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Abstract

 

This article explores the political and literary culture of the first age of party.
The article takes two key themes that arise from recent work on this period: first,
the emergence of new roles for the public and second, challenges to the manner
in which public debate and discourse operated. It argues both that the public was
a fiction and that there was also an ingrained fictional impulse in the nature
of partisanship. These phenomena combined to produce expectations of, and
anxieties about, partisan fictions, deceptions and misrepresentations. In this context,
canonical authors such as Defoe and Swift appear as brilliant representatives of a

 

wider political culture that is rooted in partisanship.

 

The late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries have always been a
period of fascination for literary scholars preoccupied with the emergence
of the novel. But, perhaps because Whigs and Tories have seemed
‘old hat’, the political context in which canonical figures such as Defoe
and Swift worked has tended to be overshadowed either by that of the
mid-seventeenth century revolution or of the eighteenth century. There
are signs that this is changing. The recent publication of the 

 

History of
Parliament: The House of Commons 1690–1715

 

, which runs to five volumes
of in-depth analysis of MPs and parliament in the period, offers us a
wealth of detail to mine.

 

1

 

 More generally, work on later Stuart politics,
religion, print culture and gender has been particularly fruitful in recent
years and challenged a number of previously held assumptions.

 

2

 

 The Whig
assault on the political doctrine of patriarchalism has been shown to have
had complex consequences in terms of social and political attitudes to
women, while the periodical press that flourished in the immediate
aftermath of the lapse of the licensing act in 1695 has been identified as
a platform for a vibrant discussion about gender.
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 There has also been a
stress on the politics of religion and hence also on the way in which
religion shaped public discourse, but also a recognition of the increasingly
valuable discourse of trade, interest and money.

 

4

 

 All this builds on older
and in some ways problematic work by John Pocock on the variety of
political languages, and of whiggery in particular.

 

5

 

 The nature of party
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politics has also been re-interpreted. What has emerged is a more ideo-
logically and religiously driven set of allegiances, and a model of the state
in which local and national issues become entwined.

 

6

 

Indeed, it is timely to revisit the nature of Whig and Tory with the
benefit of these different perspectives and to integrate them with the
pre-occupations of literary scholarship. ‘Politics’ is no longer seen as just
concerned with the in-fighting between political elites but is now more
commonly related to a wider political audience that was also a participant
in the construction of power, part of a larger ‘political culture’ for which
communicative practices are often of central importance. For all these
reasons we should add to our review of the nature of partisanship an
agenda set by the sociologist Jürgen Habermas, who argued for a powerful
connection between the political culture of the later Stuart period and
the emergence of ‘the public sphere’, a concept that he explicitly used
to tie literary and political debate together.

 

7

 

 Habermas argued that in
the very late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries there emerged
a discursive site, which he called the public sphere, which acted as an
interface between society and the state. It was to be found, especially,
in the coffee-houses and periodical press, and it was distinguished by an
open, rational-critical debate. And it was explicitly related to the emergent
capitalistic economy and interests of the bourgeoisie.

The Habermasian model has been much criticized by historians work-
ing on the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, who suggest that the
timing of Habermas’s emergent public sphere in the later Stuart period
is too late or that he neglected the capacity of religious debate to open
up public discourse.
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 But the model has been far more readily taken up
by literary scholars, both for the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Sharon Achinstein, for example, has argued that the mid-seventeenth
century witnessed the birth of a new type of revolutionary reader, active
and engaged, and a degree of public discussion about the state that
fits Habermas’s model.
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 For the eighteenth century, too, the notion of a
bourgeois public sphere has seemed to accommodate the rise of the novel
and the periodical as well as the rhetoric of politeness.

The usefulness of Habermas’s model has nevertheless recently been
questioned, on the literary section of the Compass site, by J. A. Downie.
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His article seeks to explain to literary scholars how Habermas got his
history wrong, both in terms of chronology and analysis of the position
of the bourgeois. The claim, put bluntly, is that Habermas ‘misunderstands
the nature of English society’.

 

11

 

 To be sure, this criticism recognizes that
Habermas idealized later Stuart Britain.

 

12

 

 But Downie’s own analysis of
society is at times questionable and it may be, as this article will suggest, that
the Habermasian ideal was one shared in part by many contemporaries.

 

13

 

That is to say, a stress on an enlarged role for the public, on an ideal
rational discourse, and on the interplay between commerce, literature and
politics was articulated by many of those living in the first age of party.

 

14
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As what follows also points out, there are aspects of the public sphere that
were not considered either by Habermas or, in any depth, by Downie,
which offer fertile ground to explore the idea of public politics and
its fictions. The most obvious area is that of party and the process of
electioneering.

This debate demonstrates the continuing importance of exploring
the interplay between history and literature and there are many reasons
why this is now both more possible and likely. The ‘historicism’ of many
literary scholars has brought a renewed interest in the rhetoric and literary
strategies of polemic, and hence brought the two disciplines potentially
very close together.

 

15

 

 Historians, too, have become interested in rhetoric,
reading, tropes and genres.

 

16

 

 So, armed with new questions about political
culture and the discourse it produced, and with new information as well
as new approaches, this article attempts to review the partisanship of the
later Stuart period by highlighting methodological and contextual reasons
why history and literature should converge and how such convergence
can help both disciplines.

 

17

 

 It outlines some arguments that are developed
at greater length in my monograph, 

 

Representation and Misrepresentation
in Later Stuart Britain: Partisanship and Political Culture

 

 (2005).
Examining ‘writing’ (as opposed to ‘literature’) in the later Stuart period

helps to show that the preoccupations of canonical writers were shared
by many, less well-known, authors and hence that, for all their individual
genius, they were also products of their times. More than that, however,
we can show that party politics itself contained fictional impulses that may
help us to understand a fascination with the boundaries of what was ‘true’
and what was either invented, disguised, or the product of pure deception.
In other words, partisanship can help us to explain a political culture that
necessarily impacted on writing and the literary world.

 

Fictions and uncertainties

 

We might begin by identifying some characteristics of the partisan
struggle that helped to define the political culture of the period. There
is a danger in doing so, however, that we divorce the late seventeenth
century from the changes apparent far earlier in the century, and hence
underplay the accelerated change and innovations induced by civil war.
Uncertainty about the nature of truth, the stability of meaning, the
sincerity of public words and how to discern lies were, as I shall argue,
key to the later Stuart period; but they were not new then. They were
issues that had long affected religious debate, ‘science’, rhetoric and the
impact of print.
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 And once civil war had broken out, rival truth claims
in the political sphere had focused on the duality of meaning, insincerity,
lies and misrepresentation.

 

19

 

 The uncertainties of the post 1660 period
were thus not unknown in early modern England. Nor were uncertainty,
invention and deception merely the creations of party politics. John
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Spurr’s suggestive analysis of the 1670s highlights the importance of dis-
guise and dissimulation in the restoration political and literary culture.

 

20

 

It is thus important to remember that in many ways the later Stuart period
witnessed the development of innovations apparent earlier and the inten-
sification of anxieties that can also be traced at least as far back as the
Reformation. Even so, party politics was a new phenomenon and it is
well worth exploring its nature to explain why it had a significant impact
on political and literary culture.

 

21

 

There are two chief areas on which we might want to focus. The first
is the appeal to the public. The ‘public’ was a loose concept, defined in
many (sometimes mutually exclusive) ways during the period, depending
on ideological and partisan dictates. The ‘public’ raised questions about
the identity of the ‘people’ and thus inevitably became part of the contest
over notions of popular sovereignty. Rejecting notions of ‘divine right’,
the Whigs offered a version of the constitution that included the people
as authors of power, a notion that Tories found hard to swallow unless it
was wrapped in the concept of the ‘king-in-parliament’. But it was also
contested more widely, in terms of the legitimate role accorded to women,
children, the poor and others who were traditionally ‘represented’ by
others.

 

22

 

 Yet for all its ambiguity the ‘public’ acquired a new significance,
invoked as both participant and judge in the new political culture. The
public was an actor and a spectator, a fictional collective as well as a set
of idealized, imagined voters and investors. The public had a new role and
influence on the state, though the definition and extent of such instrumental
power was contested.

 

23

 

A second set of problems that needs exploring relates to public
discourse. The freeing of the press from pre-publication licensing and the
routine use of print as a political tool ensured that partisan paper battles
exacerbated long-standing fears about the effects of print on language and
argument. In particular, partisan polemic, together (and often intimately
associated) with a rash of perceived ‘plots’ against authority, heightened
anxieties about the prevalence of political lying and deception;

 

24

 

 about
misrepresentation and dissimulation; and about partisan meanings given to
certain words and phrases. This article will examine each of these two key
areas, the public and public debate, and illustrate them with reference to
the works of both literary ‘greats’ and the product of what was increasingly
becoming known as Grub Street.

 

25

 

 Throughout, the aim will be to high-
light ways in which later Stuart partisanship was concerned with what was
imagined, invented, fictionalized and how it played with the instability of
interpretation and meaning.

 

The fiction of the public

 

In the later Stuart period, the ‘public’ increasingly competed with more
traditional authorities, such as the monarchy and the church, as a legitimizing
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discourse and power. The reasons for this development were numerous.
One was that the public was frequently requested to vote in general
elections. On average, an election was held every two and a half years
between 1679 and 1716.

 

26

 

 This led to a state of almost continuous
electioneering at the local level. Moreover, the size of the electorate was
expanding – by the accession of George I in 1714, more men could vote,
as a percentage of the adult male population, than at any time before the
second Reform Act of 1867.

 

27

 

 Both the frequency of election and the
size of the electorate was unprecedented, with the result that the public
had a type of unprecedented civil power.

The vigour and importance of the public was enhanced in other ways
too. One was the emergence of notions of ‘public credit’. Another was
the repeated attempt to give other voices to the public besides that gained
in electioneering. Let us briefly examine these in a little more detail, since
both concern our canonical and Grub Street authors.

Public credit was the result of the fiscal innovation necessary for
England to fight large-scale war against France, the most powerful European
power of the century.

 

28

 

 Before 1689, debt was a royal problem; after the
revolution, it became a public one. The interest payments for a national
debt were financed out of public taxation.

 

29

 

 The Bank of England
was established in 1694, providing the government with loans funded
by private subscription. Paper money in the form of exchequer bonds
became currency. And public investment ensured the rise of the stock
companies, some of which (such as the East India Company) had interests
bound up with the development of the state and empire. The significance
of all this for the concept of the public was twofold: public credit was
inevitably politicized and it was a fiction vulnerable to political attack.
Defoe, Swift and Addison all contributed to the politicized debate over
this new public fiction. Addison famously allegorised public credit as a
beautiful virgin who swooned when frightened by phantoms representing
tyranny, anarchy, atheism, bigotry, republicanism and the pretender, but
recovered in the presence of liberty, moderation, religion and Hanover.

 

30

 

Swift feared the rise of the monied men at the expense of the landed
interest, and peppered his writings in Anne’s reign with such anxieties.
Defoe, who experienced bankruptcy, saw an intimate connection between
finance and writing that has been ably explored in several recent literary
works.

 

31

 

 For Defoe credit was ‘the essential shadow of something that
is not’.

 

32

 

 Public credit was a fiction hanging on opinion, reputation and
representation.

 

33

 

Besides public credit, the public also gained a representational voice
through a mass of published petitions and addresses. Over the period
1679–1716, more than 5000 such subscriptional texts were produced,
most of them published either singly or more usually in pamphlets and
periodicals. At first sight, many of these appeared not to be very partisan,
since they were often presented to the monarch to give thanks for military
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victories or to offer condolences or thanks on the death or succession of
a royal. Yet the potential for the expression of partisanship in the texts
was great, particularly since many of the floods of addresses combined with
election campaigns. Moreover, some could be bitterly divisive. In 1710,
for example, rival Whig and Tory addresses sought, respectively, to
persuade Queen Anne that the Whig administration should be left in
place or to put pressure on the monarch for a dissolution and change of
government. The culture of petitioning and addressing for this period has
been little studied and yet it preoccupied Defoe, who not only wrote
several tracts about it but was also involved in one of the most controversial
addresses of the age. He was the reputed author of the ‘Legion Memorial’,
a text presented to the Speaker of the House of Commons in 1701
warning MPs that they were only the servants of the people.

 

34

 

 Defoe
recognized a bitter ideological struggle over who could claim to represent
the public, and he saw petitions and addresses as an important part of
the case that the public had a direct voice rather than one mediated
by parliament. Ironically, of course, as author of the text Defoe was both
allowing the public to speak directly and mediating their voice through
his pen. He was both ‘of ’ and ‘above’ the public he represented.

Partly because the public always had a mediated or represented voice,
the very notion of a ‘public’ became important ideologically. According
to a contractarian Whig view, men formed a society and then mutually
agreed to erect a government, placing limited and revocable trust in an
executive power. This allowed for a public to which the executive was
responsible and which could, collectively, remove the executive when it
breached public trust and no longer acted for the public good. But even
in its less radical form, the Whigs offered the idea of a historically organic
ancient constitution which had grown to bind the executive to work
for the public good. Both versions offered the ‘public’ the power to resist
tyranny, even if the ‘public’ was increasingly equated with its representa-
tive assembly. On different grounds, but with some similar effect, the
Tories increasingly invoked the public, either as represented in parliament
or as an electorate misled by their opponents, and Jacobites invoked ideas
about an oppressed public and a public whose pro-Stuart sympathies were
being suppressed by a tyrannous political elite.

As all this suggests, there were a number of factors combining at the
end of the seventeenth century and early eighteenth century to create an
expanded role for the public and each of these focused on the represen-
tation of that public. Whether it was through parliament, or less formally
through petitions and addresses, or more fictionally still through stocks
and credit, the representation of the public was the key issue. This was
important because the public was a fiction that was constructed, through
literary as well as political means – a fiction whose identity was an
imagined one, sometimes idealized positively but also sometimes (as
in 1716 to justify the repeal of frequent elections) depicted as something
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dark and frightening. The fiction was thus one that rival polemicists
sought to shape but was also one determined by those who read their
work or who participated in any politicized act. In this process, there
were literary conventions within which political constructs were expected
to operate and which therefore shaped the way in which political debate
could be conducted. For example, petitions and addresses adhered to, or
broke, rhetorical conventions for supplicating texts. Railing and abusive
tracts broke codes of civility and politeness.

 

35

 

 Alternatively, public dis-
course could invent and shape the fictions at stake. Public credit could be
manipulated by rumours and written news, so that ‘stock-jobbing’ was a
term applied to politicians, rumour-mongers and those who worked the
financial markets.

 

36

 

 In other words, the new power and authority of the
public was a fiction that required art as well as imagination; and the means
of its construction in part shaped its political character. Indeed, the word
public ceased to be used merely as an adjective but took on its additional
meaning of a collective generality, first defined in a dictionary as such in
1696.

 

37

 

 But if the public was fictional, and therefore subject to competing
rhetorics for its identity and opinion, so too were the parties who fought
over its representation. Whig and Tory did, of course, have an organiza-
tional base – partisan MPs met in certain clubs and co-ordinated tactics.
But the parties also had a representational existence. Through polemic that
both attacked and defended the parties, their identities were shaped and
disseminated throughout the country. Just as the Levellers and Quakers
exploited print in order to create communities of readers, so Whigs and
Tories derived a good deal of their identity and universality through
print.

To illustrate these points, we might glance at the electioneering material
produced by both sides and which, at one time or another, engaged the
pens of Defoe, Swift, Addison and Steele. Huge amounts of pamphleteering
– and increasingly of periodical journalism – was dedicated to influencing
and advising voters.

 

38

 

 Such print helped to construct the images of the
parties. Whigs and Tories constructed notions of themselves and each
other through electioneering polemical attacks that often inverted their
own set of ideal virtues. As Swift observed, a ‘Whig forms an image of
a Tory, just after the thing he most abhors, and that image serves to re-
present the whole body’.

 

39

 

 But electoral advice literature also constructed
other representations, of a participatory public, actively engaged with, and
a determinant of, the political world around it. Printed electoral advice
thus contributed to the creation of the important notion of an active,
discerning public. It idealized that public as potentially rational, capable
of judging between right and wrong, good and bad, policies and
politicians. As one pamphleteer put it, ‘he’s a free and disinterested elector,
that mov’d by no private principle, elects according to the best of
his judgment’.

 

40

 

 Voters, it was urged, should choose with ‘all the care,
caution, deliberation and circumspection imaginable’.

 

41

 

 They should take
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care their votes were ‘free, without present, gifts or future promises of
reward’.

 

42

 

 

 

The Best Choice of Parliament-Men

 

 (1701) reminded electors ‘you
have the balance of power in your hands and may turn the scales to which
side you please.’

 

43

 

 The idealized public was thus an able and active judge.
And yet, of course, a good deal of this advice literature, ostensibly appeal-
ing to impartial voters, was written by partisans who depicted each other
as intent on deceiving the public. For example, the Whig journalist (and
literary critic) John Oldmixon published a refutation of Francis Atterbury’s
High Church 

 

English Advice to the Freeholders of England

 

 (1715), claiming
‘there are almost as many false things as words said . . . [it was] the most
abominable medley of lies and impudence that ever came from the
press’.

 

44

 

 The independent, rational voter had to be addressed as though
advice was appealing to his independent reason; the trick was to use
impartiality to bolster a conclusion that only one choice made sense but
also to try to claim that an opponent’s impartiality was mere hypocrisy.
So the ideal of how politics should operated was, it was often lamented,
undermined by how it worked in practice.

 

The fictions of partisan polemic

 

It will be becoming apparent that not only was there a struggle over
the representation of the public, but also huge potential for instability
of meaning and fiction in the way in which the parties represented both
each other and the political state of the nation. Each side represented the
other through a set of imagined characteristics but also through different
representational prisms that created very different, often conflicting,
claims about what was ‘fact’ and ‘true’. And it is in this representational
struggle between the parties that much of the literary importance of
partisanship lies. One party’s fact was another party’s fiction. For a start,
partisanship necessarily involved viewing the world in a certain way
that was defined as the public good; deviation from that party line was
castigated as erroneous and bad for the public. This loyalty to party could
fundamentally distort how anything was seen. As Henry St John, later
Viscount Bolingbroke, put it in 1709, ‘no man looks on things as they
really are, but sees them through that glass which party holds up to him’.

 

45

 

Addison noted that any public figure, to the partisans, was ‘like an object
seen in two different mediums’ and thus had ‘two contrary characters,
as opposite to one another as light and darkness’.

 

46

 

 Institutionalized
partisanship thus by definition created a double vision.

 

47

 

 The same person
or event could be, had to be, seen in two different ways. What the Whig
saw as a candidate of honesty and integrity, the Tory saw as a deceiving
hypocrite who claimed to speak for the public good but who was really
intent on pursuing his private, and sinister, interest. Partisanship made this
inevitable. As the Marquis of Halifax recognized early on, party was at best
but a conspiracy against the rest of the nation.

 

48

 

 A part claiming to speak
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for the whole was necessarily vulnerable to accusations of misrepresentation,
deception, hypocrisy or worse.

Partisanship therefore raised important questions for and about public
discourse. As we have seen, some anxieties had to do with the integration
of the press into public politics. In 1679 and then again in 1695, the act
governing the press lapsed, removing the legal authority of pre-publication
licensing. The result was a flood of print, at a level that matched and then
superseded that of the mid-seventeenth-century crisis. 1695 was particularly
important for the emergence of a stable and expanding periodical press –
for which Defoe, Swift, Addison and Steele all wrote. But the freedom
of the press in itself was not perhaps the key issue. It was the use to which
that freedom was put that really caused concern. One reason for this
was a belief that the parties created propaganda machines, deliberately
employing able pens in order to use them as political tools.

 

49

 

 It may well
be the case that the perception of organized print campaigns was greater
than reality, and certainly the market itself was quite capable of maximizing
the amount of partisan polemic available to readers; but the idea of
mercenary or party writers working together at a common target was
a powerful one. The canonical authors were victims of this as much as hack
writers. For example, a print called 

 

Faction Display’d

 

 (1709) depicted a
hydra firing daggers at a clerical representative of the Church; among the
writers depicted as its heads were Defoe and John Milton.

But the link between partisanship, the press and the corruption of
public discourse seemed far more insidious than that because both the
parties and the press engaged in systematic fictionalizing and distortion
of the language. Let us take the latter point first. Partisanship endowed
the same word with different meanings, even to the extent of creating
a private language or ‘cant’ as it was called. Swift’s anxiety about the prev-
alence of cant is well known and in part motivated his call for an academy
to establish meanings, an idea that had also occurred to Defoe.

 

50

 

 But cant
was so prevalent, it was feared, that it seemed to threaten politics and
shared meaning. There was a danger that words were being used, as Defoe
put it, by ‘dogmatic writers . . . to make their own fancy legitimate’. He
insisted that words should be intelligible to readers, with common and
shared senses, otherwise ‘a man may speak in words, but [be] perfectly
unintelligible as to meaning; he may talk a great deal but say nothing.

 

51

 

The view that political truth was dependent on a stable, commonly
understood language was widely held. The world seemed upside down,
claiming one tract sympathetic to dissent, when people misapplied meanings:
‘behold on the one hand vertue termed vice, sobriety debauchery, religion
faction, pious and peaceable assemblies riots and routs and punished as
such’.

 

52

 

 In this vein, Defoe wrote 

 

An Essay at a Plain Exposition of that
Difficult Phrase a Good Peace

 

 (1711), in which he noted that the ‘various
constructions’ put on the phrase ‘a good peace’ varied ‘as interest, party
and opinion leads them’.

 

53

 

 In turn, such cant helped to create party
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allegiance. As one critic of a clerical address put it, talking to the people
in ‘a language in which the sense of words is perverted’ and words
understood in one sense nevertheless ‘made to speak another sense and
to signifie the direct contrary . . . serv’d not only to 

 

distinguish

 

 but even
to 

 

form and make parties’.54 With words not really meaning what they
appeared to mean, texts such as petitions and addresses had to be carefully
deconstructed for the public so that the ‘real’ meaning could be uncovered.
Thus in 1710, rival dictionary-like definitions appeared of key words used
in addresses.55

The instability of meaning under the pressure of partisanship was
particularly worrying when the definition of two key words – Whig and Tory
– were themselves contested. In other words, the very labels of the parties
had disputed and unstable meanings. Tories claimed that Whigs were quite
other than what they pretended to be and vice versa, particularly as each
claimed that over time their rivals had evolved away from their earlier
identities. The ostensibly impartial Faults on Both Sides (1710) thus claimed
that the original party labels were no longer accurate, for the Court
Whigs had ‘in their actions really turn’d Tories, though they still affected
to be counted as good Whigs as ever’, and many ‘Tories themselves
became Whigs in practice’, joining with ‘old staunch Whigs’ who had
never abandoned their principles.56 And if party labels were a problem,
so were other labels and slogans, which seemed increasingly to be used in
order to manipulate the public rather than inform it. ‘Liberty’, ‘The Church’
and ‘Moderation’ were all slogans with fiercely contested meanings.57

Rather than having access to information that would enable better judge-
ment, contemporaries complained that the public was being fed an abused
and degraded discourse that obscured or clouded the truth and hence
imperilled the possibility that the public would judge rightly.

At the heart of the partisan political culture, therefore, lay anxieties (still
current) about truth-claims and the fictions pedalled by opponents.58 The
accusation of political lying became a common one. In the Art of Political
Lying (1712), John Arbuthnot (more famous as the creator of ‘John Bull’)
referred to the common practice of ‘spreading and propagating’ lies.59 He
drew up a mock prospectus for a book, in which he depicted politics as
‘an elaborate and endless glass-bead game of lies’.60 Thomas Rawlins,
a Norfolk parson, complained that ‘never in any place or time did the
spirit of lying become so daring and impudent, as it has of late among
us; it appears openly, without veil or masque, and flies in the face of
our superiors at noon-day, without fear or shame, at least without fear of
punishment’.61 Another cleric, John Edwards, agreed.62 He saw a ‘great
deal of . . . trick and artifice’, a world in which ‘the chiefest art of state
hath been generally to dissemble’ and all this amounted to ‘politic lying’.
Indeed, he appealed to ‘impartial minds, whether in such politicks there
be any thing solid and certain, any thing to be depended upon’.63 So Tory
critics of Defoe’s ‘Legion Memorial’ (1701) naturally saw it as a ‘meer
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piece of forgery’, the outcome of a party dedicated not to ‘honesty and
truth’, as Legion claimed, but to lying (Legion, after all, was the biblical
devil who tried to ‘misrepresent actions and be a false accuser’).64 The idea
that contemporaries had become victims of delusions and deceptions is
nicely summarized in the comment of one pamphleteer: ‘now we have
nothing but fictions instead of truth’.65

What is particularly significant is that such charges were made not
just by those who ostensibly disdained any party but also by the partisans
themselves.66 It was integral to the polemical combat to claim that a rival
was distorting the truth, telling lies, misrepresenting things to the public.
Thus partisanship itself helped to spread the perception that politicians
and party writers were intent on misrepresentation rather than represen-
tation. We might call this a ‘fictional impulse’ inherent in partisanship:
what was fact and true to one partisan was mere faction and fiction to
his rival. Moreover, the destabilisation of meaning and the literary frame-
works within which effective polemic could be couched, to an imagined
public, all contributed to political writing that played with, and exploited
ideas of, the fictional.

The fictional impulse within partisanship extended to characterization
and playing with authorial identity.67 Michael Mascuch has suggested
that that around 1700 ‘innovations in journalistic publishing and in social
control . . . helped to establish in the popular imagination a new form of
self-consciousness: the concept of an active, independent, and secular
personality’.68 But if a new consciousness was emerging, it was in part
because self, self-identity and private interest were becoming play-
things in polemical, partisan exchanges. Writers played with creating
complex and entertaining personas that would please as well as inform the
public. For example, the Whig Richard Steele wrote a fictional letter
to the Stockbridge electors, impersonating an ‘English Tory’, to a fictional
Nestor Ironside. This letter was then published in The Guardian. Swift had
great fun with the resulting identity crises: ‘to render this matter clear to
the very meanest capacitie, Mr English Tory, the very same person with
Mr Steele, writes a letter to Nestor Ironside Esq; who is the same person
with English Tory, who is the same person with Mr Steele; and Mr
Ironside, who is the same person with English Tory, publishes the letter
written by English Tory, who is the same person with Mr Steele, who
is the same person with Mr Ironside’.69 Such playfulness was possible
because political personas were at least ambivalent if not deceptive. The
‘double vision’ of partisanship, explored earlier, created ambiguity of char-
acter. It is significant, for example, that Charles Davenant’s representation
of the new Whig, was named Tom Double (who also developed over time
in a series of tracts). There was much in Tom of Charles Montagu, the
chancellor of the exchequer who presided over the creation of the Bank
of England but also a ‘rapacious filcher’ who stole other people’s ideas
(including, as poet, patron and politician, their literary and economic
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projects) and lined his own pockets with public money. The modern
Whig was a fraud who seemed one thing but was really another.70 But it
was not just the modern Whig who aped Tom Double. Davenant’s literary
patron, Robert Harley (who was of course also Defoe’s patron) seemed to
many to be a master of dissimulation and earned the nicknames ‘Harlequin’
and ‘Robin the trickster’.

Finally, politics and literature were intertwined because criticisms of
style became intrinsic to partisan polemic. Response and counter-response
necessitated careful attention to text, form and style as well as content.
Partisan authors thus engaged in extended exercises in textual appreciation.
For example, a tract of 1710 reproduced a letter concerning an Essex
election and then offered comments on it. Its first remark was about the
bad English employed in the letter [‘several gentlemen of the county of
Essex HAS done . . .’]: ‘this is not true grammar and not fit for a candidate
of so great and loyal a county as Essex is’, it complained. It then went
on to correct the letter’s English. The claim that one candidate would
be ‘violently’ opposed was ridiculed; ‘vigorously’, it was said, was more
appropriate.71 Bad grammar and poor style, it was being suggested,
implied bad or impolite politics. Political censure, then, often involved
a process of extensive literary criticism, in which style and language
were carefully scrutinized.72 This process was necessary because, as Defoe
observed, men habitually wore masks that needed deconstructing.73 Since
men hid their motives, textual analysis was one way of trying to uncover
their true designs. Literary style was scrutinized as a means of uncovering
authenticity, veracity and intent. To be sure, textual analysis was not new
but it was becoming routine. ‘There have been always criticks’, remarked
the earl of Mulgrave, ‘but I believe there was never such an age and nation
for that humour as ours is at present’.74

Partisan politics may thus have shaped readers not only to expect and
be on the look out for fictions but also have habituated them to read with
a sensitivity to style as a means of discerning authorial credit and skill.
More generally, the polemical appeal to the public exacerbated a state of
epistemological uncertainty, in which readers, voters, writers and repre-
sentatives were disorientated by their inability to take things at face value.
That sense of uncertainty has, in part, been recognized by literary scholars
as a causal factor in the emergence of the novel, but it has not been
fully related to the political culture around it or sufficiently related to
the routine process of politics.75 And if it is the case that the practice of
partisan politics helped deepen a culture of fiction and epistemological
uncertainty, then Defoe and Swift become more readily understandable
(albeit unusually talented) practitioners of arts that surrounded them, and
their readers emerge as well versed to expect and consume such material.
This is a theme that would deserve a more extensive treatment than
is available here: contextualising the writings of the famous with the
anonymous would be a revealing task but this essay has only been able to
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suggest the value of doing so, rather than spending much time demon-
strating it.76 It is hoped, however, that this might be a productive approach
to adopt.

The close relationship between history and literature – or rather
between forms of writing later categorized as politics or literature – that
has been identified here functions wherever representation is a key issue,
and so the issues raised in this discussion may also have a wider relevance
for societies in which representation is a key concept. Representation
in either political or linguistic form creates a fiction. It seeks or claims
to make present what is not present, it offers to make an image, copy, or
idea of something which is absent and then make it act or perform
in some way.77 Thomas Hobbes recognized as much when he talked in
Leviathan (1651) about a representer as an actor on a stage. Thus political
actors and representatives were, he said, authorized fictions.78 Indeed, he
believed that ‘there are very few things that are uncapable of being rep-
resented by fiction’. Hobbes’s insight underlines the fusion of the political
and the literary. Methodologically, then, a concern with representation
and representational forms and genres, such as party and polemic, offers
a means by which a more holistic view of a political culture and its
cultural politics can be achieved – not just in this period, but in subse-
quent periods when parties and the press interacted in such productive
ways. And that rounded view can be found in routine and apparently
ephemeral polemics as much as in the literary canon.

There is thus a good deal more in the Habermasian model than
has perhaps now become fashionable to discern. Habermas may not always
have got all his history right (though that can easily be exaggerated) and
perhaps he glossed too quickly over important changes in political culture
induced by parties, electioneering and petitioning. But he was surely
correct to point to rather interesting change occurring in the late seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries to do with the literary and political
public spheres and with the creation of powerful ideals – particularly
an idealized public and idealized ways of talking. Focusing on what his
model might enable us to do in terms of reconciling historical and literary
publics, in the ways outlined above, might thus reinstate useful elements
of his model. I have stressed the importance of thinking of the public as
a construct and hence about the ways in which it was constructed, both
consciously and sub-consciously. Analysing political discourse in this light
highlights the significance of forms of writing and the different receptions
accorded to texts by partisans. Whilst not wishing to suggest too marked
a break with the remarkable shifts apparent in the mid-seventeenth century,
later Stuart political culture was markedly one obsessed with problems of
veracity, credibility and the way in which texts and politicized public
discourse could shape the reading public as well as vice versa. We thus
have in the literature of party thousand upon thousand of prose fictions
and these are of interest to both the historian and the literary scholar.
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