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Robertson, Hume, 
and the Balance of Power 

FREDERICK G .  WHELAN 

William Robertson, like his Scottish Enlightenment colleague David 
Hume, practiced a kind of philosophic history which, although it appears to 
consist mainly of narratives of political and military events, is also designed to 
teach moral and political lessons of general significance and utility. The 
principal theme of Hume’s History ofEngland, for example, is the growth of 
legal and constitutional government in connection with the emergence of 
modern society; Hume’s narrative implicitly justifies both such a government 
and the moderate politics on which it depends. A theme of comparable 
importance in Robertson’s History of Charles V (1 769) is the emergence of a 
balance of power and thence a relatively stable international system among 
European states in the early sixteenth century, when the policy of balance first 
clearly appeared. As he declares in his Preface: 

The political principles and maxims then established still continue to 
operate. The ideas concerning the balance of power, then introduced 
or rendered general, still influence the councils of nations. (R 307)’ 

Robertson both describes the ,relevant policy decisions (especially the alliance 
between the traditional enemies, England and France, to counter the threat 
posed by Charles V’s unprecedentedly large empire) and justifies such policies 
as reasonable and beneficial.2 
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In treating this theme, Robertson was taking up a topic that was of interest 
to Hume as well. Hume refers on a number of occasions to the sixteenth 
century balance of power in his History chapters on the reign of Henry VIII 
(1759),3 especially in the portion extending through the 1520s, and he treats 
the topic more systematically in his earlier essay “Of the Balance of Power” 
(1752).4 Hume like Robertson defends balance of power policies in general, 
and Hume certainly (Robertson probably) had a more particular reason for 
doing so: to justify contemporary British (Whig) foreign policy (and several 
wars), which since the reign of Louis XIV had aimed at maintaining a 
European counterbalance to F r a n ~ e . ~  Hume’s and Robertson‘s favorable 
descriptions of the sixteenth century anti-Habsburg policy provide a useful 
background for defending the eighteenth century anti-Bourbon policy.6 
Indeed, both Hume and Robertson probably exaggerated the prevalence of the 
balance of power, at least as a conscious policy, in the early sixteenth century; 
although they were no doubt correct in noting that something like the 
modern state system first began to take shape at that time, they seem to have 
projected the eighteenth century emphasis on balance backwards in time as 
a way of legitimizing it.’ 

Robertson sums up the fifty year period he covers by observing that the 
similar stage of development of the states of Europe at that time, together with 
the policy of balance, permitted the preservation of a fairly stable system of 
independent states that has lasted until the present: 

But the advantages possessed by one state were counterbalanced by 
circumstances favourable to others; and thus prevented any from 
attaining such superiority as might have been fatal to all. The nations 
of Europe in that age, as in the present, were like one great family .... 
There was not among them that wide diversity of character and of 
genius which, in almost every period of history, hath exalted the 
Europeans above the inhabitants of the other quarters of the globe, 
and seems to have destined the one to rule and the others to obey. 
(R 704) 

Hume’s concern with contemporary policy, and with France, is more 
conspicuous: 

Europe has now, for above a century, remained on the defensive 
against the greatest force that ever, perhaps, was formed by the civil 
or political combination of mankind. And such is the influence of the 
maxim here treated of, that tho’ that ambitious nation, in the five last 
general wars, have been victorious in four, and unsuccessful only in 
one, they have not much enlarged their dominions, nor acquired a 
total ascendant over EUROPE .... In the last three of these general 
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wars, BRITAIN has stood foremost in the glorious struggle; and she 
still maintains her station, as guardian of the general liberties of 
EUROPE, and patron of mankind. (Essays 634-35) 

European liberty, the foundation of its claim to pre-eminence over the rest of 
the world, depends on the balance of power. 

In their histories Robertson and Hume offer complementary narratives of 
early sixteenth century diplomatic events. The outset of Henry VIIl’s reign 
found England allied to Spain “to counterbalance the power of France,” an 
alliance Henry’s marriage to Catherine of Aragon was intended to consolidate 
(HE 82). The approximate equality of France and Spain, both seeking to extend 
their influence, and counteract each other, in Italy, created a situation (around 
1509), according to Hume, “when the balance of power was better secured in 
Europe” than at any other time (HE 83), although the equilibrium was soon 
disturbed by Francis 1’s conquest of Milan (1515), which aroused renewed 
worry in England. Shortly thereafter, in 1519, a vacancy in the Imperial throne 
brought forth the candidacies of the two greatest monarchs in Europe, Francis 
I and the soon-to-be Charles V. Despite the usual fears of the German princes 
for their traditional liberties, Charles was elected, perhaps because the prox- 
imity of the Turkish Sultan Suleiman suggested the need for a stronger-than- 
usual Emperor (R 447); Charles thus added the Holy Roman Empire to his vast 
Austrian] Spanish, and Burgundian inheritances, and so was initiated the 
life-long rivalry between him and Francis. Although Charles’s empire was the 
most extensive seen in Europe since the Romans, it was disunited and far- 
flung, whereas the kingdom of France, “being close, compact, united, rich, 
populous, and being interposed between the provinces of the emperor’s 
dominions,” was still roughly its match (HE 121). This situation made it 
possible as well as in the interest of Henry VIII “to hold the balance between 
these two powers,“ thus giving him an especially important role in European 
politics (HE 121; R 452). 

In 1520 Henry concluded an alliance with Charles, a move both Hume 
and Robertson criticize as an error (from the point of view of the balance of 
power); although France may still have appeared stronger, Henry failed to 
appreciate the potential strength and ambition of Charles, who adroitly 
played on traditional Anglo-French enmity and on Cardinal Wolsey’s 
ambition to be Pope (HE 124; R 473). A major shift occurred, however, after 
Charles V‘s armies defeated and captured Francis I at the battle of Pavia (1525) 
and sacked Rome (1527), and Charles’s brother Ferdinand was elected king of 
Bohemia and Hungary (1527). The power of the House of Austria was now at 
a peak, and the “terror of the emperor‘s greatness” aroused an opposing 
coalition (HE 160). Henry VIII, instead of taking advantage of France’s defeat, 
followed balance of power logic and switched his support to the weaker side, 
which led to a temporary truce (the Peace of Cambrai, 1529). After about 1530 
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Henry VIII became preoccupied with domestic policy (marital and religious) 
and with Scotland, and played a less active diplomatic role in Europe. Francis 
I remained the principal antagonist of Charles V, “counterbalanc[ing] the 
emperor’s superior power” through occasional alliances with German 
Protestant princes, Sultan Suleiman, and the Pope, all of whom had fears or 
quarrels respecting the Habsburgs (R 577).  Despite the combined opposition 
of all these, Charles V towards the close of his career seemed on the verge of 
imposing his absolute authority on Germany, thus jeopardizing the 
Reformation, until his final defeat by Maurice of Saxony (1552) and his 
subsequent abdication. The empire of the Habsburgs, soon after divided into 
separate but allied Spanish and Austrian branches, continued to predominate 
in Europe for a century, but its complete hegemony was forestalled and a 
balance of independent states preserved. 

In the course of their narratives Robertson and Hume indicate the 
meaning of the balance of power both as a system of international politics and 
as a statesman’s maxim in foreign policy. In the systemic perspective, the 
balance of power refers to a situation in which an equilibrium or “equipoise” 
is maintained among a number of states or coalitions of states so that none of 
them is able to enlarge its possessions and power excessively-in particular, to 
the extent of abolishing the independence of any other state. This result is 
achieved through the counterbalancing of the power of the strongest state, or 
a state that appears to be growing in power, by an opposing combination of 
weaker states, which in concert can check the stronger and overcome the 
threat that it poses to them. In this way general stability is maintained in the 
system as a whole, and, although wars may be fought to maintain the balance, 
the existence of a balance may deter ambitions of conquest and thereby 
contribute to a greater degree of international peace than might otherwise be 
the case. 

“Uncommon lustre” is shed on the early sixteenth century, Robertson 
comments, by the simultaneous presence of five outstanding monarchs: Pope 
Leo X, Charles V, Francis I, Henry VIII, and Suleiman the Magnificent (as well 
as other significant German and Italian states).8 

In every contest, great power as well as great abilities were set in op- 
position; the efforts of valour and conduct on one side, counter- 
balanced by an equal exertion of the same qualities on the 
other ... served to check the exorbitant progress of any of those princ- 
es, and prevent their attaining such pre-eminence in power as would 
have been fatal to the liberty and happiness of mankind. (R 454) 

Warfare was nearly continuous during the fifty years Robertson surveys, and 
there were incremental changes in the relative weight of various states, and yet 
the rough equality of opposing forces (often Charles V against some 
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I combination of the others), and the interest of rulers in “interpos[ing], and 
balanc[ing] any temporary advantage” gained by another, meant that n o  
major conquests were made. The result, rather, was an intensification of 
international awareness and contacts, and the development of Europe as 

one great political system, in which each took a station, wherein it 
has remained since that time with less variation than could have been 
expected after the events of two active centuries. (R 704)9 

Viewed from a systemic perspective, the balance of power has the 
interesting feature that the common good, namely the international stability 
and relative peace that an outside observer might identify as the system’s 
purpose or end, is promoted not through the moral or benevolent intentions 
of the state-actors, but rather as a side effect or byproduct of each actor’s 
pursuing its own rational self-interest (state security and independence). 
Statesmen may consciously aim at preserving the balance as a generally 
desirable object, but they need not do so in order for the system to work; and 
those who do consciously try to maintain the balance normally do so in an 
instrumental spirit, as a strategy for promoting their national interest. 
Although the balance of power produces moderation in international 
relations, it does not depend on the virtue of moderation in the actors 
involved, but rather on the opposition of forces. Hume, as an advocate of both 
political moderation and the balance of power, thus embraces two distinct 
prescriptions for modern politics. 

The theory of the balance of power may therefore be thought of as an 
“invisible hand” theory, hence an instance of an important paradigm of 
classical liberal social theory more generally.I0 Hume notes the similarity of 
the balance of power among states to other balanced or self-regulating 
systems: to Athenian ostracism, in which the excessive power of one man 
provoked an opposite reaction (Essays 334), and to a balanced constitution. 
With reference to the latter Hume also clearly argues that a balanced system 
could work beneficially even if every individual participant in it is “supposed 
a knave”: through “the skilful division of power, this [self-linterest [of each 
part] must necessarily, in its operation, concur with public [interest]” (“Of the 
Independency of Parliament” 42-43).” Although the conceptual materials 
would thus seem to have been at hand, however, neither Hume nor Robertson 
ever explicitly presents or analyzes the international balance of power system 
in the terms suggested here. 

In addition to denoting the source of stability in an international system, 
the balance of power can also refer to associated maxims or prudential rules 
of foreign policy for states whose first interest is presumed to be the avoidance 
of being conquered. One such maxim would be that if a state faces a rival state 
that is stronger, or is increasing in strength, or that acquires allies, it too 
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should acquire allies so as to balance the opposing force. A conscious grasp 
and observance of this rule was frequently exhibited by sixteenth century 
rulers, and most persistently by the beleaguered French king, who went so far 
as to cultivate Suleimen as well as other potential allies: 

However just Francis might esteem his own cause, he did not trust so 
much to that as to neglect the proper precautions for gaining other 
allies besides the sultan, by whose aid he might counterbalance the 
emperor’s superior power. (R 577) 

The most familiar rule of policy, however, is that a state that is not 
immediately involved in a conflict between two other states or coalitions 
should remain neutral so long as the contestants are evenly matched, but 
otherwise should enter the conflict on the weaker side so as to prevent the 
stronger power from becoming so strong that it could threaten the in- 
dependence of all. Hume clearly sets forth this practical maxim of statecraft, 
citing examples from the ancient world of states that “always threw them- 
selves into the lighter scale” or “support[ed] the weaker side in every contest” 
(Essays 333-34). A state that follows this policy is sometimes termed the “ba- 
lancer” in the system, and this useful role, according to both Hume and 
Robertson, was played by England in the early sixteenth century, as in the 
eighteenth. From about 1519, when the rivalry between Charles V and Francis 
I became apparent, Henry VIII “often boasted that he held the balance of 
Europe in his hand” (R 446). Henry’s position and power rendered him “the 
natural guardian of the liberties of Europe, and the arbiter between the 
emperor and the French monarch,’’ who both courted his friendship. 

Henry himself was sensible of this singular advantage, and convinced 
that, in order to preserve the balance even, it was his office to prevent 
either of the rivals from acquiring such superiority of power as might 
be fatal to the other, or formidable to the rest of Christendom. 
(R 452) 

Henry was not always consistent in abiding by his own principle, but after 
Charles’s great victory in 1525, he realized that “it was no longer safe for 
England to remain entirely neutral;” the terms demanded by Charles would 
“forever have annihilated the power of France, and destroyed the balance of 
Europe” (HE 154-55). Henry 

had never dreamt.. .of any event so decisive and so fatal as the victory 
at Pavia, which seemed not only to have broken but to have an- 
nihilated the power of one of the rivals .... He saw all Europe in danger 
of being overrun by an ambitious prince, to whose power there now 
remained no counterpoise. (R 501) 

HUME STUDIES 



Robertson, Hume, and the Balance ofPower 321 

He accordingly bowed to the logic of the situation and transferred his support 
to his traditional rival, the King of France. 

Balance of power policy is therefore opposed to the specious contrary 
notion that one should always join what appears to be the stronger (and thus 
winning) side so as to join in the spoils of the defeated victim. When it seemed 
that Hannibal had decisively defeated Rome, Philip of Macedon “most 
imprudently formed an alliance with the conqueror,” says Hume, to share in 
the conquest of Italy (Essays 336). In the similar situation following the battle 
of Pavia, Henry VIII was tempted to seize the opportunity to “acquire the 
dominion of considerable provinces [in France], or dismember that great 
monarchy” (HE 150). A better grasp of the desirability of a balance of power, 
however, led Henry to behave on this occasion more prudently than the 
ancient king. When in 1540 Henry once again joined the stronger Charles 
against Francis, it was due, as in 1520, to “pride” rather than to “true 
judgment” (HE 266).12 

As is already evident from quoted passages, both Robertson and Hume not 
only analyze the balance of power but explicitly endorse it in their 
commentaries on the historical events. At the time of the Imperial election, 
Robertson remarks, the common interest of European princes “ought 
naturally to have formed a general combination in order to disappoint both 
competitors, and to prevent either of them from obtaining such a 
pre-eminence in power and dignity as might prove dangerous to the liberties 
of Europe;” it was primarily an imperfect understanding of the idea of “a 
proper distribution and balance of power,” an idea only lately revived in 
Europe, that hindered this course of action (R 446). Only that skilled politician 
Pope Leo X exhibited “a proper solicitude for the public safety”; realizing that 
the election of either Charles or Francis would “be fatal to the independence 
of the Holy See, ... and perhaps to the liberties of Europe,” he shrewdly though 
unsuccessfully supported the weaker Francis, hoping to bring about a tie that 
would lead to the election of a minor German prince (R 447). Both Hume and 
Robertson frequently speak in normative terms of a “proper” balance, and 
they seldom miss an opportunity of criticizing Henry VIII for the “caprice” 
and “vanity” that kept him from pursuing a rational policy of balance as 
consistently as he might have (R 446, 452, 473, 501; HE 124, 266, 293). 

Hume’s essay “Of the Balance of Power” i s e v e n  more openly than the 
two histories-an effort to defend and praise the balance of power in general 
as reflecting “true politics and prudence” (Essays 335), and the eighteenth 
century balance against France in particular as “so necessary and so just a 
cause” (Essays 338). His main strategy is to suggest that “the maxim of 
preserving the balance of power is founded so much on common sense and 
obvious reasoning’’ (Essays 337) that it is supported by a broad consensus of 
opinion among capable statesmen and political writers. To this end, his most 
original contribution is to make the case that this policy was widely 
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understood and employed among intelligent people in antiquity, especially 
the Greeks. Elsewhere, however, Hume somewhat contradictorily remarks that 
the balance of power is “a secret in politics, fully known only to the present 
age,” and thus a major example of the general improvement that the art of 
government has undergone in modern times (“Of Civil Liberty” 93).13 Hume 
provides a justificatory account of a balance of power policy that resembles the 
account he gives of other legitimate or praiseworthy social institutions, such 
as the rules of justice or government itself it is (at first) not formally designed 
or agreed to, but emerges as a convention from the mutual interest that many 
individual parties have in promoting their recognized interests. It is sub- 
sequently conceptualized more systematically, reflectively approved because 
of its evident utility or beneficial effects, endorsed as a prudential (if not an 
obligatory) rule of conduct, and possibly given formal ratification in law. 

One variation on this normative theme should be mentioned. In 
defending a policy of balance, Hume urges that it must be pursued in a 
moderate and calculated fashion. Although the ancient Greeks understood the 
idea of balance, many of their wars were actually wars of “jealous emulation,” 
driven by the love of honor and victory, rather than of cautious or rational 
politics (Essays 334). The English too, in their contemporary wars against 
France, have sometimes seemed ”more possessed with the ancient GREEK 
spirit of jealous emulation, than actuated by the prudent views of modern 
politics.” Wars that were initiated out of a justifiable concern for the balance 
of power have been carried on with “imprudent vehemence,” and “too far 
pushed from obstinacy and passion” (Essays 339). This unfortunate tendency 
could have been due to England’s traditional antagonism towards France, or 
to the nationalistic popular passions that are inevitably stirred up by wars that 
statesmen regard as instruments of p01icy.l~ In Hume’s view, however, this 
tendency in foreign affairs exemplifies a more general phenomenon that is 
worrisome in political life-the tendency of actors in balanced systems to push 
their opposition (whenever they are able) to the point of destroying the 
generally beneficial balance. “The just balance between the republican and 
monarchical part of our constitution,” for example, is maintained by the two 
opposing parties of Court and Country; a combination of interest and passion 
(or jealousy), however, causes adherents of both parties “to go greater lengths 
than their principles would otherwise carry them,” thereby endangering the 
constitution. Likewise during the great rebellion, the “jealous and implacable” 
pretensions of parliament and king to liberty and absolutism, respectively, 
“broke the balance of the constitution” (“Of the Parties of Great Britain” 64- 
65, 68). Hume recognized the value of both liberty and authority, and of re- 
strained partisanship, within a balanced constitution, and so he repeatedly 
urged moderation on both parties. His plea for moderation in a foreign policy 
that aimed at the maintenance of a European balance appears to represent the 
same pattern in his political thought. 
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Another reason for moderation, moreover, lies in the fact that the active 
foreign policy and warfare required to maintain the balance of power may be 
expensive. Great Britain’s eighteenth century European commitments were 
financed by an increasing public debt, which Hume deplored on various 
grounds, including the fear that an excessive debt would eventually sap the 
will or strength needed to resist foreign ambitions. Hume’s advocacy of mod- 
eration in foreign policy should thus also no doubt be viewed in light of the 
tension between his support for the balance of power policy and his opposi- 
tion to the public debt that paid for it. 

In addition to defending balance as the key to international stability, 
Hume and Robertson share another concern as well. The balance of power 
generally protects the independence of states (especially smaller ones) against 
conquest by a dominant state. In the extreme case, however, what it prevents 
is the emergence of a universal state, as at times seemed to be threatened in 
modern Europe first by Habsburg and later by Louis XIV’s power and ambi- 
tions. Hume and Robertson agree with Gibbon, who, speaking of the Roman 
empire in explicit contrast to the modern plurality of states, provides what is 
probably the best statement of the fear that a universal state (or “universal 
monarchy”) would probably become a universal despotism, to which there 
could be no opposition and from which no escape: 

The division of Europe into a number of independent states, 
connected with each other, however, by the general resemblance of 
religion, language, and manners, is productive of the most beneficial 
consequences to the liberty of mankind. A modern tyrant, who 
should find no resistance either in his own breast, or in his people, 
would soon experience a gentle restraint from the example of his 
equals, the dread of present censure, the advice of his allies, and the 
apprehension of his enemies. The object of his displeasure, escaping 
from the narrow limits of his dominions, would easily obtain, in a 
happier climate, a secure refuge, a new fortune adequate to his merit, 
the freedom of complaint, and perhaps the means of revenge. But the 
empire of the Romans filled the world, and when that empire fell into 
the hands of a single person, the world became a safe and dreary 
prison for his enemies.I5 

It is the modern balance of power that maintains the international system of 
states and keeps the latter gloomy scenario from being reenacted.16 

As-generally speaking-liberal and nationally minded writers, Hume 
and Robertson, like Gibbon, prefer on various grounds the diversity and 
competition of a plurality of states to a single, monopolistic state, and their 
histories show how the balance of power was responsible for ensuring that this 
preference was historically realized.” As soon as he had been elected Emperor, 
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according to Robertson, Charles V formed the “grand system of enterprising 
ambition” that was evident throughout his reign (R 449). Soon afterwards he 
suppressed a revolt and abolished the traditional liberties of Castile, thereby 
both increasing his power and revealing his absolutist inclinations (R 705). 
After Pavia, Charles was generally-and accurately-suspected of “aiming at 
universal monarchy” (R 503), although neither then nor later did he have 
sufficient resources to succeed. Robertson later revises this claim: the con- 
temporaneous assessment of Charles’s actual aim may have been unfounded, 
but at any rate he indisputably sought conquests on an extensive scale (R 700). 
Robertson concludes by looking ahead to the tremendous territories and 
power in the hands of the Spanish and Austrian Habsburgs in the following 
century: “A family so great and so aspiring, became the general object of 
jealousy and terror. All the power, as well as policy, of Europe was exerted, 
during a century, in order to check and humble it”-so much so, that doing 
so became “a kind of political habit” of other nations, even after the power of 
Spain began to decline (R 705-706). 

Hume also relates his analysis of the balance of power to the desirability 
of preventing universal monarchy, and to the “exorbitant ambition” of 
Charles V (HE 150). In the ancient world, he says, the successors of Alexander 
practiced “true politics and prudence” in acting to prevent any one of their 
number from becoming a universal monarch, whereas it is puzzling that other 
states failed to see in the Roman Carthaginian struggle a “contest for universal 
empire“ and to react appropriately to this threat (Essays 335-36). With the 
replacement of feudal by modern institutions of war and governance, 
“mankind were anew alarmed by the danger of universal monarchy, from the 
union of so many kingdoms and principalities in the person of the emperor 
CHARLES’ (Essays 338). Hume goes on to express the hope that the balance 
of power, along with other unforeseen causes, will succeed in averting the 
same danger now posed by France (Essays 634-35), even though the fear that 
France might actually dominate all Europe became increasingly anachronistic 
as the eighteenth century progressed.18 

The fear of a hegemonic or universal state was naturally even more salient 
to Protestant Britons when the threatened universal monarch was a Catholic, 
and one moreover who persecuted Protestants. Since his is a civil history, 
Robertson offers only a brief but favorable account of “that happy reformation 
in religion which rescued one part of Europe from the papal yoke” (R 454), a 
sentiment that Hume generally shares. The Protestant princes of Germany 
were occasional participants in the coalitions against Charles V, and Louis 
XIV’s revocation of the Edict of Nantes closely coincided with England’s first 
participation in a coalition against him. Although Charles V at first wavered 
in his reaction to the Reformation, his decisive victory over the Lutheran 
princes at Muhlberg in 1547 and subsequent measures indicated that “he 
aimed at nothing less than at bringing all Germany to an uniformity in 
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religion, and at rendering the imperial power despotic” (R 636). A universal 
monarchy over all Europe may not have been within Charles’s reach, but the 
transformation of the Empire into a unified, hereditary, and absolute state, 
tied to his other dominions, would have been a major step in that direction; 
the ensuing suppression of Protestantism in its heartland would have 
aggravated the disaster. Hence Charles’s defeat by Maurice soon afterwards, 
and the reversal of all these plans through the treaty of Passau, are the cli- 
mactic event of the history (R 653). Hume explicitly draws out the parallel to 
the present, pointing out that France, the new power threatening the liberties 
of Europe, shares in “that spirit of bigotry and persecution, with which the 
house of AUSTRIA was so long, and still is so much infatuated” (Essays 338). 
The danger posed by a universal state resembled, in the Protestant view, the 
danger presented by a universal church, such as Catholicism aspired to be: in 
both cases universality was associated with-and presumably achieved 
through-monarchical absolutism or tyranny. Thus there appeared to be a 
natural or logical affinity between the two leading modern contenders for the 
position of universal monarch and the Catholic Church (notwithstanding the 
opposition of actual Popes to imperial designs), and this association increased 
both the dread of a European empire and the attachment to pluralism and 
balance in Britain. 

Hume and Robertson then set out to defend the balance of power as 
generally beneficial: as a safeguard against universal empire and despotism, as 
maintaining liberty in the sense of the independence of European states, and 
as promoting relative stability in the international system. But why did the 
balance of power need defending? There had of course always been opponents 
of the policy in Britain, both disgruntled opposition politicians who distrusted 
ministerial motives, and Tories who persistently warned against excessive 
continental involvements and their Robertson, writing in the 1760s, 
may have been especially disturbed by Britain’s diplomatic isolation after the 
Seven Years’ War.20 

More generally, however, it seems reasonable to suppose that by the 
mid-eighteenth century, balance of power policy was only just becoming 
respectable, at least among the general educated public for whom Hume and 
Robertson were writing. By exhibiting its lengthy historical lineage and its 
favorable consequences in the past, Hume and Robertson sought to confirm 
its value and legitimacy, as well as to satisfy the growing desire to understand 
the historical origins and development of political institutions. 

The balance of power policy had been reasonably clearly described much 
earlier, indeed contemporaneously with the period Robertson covers. 
Guicciardini (1561) describes the state system that had developed in fifteenth 
century Italy, emphasizing the role of Lorenzo de Medici, who sought to 
maintain a “state of balance” and who therefore directed his policy towards 
counterbalancing the Venetians, who “were undoubtedly stronger than any 
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of the allies alone, but much weaker than all of them together.”21 Bacon 
(1612) refers to the early sixteenth century system to illustrate the “general 
rule,” which he endorses, that 

princes do keep due sentinel, that none of their neighbors do over- 
grow so .... During that triumvirate of kings, King Henry VIII. of 
England, Francis the 1. King of France, and Charles the V. 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.2Z 

While statesmen and diplomats clearly recognized and sometimes enunciated 
the idea of the balance of power, however, philosophers and general writers 
may have been inhibited from openly praising it because of its amoral or 
“Machiavellian” appearance and r e ~ u t a t i o n . ~ ~  

The balance of power was morally disreputable for three reasons, the first 
two of which are suggested by Hume and Robertson. First, it reflects a pure 
“power politics” approach to political practice, recommending that one align 
one’s policy exclusively according to calculations of national interest and 
power (maintaining the balance and hence one’s security) rather than more 
praiseworthy norms. A ruler may accordingly have to change sides, regardless 
of previous agreements or a sense of loyalty, if the overall balance so dictates.24 
Hume describes how Henry VIII correctly recognized that Charles V’s victory 
at Pavia destroyed the “proper counterpoise to his power” and responded by 
shifting his support to France. Henry could not, however, openly invoke the 
power balance as an acceptable ground for breaking off his previous alliance, 
and so he disguised his policy under the chivalric pretext of “generosity in 
raising a fallen enemy” (HE 150).25 

Along the same lines, a policy of balance may well be opposed to the 
determination of foreign policy according to justice or to what one believes to 
be the morally or religiously (or ideologically) right cause. Francis I, like 
Richelieu a century later, sporadically allied himself with German Protestants 
(even while persecuting Protestants at home) to counterbalance Habsburg 
power, although intensity of religious sentiments during the Reformation did 
certainly sometimes interfere with strict balance of power policy (R 533, 
546-47).26 The most notorious case, however, was Francis 1’s alliance with the 
Turks in the 1530-40s, notwithstanding “the horror of Christians in that age 
at any union with infidels, which they considered not only as dishonourable 
but profane,” and intermittent efforts by Popes to negotiate Christian unity 
against Suleiman (R 555-56). In 1543, “to the astonishment and scandal of all 
Christendom, the lilies of France and crescent of Mahomet appeared in 
conjunction” in military operations against Savoy, pursuant to the logic of 
“counterbalance” (R 581, 579). 
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Finally, balance of power considerations can dictate aggressive (pre- 
emptive) war to counter a state that is growing in power, contrary to tradi- 
tional just war theory. Bacon couples his comments on the balance of power 
with the presumably controversial assertion that “a just fear of an imminent 
danger, though there be no blow given, is a lawful cause of war.”2’ The War 
of the Spanish Succession against Louis XIV was the classic modern case of a 
preventive war waged to balance or forestall the emergence of an excessively 
threatening power.28 Hume’s and Robertson’s silence on this issue suggests 
that they accepted this implication of balance of power doctrine as not only 
legitimate but not particularly con t ro~e r s i a l .~~  

Scruples about the morality of balance of power policy certainly declined 
during the eighteenth century. Maintenance of the European balance was 
explicitly cited as a goal of the parties in the Anglo-Spanish Treaty of Utrecht 
and other agreements ending the War of the Spanish Succession (1 713), and 
the policy was upheld by such prominent public figures as Fenelon and 
B~l ingbroke .~~  At midcentury Vattel enshrined the balance of power as a 
principle of international law in his influential treatise on the subject, with 
references to the dangers posed in the past by Charles V and Louis XIV, to the 
contemporary bipolar rivalry of France and Austria, and to the role of England 
as the holder of the “political scales”: 

Europe forms a political system in which the Nations inhabiting this 
part of the world are bound together by their relations and various 
interests into a single body.. ..The constant attention of sovereigns to 
all that goes on, the custom of resident ministers, the continual ne- 
gotiations that take place, make of modern Europe a sort of Republic, 
whose members-each independent, but all bound together by a 
common interest-unite for the maintenance of order and the pres- 
ervation of liberty. This is what has given rise to the well-known 
principle of the balance of power, by which is meant an arrangement 
of affairs so that no State shall be in a position to have absolute 
mastery and dominate over the others.31 

By the end of the century no less an anti-Machiavellian moralist than Kant 
was prepared to advocate a right to maintain the balance of power by force, if 
necessary, and the moral statesman Burke upheld it as a beneficial policy.32 

This change in the moral-intellectual climate reflects several things: the 
rise of liberal-constitutional thought, in which generally power must be 
restrained through checks and balances; the rise of “invisible hand” theories, 
in which self-interest (of individuals or states) is seen as producing good 
overall outcomes; and the decline of traditional Christian moralism, at least in 
political theory. Hume probably contributed to all of these developments. He 
and Robertson surely added another dimension, helping to make balance of 
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power politics respectable among the broad educated British public for whom 
they wrote by giving it a historical pedigree and showing how its results in a 
key period of the past were ones that enlightened readers could applaud. 

NOTES 
A version of this paper was presented at the 20th International Hume 
Conference, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, held jointly with the Eighteenth 
Century Scottish Studies Society, June 1993. I would like to thank Jeremy 
Black, John Robertson, and Jeffrey Smitten for their suggestions. 
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the other two. The historians offer no instances of Charles and Francis 
combining to resist acquisition of territory by Henry. 
23 Machiavelli himself evidently does not explicitly mention the concept of 
a balance, but he comes close to the central maxim in advising against “joining 
an aggressive alliance with someone more powerful than oneself,” lest one end 
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