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Conference and Workshop Reports 
___________________________________________________________ 
 

 

“The Transformation of European Politics, 1763-1848: Episode or 
Model?” 
 
Conference at the University of Illinois, Monticello, III., October 31-November 2, 
1997, co-sponsored by the German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C., and the 
University of Illinois. Conveners: Peter Krüger and Paul W. Schroeder. 
 

A distinguished group of historians and political scientists from Canada, 

France, Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States gathered at the 

University of Illinois‘ Allerton Conference Center, Monticello, Ill., from 

October 31 to November 2, 1997, to discuss the implications of Paul W. 

Schroeder‘s work, The Transformation of European Politics, 1763-1848 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), for European and world international 

politics from the Peace of Westphalia to the present day. The specific 

question debated was whether Schroeder‘s central thesis of a fundamental 

transformation of European politics in the Vienna era from the essentially 

competitive and conflictual politics of the eighteenth century to the more 

restrained Concert and solidarity politics of the early nineteenth century 

represented merely an episode or could serve in some sense as a model for 

understanding other transformations, earlier, later, or current. 

No consensus was reached on that question, but the theme of the 

transformation of European politics offered a strong basis for fruitful 

discussion as both a theoretical possibility and an historic reality. Charles S. 

Maier (Harvard) opened the discussion with a keynote address titled ―Black 

Boxes or Blue Blood: Socioeconomic Dimensions of International Systems, 

1720-1990,‖ arguing that while the old question of primacy of foreign or 

domestic politics had always been important and, in past eras, could be 

answered by making careful distinctions between the two, what had 

happened in the twentieth century is that that very distinction had become 
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impossible. Internal and international socioeconomic factors had become so 

intertwined and embedded in international politics that any discussion of a 

―system‖ of international affairs had to include both foreign and domestic 

issues, and vice versa. 

In the first session, which covered the period 1648-1763, the introductory 

remarks by Heinz Duchhardt (Mainz) supported the belief that the first half 

of the eighteenth century, at least, had been considerably more stable and 

peaceful than Schroeder‘s portrait indicated. Klaus Malettke (Marburg) 

argued that the policies of Richelieu and Mazarin, particularly the former, 

represented a surprisingly modern concept of peace through collective 

security under French leadership. Lucien Bély (Paris-Sorbonne) analyzed 

the Peace of Utrecht as having established a workable balance of power in 

Europe, while in a wide-ranging essay on the idea of balance of power in 

the early modern era, Paul Sonnino (UC Santa Barbara) doubted that the 

notion had much more than propagandistic and instrumental content and 

purpose. However, the commentator, Charles Ingrao, insisted that the 

―balance of power‖ concept had provided stability in the earlier half of the 

eighteenth century, arguing that the wars from 1740 on were largely due to 

the rise and predatory conduct of both Prussia and Russia, which upset the 

balance. 

The second session, focusing on the period 1763–1812, probably saw the 

most agreement. The chair, T. C. W. Blanning (Cambridge-Sidney Sussex), 

agreed with the basic thesis (anticipated in his own work) that the French 

revolutionary wars began before the revolution itself, made them 

―revolutionary,‖ and destroyed the European state system; he disagreed only 

with the too-favorable picture of Austrian policy under Leopold II. H. M. 

Scott (St. Andrews) demonstrated how France‘s decline to negligible 

international status before the revolution contributed heavily to the 

breakdown of the system and to the recklessness of the other actors. Hugh 

Ragsdale (Alabama), although agreeing that Russia followed predatory 

policies under Catherine II, demonstrated that some of the ideas of Vienna-

era politics, in particular the Concert principle and general guarantees of 

rights and security, were foreshadowed in the policies of Paul I and 

Alexander I. The commentator, Robert Jervis (Columbia), reflected on how 

the changes in behavior discussed by historians could be applied to and 

explained by models used by political scientists. 
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The third session, concentrating on the years 1812–56, by contrast, 

produced the greatest dissonance and generated the liveliest debate. The 

chair, Enno Kraehe (Virginia), opened by arguing that the Schroeder thesis 

exaggerated the harmony of the Vienna settlement and the later era, as well 

as underemphasized the persistent power-based political aims and conflicts 

in both. Wolf Gruner (Rostock) called for a new look at the reconstruction of 

Europe in this period that takes into account all the salient determinants in 

international politics, including socioeconomic and domestic political 

influences in particular. Günther Heydemann (Leipzig) stressed the 

importance of the political and ideological split between constitutional and 

absolutist blocs as a factor in weakening and ultimately destroying the 

Vienna system. In perhaps the most grievous challenge to the Schroeder 

thesis, Edward Ingram (Simon Fraser) argued that peace in the Vienna era 

depended on the export of war and bellicism to the periphery, particularly 

the Ottoman Empire. Two commentators, John Vasquez (Vanderbilt) and 

Volker Sellin (Heidelberg), however, sided more with Schroeder‘s thesis. 

Vasquez agreed that the balance-of-power concept had little explanatory 

value in history or political science and stressed that the Vienna system 

created the most vital condition for stability, namely, the possibility of 

binding contracts and institutional arrangements. Sellin then analyzed the 

shift in collective mentalities and assumptions represented by the Vienna 

treaty system. 

The final session, 1856 to the present, generally confirmed the relevance 

of the idea that there was a transformation in international politics in the 

modern era. Chairperson Peter Krüger (Marburg) stressed the importance of 

the Vienna system as a model of an open system of rules and methods for 

peace. F. R. Bridge (Leeds) contended that after the breakdown of 1856, the 

European system was not headed for ultimate collapse. Instead, there had 

been repeated rejuvenations of the system and renewed stability until the 

decade before 1914. Both Georges-Henri Soutou (Paris-Sorbonne) and 

Klaus Schwabe (Aachen) described failed attempts at a fundamental 

reconstruction of a harmonious order in the post-World War II era; Soutou 

concentrated on the original premises of Yalta and Potsdam, ruined by Stalin 

and the Cold War, and Schwabe discussed NATO and the hopes for 
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overcoming the division of Europe through détente. The commentator, 

Edward Kolodziej (Illinois), developed his scheme for an emerging world 

order, based on reconciling three vital external and internal requirements of 

state and society: order, welfare, and legitimacy. 

In his closing comments, Schroeder outlined three transformations of 

international politics in the modern era that followed on three catastrophic 

breakdowns of order: Utrecht, Vienna, and the current era. Each, he claimed, 

was characterized by three structural elements: the emergence of a benign 

hegemony; a new, widely accepted principle of order; and a consensus 

among the major actors on the practical definition and requirements of 

peace. The latter, he insisted, was the most vital for a durable peace and the 

most essential to cultivate and maintain. 

 

Paul W. Schroeder 

 

 

Atlantik Brücke/Deutsche Welle Media Conference 
 

Organized by Atlantik-Brücke and Deutsche Welle, hosted by the German Historical 
Institute in Washington, D.C., supported by a grant from the German Marshall Fund 
of the United States, November 6-8, 1997. Speakers and Commentators: Michael 
Behrens (Director of English Programs, Deutsche Welle), Anthony Blinken (Special 
Assistant to the President and Senior Director for Strategic Planning, National 
Security Council), Rich Jaroslovsky (Managing Editor, The Wall Street Journal 
Interactive Edition), Detlef Junker (Director, GHI), Frederick Kempe (Editor and 
Associate Publisher, The Wall Street Journal Europe), Walter Leisler Kiep 
(Chairman, Atlantik-Brücke), Kurt Kister (Deputy Foreign Editor, Süddeutsche 
Zeitung), Thomas Middelhoff (Member of the Managing Board, Bertelsmann AG), 
Torsten Kroop (Internet Services, Deutsche Welle), Robert Gerald Livingston (Senior 
Visiting Fellow, GHI), Philip A. Odeen (President and CEO, BDM International, Inc.), 
Norman Pearlstine (Editor-in-Chief, Time, Inc.), Elizabeth Pond (Freelance 
Journalist, Bonn), Dieter Weirich (Director General, Deutsche Welle), Leo Wieland 
(U.S.-Correspondent, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung). 


