix la Chapelle and Amiens) to return important col
onial gains, including Cape Breton in 1748, in order to compensate for 
European losses or weaknesses vis à vis France is a warning against such an 
analysis; indeed it points out that the relationship could work in an opposite di
rection. In addition, the limited transferability of French military assets offers 
an important dimension to the issue. The French could not readily switch re
sources between land and sea. Had they not invaded Hanover in 1757, it is likely 
that there would have been more French troops in Saxony, fighting at Rossbach, 
rather than in Canada, advancing under Montcalm. In 1741, had the French not 
sent an army under Maillebois to threaten Hanover, it is unlikely that they would 
have attacked Britain or her colonies. The two powers were at peace. Instead, it 
is probable that more troops would have been sent against Austria, possibly 
permitting advances on Vienna as well as Prague. Possibly therefore, far from 
safeguarding Britain, Hanover "saved" Austria in 1741 and Prussia in 1757. 

The problem of transferability between land and sea was such that even when 
more money was spent on the navy, as after the Seven Years' War, that only had 
a limited value for France's transoceanic capability. The operation and support 
of substantial forces overseas required commitment, experience and infrastruc
ture, not simply expenditure. Indeed, even when France faced no Continental 
foe in 1778-83, only relatively small forces were sent to North America, the 
West Indies and India. The problem of sending a relatively large force had been 

21 ID., An Illustrated History of Eighteenth-Century Britain, Manchester 1996, pp. 203-222. 
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shown by the logistical disaster of the 1746 attempt to recapture Louisbourg, 
the principal French base on Cape Breton Island. The attempt anyway occurred 
at a time when France was fully engaged in the Low Countries fighting Anglo-
Austrian-Dutch forces, indicating that British interventionism on the Continent 
could not prevent transoceanic French operations, a lesson driven home by the 
French capture of Madras in 1746, and indeed by Lally's expedition to India in 
1758. The British navy was a more effective restraint to French transoceanic op
erations than the deployment of British land forces on the Continent, whether 
in the Low Countries or in Hanover. The approaches to Brest were the vital 
sphere of confrontation and conflict. 

Far from the War of American Independence (1775-83) demonstrating the 
thesis that Britain was weak when it lacked Continental support, in 1775-8 the 
British enjoyed a window of opportunity in North America without alternative 
commitments or French intervention. The French did not act because the British 
had no allies. They waited to act until after the British defeat at Saratoga and the 
American riposte at Germantown. Even when France, Spain and the Dutch all 
fought Britain ( 1780-3), the British were able to gain a major naval victory - the 
Saints in 1782 - and to save the bulk of the empire, including Canada, Jamaica, 
Gibraltar and Britain's possessions in India, an achievement repeated in the late 
1790s and mid-1800s when Britain was again alone. 

The limited imperial role of George I and George II raises the question of the 
importance of the role and calibre of individual monarchs. Neither George was 
more obviously impressive than the Wettins, but both, eventually, proved wil
ling to adapt themselves to domestic political exigencies. The Wettins, especially 
Augustus II, were less ready to do so and were more wilful. Neither monarch en
joyed the high reputation that was an important political resource. In June 1733 
Thomas Robinson, later a Secretary of State, reported on the views of the Aus
trian government: It is thought that there is not one good head at Dresden to gov
ern the affairs. The Elector [Augustus III] is said to be weak, diffident and irres-
olute, both he and his ministers not a little imbued with the speculations and 
requirements which cost his father so much trouble. His government begins 
with setting up a declared favourite, whose greatest merit is his knowledge in 
dogs and horses, but who, it is apprehended, has, without the least tincture of 
affairs, no small share in them?2 

To thus descend to personalities may appear inappropriate, but they were of 
crucial importance in any monarchical system, indeed they subverted the very na-

22 Robinson to Lord Harrington, Secretary of State for the Northern Department, 20 June 
1733, PRO SP 80/93. 
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ture of system. It is unclear that the Wettins or Guelphs or Wittelsbachs were sig
nificantly worse off than the Hohenzollerns, and thus their failure to match the 
rise of Prussia has in part to be explained by contingent factors, including the role 
of personality. Contingent factors should be stressed, but other factors were also 
important. Although more a victim of wholesale destruction in the Thirty Years 
War, Brandenburg had made more substantial territorial gains between 1610 and 
1648 than Saxony. Moreover, the comparative influence of Saxony in the poli
tics of the Empire was based after 1555 on close co-operation with the emperor; 
with the exception of the years 1631-34. This strategy did not really work all 
that well any longer after 1648, in part because in the peace negotiations of 
1645-8 Saxony lost the effective leadership of the Protestant princes. With the 
conversion of the Wettins in the 1690s, Saxon leadership of the Corpus Evan-
gelicorum became largely nominal, and in effect the Hohenzollerns now became 
the real protectors of the Protestant interest in the Reich. The position of the Wet
tins in Saxony itself was also weakened by their conversion to Catholicism, while 
the Hohenzollerns were not similarly affected by their conversion to Calvinism. 

Personalities interacted with political structures, cultures and circumstances. 
It is instructive to contrast the success of Gustavus III in bringing the Swedish 
Age of Liberty to a close in 1772, with the failure of Augustus II and Augustus 
III to effect anything comparable. The newly-created, post-Glorious Revolution 
political system in Britain was better able to carry individual rulers than the Pol
ish equivalent. This was scarcely surprising, not least because the Polish throne 
was elective, while the elective dimension present in Britain as a result of the 
Glorious Revolution was not pursued. 

The elective nature of the Polish throne affected both domestic and inter
national aspirations. Frederick the Great referred to the unpredictability of in
ternational affairs when explaining in 1752 why he did not wish to make plans 
for the succession to the healthy Augustus III.23 Indeed, in 1752-53, there were 
rumours that Maria Theresia's brother-in-law, Charles of Lorraine, would be
come next King of Poland and make it a hereditary kingdom to the great benefit 
of Austria.24 

The role of Poland in international rumour can also be illustrated by reports 
in early 1728. Suggestions were made that a marriage was being negotiated be
tween Maria Theresia and the future Augustus III, or that the Austrians were 
supporting a Saxon scheme to make the crown of Poland hereditary, and that 

23 Politische Correspondenz Friedrichs des Großen, 46 vols., Berlin 1879-1939, vol. IX: 
1752-1753, Berlin 1882, p. 161. 

24 AE CP Prusse 171, fol. 112-113. 
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Prussian compliance was to be obtained by the cession of Elbing and the bishop
ric of Varmia. The French consul at Hamburg, Geffroy, noted that it was gener
ally held that Augustus II was to abdicate and be succeeded in Poland by his son, 
whilst Prussia was to receive Polish Prussia. There were no comparable rumours 
about the constituent parts of the British Isles.25 

The Hanoverian link, however, gravely weakened Britain as an international 
force, because, like its counterparts in Poland and Sweden, it was unpopular, 
and challenged the practice of crown-elite co-operation on which successful 
politics depended. In the cases of Poland and Sweden, the elective dimension to 
kingship provided a powerful reversionary dimension. In the case of Britain, 
there was no elective monarchy, but, instead, there was a Jacobite claimant. 
This led to foreign support for Jacobitism from Britain's opponents, and that 
was a dangerous weakness in periods of war and international crisis from 1689 
until 1759. Conversely, the defeat of Jacobitism greatly strengthened the British 
monarchy, offering a re-conceptualisation of the domestic political situation 
such that the identity and ability of the monarch became less central and the 
Hanoverian issue less serious. 

French support for the exiled Stanislaw Leszczynski can be compared with 
that to the Jacobites. The Saxons were very concerned about Louis XV's mar
riage with his daughter in 1725. Nevertheless, comparisons cannot be pushed 
too far. The Hanoverian Succession enjoyed more broadly based political sup
port than the Wettin presence. In part, this reflected the role of anti-Catholicism 
in Britain and its role in defining national identity and interest and in rallying 
support for the Hanoverians. They were the Protestant kings. Religion lent no 
such support to the Wettins. Stanislaw was also a Catholic. The Protestant 
Charles XII was not foolish enough to propose his own candidature. 

Stanislaw, Jacobitism, and the Saxon and Hanoverian link, represented, and 
reflected, the porosity of international units and spheres of activity, a porosity 
that was unwelcome to many contemporaries and that provides challenges to 
modern historians. Such a situation subverted neat categorisations and chal
lenged apparently assured senses of national interest. In short, interests and 
aims were controverted and complex. This helped to give edge to the politics of 
personal unions and must not be forgotten today. 

25 Charles Du Bourgay, British envoy in Prussia, to Townshend, 7, 28 Feb., 2, 6 Mar., Philip, 
4th Earl of Chesterfield, envoy in The Hague, to Townshend, 20 June 1728, PRO SP 90/ 
23, 84/301; Earl Waldegrave, envoy in Vienna, to Du Bourgay, 26 June 1728, Chewton 
House, Chewton Mendip, papers of James, 1st Earl Waldegrave; Geffroy to Maurepas, 
French Minister of Marine, 16 Mar 1728, Paris, Archives Nationales, Archives de la Ma
rine B7 294. 


