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THE RECEPTION OF THE HOLY ALLIANCE

    “A CONGRESS OF KINGS was to be held at Cambray. It was to consist of Maximilian the Emperor, Francis the First king of France, Henry the Eighth of England, and Charles, the sovereign of the low countries. They were to enter, in the most solemn manner, into mutual and indissoluble engagements to preserve Peace with each other, and consequently, Peace throughout Europe . . . But certain persons, who get nothing by Peace and a great deal by War, threw obstacles in the way, which prevented this truly kingly purpose from being carried into execution.” Erasmus, The Complaint of Peace (1517).

    
    Through their adhesion to the “Act of September 14, 1815,” on the Plain of Vertus, the chief Continental Powers had reluctantly signed the acknowledgment of an obligation to “common action.” If the mystical language of the “Holy Alliance” contained any practical meaning this lay in its affirmation that the sovereigns of Europe should “on all occasions and in all places lend each other aid and assistance.” Nor was this to be a “partial and exclusive alliance.” All Powers who should choose solemnly to avow its “sacred principles” were to be received in its bonds “with equal ardor and affection.” Before noting the effect of this invitation upon the non-signatory Powers, it would be well to consider certain evidence concerning the attitude of the signers themselves toward the vague program to which they found themselves pledged.

    
    The spirit in which Alexander’s cherished scheme for a Christian League of Peace was received by his allies is perhaps best shown in Metternich’s own account of the events just preceding the signature of the manifesto:

    
    During the course of the negotiations which brought about the signature of the second Peace of Paris, the Emperor Alexander asked me for an interview. He then informed me that he was busy with a great enterprise concerning which he especially desired to consult the Emperor Francis. “There are certain matters,” said the Tsar, “which can only be considered in the light of intimate beliefs. Moreover, such beliefs are entirely subject to influences and considerations of a personal character. If this matter were purely an affair of state, I would immediately have asked for your advice. The subject, however, is one of such a nature that the council of official advisers can be of no use. It is one requiring the decisions of sovereigns themselves . . .” Several days afterwards, the Emperor Francis sent for me and informed me that he had just returned from a visit to the Tsar, who had asked him to come alone to discuss matters of high importance. “The subject of our conversation,” said the Emperor, “you will understand, after reading the document the Tsar has submitted to me with the request I give it my earnest attention . . . For my own part, I have no sympathies with the ideas it contains, which have given me food for great unrest.”

    
    It did not require any very serious study to convince me the document had no other value or sense except considered as a philanthropic aspiration cloaked in religious phraseology. I was convinced it could in no way be considered the subject of a treaty between sovereigns, and that it might even give rise to grave misinterpretations of a religious character.

    
    Metternich found the King of Prussia, who had also been consulted by Alexander, averse to thwarting the desire of his powerful ally, but equally doubtful as to the propriety of signing the manifesto in its original form. It was only after Metternich had, not without difficulty, secured the Tsar’s consent to a number of changes that the promised signatures of the Emperor of Austria and the King of Prussia were finally obtained. In the case of Emperor Francis this act was executed (as Metternich states) “in spite of a natural antipathy with which the whole project inspired him.” In closing his account of the above transaction, Metternich adds the following significant, though somewhat disingenuous, paragraph:

    
    The irrefutable proof of what I have detailed above is found in the fact that subsequently there never was any question among the Cabinets of Europe of a “Holy Alliance”; that no such questions indeed could arise. It was only those hostile to the monarchical party who sought to exploit this act and use it as a weapon of calumny against its authors. The Holy Alliance was never founded to restrain the liberties of the people, nor to advance the cause of absolutism. It was solely the expression of the mystical beliefs of the Emperor Alexander; the application of the principles of Christianity to public policy. It is from this strange mixture of religious and political theories that the conception of the Holy Alliance arose. It was developed under the influence of Madame de Krüdener and Monsieur Bergasse. No one knows better than myself the true meaning of this empty and sonorous document.

    
    Metternich (who at a later date was to turn to the purposes of Austrian diplomacy the bond of indiscriminate solidarity which Alexander believed to be the essence of the Holy Alliance) always insisted upon the essential difference between the League of Sorereigns and the “conventional” agreements of the System of 1815. Posterity, he believed, would ascribe to his “system"—rather than to the Tsar’s manifesto—the credit for the long peace enjoyed by Europe from the downfall of Napoleon to the outbreak of the Crimean War. Perhaps the truest conception of this muchmisunderstood document may be obtained from the writings of the two philosophers to whom Alexander was chiefly indebted for his political theories—Bergasse and Laharpe.

    
    Two fundamental ideas (wrote Bergasse) appear as the basis of the Treaty of the Holy Alliance: The Sovereignty of God, the Brotherhood of Mankind.

    
    The spectacle offered by the events of the Revolution has afforded a terrible lesson both to the nations and their rulers. The catastrophes which have shaken the foundations of Europe had one fundamental cause: the weakening of the bonds of religion and the resulting corruption of both peoples and princes. This corruption of public morals brought with it inevitable disorder and anarchy. The systematic repudiation of all Divine Law—and the pretensions advanced by those who believed only in the sovereign rights of man—were the fundamentals of revolutionary doctrine. According to these theories (had such a result been possible) organized disorder would have been permanently established, thus inaugurating a period of fresh disasters.

    
    In the presence of such a possibility it became a great and solemn necessity to proclaim as a guiding principle the sovereignty of the Divine Will—and the essential doctrine that nations as well as individuals must obey His laws if they desire to continue in a state of peace and prosperity.

    
    In the face of the general criticism which the mystical language of Alexander’s manifesto aroused, even his old teacher Laharpe was moved to defend the good intentions—and good sense—of his Imperial pupil. There was little in common, however, between the theories of the Holy Alliance and his own philosophical precepts. His half-hearted explanations are chiefly interesting because of his early relations to the Tsar.

    
    In answer to an article on “Alexander of Russia,” by Impeytany, Laharpe wrote:

    
    Although intrepid in the midst of danger, Alexander had a horror of war. Thoroughly aware of the abuses that excite the discontent of nations, he hoped that during a lengthened peace, the want of which was generally felt, the governments of Europe, recognizing the importance of undertaking such reforms as the necessities of the age called for, would seriously apply themselves to that work. To this end a state of profound tranquillity was indispensable; and as the confusion of the past thirty years appeared to have greatly weakened the old ideas of order and subordination, he thought to offer a remedy by making a solemn appeal to religion. So far at least as this monarch is concerned, no doubt such an appeal was an emanation proceeding from his own noble heart; but the genius of evil soon took possession of these philanthropic conceptions, and turned them against himself. The assemblage in the “Plaine de Vertus” ( 14 September, 1815) of a Russian army of 160,000 men ready for the field, struck with amazement the diplomatic corps of Europe, who were present at the imposing spectacle; but such an exhibition of the military strength of a vast empire alarmed them much less than the invisible power and perfect moral influence which the greatness of soul and well-known principles of the monarch who now reviewed his troops had created. At this period, indeed, from north to south, from east to west, the eyes of the oppressed were turned towards Alexander I; but from this moment also is to be dated the conspiracy which secretly plotted to strip him of that formidable moral power, which gave him for auxiliaries every friend of enlightenment and humanity—the universal cooperation of honest men. Disposed by the native moderation of his character to consent to anything which might remove fears of his preponderating influence, and willing at any price to dissipate the alarm that was feigned or felt, he consented to the establishment of a court of Areopagus, where a majority of votes should decide the measures to be taken in common for the maintenance of the general tranquillity. The genius of evil quickly caught a glimpse of the advantage he might reap from so generous an abrogation of this preponderating influence. Thanks to the troublesome and vexatious turn the members managed to give to the progress of ordinary affairs, the confidence of the nations was impaired, and the magnanimous monarch who had so well deserved it saw it lost, amid the impious acclamations of the enemies to his glory, who did not hesitate to impute to his obstinate and absolute will, measures the most unpopular which they dictated in their Areopagus.

    
    The suspicions and distrust with which his declaration of peace and good will was received by the Powers of Europe2 caused Alexander to take decisive measures to correct the impression that his “Great Enterprise” was intended to hide a policy of self-interest. On March 18, 1816 (following an Imperial ukase ordering that a manifesto summarizing the treaty of the Holy Alliance be read in all the churches of the Empire), Alexander wrote a long letter to his Ambassador in London, Count Lieven, disclaiming any intention of hostile action “against non-Christian nations.” He protested with pathetic vehemence against the calumny which persisted in considering this act of Christian love and fraternity as masking a plan for further conquest.

    
    In this declaration, written by Alexander’s own hand, we may recognize not only the spirit of mystical ardor which lay at the root of the “Holy Treaty,” but also the very style and dialect of this extraordinary document.

    
    The letter to Lieven was, moreover, a renewed appeal to Great Britain to join the chief Powers of Europe in their Pact of Peace. At the time the Holy Alliance was promulgated the Prince Regent had refused to become a party to this supplemental treaty, “not because of the principles set forth,” but because (as he declared in a letter of October 6, 1816) “the Act of September 26, 1815, was personally concluded by the signatory sovereigns while the British Constitution demanded that treaties should be signed by the responsible Ministers.”

    
    Liberal opinion in Great Britain had shown itself immediately suspicious of this Brotherhood of Sovereigns, and indeed of the whole language and tone of the “Holy Pact.” Partisan spirit and a desire to embarrass the government were undoubtedly at the bottom of many of the fiery speeches made by the Liberals in Parliament and the denunciations that soon appeared in the newspapers of the day. During the two brief sessions of Parliament which considered the question of the new treaty it is doubtful whether the opposition fully realized the importance of the subject upon which they poured forth their critical eloquence. This was particularly true in the case of Brougham. It was the old grievance of “secret diplomacy” and the “clique” directing the policy of the Foreign Office which excited his wrath.

    
    In the session of the House of Commons held February 8, 1816,

    
    Mr. Brougham stated that he would now move for the production of two papers which, though he had reason to believe they existed, were not to be found in the great mass laid before the House. The first he considered with great jealousy and alarm, coupled with the speech made from the Throne and the declarations of the Noble Lord. It was a treaty (dated September 25, 1815)1 between Austria, Russia and Prussia, a treaty to which this country was not a party, nor yet France. It was ratified the 25th of December, a day ostentatiously mentioned as the Birthday of our Saviour. The treaty was of a very general nature and seemed to have no definite practical or secular object but professed to relate to the interests of the Christian nations. He suspected more was meant by this than met the eye.

    
    Formally answering the above statement, Lord Castlereagh merely stated: “I believe the treaty had no evil views whatsoever.”

    
    Referring to a treaty alleged to have been signed between France and Austria and some other Power “to which Mr. Brougham had referred in an earlier part of his speech,” Lord Castlereagh somewhat superciliously declared “he could not understand to what paper the former referred.” He closed his formal acknowledgment of Brougham’s interpellation by declaring that the treaties as he understood them were “concluded in the mildest spirit of Christian tolerance,” although he admitted “that they were drawn up in a manner rather unusual.”

    
    During the session of the House of Commons held on February 9,3 Brougham renewed his attack upon the treaty, which, it is to be noted, still remained unnamed. “The sovereigns,” he began, “have merely bound themselves to observe their mutual engagements and to promote the Christian faith.” “What engagements,” he asked, “are these, and why is it necessary to protect the Christian faith?” 

    
    “Something in the very language adopted, though it professed no practical or secular object, bears in itself a character of suspicion.” Continuing in the same tone of biting sarcasm he referred with telling effect to the fact that the very Powers which had become a party to the League were those which had joined in the great international infamy of the partition of Poland. “Even the language of diplomacy,” he declared, “can not disguise the fact that a similar intention is probably maintained at the present moment.” Here the speaker was interrupted by loud Liberal cheering. When this had died away, Brougham moved an address to the Prince Regent, asking both for the production of the treaties and of another treaty dated January 26, 1815, concerning “guarantees against Russia.”

    
    Castlereagh’s reply was a model of moderation and debating skill. “If the sovereigns had not coalesced,” he advanced, “Europe would never have been relieved.” The success of the Confederation was due “entirely to the present conferences of the sovereigns. At Chaumont the sovereigns had expressly reserved the right to make separate engagements not contrary to the general objects of the war.” Castlereagh felt he could even admit that the Emperor of Russia had shown him a rough draft of the agreement referred to, before it was submitted to the other sovereigns, and at the same time had requested him to invite the Prince Regent to accede to the treaty. His answer to this request had been that it was not usual for the British Government to be a party to treaties concluded in such a form. At the same time he added his assurances that every good disposition was felt toward the object of the arrangement, which was not directed against “an un-Christian Power,” as was very generally believed.

    
    Mr. Bennett, another prominent leader of the Liberal opposition, now took up the line of attack where Brougham had left off. “Lord Castlereagh’s arrogant tone,” he declared, “seems to consider independent states at his disposal so that he decides their fate according to his will; one to be weakened, the third divided, etc.” He then censured the Noble Lord for the tone of eulogy which he had used in connection with the Alliance which Mr. Brougham had brought to his attention. He characterized it as a compact “conspicuously against the freedom anti rights of the subjects of the sovereigns concerned.” 

    
    This brief outburst of Liberal hostility to the first announcement of the Holy Alliance appears to have been without immediate result. For many weeks all further discussion of the matter was avoided in Parliament. By a party vote of 30 against 104 (a division along party lines), Brougham’s motion was defeated. The deep waters of the ministerial majority closed silently over the whole matter. A brief editorial appeared in the Times of February 9, generally unfavorable in its tone to the principles of the Holy Alliance. But even the Thunderer kept silence in the face of the governmental policy which counseled Great Britain to consolidate a necessary friendship between Great Britain and the Tsar of Russia.

    
    Just one hundred years ago the young philosopher Emerson wrote concerning the states of Europe in his Concord Diaries:

    
    Aloof from contagion during the long progress of their decline, America hath ample interval to lay deep and solid foundations for the greatness of the New World.

    
    Let the young American withdraw his eyes from all but his own country, and try, if he can, to find employment there . . . In this age the despots of Europe are engaged in the common cause of tightening the bonds of monarchy about the thriving liberties and the laws of men; and the unprivileged orders, the bulk of human society, gasping for breath beneath their chains, and darting impatient glances towards the free institution of other countries. To America, therefore, monarchs look with apprehension, and the people with hope.

    
    During the great crisis of reconstruction following the Napoleonic Wars, Emerson in voicing the liberal opinion of New England but repeated the warnings of Washington. Yet many reasons insistently urged a “moral participation” in European affairs. Moreover, the invitation extended to the United States to share in the councils of Europe, as we shall have cause to note in the present chapter, was no less insistent than at the present day.

    
    The decision which the statesmen of the Washington Cabinet were called upon to take with respect to American participation in the affairs of Europe during the period from 1815 to 1818 recalls the no less momentous problems of the present time.
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