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THE CONCERT OF EUROPE: 
A Fresh Look at an International System 

By RICHARD B. ELROD 

RELATIONS between states differ from all other forms of social 
interaction. As Raymond Aron reminds us, interstate relations 

"involve, in essence, the alternatives of peace and war."' Moreover, the 
sources of international dissension and discord generally seem to over- 
balance the forces for harmony. The study of international politics must 
proceed from certain inescapable assumptions: the inevitable clash of 
national interests and prestige; the perceptions and misperceptions of 
statesmen and would-be statesmen; the operation of impersonal tech- 
nological and social forces that imprison both leaders and led; the 
irrepressible friction between change and inertia. All these factors-and 
others-constitute the dynamics of interstate relations that make peace 
a precious, precarious matter. 

History reveals, however, that statesmen were more successful in 
some periods in the past than during others in managing and con- 
trolling these unavoidable tensions. Certain constraining and moderat- 
ing forces operated that compelled or induced sovereign states to 
refrain from adventurous and aggressive foreign policies. From i8i5 to 
i854 European interstate relations clearly conformed to that pattern. 
No wars occurred between the great powers; a large measure of security 
and stability characterized the international system. Statesmen exercised 
self-restraint and cooperated in regulating several diplomatic crises 
that could easily have degenerated into catastrophe. The explanation 
for this uncommon willingness on the part of great powers to act with 
patience and self-abnegation is not simple. Some scholars credit the 
diplomats of that era with extraordinary skill and perception. In the 
aftermath of the long and costly wars against revolutionary France, 
European leaders were understandably appreciative of the need for 
peace, and they displayed impressive versatility in its preservation. 
Adherents of the now fashionable premise of the primacy of domestic 
politics tend to seek the answer in the relative quiescence of internal 
affairs in the postwar period. Most observers, perhaps, continue to 
attribute peace to the restoration and operation of the European balance 
of power.2 

' Peace and War: A Theory of International Relations, trans. by Richard Howard 
and Annette Baker Fox (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books I973), 6. 

2 See, for example, A. J. P. Taylor, The Struggle for Mastery in Europe, i848-i9i8 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press I954), Xix-xx. 
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These explanations are plausible and no doubt partially correct; 
peace, no less than war, issues from a multiplicity of causes. Yet one 
important element is often overlooked: the Concert of Europe, the 
international system within which European governments formulated 
and conducted policy. The Concert seldom receives much credit for the 
long period of peace after I815; some would dispute its peace-keeping 
function entirely, others would deny its very existence.3 In this essay, I 
will consider the Concert of Europe as a conscious and generally effec- 
tive attempt by European statesmen to maintain peaceful relations be- 
tween sovereign states. I will also offer some general reflections and 
tentative conclusions about the meaning, the nature, and the operation 
of concert diplomacy.4 For the European Concert-the machinery it 
developed, the rationale that lay behind it, the rules and procedures it 
engendered-constituted an essential ingredient of European peace 
and stability between the Congress of Vienna and the Crimean War. 
It was a functioning and promising system of international relations, 

3W. N. Medlicott concludes that "it was the peace which maintained the Concert 
and not the Concert that maintained peace." Bismarck, Gladstone, and the Concert of 
Europe (London: Athlone Press I956), i8. Another common view is that the Concert 
was just the old balance-of-power system perpetuated in another guise: Edward V. 
Gulick, Europe's Classical Balance of Power (New York: Norton I955), 88n., I56-59. 
Concert diplomacy admittedly accepted and incorporated the principle of the balance 
of power. But I believe that a distinction must be drawn (and in fact was drawn) 
between the balance of power, seen simply as a distribution of power among essential 
members of the states system, and balance-of-power politics, which featured confronta- 
tion as the first premise, and which had a natural tendency to seek preponderance 
rather than balance. See Richard Rosecrance, Action and Reaction in World Politics 
(Boston: Little, Brown i963), for some perceptive comments on this subject. 

4I make no pretense here of presenting an essay based on original research; nor do 
I wish to quarrel with those scholars who subscribe to alternative interpretations. In 
justification of the approach I am taking, I wish to offer one additional comment, how- 
ever. The current emphasis among historians upon the primacy of domestic politics 
and among international relations theorists upon methodological experimentation and 
general systems analysis has produced in many cases a disdainful view of "traditional" 
diplomatic history and of mere "praxeology" (the term is Aron's). While admitting 
the justice of these critiques to a point, I feel that theory could often be more con- 
cretely grounded in actual historical situations and developments, and that such inter- 
national systems as the Concert of Europe may yet retain instructional value. Moreover, 
the proponents of the Primat der Innenpolitik, while they broaden our understanding 
of the motivations and formulation of foreign policy, are much less satisfactory in ex- 
plaining the multifaceted interaction, and the results, of foreign policies once they are 
introduced into the international arena. Here, it seems to me, the nature and structure 
of the existing international system becomes crucially important. The Concert of 
Europe is a good example. 

The literature incorporating the approach of the primacy of domestic politics is 
generally familiar. I refer only to the works of Fritz Fischer, Hans-Ulrich Wehler, 
Helmut B6hme, and Wolfgang Mommsen in Germany, and Arno J. Mayer in the 
United States. For some recent trends in international relations research, see Richard 
B. Finnegan, "International Relations: The Disputed Search for Methods," Review of 
Politics, xxxiv (January I972), 40-66; and Warren R. Phillips, "Where Have All the 
Theories Gone?" World Politics, xxvi (January I974), I55-88. 
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one that differed quite radically from the balance-of-power politics of 
the eighteenth century and the total wars of the first half of the twen- 
tieth. It is worthy of a brief re-examination.5 

ORIGINS OF THE CONCERT 

The concept of concert diplomacy hardly emerged fully defined or 
completely thought-out. Certain assumptions and procedures became 
customary and prescriptive through application. In the first instance, 
the Concert derived from the common realization of European states- 
men of the Napoleonic era that something new and different must be 
devised to mitigate the increasingly chaotic and warlike balance-of- 
power system of the previous century. Both critics and defenders of the 
balance-of-power idea, even during its apogee, recognized that it was 
unsatisfactory.6 By the end of the eighteenth century the satirical 
observation of Alexander Pope, issued as early as 171i, had become 
ominously prophetic: 

Now Europe's balanc'd, neither Side prevails, 
For Nothing's left in either of the Scales.7 

Balance-of-power politics-the politics of confrontation-generated 
intolerable international tensions, produced increasingly serious armed 
conflicts, and inspired progressively extravagant plans of aggression. It 
neither maintained peace nor preserved the independence of sovereign 

5I am particularly indebted to the recent work of Paul W. Schroeder, Austria, Great 
Britain, and the Crimean War: The Destruction of the European Concert (Ithaca: Cor- 
nell University Press I972), which contains a trenchant analysis of concert diplomacy in 
the concluding chapter. The following studies were also of special assistance: Charles K. 
Webster, The Art and Practice of Diplomacy (New York: Barnes and Noble i962), 

esp. 55-69; Carsten Holbraad, The Concert of Europe: A Study in German and British 
International Theory, 1815-1914 (London: Longmans, Green I970); Rene Albrecht- 
Carrie, ed., The Concert of Europe, 1815-1914 (New York: Harper I968); F. H. Hins- 
ley, Power and the Pursuit of Peace: Theory and Practice in the History of Relations 
between States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press I957); Hinsley, "Reflections on 
the History of International Relations," in Martin Gilbert, ed., A Century of Conflict, 
1850-1950: Essays for A. I. P. Taylor (New York: Atheneum i967), I9-34; Stanley 
Hoffmann, The State of War: Essays on the Theory and Practice of International Rela- 
tions (New York: Praeger I965); Aron (fn. i); and Rosecrance (fn. 3). 

6 The critiques by the Abbe de Saint-Pierre at the beginning of the eighteenth cen- 
tury and by Kant at the end are familiar. Yet even Edmund Burke, a defender of 
equilibrium politics, conceded during the Seven Years' War that "The balance of 
power, the pride of modern policy, and originally invented to preserve the general 
peace as well as the freedom of Europe, has only preserved its liberty. It has been the 
origin of innumerable and fruitless wars." Quoted in Herbert Butterfield, "The Balance 
of Power," in H. Butterfield and Martin Wright, eds., Diplomatic Investigations: 
Essays in the Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Harvard University Press 
I966), 144. 

7Minor Poems, Norman Ault and John Butt, eds., Twickenham edn., VI (London: 
Methuen I954), 82. 
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states; by the time of the French Revolution, the international system 
had broken down altogether.8 

Friedrich von Gentz, writing in i8i8, applauded the progress made 
by European statesmen in transcending the balance-of-power idea, "the 
principle which has governed, and has also too often troubled and 
bloodied Europe for three centuries."' John Capodistrias, the advisor of 
Alexander I of Russia, similarly deplored a return to "the terrible empire 
of anarchy and revolutionary despotism with all the horrors of the 
divide et impera of the old diplomacy."'0 This common determination 
to surmount the malignant system of the past represented, as one writer 
remarks, "a revolution in diplomatic history."1 The Concert of Europe 
was born, and with it a genuine sense of solidarity and responsibility 
for Europe, a spirit of "national self-restraint, respect for the public 
law as defined in treaties, and willingness to enforce its observance by 
concerted action....1 

The Concert connoted, first of all, a new method of diplomacy- 
diplomacy by congress or conference (or, as Gentz once called it, "the 
diplomacy of the highway"). In this connection the Concert may be 
defined as the great powers meeting together at times of international 
crisis to maintain peace and to develop European solutions to European 
problems. Statesmen who had finally recognized the necessity of co- 
operation in the last coalition against Napoleon continued to believe 
in the advantages of collaboration to maintain the postwar settlement. 

8 These judgments contradict the conclusion of many theorists that balance-of-power 
politics in the eighteenth century permitted only limited wars (the "stylized wars of 
position that only rarely affected the civilian populations") and was a system of basic 
moderation. Hoffmann (fn. 5), ioi; Hinsley, Power. . . (fn. 5), I792 For ample evidence 
to the contrary, one need only turn to Albert Sorel, Europe and the French Revolution, 
trans. by Alfred Cobban and J. W. Hunt (New York: Anchor Books I97I), esp. 64-85. 
In comparison to the present century, the warfare of the era of Louis XIV and 
Frederick the Great may indeed appear mild. Even so, it is most difficult to conceive 
of the wars of the Sun King as conflicts which did not involve civilian populations; or of 
the Seven Years' War as a limited war of position; or of the partitions of Poland as an 
example of the preservation of independent states; or, finally, of the various plans for 
the destruction of Prussia, Austria, Spain, Sweden, and Turkey as evidences of modera- 
tion. Yet all characterized balance-of-power politics in the period. Cf. also Schroeder 
(fn. 5), 403. 

9 Depeches ine'dites du Chevalier de Gentz aux Hospodars de Valachie, ed. Anton von 
Prokesch-Osten (Paris: Plon i876-i877), I, 344-45. An English translation of this essay 
("Considerations on the Political System Now Existing in Europe") is available in 
Mack Walker, ed., Metternich's Europe, 1813-1848 (New York: Harper i968), 7I-83. 

10 Patricia K. Grimsted, The Foreign Ministers of Alexander I (Berkeley: University 
of California Press i970), 239. 

11 H. G. Schenk, The Aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars: The Concert of Europe- 
An Experiment (New York: Oxford University Press 1947), 27. 

12 Gordon A. Craig, "The System of Alliances and the Balance of Power," in the 
New Cambridge Modern History, X (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press i960), 
267. 
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Lord Castlereagh of Great Britain, who frequently called the congresses 
'reunions,' especially emphasized this function: "I am quite convinced 
that past habits, common glory and those occasional meetings, displays 
and repledges are among the best securities Europe now has for a 
durable peace.""1 

But the Concert of Europe was more than an innovation in diplo- 
matic technique. It cannot be confined simply to the era of the great 
European congresses between i8i5 and i823.14 The essential precepts of 
concert diplomacy survived the congress era and assisted materially in 
the maintenance of peace until i854. For the European Concert was 
also a conceptual norm among the great powers of the proper and 
permissible aims and methods of international politics. It gradually 
came to embody a code of conduct for international behavior, one that 
transcended the ideological division between the three conservative 
Eastern powers and the more liberal Western states. Each side naturally 
aspired to use concert diplomacy as an instrument of its own political 
creed and was sometimes tempted to seek alternative methods to the 
Concert.'5 Yet for over three decades European statesmen generally 
shared the assumptions which predicated concert diplomacy, and in 
most cases were willing to abide by its rules. 

RULES OF CONCERT DIPLOMACY 

What, then, were the underlying assumptions and the unwritten rules 
of concert diplomacy? First of all, the Concert of Europe meant great- 
power tutelage over the rest of Europe. It consisted only of the great 
powers; lesser states were occasionally consulted when their interests 
were involved, but they possessed few rights and certainly not that of 
equality. In the context of the post-Napoleonic period this development 
was natural and probably necessary. On the surface, moreover, it hardly 
represented a significant deviation from actual practice in the past. But 
the idea of the great powers acting in unity was in itself somewhat 
novel and clearly rested upon a fresh postulate. The recognition of a 

13 Charles K. Webster, The Foreign Policy of Castlereagh: Britain and the European 
Alliance, 18i5-1822 (2d ed., London: G. Bell I934), I44. 

14 Several scholars distinguish between the "era of the congresses" and "the Concert 
of Europe" after i823. See Irby C. Nichols Jr., The European Pentarchy and the Con- 
gress of Verona, i822 (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff I971), 325. 

15 Metternich's efforts to convert the Paris ambassadorial conference into a head- 
quarters for antirevolutionary surveillance and action, and Palmerston's ambitions to 
create a league of liberal states are well known. For the former, see Guillaume Bertier 
de Sauvigny, Metternich et la France apre's le congres de Vienne, 1: De Napoleon a 
Decazes (Paris: Hachette i968), ii6; and Webster (fn. I3), 73. Palmerston's desire for 
a "western confederacy of free states" is discussed in Charles K. Webster, The Foreign 
Policy of Palmerston, i83o-i84I (2 vols., London: G. Bell I95I); quote from I, 347. 
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European community of interests, and commitment to its defense, 
required of the great European states a new posture and a special 
accountability. Great-power tutelage was obligatory, for only the great 
powers possessed the resources, the prestige, and the vision to contend 
with the transcendent concerns of peace or war, of stability or disorder. 
As Castlereagh observed in i8i8, "the Great Powers feel that they 
have not only a common interest, but a common duty to attend to."'6 
Gentz concluded in the same year that "the five powers at the head of 
the federation are the only ones who could destroy the general system 
by changing their policies. Squabbles and changes among the others 
could never have that effect."'7 Implicit in this judgment was the 
cynical but accurate assessment that so long as the great powers were in 
agreement, the lesser states could cause little trouble. 

The smaller states were thus shunted aside because the great powers 
had the responsibility of preserving the peace of Europe and of pro- 
tecting a European society menaced by revolutionary principles. Equally 
important was that the emphasis upon great-power unity constituted a 
barrier against unilateral action by any state; it served to constrain even 
the great powers. No one power could attempt to settle a European 
question by an independent and self-regulated initiative. European 
problems must receive European answers; the policies of each were 
subject to the scrutiny and sanction of all. Prince Metternich verbalized 
this concept in i820 when he remarked that the most essential basis of 
European repose was "the most absolute solidarity . . . in all questions 
of a general interest" and the assurance that none of the great powers 
would ever "proceed alone on such matters."' This explains the 
natural and virtually imperative tendency in concert diplomacy to 
internationalize diplomatic questions, to replace individual claims and 
prerogatives by European ones. Aversion to unilateral action or ag- 
grandizement gave birth to the first of the unwritten rules of concert 
diplomacy: that the proper way of dealing with international crises was 
through conference diplomacy. Acceptance of this precept was general 

16 Webster (fn. I3), i6o. 
17 Gentz (fn. 9), 477; Walker (fn. 9), 73. Castlereagh wrote in September i8I5 that 

"There is not a Power, however feeble, that borders France from the Channel to the 
Mediterranean that is not pushing some acquisition under the plea of security and 
rectification of frontier. They . . . are foolish enough to suppose that the Great Powers 
of Europe are to be in readiness to protect them in the enjoyment of these petty spoils. 
In truth, their whole conception is so unstatesmanlike that they look not beyond their 
own sop; compared with this, the keeping together of a European force has little im- 
portance in their eyes." W. Alison Phillips, The Confederation of Europe (2d ed., 
London: Longmans, Green I920), I38. 

18 G. Bertier de Sauvigny, "Sainte-Alliance et Alliance dans les conceptions de 
Metternich," Revue Historique, Vol. 223 (April-June ig60), 263. 
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throughout the first half of the nineteenth century. Admittedly, states- 
men sometimes explored other possibilities first and often became 
exasperated with the cumbersome and time-consuming procedure of 
diplomacy by conference.'9 Great-power conferences, furthermore, 
could not resolve all the problems that they considered. Even so, realistic 
diplomats had to acknowledge the basic efficacy of joint consultation 
and action. The conference method clearly tended to moderate more 
extreme positions and to reinforce the conception of the European 
great powers as a special group, with special responsibilities as well as 
special privileges. 

A second and closely related rule followed logically: that territorial 
changes in Europe were subject to the sanction of the great powers. 
Though sometimes an imperfect and unharmonious method of ac- 
knowledging necessary alterations, this procedure was the only means 
of legitimizing new arrangements. The great powers acting in concert 
determined the acceptable and appropriate limits of change. They re- 
vised settlements considered too drastic, and substituted European 
action and guarantees for unilateral claims. The insistence of the great 
powers upon reviewing modifications in the international order repre- 
sented another significant deterrence against immoderate international 
conduct. By the simple process of submitting questions to "collective 
deliberation" the actions of revisionist powers were circumscribed.20 

The two rules of diplomacy by conference and of great-power sanc- 
tion of change enjoyed a remarkable longevity in European diplomatic 
practice. They were appealed to, and many times utilized, throughout 
the nineteenth century. These first two canons, however, pertained 
only to the general objectives and machinery of concert diplomacy. 
Among the other ingredients that accounted for the willingness of the 
great powers to participate in the Concert and to accept its decisions 
there are two additional prescriptions which were crucial to the suc- 
cessful operation of concert diplomacy. The third dictum was that 
essential members of the states system must be protected and defended. 
Obviously this pertained first to the five great powers. But certain areas 
in which the great powers were in contention could be just as important 
to the system as the great powers themselves. Excessive weakness as 
well as superabundant strength of an essential member posed a serious 

19 The hassle between Metternich and Palmerston over a conference on the Eastern 
Question in i833 (and the resulting delay) is a typical example. See Webster (fn. I5); 
and M. S. Anderson, The Eastern Question, I774-I923 (New York: St. Martin's i966), 
79-87. 

20 Phillip E. Mosely, Russian Diplomacy and the Opening of the Straits Question in 
1838 and i839 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press I934), 73. 
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menace to the system. The Ottoman Empire, for example, was neces- 
sary to the European system simply because its demise would raise 
problems so dangerous that general European war and upheaval 
could not be avoided. European cabinets thus relied upon concert 
diplomacy to sustain the Turkish Sultan-to replace unilateral pre- 
tensions by a European guardianship, to avoid as long as. possible the 
inevitable scramble over the spoils, and to insure that no one power 
acquired exclusive preponderance in an area affecting the interests of 
all. 

The final rule of concert diplomacy was that great powers must not 
be humiliated. They must not be challenged either in their vital interests 
or in their prestige and honor. Concert diplomacy assigned itself the 
delicate task of restraining revisionist or aggressive states as well as of 
regulating European difficulties by peaceful means-replacing the 
confrontation and inherent brinkmanship of balance-of-power politics. 
Perhaps the oldest and thorniest problem of international systems again 
challenged diplomatists: how to reach decisions, and how to enforce 
them, when the disputants were great powers. Inevitably, concert 
diplomacy proved most vulnerable to the criticism that the Concert 
functioned well in handling trivial matters concerning the small and 
weak states, but performed miserably when really important questions 
were at stake. This charge is both untrue and unfair. Responsible states- 
men must approach international affairs, in the apt phrase of George 
Kennan, as "gardeners and not mechanics."'" The purpose of concert 
diplomacy was to maintain peace among the great powers, to prevent 
unavoidable conflicts of interest from degenerating into actual hos- 
tilities. Concert diplomatists realized that no surer method of provoking 
conflicts existed than openly to confront a great power-to menace its 
vital concerns or to impugn its honor and prestige.22 So long as the 
European Concert functioned, the five great powers had the assurance 
that both their legitimate rights and their self-esteem would be 
respected. 

That consideration accounts for the evolution of a rather elaborate 
cumulation of semi-formal procedural safeguards against offending the 

21 Realities of American Foreign Policy (Princeton: Princeton University Press I954), 
92. 

22 This function of concert diplomacy was recognized even by twentieth-century 
diplomats. Friedrich von Holstein, in defending the call for a European conference on 
the first Moroccan crisis, advised the German foreign minister that "this idea has the 
advantage that while it affects French interests, it does not affect French pride." 
Holstein to Billow, April 5, I905, in Norman Rich and M. H. Fisher, eds., The Holstein 
Papers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press i961), IV, 328-29. Cf. Rich, Friedrich 
von Holstein (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press i965), II, 700, 708. 
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sensitivities of the great powers. Inattention even to the slightest detail 
in such matters could seriously debilitate or preclude the operation of 
the Concert entirely.23 Consequently, concert diplomacy actively culti- 
vated the conception of the great powers as a unique and special peer 
group. While lesser states might possibly attend an international 
gathering, they did not break the magic circle of the elite and powerful. 
The great powers retained the exclusive prerogative of decision making. 
Under no circumstances did one invite, in any capacity, a state of the 
second or third rank which was an enemy of a great power.24 Further- 
more, since decisions had to be voluntary, unanimity rather than 
majority rule prevailed in European meetings.25 A legitimate settle- 
ment of any question was impossible if even one of the great powers 
declined to accept it. Such considerations predetermined the agenda 
of conferences. Questions that entailed a possible challenge to the inter- 
ests or an affront to the prestige of a great power could not be feasibly 
discussed or resolved; issues that were embarrassing to any participant 
had to be excluded. As a result, many important and urgent problems 
did not receive treatment-simply because concert statesmen preferred 
to avoid questions that might produce confrontation and possibly 
war. Concert diplomacy manifestly sought not the best, but the least 
objectionable, solutions. 

THE CONCERT IN OPERATION 

The protections against great-power humiliation were necessary and 
they help greatly to explain the success of conference diplomacy in this 
period. For one thing, while the conferences met on an ad hoc basis, 
they were definitely not meetings summoned on the spur of the mo- 
ment, or in which anyone expected mere personal contact between re- 
sponsible statesmen to surmount all disputes and conflicts of interest. 
Diplomacy by conference required elaborate and often lengthy prepara- 
tions. Some delay was necessary to allow passions to cool, to give 
diplomats time to consult their colleagues and to work out their posi- 

23The Congress of Aix-la-Chapelle in i8i8 provides several examples of the special 
care taken not to slight the standing and reputation of great powers. See Bertier de 
Sauvigny (fn. I5), i89-209; and Webster (fn. I3), I23, I53. 

24The French and British invitation of Cavour to the Paris Congress of i856 and 
their repeated efforts in the following decade to include Italy in great-power consulta- 
tions was a direct violation of this rule and an open insult to the Austrian Empire. 

25 Cf. the dispatch of Metternich quoted in Bertier de Sauvigny (fn. i8), 263. 
26 Abundant evidence of this facet of concert diplomacy is furnished in the memo- 

randa prepared by Castlereagh and by Baron Humboldt of Prussia prior to the opening 
of the Congresses of Vienna and Aix-la-Chapelle; they are printed as appendices in 
Charles K. Webster, The Congress of Vienna, I8I4-18I5 (New York: Barnes and 
Noble I966), I68-93. 
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tions, and above all, to discover what would and what would not be 
palatable to the other powers in conference. The requisite order in- 
cluded extensive pourparlers, perhaps a conference, and then a con- 
gress.27 This procedure insured that only those issues that were amen- 
able to diplomatic treatment were introduced, and constituted a 
necessary precondition for successful summit diplomacy. 

The procedure of concert diplomacy reveals also its primary tech- 
nique of restraining and moderating intemperate policies on the part 
of the great powers. In the language of the time, the purpose was "to 
group" the offending state.28 Instead of direct military confrontation, 
the principal means was moral suasion-an appeal to the collective re- 
sponsibility of the great powers for European peace and stability, to 
the norm of what the other powers considered appropriate and legiti- 
mate behavior. In a sense, the Concert idea became the collective con- 
science of the European great powers, reminding each of its responsi- 
bilities and obligations in international politics. As Metternich observed 
in i837 during a conversation on the Eastern Question with the British 
Ambassador, "Europe is now advanced to the rank of a spectator and 
a judge and that is what precludes a continuation of the system under 
which the encroachments of Russia were heretofore conducted."29 The 
Tsar, aware that he was now under the observation of his peers, would 
modify his policy according to their standards. On the whole, concert 
diplomacy proved remarkably efficacious in rekindling and reinforcing 
the spirit of self-restraint among the great European powers. Nine- 
teenth-century diplomatic history furnishes several examples of states 
foregoing gains which they could probably have gotten, mainly be- 
cause they would otherwise have placed themselves outside the Euro- 
pean community and damaged their moral position."0 Few similar in- 
stances can be cited either in the eighteenth or the twentieth centuries. 

27 As Metternich wrote Gentz in i823: "Before talking about congresses, it is neces- 
sary to come to an accord on many matters, and the way to do this is through simple 
conferences." Paul R. Sweet, Friedrich von Gentz (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press I941), 239. 

28 Castlereagh frequently used the term in regard to Alexander I. His meaning did 
not differ substantially from Metternich's in the latter's emphasis upon a "point of 
moral contact" and "une pentarchie morale." 

29 Webster (fn. I5), I, 505. 
30 This was Metternich's meaning in attributing the Russian retreat in Turkey in 

i834 (withdrawal from the Danubian Principalities and reduction of the Turkish war 
indemnity) to the Tsar's "good will." Ibid., I, 34I. Austria herself abjured possible 
additional gains in Italy for much the same reason: ibid., I, 2io. See also Paul W. 
Schroeder, Metternich's Diplomacy at its Zenith, i82o-i823 (Austin: University of 
Texas Press i962); and Alan Reinerman, "Metternich, Italy, and the Congress of 
Verona, r82I-i822," The Historical Journal, xiv (June I971), 263-87. 
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The Concert perhaps never achieved its potential, but neither were its 
accomplishments insignificant or purely transitory. 

Assuredly, nostalgia should not blind us to the obvious imperfections 
of concert diplomacy. The European Concert was always an unwieldy 
and often an ineffectual instrument. It depended perhaps too much 
upon the "good will" of its members, upon the personal dispositions 
of individual leaders. It did nothing, in short, to challenge directly the 
doctrine of the ultimate sovereignty of states. Invariably the Concert 
dealt with the symptoms rather than the causes of international con- 
flict; it was always a negative concept, called into operation by events. 
Even so, to admit these shortcomings does not vitiate the achievements 
or refute the promise of concert diplomacy. It was, after all, primarily 
a vehicle (and a fairly successful one) for the peaceful management of 
great-power rivalries. Above all, the Concert idea was realistic in the 
best sense of the word-attuned to, but not narrowly bound by real- 
ity.3' At its worst, the Concert was an impotent assembly, merely ad- 
hering to the formalities, unable to resolve important and pressing 
issues. At its best, it represented a reasonably satisfactory solution to 
the most difficult problem of international systems: how to accom- 
modate the forces of change and yet preserve peace and stability. Con- 
cert diplomacy allowed the great powers to sanction necessary altera- 
tions of the existing order; it provided the means of legitimizing 
change without endangering the general system. 

31 Something that neither Napoleon III nor Gladstone ever understood was that the 
Concert could not be used to impose their version of reform upon Europe; that it 
could not simultaneously seek to avoid armed conflicts between the great powers and 
promote changes which would probably occasion them. The French Emperor's pro- 
clivity for conferences and congresses cannot, I think, be taken very seriously, despite 
his frequent calls for them (but cf. William Eckhard, "Conference Diplomacy in the 
German Policy of Napoleon III, i868-i869," French Historical Studies, iv [Spring 
i966], 239-64). W. H. C. Smith's conclusion is accurate: "The pattern of Napoleon 
III's diplomacy rarely varied: when bilateral or unilateral action became too risky, the 
danger could be lifted by multilateral action." Napoleon JJJ (London: Wayland Pub- 
lications I972), 159. It is incredible that Napoleon actually believed his various schemes 
for the reconstruction of Europe could be achieved through congresses or by peaceful 
means. His proposals included the cession of Venetia to Italy by Austria; the creation 
of an independent Poland; the destruction of Turkey; and the partition of Austria. 
See Victor Tapie, "Le traite secret de I859 entre la France et la Russie," Jtudes d'his- 
toire moderne et contemporaine, v (December 1953), ii6-47; and Elrod, "Austria and 
the Venetian Question, i86o-i866," Central European History, iv (June 1971), 149-70. 

In a similar vein, Gladstone's efforts in the i88o's to resurrect the European Concert 
so that the great powers could cooperate in imposing British-type reforms upon the 
Ottoman Empire manifested an alarming misconception of what concert diplomacy 
was about. The only effect of his attempts was to frighten the continental powers and 
to solidify their opposition to his overtures. Gladstone then had to choose between the 
Concert and his ideology (he chose the latter). Medlicott (fn. 3). 
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One more thing is clear. European relations during the era of con- 
cert diplomacy were characterized by a sense of security, a respect for 
the public law of Europe, a recognition of a commonly accepted stan- 
dard of conduct, and a willingness to keep one's own conduct within 
those limits, that was unknown both to earlier and to later periods."2 
An effective system of restraints existed against unilateral action in con- 
cerns that affected the interests of more than one power; so too did a 
method and a rationale for averting or moderating conflicts between 
the great powers. Through concert diplomacy the great powers were 
reminded of what constituted responsible international conduct. The 
Concert possessed a surprising capability to persuade sovereign states 
to observe those limits. 

THE CONCERT AS AN INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM 

A number of provisional conclusions about concert diplomacy may 
be advanced. One is that certain practices, procedures, and beliefs can, 
with time and usage, become fairly well-established rules of interna- 
tional behavior. Perhaps the central emphasis placed upon international 
organizations is misdirected. Concert diplomacy suggests that some- 
thing practicable is possible between the extremes of an absolute con- 
sensus upon right and wrong in international relations (which makes 
institutional structures for adjudication and enforcement unnecessary), 
and of elaborate international governmental and judicial organs (which 
are rendered sterile by the lack of an agreed-upon charter for interpreta- 
tion and administration)." To repeat, the Concert was realistic in try- 
ing to manage rather than to eradicate international dissension. Yet it 
simultaneously advanced a standard for responsible statesmanship and 
developed an instrumentality that periodically reminded even the most 
powerful nations of their obligation to conform to that standard. 

A second point implied by concert diplomacy, and an important one 
for operative international systems in general, is that some distribution 
and equalization of both responsibilities and opportunities is essential 
among the states considered necessary to the system. No state should be 

32 Certainly the rights of neutral states were less secure after the breakdown of the 
Concert. See Horst Lademacher, Die belgische Neutralitiit als Problem der europaischen 
Politik, i830-I9I4 (Bonn: Ludwig R6hrscheid Verlag I971), esp. i96-200, 477; and 
Ann G. Imlah, Britain and Switzerland, 1845-i860 (Hamden, Conn.: Archon i966). 

33 Austen Chamberlain's comment on the League of Nations seems to fit here: "I am 
firmly convinced that the true line of progress is to proceed from the particular to the 
general, and not, as has hitherto been embodied in Covenant and Protocol, to reverse 
the process and attempt to eliminate the particular by the general." G. P. Gooch 
Studies in Diplomacy and Statecraft (London: Longmans, Green I942), I80. 
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asked to take the lead in maintaining the system, and to bear all the 
necessary burdens, while another reaps all the benefits. The recogni- 
tion of some collective responsibility for order demands more than lip 
service, though historically some states have enjoyed the luxury of 
being able sporadically to ignore the general international system of 
which they are a part. States are thus separate, individual, and identi- 
fiably different actors; they cannot merely be labeled A, B, and C, 
and their posture and probable behavior within a system mathemat- 
ically calculated. Because of disparities in resources, geographic posi- 
tion, composition, history, and a plethora of other factors, the Euro- 
pean states of the nineteenth century had different domestic and foreign 
situations with which to contend, and different roles to play in the 
European community. Furthermore, the nature and structure of the 
international system itself affected each state differently. As long as 
member states accepted the existing system, they had to recognize these 
differences and structure their policy accordingly. Nineteenth-century 
diplomatic history indicates that when a power, or a group of powers, 
is demonstrably bearing the essential burden of maintaining the order, 
it should be supported and not be taken advantage of by other states 
simply because the special position and circumstances of the latter 
allow them to do so.34 

Finally, the history of concert diplomacy implies something about 
the role of ideology in international systems. In the years immediately 
after the defeat of Napoleon, there was a conservative, antirevolu- 
tionary consensus among the great powers (Alexander of Russia was 
for a time the most liberal member). Moreover, the subsequent division 
of Europe into two competing ideological camps has been exaggerated. 
The controversies over both the Holy Alliance and the principle of 
nonintervention were, at bottom, false issues. Neither had much im- 
pact upon actual diplomatic practice.35 Undeniably, an ideological rift 

34 A case in point was Britain's treatment of the Austrian Empire in the second half 
of the century. The British expected Austria to restrain Russia in the east and insisted 
that a strong Austria was a European necessity. Yet simultaneously they advised re- 
forms and concessions that would have made Austria incapable of performing the 
requested tasks-or, later in the century, simply ignored her. The retort of the Austrian 
Ambassador to England in the i86o's was fully justified: "You pretend always to be 
interested in our prosperity and power; and, in spite of that, you advise us first to 
cede Venetia, then Galicia. By dint of your interest and friendship, you will finish by 
reducing us by half." Apponyi to Rechberg, May i8, i863: Haus-, Hof-, und Staats- 
archiv (Vienna) (Politisches Archiv VJJZ: England), carton 6o. 

35 As Metternich noted in i824, "The Holy Alliance has never played a role in any 
issue . . . for the simple reason that what is in reality nothing can only produce nothing." 
Bertier de Sauvigny (fn. i8), 256. Similarly, the definition of nonintervention (attrib- 
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did develop between East and West from the i820'S onward, and the 
Holy Alliance and nonintervention became convenient symbols and 
slogans in the resulting debate. Yet concert diplomacy continued to 
function. It did so because a great-power consensus persisted that 
transcended political ideology. Efforts to base the Concert upon ideol- 
ogy served only to enfeeble it and to limit its functions. Despite ideolog- 
ical divergences, the European powers still agreed upon the necessity 
of peace among themselves and accepted concert diplomacy as the 
means to manage crises that might jeopardize that peace. 

But the temptation to play fast and loose with the rules of the game 
became more and more irresistible.36 The revolutions of i848 further 
eroded the presuppositions of concert diplomacy and produced new 
leaders and new expectations. The culmination came in the Crimean 
War, another international crisis over the Eastern Question and one that 
was, in fact, no more serious than others previously managed successfully 
by the Concert. It was, moreover, the type of crisis in which concert 
diplomacy had always been at its best: the avoidance of great-power 
confrontations over matters of prestige. This time, however, statesmen 
in key positions failed to exercise self-restraint and refused to honor 
the rules of the Concert. The sea powers, in particular, were deter- 
mined to inflict a humiliating defeat upon Russia and to conduct the 
war as a liberal crusade against autocracy.37 The Concert of Europe 
was the victim. To be sure, remnants of the techniques and assump- 
tions of concert diplomacy endured, but the Concert system itself had 

uted to Talleyrand) as a metaphysical and political phrase meaning almost the same 
thing as intervention was fundamentally accurate. It did not prevent repeated unilateral 
British interventions (in Spain, Portugal, Greece, and elsewhere) whenever London 
deemed it necessary. (A recent reassertion that the ideological gulf between East and 
West was "unbridgeable," however, is Ivan Scott, "Counter-Revolutionary Diplomacy 
and the Demise of Anglo-Austrian Cooperation, i820-i823," The Historian, xxxiv 
[May 1972], 465-84.) 

36The change in British policy, which began even before Castlereagh's suicide, was 
greatly accelerated by his successors, Canning and Palmerston. See Webster (fn. 13), 
488-89; and Harold W. V. Temperley, The Foreign Policy of Canning: England, the 
Neo-Holy Alliance, and the New World (2d ed., London: Thomas Nelson 1925), 449, 
470-71. Palmerston, though he often participated effectively in concert diplomacy, was 
increasingly disposed to adopt the promotion of liberalism and a policy of confrontation 
with Russia, to prefer British to European diplomatic victories, and to enjoy the 
"salutary moral humiliation" of other great powers: Webster (fn. I5), I, 406; II, 532, 
736. The emergence of Russophobia in Britain was another ominous development: 
"Great Britain's policy was, in the main, more provocative than Russia's." John H. 
Gleason, The Genesis of Russophobia in Great Britain (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press I950), 2-3. 

3 Conclusive arguments are presented in Schroeder (fn. 5); and Winfried Baumgart, 
Der Friede von Paris, 1856 (Munich: Oldenburg Verlag I972). 
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been destroyed. Nothing emerged to replace it until the i870's; and 
then stability was achieved on another, less cooperative and concilia- 
tory basis. To this degree, then, the destruction of the European Con- 
cert was willful, if rather lighthearted and frivolous. The other side of 
the argument is that the forces of change and progress simply by- 
passed the concept of concert diplomacy. Perhaps so; no one would 
deny that the European Concert was the product of a specific political, 
social, and intellectual milieu. Industrialization with all its social and 
political ramifications surely helped to undermine the essential founda- 
tions of concert diplomacy. A variety of developments increased the 
enticement to use foreign policy to divert domestic disharmony.38 Per- 
haps the Concert could not accommodate the age of national states. 
Most simply, however, concert diplomacy broke down because states- 
men refused to abide by its rules-and did not give much thought to 
what rules of international politics they would prefer as a substitute. 
They knew only that they had grown weary of its restrictions. The 
destruction of the European Concert was thus at least in part a genera- 
tional problem. The remark of Theodore Fontaine, in reference to the 
1848 revolutions, applies equally well to the demise of the Concert: 
"One was tired of the old approach to things. Not that one had suffered 
particularly under it; no, it was not that. It was rather, that one was 
ashamed of it."39 

European statesmen, however, had made more progress than they real- 
ized. The Concert of Europe was certainly not the only factor making 
for peace in the first half of the century; nor could it contend successfully 
with all the political, social, and economic developments that these 
decades produced. It could only abate and not remove the causes of in- 
terstate rivalry. But in the real world of international relations it per- 
formed amazingly well. In a certain sense the evolution of concert 
diplomacy displays some rather striking parallels to "the growth of po- 
litical stability" in domestic politics.4" The European system in the era 
of the Concert approached the fulfillment of the three conditions 
posited by Stanley Hoffmann-of "security, satisfaction, and flexibil- 

38Perhaps the classic example of a foreign venture undertaken to distract domestic 
unrest in this period was the French expedition to Algiers in I830. "Only in patriotism 
and in activity could the French forget their internal disagreements and act as one 
nation." Douglas Johnson, Guizot (Toronto: University of Toronto Press i963), 265. 

39 Joachim Remak, The Gentle Critic: Theodore Fontaine and German Politics 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press i964), I3. 

40J. H. Plumb, The Growth of Political Stability in England, i625-I725 (London: 
Macmillan i967). 
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ity"-to which all political orders must aspire.4' The subject merits 
fresh examination and more interdisciplinary analysis.42 

41 Hoffmann (fn. 5), 20. 

i2 There are some encouraging efforts in this direction on other subjects. Brian 
Healey and Arthur Stein, applying quantitative methods to a catalogue of events iden- 
tified by diplomatic historians, examine a number of well-worn cliches about the balance- 
of-power system and conclude that many of the interpretations are simply invalid: "The 
Balance of Power in International History: Theory and Reality," Journal of Conflict 
Resolution, xvii (March 1973), 33-6i. Paul W. Schroeder's seminal article, "World War 
I as Galloping Gertie," written from the viewpoint of an historian, emphasizes the 
systemic dynamics that led to the breakdown of the European system prior to the First 
World War, Journal of Modern History, XLIV (September 1972), 319-45. Gabriel Al- 
mond and Scott C. Flanagan, though dealing with political modernization rather than 
international relations, offer some suggestive insights in discussing "system functional- 
ism" and "political systems and systemic crisis" that could be applied to international 
systems as well: Almond, Flanagan, and Mundt, Crisis, Choice, and Change: Historical 
Studies of Political Development (Boston: Little, IBrown I973), 5-8, 46-57. 
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