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GABRIELE METZLER, Großbritannien – Weltmacht in Europa. Handels-
politik im Wandel des europäischen Staatensystems 1856 bis 1871, Studien
zur internationalen Geschichte, 4 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1997), 353
pp. ISBN 3 05 003083 6. DM 128.00

Gabriele Metzler’s study of British policies toward Europe from the
end of the Crimean War to the founding of the German Empire began
as a doctoral dissertation at the Eberhard-Karls-Universität in Tübingen,
where she studied with Anselm Doering-Manteuffel. The book ap-
pears as the fourth volume in a monograph series devoted to the
history of international relations in which one of the goals is to
transcend the limitations of traditional diplomatic history. According
to the editors, the works in this series concern themselves not only with
the decision-making processes in foreign affairs but also with the
influence of a variety of other factors, including domestic politics and
economic development. Where possible, these volumes are intended
to incorporate the results of social science research and to contribute to
the testing of theoretical insights through detailed empirical research.

Metzler’s work fulfills these criteria and offers a fresh approach to
the diplomacy of an era in European history whose importance for the
evolution of the modern state system is exceeded only by the size and
scope of the historical literature it has produced. Indeed, the author’s
forty-six page bibliography testifies to the challenge that faces a
scholar who wishes to work in this area. Metzler has met this challenge
not only with an obvious mastery of the existing literature but also with
an impressive amount of research in primary sources. Given the
author’s focus on British foreign policy, she has naturally concentrated
on English sources, including both private and state papers in the
collections of the Public Record Office, the British Library, the London
Guildhall Library, the Royal Archives at Windsor, and the Bodleian
Library at Oxford. Prominent among the collections she has used are
the records of the Foreign Office and the private papers of prominent
statesmen of the period; but she has also focused on sources that
provide the social, economic, and political contexts of British diplo-
macy, such as the records of the Chambers of Commerce, the Board of
Trade, and the Home Office. In addition, she did similar research in
archival collections from Austria, Prussia, and Italy.

Metzler’s thesis about Britain’s European policy between 1856 and
1871 is as simple as her supporting argument is complex: Europe’s
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existing public law (ius publicum Europaeum) was destroyed largely as
a consequence of British policy, in which self-interest was paramount
and treaty rights were interpreted in an increasingly self-serving and
arbitrary fashion. This lack of commitment to the legal foundations of
the European system gave the green light to the wars that produced
Italian and German unification. Even as they sought advantages in the
breakdown of the system created by the treaties of 1815, the British had
no interest in replacing it with something else. The result, Metzler
argues, was the transformation of the European system from one of
great power cooperation to one of anarchy in which each power
pursued its own interests with little or no regard for the effects on
Europe as a whole.

The author describes her approach as one of viewing international
relations as a complex pattern of national and transnational interac-
tions resembling a lattice or web rather than one of closed organiza-
tions functioning as individual actors toward others in the system.
Thus, she has attempted to understand the internal side of foreign
policy as well as the foreign side of domestic policy. In the case of
Britain, this necessitates a focus on the relationship between political
economy and foreign policy. By the middle of the nineteenth century
many British leaders viewed the European state system primarily as a
market, where they wished to take advantage of their industrial
supremacy to compete on the basis of the free exchange of goods rather
than with armies and traditional diplomacy. Metzler argues that this
conception of foreign policy was consistent with laissez-faire capitalism
and therefore well-suited to the socio-economic structure of British
society.

The overall organization of the book is chronological with fifteen
chapters grouped in four sections. In the first two sections, which cover
the years 1856 to 1860, Metzler attempts to show how British European
policy gradually shifted from an emphasis on political questions to a
clear focus on business and trade. Italian affairs commanded the most
attention from the British government during this period, and the
author probes the impact of the Italian unification on British party
politics as well as the overall British failure to influence the outcome of
the Italian crisis of 1859. The third section, the longest and most
thoroughly developed part of the book, focuses on the development of
British trade policy after 1860. The principal topics include the Cobden
Treaty of 1860 with France and the subsequent treaties with the
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German Zollverein and with Austria. In this section the author also
traces the road to the war of 1866, which she views in connection with
the Schleswig-Holstein conflict and the reorganization of the British
Foreign Office. On all of these issues Metzler explores the influence of
European events on domestic affairs in Britain as well as the impact of
British foreign policy on the European system. The fourth and final
section of the book covers the years 1866 to 1871 with special emphasis
on three topics: the transformation of the British party system follow-
ing the death of Palmerston in 1865, British disengagement from
continental affairs at the end of the 1860s, and the end of the era of
British Handelspolitik in Europe.

Viewing British European policy throughout the decade and a half
after the Crimean War, Metzler likens it to a pendulum swinging
between engagement and disengagement in European affairs. Starting
out in a middle position at the Paris Peace Conference in 1856, the
British pendulum swung strongly in the direction of engagement by
1860; yet, by 1868 the British had moved gradually in the opposite
direction, approaching isolation from European affairs by the end of
the decade. At no point were the British interested in a revival of the
European concert, which had characterized the system created by the
settlement of 1815. In 1856 they supported the substitution of non-
binding mediation for collective responsibility, fully expecting that
Britain would be able to assume a position of primacy by playing the
role of Europe’s principal mediator. When that strategy failed to live up
to its promise, the British looked for other means. The obvious solution
was to find one or more partners, but traditional diplomatic ties
implied transaction costs, which the British were unwilling to bear. The
solution they found to the dilemma of how to avoid binding political
commitments while avoiding isolation was to pursue diplomacy by
other means.

The change in the nature of Britain’s engagement with continental
Europe from the level of ‘high policy’ with its overall theme of non-
intervention to the level of bilateral commercial relations based on the
political and economic ideology of free trade is the central focus of the
book. It is here that the author’s view of British foreign policy as a
complex web of domestic and international relationships provides a
model for which she has uncovered extensive and convincing evi-
dence. For example, the basic idea of the Cobden Treaty of 1860 was
deeply rooted in the ideology of the Manchester School and was
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thereby closely linked with the ideals of industrialization, free trade,
and a liberal/constitutional political order. Thus, the Cobden Treaty
could be seen as the first step in the construction of a new political order
in which free trade promoted economic development and interna-
tional peace. This idealistic basis for British policy in the 1860s provides
only a partial explanation according to Metzler, who argues that the
sources of the policy were more varied and complex. First, she suggests
that Britain’s trade policy also served as a means for the traditional
policy-makers in the Foreign Office to attempt to achieve purely
political objectives, as in the effort to use trade agreements with Austria
and Italy to avert the armed conflict that broke out in 1866. Second,
British trade policy was directed toward influencing social and politi-
cal change in other states, perhaps best illustrated by the long and
frustrating British effort to promote economic and political reforms in
the Habsburg Monarchy. Third, British policy was not incidentally
directed toward achieving concrete material objectives, particularly in
securing new markets to replace those lost as a consequence of the
American Civil War. The domestic side of this foreign policy was
equally important because it involved the British government’s at-
tempts to promote economic prosperity and thereby to preserve politi-
cal and social stability. Finally, British policy had its hegemonial
dimension as it offered the attractive possibility of achieving British
supremacy in Europe through financial strength and trade rather than
through military power and alliances, which imposed financial bur-
dens and limitations on one’s freedom of action.

Metzler argues that these various layers of British policy were
tightly bound together with the idealistic dimension often covering the
more egoistic and materialistic motives. While a Richard Cobden
might view the substitution of free trade for traditional diplomacy as
the effective elimination of international politics, the reality was that
British trade policy was just another form of politics. For Britain, the
principal problem was that there were no partners for such a policy.
None of the European powers was willing to give up its own self-
interest in order to promote British interests. In the absence of an
acceptable concept of collective responsibility or indeed of Europe
itself, the British attempted to substitute a free trade system for a state
system. Metzler concludes it was a policy that was bound to fail not
only because it was incompatible with the interests of the other
European powers, but also because it was undermined by domestic
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developments within Britain itself. The reform of 1867 brought new
voices and interests into the political arena in Britain, and they would
eventually destroy the earlier consensus on the efficacy of free trade.

It is difficult to do justice to Metzler’s complex approach to this
topic in a few paragraphs. Readers will appreciate that the book is well
organized and written in a clear and unaffected style. In addition to a
thorough table of contents, it has a fine scholarly apparatus, including
separate indexes to persons and subjects. Non-specialists and readers
seeking a coherent narrative of British policy toward Europe will
probably find the book a challenge; but, taken on its own terms, it offers
a welcome contribution toward an understanding of some of the
complexities of European international relations in the decade and a
half following the Crimean War. Most important, Metzler’s work
clarifies the role that Great Britain played in the process of turning the
European state system into the unstable condition that would lead to
the First World War.
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affairs in the nineteenth century.
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