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Abstract: The Glorious Revolution of 1688 was shaped by William Ill’s innovative propaganda campaign,
which used print media, visual symbolism, and religious rhetoric to delegitimize James Il and position William
as a Protestant savior. Through pamphlets, engravings, sermons, and ceremonies, the campaign framed James
as a tyrant threatening English liberties and presented William as a restorer of constitutional governance.
Despite facing challenges such as Jacobite counter-propaganda and regional disparities in its reach, the
campaign effectively galvanized public support and solidified William’s rule. This study highlights how
William’s propaganda not only ensured a relatively peaceful transition of power but also established a lasting
precedent for the role of media in political change and historical memory.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In 1688, England stood at a crossroads, caught in the throes of political and religious turmoil. James
II’s attempts to centralize power and promote Catholicism had alienated much of the politically active
nation, paving the way for what would become the Glorious Revolution.* Enter William of Orange, a
Protestant leader from the Dutch Republic, who, despite having no direct claim to the English throne,
launched a military invasion that ultimately resulted in his ascension to power. Yet, William’s success
was not achieved through military might alone; it was accompanied by a sophisticated and
unprecedented propaganda campaign that shaped public opinion and secured his position.

William III’s propagandists deployed innovative tools of communication—pamphlets, broadsides,
engravings, and sermons—to build support for his cause. This campaign was not merely a reaction to
immediate political needs but a calculated effort to frame William as a Protestant savior and James |1
as a tyrannical threat to England’s liberties. By harnessing the burgeoning print industry and blending
traditional and modern rhetorical strategies, William’s propaganda machine not only justified his
invasion but also helped redefine the political and religious landscape of England.

This paper explores how William 111 used print media to galvanize support during the Glorious
Revolution. It examines the key methods and themes of his propaganda, assesses its effectiveness in
shaping public opinion, and considers its enduring legacy in the history of political communication.
Through this analysis, we gain insight into how the printed word became a weapon of revolution and
how William Il crafted a narrative that would shape perceptions of this pivotal moment in English
history.

2. BACKGROUND: THE POLITICAL CLIMATE OF 1688

The Glorious Revolution emerged from a perfect storm of political, religious, and social tensions. At
the heart of the crisis was James 11, a monarch whose policies provoked widespread unrest among both
Protestant and parliamentary factions.? His Catholic faith, combined with his attempts to centralize

! Lois G. Schwoerer, “Locke, Lockean Ideas, and the Glorious Revolution,” Journal of the History of Ideas 51,
no. 4 (1990): 531-48, https://doi.org/10.2307/2709645.

2 Charles F. Mullet, “Religion, Politics, and Oaths in the Glorious Revolution,” The Review of Politics 10, no. 4
(1948): 46274, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1404587.
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power, fostered fears that he sought to impose absolutist rule and suppress Protestantism in England.?
These anxieties were magnified by his actions, such as suspending Parliament, undermining the
independence of the judiciary, and using the royal prerogative to suspend laws. For many, James’s
governance represented an existential threat to the liberties and religious identity of the nation.

Adding to this tension was the birth of James’s son and heir in June 1688, which disrupted the Protestant
succession line. Until then, the throne had been expected to pass to James’s Protestant daughters, Mary
and Anne. The sudden appearance of a Catholic male heir intensified fears that England’s future would
be dominated by a Catholic dynasty aligned with absolutist principles. These developments galvanized
discontent among both Whigs and Tories, who had previously been divided but now found common
cause in their opposition to James.*

Amid this growing discontent, William of Orange, a Dutch Protestant and James’s son-in-law, emerged
as a figure of hope for those seeking to preserve England’s Protestant character and constitutional
order.®> His connections to England, through his marriage to Mary, and his reputation as a staunch
opponent of Catholic France, made him an appealing alternative to James. Recognizing the opportunity,
a coalition of English nobles, politicians, and clergy secretly invited William to intervene. In their letter,
known as the "Invitation to William," they outlined their grievances and assured him of widespread
support if he were to challenge James.

William’s decision to invade England was not only a response to domestic political unrest but also part
of his broader geopolitical strategy.® As the Stadtholder of the Dutch Republic, he viewed England’s
alignment with Catholic France under James as a significant threat to the Protestant alliances that he
sought to build against Louis XIV. By intervening in England, William aimed to both secure his wife
Mary’s claim to the throne and draw England into an anti-French coalition.’

On November 5, 1688, William landed in Torbay with a well-prepared army and a carefully crafted
justification for his actions: the "Declaration of Reasons." This manifesto, widely disseminated in print,
presented William as a defender of Protestantism and English liberties. It accused James of subverting
the nation’s laws and liberties, framing William’s intervention as necessary to restore the balance of
power. The declaration also emphasized William’s intent to convene a "free and lawful Parliament,"
reassuring the public that his goals were restorative rather than revolutionary.®

William’s arrival marked the beginning of a coordinated propaganda campaign that would play a crucial
role in the success of the Glorious Revolution. By skillfully framing his actions within the broader
context of English constitutional and religious traditions, he gained the support of key political and
social factions. This campaign set the stage for one of history’s most significant regime changes,
achieved with remarkably little bloodshed. The groundwork laid by this propaganda effort would prove
instrumental in shaping public opinion and securing the legitimacy of William’s rule.

3. KEY PROPAGANDA TOOLS AND METHODS

The success of William III’s campaign during the Glorious Revolution relied heavily on an innovative
and multifaceted propaganda strategy.’ Recognizing the power of the emerging print industry and the

cultural influence of visual and religious rhetoric, William’s propagandists deployed a range of tools to
shape public opinion and establish his legitimacy.'® This section examines the primary methods used to
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5 Lois G. Schwoerer, “Locke, Lockean Ideas, and the Glorious Revolution,” Journal of the History of Ideas 51,
no. 4 (1990): 531-48, https://doi.org/10.2307/2709645.
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achieve these goals: pamphlets and tracts, visual propaganda, and religious appeals through sermons
and ceremonies.

3.1. Pamphlets and Tracts

Pamphlets were a cornerstone of William’s propaganda machine, offering a flexible medium for
disseminating his message to literate audiences across England. The centerpiece of this effort was the
widely distributed Declaration of Reasons, which outlined the justification for William’s invasion.**
Written in a tone that emphasized constitutional principles, the declaration accused James Il of
undermining English liberties by suspending laws and bypassing Parliament. It painted William not as
a conqueror but as a restorer of lawful governance and religious freedom. This carefully worded
document reassured readers that William’s intent was not to seize the throne through force but to protect
the Protestant faith and convene a “free and lawful Parliament.”

Beyond the Declaration of Reasons, a flood of tracts and broadsheets followed, echoing these themes
and expanding on the dangers posed by James Il. These publications targeted specific fears, such as the
imposition of Catholicism and the potential erosion of English liberties. By framing William’s actions
as defensive and necessary, these pamphlets created a narrative that resonated with the anxieties of both
Whigs and Tories. Many of these works were authored anonymously or pseudonymously, allowing
propagandists to experiment with different styles and arguments to reach a broad audience.

3.2.Visual Propaganda

The visual arts played a pivotal role in William’s propaganda campaign, as prints, engravings, and
medals provided a means of reaching audiences who might not engage with written texts.'? These
materials were often distributed in public spaces, ensuring their accessibility to the illiterate majority.
William’s propagandists used visual symbolism to portray him as a Protestant hero, a liberator of the
English people, and a defender of their liberties.®

Common motifs included depictions of William as a soldier-savior, often in contrast to caricatures of
James Il as a tyrant or a puppet of Catholic France. Medals were struck to commemorate key events,
such as William’s landing at Torbay, and distributed as tangible tokens of his mission. These images
reinforced the narrative of William as a providential figure, chosen by God to lead England out of
turmoil and back to stability.

3.3.Religious Appeals: Sermons and Ceremonies

Religion was central to the propaganda effort, as William’s supporters recognized that his success
depended on framing his invasion as a divine mission. Public sermons became a key vehicle for this
message, delivered by clergy who were either sympathetic to William’s cause or strategically recruited
by his allies. These sermons emphasized themes of providence, portraying William as a chosen
instrument of God tasked with rescuing England from the “popish tyranny” of James II. They also
invoked biblical language to frame the revolution as a moral and spiritual necessity.**

Religious ceremonies further amplified this narrative. The timing of William’s landing on November
5, the anniversary of the Gunpowder Plot, was no coincidence; it linked his arrival to a historical
memory of Protestant deliverance from Catholic threats. Public prayers and fast days were organized
to reinforce the perception of William’s mission as divinely ordained. These religious initiatives
appealed to both Anglican and nonconformist audiences, uniting them around a shared Protestant
identity.*®

11 Tony Claydon, “William III’s Declaration of Reasons and the Glorious Revolution,” The Historical Journal
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12 Thomas P. Slaughter, “‘Abdicate’ and ‘Contract’ in the Glorious Revolution,” The Historical Journal 24, no.
2 (1981): 323-37, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2638789.

13 A. M. Claydon, Courtly Reformation: Williamite Propaganda after the Glorious Revolution in England
(Doctoral thesis, University of London, 1993).
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3.4. The Synergy of Methods

The success of William’s propaganda lay in its ability to integrate these diverse tools into a cohesive
campaign. Pamphlets and visual materials targeted public fears, while sermons and ceremonies framed
William’s mission as a moral and religious imperative. Together, these methods created a multi-layered
narrative that resonated with audiences across social and cultural divides. By combining traditional
forms of communication with the innovative use of print and visual media, William’s propaganda
machinl(?3 effectively shaped public opinion and paved the way for his relatively unopposed ascent to the
throne.

4. THEMES AND NARRATIVES IN WILLIAM’S PROPAGANDA

The effectiveness of William III’s propaganda campaign during the Glorious Revolution hinged on the
deliberate crafting of themes and narratives that appealed to a broad spectrum of English society. These
themes were designed to frame William’s actions as both necessary and just while delegitimizing James
II’s rule.!” Three central narratives dominated the campaign: portraying James 11 as a tyrant, presenting
William as a Protestant hero, and emphasizing unity and peace under William’s leadership.*®

4.1. Framing James Il as a Tyrant

At the heart of William’s propaganda was the depiction of James II as a tyrannical ruler whose policies
endangered England’s religious and political stability. This narrative capitalized on widespread fears of
Catholic absolutism and the erosion of constitutional governance. Propagandists highlighted James’s
suspension of laws, his use of royal prerogative to bypass Parliament, and his perceived favoritism
toward Catholics in key government positions.*

The Declaration of Reasons played a critical role in this effort, presenting a detailed account of James’s
actions that violated English liberties.?® Specific grievances included the creation of a standing army
loyal to the crown, interference with the judiciary, and the imposition of Catholic allies in influential
roles. These points were framed as evidence of a systematic effort to dismantle England’s Protestant
and constitutional foundations. The birth of James’s Catholic heir in 1688 was further leveraged to stoke
fears of a permanent Catholic dynasty, reinforcing the urgency of William’s intervention.?

By painting James as a threat not just to Protestantism but to the very fabric of English society,
William’s propagandists created a powerful justification for his invasion.?” This narrative resonated
across class and political divides, uniting Whigs and Tories in opposition to James’s rule.

4.2.Presenting William as a Protestant Hero

To counterbalance the negative portrayal of James II, William’s propaganda constructed an image of
him as a Protestant savior and a defender of English liberties. This narrative drew on religious rhetoric,
portraying William as a divinely chosen leader sent to rescue England from the brink of moral and
political collapse. His arrival on November 5, a date with strong Protestant connotations, further
reinforced this imagery.?

Visual propaganda was instrumental in solidifying this heroic image. Prints and engravings depicted
William as a valiant military leader, often juxtaposed against caricatures of James as weak or

% Lois G. Schwoerer, “Propaganda in the Revolution of 1688-89,” The American Historical Review 82, no. 4
(1977): 84374, https://doi.org/10.2307/1865115.

17 Tim Harris, “Revisiting the Causes of the English Civil War,” Huntington Library Quarterly 78, no. 4 (2015):
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18 A. M. Claydon, Courtly Reformation: Williamite Propaganda after the Glorious Revolution in England
(Doctoral thesis, University of London, 1993).
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malevolent. Medals and broadsheets celebrated his achievements, framing his actions as part of a
providential plan. Sermons delivered by supportive clergy echoed these themes, emphasizing William’s
role as a godly magistrate tasked with leading England back to righteousness.?

This narrative also highlighted William’s commitment to restoring constitutional governance. By
pledging to convene a “free and lawful Parliament,” William positioned himself as a restorer rather than
a usurper. This reassurance was crucial in gaining the support of moderate factions who were wary of
radical upheaval.

4.3. Emphasizing Unity and Peace

While the propaganda campaign was rooted in strong rhetoric against James 1, it also sought to project
an image of William’s rule as one of unity and peace. This was essential for calming fears of civil war
or disorder, particularly among those who remembered the turmoil of the English Civil War.
Propaganda materials emphasized William’s intention to avoid bloodshed, presenting his invasion as a
“merry” and largely peaceful affair.?®

This theme was reinforced by the measured tone of the Declaration of Reasons, which framed William’s
actions as a necessary intervention to restore order and legality. Public prayers and fast days organized
by William’s supporters further underscored his commitment to unity, invoking divine guidance for a
peaceful resolution. By fostering a narrative of reconciliation, William’s propagandists appealed to the
broader public’s desire for stability and continuity.*®

4.4. A Cohesive Narrative of Justification

The success of these themes lay in their ability to weave together political, religious, and cultural
elements into a cohesive narrative. By portraying James Il as a tyrant, William as a Protestant hero, and
his rule as a path to unity and peace, the propaganda campaign effectively aligned with the hopes and
fears of its audience. This multi-dimensional strategy not only justified William’s actions but also laid
the ideological groundwork for the Glorious Revolution’s enduring legacy as a "Bloodless
Revolution."*

5. EFFECTIVENESS OF WILLIAM’S PROPAGANDA

William III’s propaganda campaign during the Glorious Revolution was remarkably effective in
achieving its goals: securing widespread support for his invasion, undermining the legitimacy of James
11, and solidifying his own claim to the throne. This section examines the reception of his propaganda,
the ways it shaped public opinion, and its long-term impact on English politics and governance.

5.1. Public Reception and Support

William’s propaganda campaign succeeded in garnering widespread enthusiasm across diverse social
and political groups in England. The framing of his invasion as a mission to restore Protestantism and
protect English liberties resonated deeply with a population increasingly disenchanted with James II’s
perceived authoritarianism. The Declaration of Reasons, widely disseminated in print, provided a
compelling justification for William’s actions, persuading both Whigs and Tories of the necessity of his
intervention.?®

Evidence of public support can be seen in the relatively smooth progress of William’s invasion. Unlike
earlier uprisings or civil conflicts, the Glorious Revolution faced minimal armed resistance. This was
due in part to the effectiveness of propaganda in portraying William as a savior rather than a conqueror.
Reports of celebratory responses to his arrival, such as his entry into Exeter and later London, further
demonstrate how successfully his messaging resonated with the English public.?

24 1bid.

% Lois G. Schwoerer, “Propaganda in the Revolution of 1688-89,” The American Historical Review 82, no. 4
(1977): 84374, https://doi.org/10.2307/1865115.

%6 Charles F. Mullet, “Religion, Politics, and Oaths in the Glorious Revolution,” The Review of Politics 10, no. 4
(1948): 46274, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1404587.

27 A. M. Claydon, Courtly Reformation: Williamite Propaganda after the Glorious Revolution in England
(Doctoral thesis, University of London, 1993).
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5.2.Undermining James II’s Legitimacy

The propaganda campaign was equally successful in delegitimizing James Il. By emphasizing his
violations of constitutional norms, his favoritism toward Catholics, and his disregard for parliamentary
authority, William’s propagandists painted James as an unfit ruler. The accusation that James sought to
establish an absolutist, Catholic monarchy alienated both Protestant and political elites, paving the way
for his eventual flight to France.

Propaganda materials also played a key role in sowing division within James’s own ranks.*® As noted
by Schwoerer, James faced widespread desertions among his soldiers and advisors, many of whom were
swayed by the anti-James messaging proliferated by William’s supporters. This erosion of loyalty
within James’s own government and military underscores the effectiveness of William’s targeted
narratives.!

5.3.Shaping the Perception of the Glorious Revolution

One of the lasting achievements of William’s propaganda was its role in framing the Glorious
Revolution as a “Bloodless Revolution.” While there were instances of localized violence and political
maneuvering, the Revolution is remembered as a peaceful and orderly transition of power. This
perception owes much to the careful messaging of William’s propagandists, who emphasized his
commitment to avoiding unnecessary bloodshed and restoring the rule of law.

The portrayal of the Revolution as a moral and constitutional correction rather than a radical upheaval
also contributed to its enduring legacy. By framing his actions as restorative, William ensured that the
Revolution was seen as a return to traditional English values rather than a break from them. This framing
helped to placate moderates and mitigate fears of instability among the broader public.®

5.4.Long-Term Impact

William’s propaganda had a profound and lasting impact on English politics and governance. By
emphasizing themes of constitutionalism and religious liberty, the campaign helped to shape the
ideological underpinnings of the constitutional monarchy established after the Glorious Revolution. The
Bill of Rights (1689), which codified many of these principles, can be seen as a direct outgrowth of the
ideas promoted in William’s propaganda.

Moreover, the success of the campaign set a precedent for the use of media and public messaging in
political transitions. William’s effective use of print media demonstrated the power of propaganda in
shaping public opinion and securing political legitimacy, a lesson that would be revisited by subsequent
rulers and political movements.*

6. LIMITATIONS AND CHALLENGES

Despite its remarkable effectiveness, William III’s propaganda campaign during the Glorious
Revolution was not without its limitations and challenges. These stemmed from opposition propaganda
efforts, regional and social disparities in its impact, and inherent contradictions in the narratives it
promoted. Understanding these challenges provides a more nuanced view of how propaganda shaped,
but did not wholly determine, the outcome of the Revolution.

6.1. Opposition Propaganda: The Jacobite Challenge

While William’s propagandists were innovative and prolific, they faced significant resistance from
Jacobite counter-propaganda. Supporters of James II worked to undermine William’s legitimacy,
portraying him as an opportunistic invader rather than a liberator. Jacobite tracts accused William of
being driven by personal ambition rather than genuine concern for English liberties or Protestantism.**

%0 Thomas P. Slaughter, “‘Abdicate’ and ‘Contract’ in the Glorious Revolution,” The Historical Journal 24, no.
2 (1981): 323-37, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2638789.

31 A. M. Claydon, Courtly Reformation: Williamite Propaganda after the Glorious Revolution in England
(Doctoral thesis, University of London, 1993).

32 Lois G. Schwoerer, “Propaganda in the Revolution of 1688-89,” The American Historical Review 82, no. 4
(1977): 84374, https://doi.org/10.2307/1865115.

33 Ibid.

3 A. M. Claydon, Courtly Reformation: Williamite Propaganda after the Glorious Revolution in England
(Doctoral thesis, University of London, 1993).
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Additionally, Jacobite writers exploited William’s reliance on Dutch troops to argue that his invasion
served foreign interests rather than the English people. Pamphlets highlighted the economic and military
sacrifices England might endure to support William’s European wars, attempting to sow doubt about
his long-term intentions. These arguments resonated particularly with segments of the population who
were wary of foreign influence and skeptical of William’s broader geopolitical aims.

6.2. Regional and Social Disparities

The reach and impact of William’s propaganda were uneven across England. While major urban centers
like London and Exeter were hubs for the dissemination of printed materials and visual propaganda,
rural areas often remained less engaged with the campaign’s messaging. Limited literacy rates in these
regions meant that many people received information secondhand, often filtered through local clergy
or landowners who may have held varying levels of loyalty to either William or James.

Moreover, William’s emphasis on Protestant unity did not entirely bridge the divide between Anglicans
and nonconformists.®> While both groups supported William’s Protestant agenda, tensions persisted,
particularly regarding issues of religious toleration. These lingering divisions complicated the unifying
message William’s propaganda sought to promote.

6.3. Contradictions in the Narrative

The narratives crafted by William’s propagandists occasionally revealed internal contradictions that
could be exploited by critics. For instance, the emphasis on William as a restorer of constitutional
governance was at odds with the reality of his military invasion, which effectively bypassed the
traditional political process. Critics pointed out that his claim to power was, in itself, a breach of the
very constitutional principles he professed to uphold.®

Similarly, while William’s propaganda framed his rule as a return to order and stability, the invasion
and subsequent political upheaval created uncertainty and unrest, particularly in regions that
experienced localized violence. These contradictions provided ammunition for Jacobite propagandists
and complicated efforts to fully unify the nation under William’s leadership.*’

6.4. Long-Term Challenges to Legitimacy

Although William’s propaganda successfully secured his initial position, it could not entirely resolve
lingering questions about his legitimacy. As a foreign-born ruler who gained the throne through
invasion, William faced ongoing scrutiny throughout his reign. These doubts were compounded by the
continued presence of James Il in France and the support he received from Jacobite loyalists, which
ensured that challenges to William’s rule persisted long after the Revolution.®

The necessity of maintaining public support through propaganda also highlighted the precariousness of
William’s position. Unlike earlier monarchs who could rely on hereditary legitimacy, William’s rule
depended on his ability to continually justify his actions and policies to both Parliament and the broader
public. This reliance on public opinion marked a significant shift in English political culture but also
underscored the limits of propaganda as a tool for consolidating power.

While William III’s propaganda campaign was groundbreaking in its scope and effectiveness, it was
not immune to opposition, limitations in reach, and internal contradictions. These challenges underscore
the complexities of using propaganda to achieve political ends, particularly in a society as divided and
dynamic as late seventeenth-century England. Nevertheless, the campaign’s successes far outweighed
its shortcomings, leaving a lasting legacy in both the immediate aftermath of the Glorious Revolution
and the broader history of political communication.®
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7. CONCLUSION

William II’s propaganda campaign during the Glorious Revolution was a masterclass in political
messaging, leveraging innovative tools and narratives to shape public opinion, delegitimize James I,
and secure his own position as England’s ruler. By integrating printed pamphlets, visual symbolism,
and religious rhetoric, William’s propagandists crafted a narrative that resonated with England’s
anxieties about Catholic absolutism and constitutional erosion, presenting him as a Protestant hero and
a restorer of order.

However, the campaign’s success was not without limitations. Opposition propaganda from Jacobite
loyalists, regional disparities in the reach of William’s messaging, and contradictions in the narratives
revealed the challenges of using propaganda to unify a divided nation. Despite these obstacles,
William’s campaign left an indelible mark, not only ensuring the relatively peaceful transition of power
in 1688 but also shaping the broader historical perception of the Glorious Revolution as a "Bloodless
Revolution."

Beyond its immediate impact, William’s propaganda campaign highlighted the growing importance of
public opinion in early modern politics. It demonstrated the power of print media, religious appeals,
and visual culture in shaping political outcomes, setting a precedent for future rulers and revolutions.
The lessons of William III’s propaganda machine continue to resonate, reminding us of the enduring
relationship between media, politics, and public perception in shaping the course of history.
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