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The Voice of Conservatism: Metternich of Austria

THERE WAS NO GREATER SYMBOL of conservatism in the first half
of the nineteenth century than Prince Klemens von Metternich
of Austria. Metternich played a crucial role at the Congress of
Vienna and worked tirelessly for thirty years to repress the
nrevolutionary seed,” as he called it, that had been spread to
Europe by the “military despotism of Bonaparte.”

Rlemens von Metternich, Memoirs

We are convinced that society can no longer be saved
without strong and vigorous resolutions on the part of the
Governments still free in their opinions and actions.

We are also convinced that this may be, if the
Governments face the truth, if they free themselves from all
illusion, if they join their ranks and take their stand on a line
of correct, unambiguous, and frankly announced principles.

By this course the monarchs will fulfill the duties imposed
upon them by Him who, by entrusting them with power, has
charged them to watch over the maintenance of justice, and
the rights of all, to avoid the paths of error, and tread firmly
in the way of truth. . ..

If the same elements of destruction which are now
throwing society into convulsions have existed in all ages—
for every age has seen immoral and ambitious men,
hypocrites, men of heated imaginations, wrong motives, and
wild projects—yet ours, by the single fact of the liberty of the
press, possesses more than any preceding age the means of
contact, seduction, and attraction whereby to act on these
different classes of men. '

We are certainly not alone in questioning if society can
exist with the liberty of the press, a scourge unknown to the
world before the latter half of the seventeenth century, and
restrained until the end of the eighteenth, with scarcely any
exceptions but England—a part of Europe separated from the
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continent by the sea, as well as by her language and by her
peculiar manners.

The first principle to be followed by the monarchs, united
as they are by the coincidence of their desires and opinions,
should be that of maintaining the stability of political
institutions against the disorganized excitement which has
taken possession of men’s minds; the immutability of
principles against the madness of their interpretation; and
respect for laws actually in force against a desire for their
destruction. . . .

The first and greatest concern for the immense majority
of every nation is the stability of the laws, and their
uninterrupted action—never their change. Therefore, let the
Governments govern, let them maintain the groundwork of
their institutions, both ancient and modern; for if it is at all
times dangerous to touch them, it certainly would not now,
in the general confusion, be wise to do so....

Let them maintain religious principles in all their purity,
and not allow the faith to be attacked and morality
interpreted according to the social contract or the visions
of foolish sectarians.

Let them suppress Secret Societies, that gangrene of
society. . ..

To every great State determined to survive the storm
there still remain many chances of salvation, and a strong
union between the States on the principles we have
announced will overcome the storm itself.

m Based on Metternich's discussion, how would you
define conservatism? What experiences conditioned
Metternich’s ideas? Based on this selection, what
policies do you think Metternich would have wanted
his government to pursue?

Source: Reprinted from Klemens von Metternich, Memoirs, Alexander Napler, trans, (London: Richard Bentley & Sons, 1881).

took precedence over individual rights; society must be orga-
nized and ordered, and tradition remained the best guide for
order. After 1815, the political philosophy of conservatism
was supported by hereditary monarchs, government bureau-
cracies, landowning aristocracies, and revived churches, be
they Protestant or Catholic. The conservative forces appeared
dominant after 1815, both internationally and domestically.

Conservative Domination:
The Concert of Europe

The European powers’ fear of revolution and war led them to
develop the Concert of Europe as a means to maintain the
new status quo they had constructed. This accord grew out of
the reaffirmation of the Quadruple Alliance in November
1815, Great Britain, Russia, Prussia, and Austria renewed their
commitment against any attempted restoration of Bonapartist

power and agreed to meet periodically in conferences to dis
cuss their common interests and examine measures that “wi
be judged most salutary for the repose and prosperity of peo
ples, and for the maintenance of peace in Europe.”

In accordance with the agreement for periodic meetings
four congresses were held between 1818 and 1822. The first,
held in 1818 at Aix-la-Chapelle (ex-lah-shah-PELL), was by
far the most congenial. “Never have I known a prettier little
congress,” said Metternich. The four great powers agreed to
withdraw their army of occupation from France and to add
France to the Concert of Europe. The Quadruple Alliance
became a quintuple alliance.

The next congress proved far less pleasant. This session, at
Troppau (TROP-ow), was called in the autumn of 1820 to
deal with the outbreak of Yevolution in Spain and Italy. The
revolt in Spain was directed against Ferdinand VII, the Bour-
bon king who had been restored to the throne in 1814.
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