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It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was 

the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it 

was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it 

was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, 

we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way – in 

short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of its noisiest 

authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative 

degree of comparison only. (DICKENS, 2012). 

 



 

RESUMO 

 

Essa dissertação tem o objetivo de abordar um elemento geralmente negligenciado pelas teorias 

de Relações Internacionais: as sociedades de corte, tal como foram conceituadas pelo sociólogo 

Norbert Elias. A principal intenção é mostrar que tais organizações sociais podem funcionar 

como condições necessárias, mas não determinantes na configuração de padrões aceitáveis de 

condita e membresia que influenciam o comportamento dos estados em uma sociedade 

internacional. Para este fim, o quadro teórico construído por Andrew Linklater, que combina a 

abordagem da Escola Inglesa das Relações Internacionais com a sociologia de Elias, foi usado 

como principal referência. Às suas conclusões, foi adicionado um esforço teórico que buscou 

incluir de forma mais completa as sociedades de corte. Tendo as bases teóricas sido delimitadas, 

um estudo de caso da sociedade de corte britânica no período da Regência (1788-1830) foi 

feito, analisando minuciosamente suas principais características. Por fim, investigou-se a 

interpretação feita pela Grã-Bretanha das regras e instituições da sociedade internacional 

europeia com o intuito de observar se as características específicas de sua sociedade de corte 

influenciaram a maneira como este estado lidou com os padrões aceitáveis de conduta e 

mambresia da sociedade de estados em questão. A influência das sociedades de corte foi sutil, 

mas de forma alguma irrelevante: elas fornecem um quadro normativo que molda a forma que 

os tomadores de decisão veem o mundo e agem nele. 

 

Palavras-chave: Sociedades de corte. Escola Inglesa das Relações Internacionais. Norbert 

Elias. Andrew Linklater. Regência na Inglaterra. Sociedade internacional europeia. Instituições 

internacionais. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation aims at addressing an element usually overlooked in International Relations 

theory: court societies as they were conceptualised by sociologist Norbert Elias. The intention 

was to show that such social organisations can function as necessary, but not determinant 

conditions that shape patterns of rightful conduct and rightful membership that influence state 

conduct in an international society. To that end, Andrew Linklater’s theoretical framework, 

which combines the English School approach to International Relations and Eliasian sociology, 

is used as the main frame of reference. To his findings was added a theoretical effort that 

attempted to better include court societies. Having delimited the theoretical foundations, and in 

the guise of a case study, the main features of British court society during the Regency period 

(1788-1830) were carefully analysed. Finally, Britain’s interpretations of the rules and 

institutions of the European international society were investigated in order to observe whether 

or not the particular features of its court society influenced the way it dealt with patterns of 

rightful conduct and rightful membership of this society of states. The influence of court 

societies was found to be subtle, but by no means irrelevant: they actually provide a normative 

framework that shape how decision-makers understand the world and how to behave in it. 

 

Key-words: Court societies. English School of International Relations. Norbert Elias. Andrew 

Linklater. Regency England. European international society. International institutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

 

FIGURE 1 - Classical three traditions of the English School ……………………………42 

FIGURE 2 - Buzan’s final revision of the three traditions ………………………………44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 

 

British Committee British Committee on the Theory of International Politics 

Commons  House of Commons 

EU   European Union 

IR   International Relations 

Lords   House of Lords 

LSE   London School of Economics and Political Sciences 

UK    United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CONTENTS 

 

1 INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................................... 19 
1.1 What, where, when, and most importantly why ...................................................... 21 
1.1.1 Accepting Linklater’s challenge.......................................................................... 24 
1.1.2 History matters ..................................................................................................... 28 
1.1.3 And so do court societies ..................................................................................... 31 

2 CHAPTER I - THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS: THE ENGLISH SCHOOL 

MEETS ELIASIAN SOCIOLOGY .......................................................................... 33 
2.1 International Relations framework: The English School and the idea of a society 

of states .................................................................................................................................... 33 
2.1.1 Defining International Society: founding fathers and reassessments .............. 38 
2.1.2 The English School triad: do not forget the other two ....................................... 42 
2.1.3 The European international society .................................................................... 46 
2.1.3.1 Values, rules and institutions................................................................................ 50 
2.2 Eliasian Sociology: court societies and the civilising process ................................. 53 
2.2.1 The civilising process ........................................................................................... 55 
2.2.1.1 The civilising process and international relations ............................................... 62 
2.2.2 Court societies ...................................................................................................... 66 
2.2.2.1 Court societies, the civilising process and international relations: a summary .. 71 

3 CHAPTER II - BRITISH COURT SOCIETY: AN ELIASIAN APPROACH .... 73 
3.1 Places of dwelling: Country homes and the London Season .................................. 76 
3.2 Delicate and changing equilibrium in power relations............................................ 87 
3.2.1 Historical evolution of the balance of social tensions ........................................ 88 
3.2.2 Regency society: heyday of aristocratic influence .............................................. 97 
3.3 Etiquette and ceremonial ......................................................................................... 104 
3.4 The influence of religion ........................................................................................... 109 
3.5 Reactions to the French Revolution ........................................................................ 115 

4 CHAPTER III - BRITAIN AND THE INSTITUTIONS OF THE EUROPEAN 

INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY: A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE? ................... 121 
4.1 Sovereignty and territoriality .................................................................................. 124 
4.1.1 The Vienna Settlement ...................................................................................... 125 
4.1.2 British perspectives ............................................................................................ 127 
4.2 War, diplomacy and the balance of power ............................................................. 128 
4.2.1 Absolutist Europe............................................................................................... 128 
4.2.2 The revolutionary challenge.............................................................................. 130 
4.2.3 The Vienna Settlement ...................................................................................... 131 
4.2.4 British perspectives ............................................................................................ 132 
4.3 Dynasticism and great power management ........................................................... 133 
4.3.1 The Vienna Settlement ...................................................................................... 134 
4.3.2 British perspectives ............................................................................................ 136 
4.4 Colonialism, human inequality and international law .......................................... 137 
4.4.1 The Vienna Settlement ...................................................................................... 140 
4.4.2 British perspectives ............................................................................................ 140 
4.5 The influence of British court society ..................................................................... 142 

5 FINAL REMARKS .................................................................................................. 151 

REFERENCES ..................................................................................................................... 155 



 19 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Britain’s choice to withdraw from the European Union (EU) following the 2016 

referendum evokes some questions about its levels of recognition and interaction with states of 

Continental Europe. Historically speaking, this relationship has oscillated between periods of 

marked proximity and periods of detachment, with Britain usually following a path of its own. 

When one considers the times of the Concert of Europe, in the early years of the nineteenth 

century, this difference between British and European perspectives is apparent. It is also quite 

puzzling. The Concert was an arrangement whereby the five great powers of the time (Britain, 

France, Austria, Prussia and Russia) would cooperate to maintain order in the European 

international society after the upheavals caused by the French Revolution and subsequent wars. 

In theory, the powers were all conservative monarchies that fought an almost total war against 

Napoleon and the spread of revolutionary ideas, and that attempted to restore Europe to its pre-

revolutionary absolutist splendour. In practice, however, there were noticeable disagreements 

between Britain and the other powers, especially concerning the prerogative ascribed by the 

powers to themselves of intervening in states that did not subscribe to a particular kind of 

domestic political organisation. 

This difference drew my attention, and while attempting to understand it I came across 

a very interesting element, one that is usually forgotten in most International Relations (IR) 

theories: court societies, as they were defined and characterised by sociologist Norbert Elias. 

My research departs from Andrew Linklater’s claim that, while there are accounts of the 

socialisation of states into an international society, especially by the members of English School 

of International Relations, there is an important element in this process that scholars usually 

overlook: the close relationship between elites through the interconnectedness of the absolutist 

courts in Europe. Linklater attempted to combine Elias’s theories with the premises of the 

English School to account for the gradual restriction of violent conduct between states, an 

essential condition for the emergence of an international society, and he gave court societies an 

important role in this development. Due to limitations of time and resources, I shall take his 

assumptions about the important role of court societies in the constitution of the European 

international society for granted. My aim is to understand the specific case of Britain’s 

divergent conduct during the Concert of Europe in the light of court societies. 

To that end, this dissertation will be organised as follows. The rest of this introduction 

will attempt to better define the object (aka court societies) and demonstrate its relevance to the 

study of International Relations. At first, I address issues such as what are court societies, what 
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is my initial conception of British court society in the Regency period, when exactly was this 

period called the Regency and why is it relevant, where this whole research idea came from 

and, most importantly, why is it important to undertake it. The first chapter will address the 

theoretical framework employed in the dissertation. I shall first present the English School 

approach to international relations, and then Norbert Elias’s writings on court societies and the 

civilising process. After that, I expound on Linklater’s argument on the benefits of combining 

these two theories for both IR and sociology, but here I attempt to enlarge his assumptions so 

that court societies can be more fully integrated and be given more attention in the general 

framework. My main contention is that court societies are one of the forms taken by “world 

society” in the period analysed, and as such that they can shape patterns of rightful conduct and 

rightful membership of the European international society. 

The second chapter will apply Elias’s framework to the specific case of British court 

society in the Regency period (1788-1830). I shall address the main points in his 

characterisation of such social figurations and observe how Britain fits his ideal type. The main 

features of Regency high society are analysed, along with prevailing courtly-aristocratic values. 

This is a more historical sociological analysis than a particularly international one. The third 

chapter, in turn, addresses the implications of courts societies to the international realm. More 

specifically, it is in this final chapter that I intend to observe if any influence of the specific 

characteristics of British court society can be felt when Britain’s interpretation of the rules and 

institutions of the European international society is analysed.  

It is also important to clarify what this research will not do. While I attempt to expand 

Linklater’s theoretical formulations, this can only be achieved in a tentative way. There are 

limits to what can actually be accomplished in a dissertation, and I did not seek to overcome 

them. The main contention is that court societies matter to the study of international relations. 

Well, since a grand study of the emergence of the European international society and how the 

restriction of violent conduct between states was brought about by the interconnectedness of 

European elites through the absolutist courts is hardly feasible here, I attempted to demonstrate 

the importance of court societies in a simpler manner. By analysing a specific state (Britain), 

with a specific configuration of curt society, at a specific period in history (the Regency era), 

and how it interprets the rules of an already existent European international society, I intended 

to show that decision making in the international realm is infused with courtly-aristocratic 

values and thus that the study of court societies deserves more attention than it currently 

receives.  
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1.1 What, where, when, and most importantly why 

 

This section intends, as was explained above, to delimitate the object spatially and 

temporally, then insert it in the broader framework of International Relations and justify its 

choice as the main focus of the dissertation. Those are actually very important steps, 

considering they will lay the ground for the further development of the argument presented 

above. To begin with, we shall deal with the what problem: what exactly is this research about? 

Well, the core theme of this dissertation are court societies as they were described and 

conceptualized by Norbert Elias (2001) in his masterful work The court society1 and how such 

social formations fit the theoretical framework of International Relations. A more detailed 

analysis of Elias’s ideas and their implications will feature in another chapter, but for now it is 

important to have in mind that court societies were considered by Elias (2001) to be the body 

that represented the quintessential social structures of the ancien régime in most of Western 

Europe, serving as lenses through which the king saw the world. As such, “[…] the court and 

life at court were at the origin of every experience, of every idea the absolutist kings of the 

ancien régime had of men and the world.” (ELIAS, 2001, p. 67, my translation2). The courts 

were composed by individuals coexisting around the king in a delicate and changing 

equilibrium, tied together by a rigid (though not immutable) hierarchical order and a meticulous 

etiquette that was used to differentiate them from each other and, most importantly, from those 

that did not belong to such body. The king was at the centre of such organisation and maintained 

its equilibrium, but was himself a “prisoner” of the rules he created (ELIAS, 2001). 

Court societies are an important part of Norbert Elias’s broader theoretical formulations 

on what he called the “civilising process”, a concept that is worth introducing now. In his 

seminar book on the subject, The civilizing process: sociogenetic and psycogenetic 

investigations (ELIAS, 2000), Elias meant to understand certain long-term process of change 

in European societies and their connection. More specifically, he was concerned with how 

changes in the structure of society that took place from the middle ages to the nineteenth century 

and changes in the structure of people’s behaviour and psychical habitus in the same period 

related to and influenced one another (ELIAS, 2000; LINKLATER; MENNELL, 2010). As it 

was said before, his theories will be addressed in more detail later on, but for now it is sufficient 

                                                 
1 For purposes of transparency, it is important to point out that I am actually using the 2001 Brazilian edition of 

this book, entitled A sociedade de corte: investigação sobre a sociologia da realeza e da aristocracia de corte. 
2 “[...] a corte e a vida na corte constituíam o local originário de toda a experiência, de toda a compreensão do 

homem e do mundo por parte do rei absolutista no Ancien Régime.” 
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to say that Elias observed a correlation between the centralisation of government under the 

auspices of the modern state and changes in patterns of behaviour that culminated in a 

progressive restriction of violent conduct, in the advancement of the threshold of shame and 

embarrassment, and in the relegation to the private sphere of every action and bodily function 

associated with a more “animalistic” side of men (such as physiological needs, sexual drives 

and even the cutting and cleaning of meat that would be served at meals). These dynamics 

(state-formation and behavioural restriction) took place largely through court societies and, 

ultimately, their conjunction was responsible for the Europeans, especially those of the 

nineteenth century, to think of themselves as more civilised than both their forebears and other, 

non-European, societies (ELIAS, 2000). 

Having said that, it should be stressed that I am not dealing with just any court society, 

but that of Britain during the Regency period (1788-1830). Although Elias developed his ideas 

focusing primarily on the French absolutist court of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

and set it as the closest example of his ideal-typification, that does not mean that other court 

societies should go unnoticed, and Regency England is a particular interesting case to study. 

The differences between the French-absolutist and Regency court societies are significant, but 

the principle is the same: they both act as lenses to the way the world was perceived by decision-

makers. In the British case, however, the monarch was never in such a prominent position as 

were many French kings, especially after the revolutions of the seventeenth century established 

a certain amount of control by Parliament over the king and his household3. Politics, however, 

remained essentially a noblemen’s realm, and even in the House of Commons aristocratic 

patronage was significant (HALÉVY, 1960). 

Another difference was that the British monarchy during the Regency did not have a 

place analogous to Versailles where the nobility could converge. It could be argued, however, 

and this is what I maintain here, that the Season, or the time of the year when Parliament was 

in session and the main aristocratic families gathered in London, could very much pass as its 

surrogate. At this time (usually from February until August each year) the aristocracy opened 

their townhouses to a myriad of balls, dinners, musicales and many other types of entertainment. 

In these events fashions were set, debutantes were presented, marriages were arranged and 

political alliances were made. And, just the same as in the French court, etiquette became a very 

important means of distinction and social exclusion, with the fate of whole families hanging by 

                                                 
3 The Puritan Revolution of 1642 and the Glorious Revolution of 1688. This shall be discussed in more detail in 

chapter II. 
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a thread. The main difference was that the king did not control this equilibrium alone, but shared 

the task with other grand aristocratic houses (ELIAS, 2001). Therefore, even though in Britain 

the political sphere was theoretically distinct from the personal rule of the sovereign, it still held 

the ethos of a court society, for politics was still under the influence of “the good society”. 

At this point it is important to delimitate what I consider to be Regency England and the 

time span I decided to adopt. But first, a mild terminological clarification is in order. 

Throughout the dissertation, I may use the terms England, Great Britain and United Kingdom 

(UK) as almost interchangeable, which they are not. The UK, or United Kingdom of Great 

Britain and Northern Ireland, is a political term used to designate a state, and today it comprises 

the island of Great Britain and, as of 1922, the northern part of Ireland. From 1801 until 1922, 

however, the whole of Ireland was part of it, so, in the period analysed, the name was actually 

United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. Great Britain on the other hand is a geographical 

term used to designate the largest of the British Isles and it comprises three countries: England, 

Scotland and the Principality of Wales. England, accordingly, is only one of the constituting 

countries of the United Kingdom, albeit the one where the capital city and its administrative 

bodies are stationed. 

It is important to stress that I employ the expression “Regency England” in a more 

flexible way as to include the United Kingdom as a whole. This is not an attempt to deny the 

importance of or ignore the other constituent countries, but simply as a way to avoid confusion 

between the period in question and regencies in other times and countries that the use of simpler 

terms such as “the Regency” or “Regency period” could arouse. Also, the expression “Regency 

England” is more common (and more aesthetic) than either “Regency UK” or “Regency 

Britain”. The same applies to the usage of “British court society” instead of “UK court society”. 

One interesting exception, though, is the word “Britain”, which is a term officially used to 

designate the United Kingdom as a whole and not just a short word for Great Britain. To sum 

up, England, Great Britain and United Kingdom represent different entities, but for purposes 

of simplification and aesthetics they are sometimes used as interchangeable concepts 

throughout the dissertation. When that is not the case, it will be openly stated. 

At last, we come to the temporal delimitation of Regency England, which is, 

surprisingly, a somewhat contested issue. Officially, the Regency went from 1811, when King 

George III was declared unfit to rule by Parliament and his son, The Prince of Wales, was made 

Regent, until 1820, year of George III’s death and the Regent’s accession to the throne under 

the name George IV. The term, however, is used to characterise trends in the social, political, 

economic and cultural aspects of Britain through a more extensive period, that can comprise 



 24 

times as different as 1788-1830, 1795-1837, 1811-1820 or any variation therein. I opted to 

adopt the delimitation used by Venetia Murray (2000) which comprises the years from 1788 to 

1830 – in other words, from the first time the regency was contemplated (due to a bout of 

madness that befell George III) until the death of George IV, the former Prince Regent. I chose 

this delimitation primarily because it encompasses such turbulent times as the French 

Revolution, the Napoleonic Wars, the constant tension between restoration and revolution after 

the Congress of Vienna, the Luddite riots, and ends at the threshold of the important 1832 

Reform Act that reorganised the electoral system of Britain. Analysing such an exuberant and 

contradictory period through a shortened time span, as would be the case if I adopted the 

duration of the actual regency, would not do it justice and would also exclude an important 

hallmark of International Relations that is the French Revolution. Therefore, when talking about 

Regency England, I mean the years from 1788 until 1830. 

Having defined and delimitated the object I now turn to explaining where the research 

problem came from: as an answer to Andrew Linklater’s urge to the importance of studying 

other court societies (besides the French) in order to understand the civilising processes of 

different eras and places (LINKLATER, 2011a). This answer may be tentative, at best. But I at 

least recognise the relevance of court societies to the study of International Relations. The next 

session will thus present Linklater’s overall argument and insert this dissertation in his 

theoretical framework.  

 

1.1.1 Accepting Linklater’s challenge 

 

The idea that Norbert Elias’ process sociology has a lot to contribute to the theoretical 

framework of International Relations, especially the English School, is pervasive in Andrew 

Linklater’s work. In most of his latter writings he advocates a closer relationship between these 

two approaches and spares no efforts to demonstrate why4. His main argument is that while 

Elias’s long-term analysis of social and psychological change in Western Europe is a masterful 

account of the civilising of conduct and restriction of violence in the domestic realm, his 

description of the international could be enriched by the notions of “international society” and 

the “standard of civilisation” that feature in the English School’s framework. At the same time, 

the English School, while accounting for the restriction of violence between states and the 

                                                 
4 See for example Linklater (2004), (2011a), (2011b), (2011c), (2015), Linklater and Mennell (2010) and Linklater 

and Suganami (2006). 
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development and expansion of international society, fails to consider the links between this 

process and the broader phenomenon described by Elias, forgetting, to a large extent, the 

important role undertaken by court societies in this dynamic (LINKLATER, 2011a). For 

Linklater, the restriction of violence in social relations described by Elias and the restriction of 

violence in international relations described by the English School are essentially simultaneous 

and interconnected processes, and they need to be thought of and studied as such for a better 

understanding of current world dynamics (LINKLATER, 2011a). 

At this point, it is important to digress a bit to mention that Linklater is, for the most 

part, concerned with the normative implications of the civilising process in the international 

realm, namely its implications for interconnectedness and cosmopolitan harm conventions in 

world politics (LINKLATER, 2004; LINKLATER, 2011c; LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 

2006). His main purpose is to understand how an ever-closer relationship between states in an 

international society and the changing threshold of repugnance towards violence (that allows 

for ever decreasing levels of violence and gore) can decrease violent and non-violent harm and 

reduce human suffering in international relations (LIKLATER, 2004; LIKLATER, 2011c; 

LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 2006). Nevertheless, in a specific paper, namely, International 

society and the civilizing process (LINKLATER, 2011a), he is concerned less with normative 

and harm conventions and more in integrating the social (Elias’s) and the global (English 

School’s) civilising processes, and it is this combination that inspired the present dissertation 

and that will steer my argument throughout it. 

First, it is important to notice that Elias did include the international in his analysis. This 

realm was, according to Linklater and Mennell (2010) a very important part of his overall 

argument: the civilising process was, essentially, an international, or better yet, a transnational 

phenomenon that was in no way restricted to European societies. The problem with Elias’s 

conception, in Linklater’s understanding, was that it was virtually a neo-realist one, since he 

considered that relations between societies were mostly conflictual in nature and characterised 

by elimination contests and struggles for power in a context of anarchy (LINKLATER, 2011a). 

This conception is but the transposition of his thesis regarding the civilising process and state 

formation to the international realm: in the same way individuals struggled for power in the 

absence of a centralised government, societies entered into conflictual relations in an anarchical 

system. Therefore, a restriction of violence between states would only be achieved through the 

establishment of an international monopoly of power. This culminated in a janus-faced 

approach to violence, where it was forbidden in relations within states, but permitted, and even 

encouraged, in relations between them (ELIAS, 2000). 



 26 

Linklater (2011a) finds fault with this conception, mainly because he considers that 

relations between states were also, to a great extent, civilised. He adheres to the English 

School’s contention that even under anarchy states can share certain values and cooperate to 

create rules and maintain institutions that underpin them, and thus establish societal relations 

where war is not a regular condition (BULL, 2002). The interesting twist in Linklater’s idea is 

that, while Bull traces the restriction of violence to the desire to ensure the completion of three 

elementary (and universal) goals of social life (namely that life shall be protected, property 

respected and agreements kept), he (Linklater) presents a more historical reasoning: the 

connection and identification between the court societies of different European countries 

contributed to the dissemination of similar values and codes of behaviour, and that, in turn, 

influenced the way states related with one another (LINKLATER, 2011a). In his words,  

 

Court societies in Western Europe were bound together by familial ties that were 

reinforced by elite intermarriage, and the interweaving of courts influenced the ways 

in which societies behaved towards each other. […] Ruling groups identified more 

closely with each other than with the lower strata in their societies.” (LINKLATER, 

2011b, p. 50-51). 

 

He pays particular attention to the influence of the French court under Louis XIV in setting 

standards of “civilised statecraft”, or in other words, in advancing diplomatic representation 

and the restraint on impulsive conduct in international relations, which contributed to the 

emergence of a European international society (LINKLATER, 2011a). 

At this point, it should be stressed that when Linklater and Elias mention “restriction of 

violence” they refer to relations between those considered to belong to the same society: in 

Elias’s case, the same social strata and later the same state, and in Linklater’s members of the 

European international society. Since, in both cases, violence was proscribed amongst equals 

and encouraged towards those considered to be outsiders, this aspect of the civilising process 

can largely account for the legitimation of pernicious practices that took place in encounters of 

Europeans with non-European societies, such as domination, colonisation, extermination, 

slavery, conquest, transformation to fit the European model, etc., and that are expressed so well 

by the English School notion of a standard of civilisation (LINKLATER, 2011a). 

The inclusion of the idea of a standard of civilisation, or the “[…] expression of the 

assumptions, tacit and explicit, used to distinguish those that belong to a particular society from 

those that do not” (GONG, 1984, p. 3) is another contribution of the English School that 

Linklater considers important to include in his framework (LINKLATER, 2011a). Establishing 

a standard of civilisation means, in other words, to hierarchise relations and to legitimise 
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different approaches to those who belong to a society (insiders) as opposed to those who do not 

(outsiders), including the creation of highly arbitrary and mercurial standards of admittance. 

Thus, for Linklater, “European conceptions of civilized conduct had a clear impact on relations 

with the outside world” (2011a, p. 16), to the point that, in any attempt to analyse court societies 

and the civilising process, “[…] it would be necessary to analyse the relationship between court 

societies and standards of civilization that shaped attitudes and behaviour towards other groups” 

(LINKLATER, 2011a, p. 20-21).  

One can easily notice the importance attributed by Linklater to court societies and their 

role in the civilising process, both domestically and internationally. The emergence of the 

absolutist courts was essential to the “domestication of the warriors” and the increasing 

interconnectedness that generated internal pacification. At the same time, the interweaving of 

courts in the international realm contributed to the dissemination of shared values and identity 

that also helped to restrict violence in relations between states. Besides, the standard of 

civilisation established by European court societies in relation to other groups contributed to 

the (belated) inclusion of non-European states in an international society dominated by 

Europeans under highly unfavourable circumstances, and marked the development of a 

tremendously hierarchical system of states that continues to exist today. 

Considering this, it does not seem so farfetched to build a dissertation around court 

societies. Perhaps what Linklater had in mind when he advocated the study of other court 

societies was the analysis of non-European societies or a time further apart from Louis XIV’s 

court, but the organisation of Britain’s court society was so different from the French one and 

the Revolution of 1789 changed so radically the foundations of the European international 

society that the analysis of British court society in the tempestuous days of the Regency can 

bring important insights to the study of nineteenth-century international society, especially 

considering the prominent position held by Britain at the time. 

This brings us to another important issue to be addressed: the benefits of an essentially 

historical dissertation to the advancement of knowledge in a field such as International 

Relations, considered by some as virtually “historophobic” (HOBSON, 2002). Indeed, I concur 

with Barry Buzan and George Lawson when they argue that the way history is addressed by 

most mainstream IR theorists is not entirely satisfactory and, especially, when they demonstrate 

that the study of the nineteenth century (which is the period analysed here) is exceedingly 

important to understand current international dynamics, but that it is usually left out or treated 

marginally in most of the woks of the area (BUZAN; LAWSON, 2015). This problem needs to 

be rectified and I hope to contribute a little to it. 
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1.1.2 History matters 

 

The main argument of this section is, as the title suggests, that history matters to the 

study of International Relations. Or rather, that in the effort of theoretical development, 

refinement and application undertaken by scholars of the discipline, history should not be 

thought simply as a subordinate occupation or a mere source of incontrovertible facts for 

theorists to use and abuse at their will (LAWSON, 2010), but as something essential to the 

comprehension of current international dynamics. However, it is important to point out that 

what I defend here is not any type of history, but what Hobson and Lawson call a historicist 

historical approach, which means I aim at “[…] a mode of historical enquiry that recognises the 

specificity of events within their temporal and spatial contexts […].” (HOBSON; LAWSON, 

2008, p. 422). Therefore, when analysing court societies and Regency England I keep in mind 

the inherent specific nature of my findings. That being said, it is also important not to lose sight 

of the broader historical and sociological perspective that links all these specificities. The 

historicist approach presented here is thus meant to be a via media between a grand-narrative, 

universally applicable history and a deconstructionist micro-history, recognising the 

significance of both continuity and contingency to the study of International Relations 

(HOBSON; LAWSON, 2008).  

Barry Buzan, an author whose analysis of the nineteenth century greatly inspired the 

present work, is a vehement defender of such notion and expressed in more than one occasion 

his displeasure at how history has been (mis)used by mainstream international theorists 

(meaning essentially neo-realists and neo-liberal institutionalists) (BUZAN; LITTLE, 2000; 

BUZAN; LAWSON, 2015). Historical analysis in IR should be more than just a quarry on 

which facts can be mined to confirm or challenge certain pre-existing theories, or the search for 

systems that appear to be similar to the Westphalian model in order to prove that one’s theory 

is universally valid; it must include the schisms and discontinuities inherent to historical 

dynamics (HOBSON, 2002; BUZAN; LITTLE, 2000). Besides, an international historical 

investigation should be naturally plural, and focus on various sectors of analysis, such as the 

economic, political, social, cultural and even environmental ones (BUZAN; LITTLE, 2000). 

An analysis that takes these elements into account not only can offer a more plausible 

and substantial explanation of the configuration of current international dynamics, but is also 

capable of recognising the importance of features that were once essential, but whose influence 

has greatly diminished (BUZAN; LAWSON, 2015). Buzan and Lawson (2015), for example, 
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focus on how pernicious practices and ideologies, such as colonialism, imperialism and 

scientific racism, that were formerly at the core of international relations, are sometimes 

forgotten in current analyses, simply for no longer being considered legitimate. In the same 

manner, I argue that just because court societies are not so important today, it does not mean 

they were always insignificant. Quite the opposite in fact. They were extremely relevant for a 

key period of modern international relations that was crucial to the configuration of the world 

as we know it: the rise of the modern state in Western Europe and its subsequent expansion as 

the dominant type of unit in the global international system. 

By undertaking an essentially historical analysis, my aim is to avoid what John Hobson 

(2002) calls the two dangers of ahistoricism: chronofetishism and tempocentrism. According 

to him, chronofetishism would be the assumption that the present can be understood by being 

examined by itself, and it can generate three illusions: (a) the reification illusion, where the 

present is sealed off from the past and thus appears as a static, autonomous and reified entity, 

obscuring the social-temporal context; (b) the naturalisation illusion, where the present is 

naturalised and therefore obscures the processes of social power and exclusion that have taken 

place to constitute it; and (c) the immutability illusion, where the present is eternalised and 

deemed resistant to social change, thereby obscuring the transformative processes in the current 

order. Tempocentrism, in turn, extrapolates this reified, naturalised and immutable present to 

the past in order to smooth over discontinuities and differences, treating all historical epochs 

and systems as isomorphic (as having the same structure) (HOBSON, 2002). With this in mind, 

I turn to what Hobson considers to be the remedy to such evils: the resort to historical sociology. 

According to him, historical sociology is 

 

[…] a critical approach which refuses to treat the present as an autonomous entity 

outside of history, but insists on embedding it within a specific social-temporal place, 

thereby offering sociological remedies to the ahistorical illusions that chronofetishism 

and tempocentrism produce. (HOBSON, 2002, p. 13). 

 

Hence, while a historical sociological enquiry may provide the means to the development of a 

narrative with some theoretical (generalizing) potential, it neither forgets nor ignores the 

specificities, discontinuities and contingencies present in historical dynamics (LAWSON, 

2007). This approach, therefore, is exceedingly important to what is being discussed in this 

dissertation since, it could be argued, the very lack of interest in court societies shown by IR 

scholars may be an example (or a symptom) of tempocentrism that needs to be rectified: by 
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focusing on how international relations remained the same for over a millennium (as the realm 

of recurrence and repetition), mainstream IR overlooks values, rules and institutions that were 

essential once, but may no longer take an active part in international dynamics. 

Historical sociology, in the way it was portrayed by Hobson and Hobden (2002), 

addresses significant issues that will feature in this work. First, by recognising the place of 

contingency and specificity it can shed a new light on the development of a historical research 

programme, in a more general sense, and on the study of court societies in particular. In a 

tempocentric analysis, the comprehensive role of history would be diminished as the structure 

and characteristics of the present would be reified and extended to encompass the past. 

Considering that court societies do not play a significant role in international relations today, 

this type of enquiry would have no reason to see them as a relevant factor, and so would be 

happy to marginalise such “outdated” social organisation and relegate it to the “petty” studies 

of historians. This would be a grave mistake indeed, for we must not forget that, for some time, 

absolutists kingdoms were the dominant form of political organisation in Europe, and as such 

were at the centre of international relations. 

Second, historical sociology acknowledges the relevance of the domestic realm for the 

study of IR. According to Hobson,  

 

Historical sociologists in particular have shown that the domestic and international 

realms are thoroughly interpenetrated and mutually constituted. Societies and 

international societies are not unitary but are constituted of multiple overlapping and 

intersecting socio-spatial networks of power. (2002, p. 16). 

 

As such, “The so-called ‘domestic’ and ‘international’ realms are not entities that can 

be analysed in isolation, but are part of one social world, which needs to be examined as a 

whole.” (HOBDEN, 2002, p. 43). This is especially relevant for the study of court societies for, 

even though what is being argued here is that they influence international relations, they are 

originally a domestic institution, albeit with transnational connections. This dissertation, 

therefore, goes beyond the traditional ontology of states present in much of mainstream IR and 

aims at a more comprehensive approach that spurns the analogy of the state as a black box or 

billiard ball and tries to account for both how the international may influence the domestic level 

and how domestic particularities affect international relations. 

Last but not least, my decision to bring historical sociology into the analysis was in part 

due to the influence of the authors who inspired me in the first place. Norbert Elias, Andrew 

Linklater and Barry Buzan are notorious historical sociologists, albeit with very different 
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visions of the international. While Buzan favours a systemic approach compartmented in 

various sectors of analysis, Linklater offers a more critical and normative interpretation of 

international dynamics, both among states and between states and individuals. Elias, on the 

other hand, is concerned with tracing changes in European patterns of social and psychological 

organisation through a long period of time and, even though he is not an International Relations’ 

theorist, elements of international dynamics feature prominently in his work about the civilising 

process. They all, however, recognise the importance of temporal and spatial specificity without 

losing sight of the broader historical and sociological perspective, and I believe that is why their 

accounts are so attractive to a more historically oriented researcher. 

In conclusion, I undertake a historical sociological enquiry because I believe in the 

comprehensive potential of contingency and discontinuity in International Relations, while at 

the same time understanding the need for a certain level of generalisation. In addition, the study 

of British court society and its influence on patterns of rightful conduct and rightful membership 

demands the analysis of both the domestic and the international as complementing and 

essentially interconnected realms as is advocated by most historicists historical sociologists. 

But not only that, it also requires to bear in mind the importance of relations between insiders 

and outsiders, a conception that cannot be restricted to those who belong to the same state and 

those who do not, but must be broad enough to include differences in social classes and also 

encounters between those societies that are part of the European international society and those 

outside of it.  

 

1.1.3 And so do court societies 

 

By this point it should already be clear why I consider court societies to be so important 

to the study of International Relations, but to reinforce the argument this subsection will be 

dedicated to it. Again, however much the study of this form of social organisation may seem to 

be anachronistic, it is important to point out that it was once at the centre of international 

dynamics and influenced it greatly, being pivotal to the configuration of today’s international 

society. Not only that, but according to historian Arno J. Mayer (1981), the whole structure of 

the ancien régime (of which the courts were an integral part) was very much present in Europe 

until at least the beginnings of the First World War, and it dominated the economic, political, 

social and cultural aspects of European life throughout the nineteenth and the first half of the 

twentieth centuries. 
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Mayer advocates that there has been, by historians, “a marked tendency to neglect or 

underplay, and to disvalue the endurance of old forces and ideas […]. The result is a partial and 

distorted view of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.” (MAYER, 1981, p. 4). Even 

though his account is explicitly a Marxist one, which is not quite the interpretation I rely on 

here, it is extremely relevant to note how he traces the permanence of the ancien régime and its 

institutions in all major European powers well into the twentieth century. By 1914, England, 

France, Austria, Germany and Russia were all anciens régimes based on agriculture and 

anchored on agrarian elites, where “[…] landed nobilities occupied first place not only in 

economic, social, and cultural terms but also politically. […] The crowns reigned and governed 

with the support of extended royal families and court parties as well as compliant ministers, 

generals, and bureaucrats.” (MAYER, 1981, p. 7). As such, the influence of aristocratic and 

courtly values in politics and decision-making cannot be underestimated and reduced simply to 

“expiring remnants” of a decaying order. Nobilities endured, and so did their perception of the 

world, especially given the willingness of the grand bourgeoisie to emulate them, and its desire 

to be (legitimately) included in their privileged circles through either the purchase of lands and 

titles or marriage (MAYER, 1981). 

 It is also important to point out that, to some authors of the English School, dynasticism 

is considered to be one of the primary institutions of the European international society 

(BUZAN, 2014). This is a very important topic that will be addressed in more detail below, but 

that is worth emphasising. Primary institutions are, according to Buzan, “[…] constitutive of 

both states and international society, in that they define not only the basic character of states 

but also their patterns of legitimate behaviour in relation to each other, as well as the criteria 

for membership of international society.” (2014, p. 17). Accordingly, granting the status of a 

primary institution to dynasticism means recognising its influence on the way international 

relations were organised and carried out. Nevertheless, very few researches in IR actually focus 

on this institution other than to demonstrate how it was eventually replaced by nationalism and 

mass-democracy. As it was already amply stated, my aim here is to rectify this neglect, or more 

realistically, to at least contribute to bringing it to attention. As Linklater has so well pointed 

out: “International relations [may] no longer revolve around court societies, but the impact of 

the period in which they were centred on such human arrangements is evident in the 

contemporary society of states.” (LINKLATER, 2011a, p. 23). It deserves to be studied. 
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2 CHAPTER I - THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS: THE ENGLISH SCHOOL 

MEETS ELIASIAN SOCIOLOGY 

 

The first chapter of this dissertation intends to provide the theoretical framework that 

underpins my research programme. Since I intend to address Andrew Linklater’s claim that 

Eliasian sociology and the English School of International Relations have much to contribute 

to one another, it should come as no surprise that my argument is based on these two 

approaches. More specifically, the first section presents the English School and its conception 

of the international realm and international relations. As such, I will first present a brief 

introduction to the School and its main contentions and then address in more detail the debates 

surrounding international society, especially its relationship with the other two traditions of 

international thought: international system and world society. After that, I turn to the analysis 

of the European international society per se, paying particular attention to its values rules and 

institutions, and how its members related to one another and to outsiders. The second section 

addresses Eliasian sociology, especially his theory of the civilising process and his writings 

about court societies. In both cases, the possible links with IR and the English School will be 

discussed along the presentation of Elias’s general framework. 

 

2.1 International Relations framework: The English School and the idea of a society of 

states 

 

It is hardly my intention to weave a complete tale of the English School of International 

Relations. First, because this would move too far beyond my scope of analysis, and second, 

because it has already been done with astounding clarity and thorough research by scholars 

much better suited for task than I am (see, for example, BUZAN, 2014; LINKLATER, 2010; 

LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 2006; SUGANAMI, 2011). Nevertheless, it is important to 

present a bit of its origins and main authors before actually discussing and analysing its key 

elements. For a start, the name “English School” can be misleading, as it may imply that all 

English or British IR scholars support this particular understanding of international dynamics, 

when that is not true (SUGANAMI, 2011). At the same time, scholars outside the UK can, and 

sometimes do, employ such an approach in their work (as is my case). Besides, a curious fact 

is that some of the English School’s founders were not actually English, such as Hedley Bull 

(Australian) and Charles Manning (South African) (BUZAN, 2014). Still, one can say (and 

Buzan [2014] did say) that its origins reflect a quintessentially British tradition: a gentlemen’s 
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club. After all, many of the School’s main contributions came from meetings and publications 

of the British Committee on the Theory of International Politics (henceforth, the British 

Committee), a self-selected group of academics and practitioners who gathered thrice a year in 

the 1960s to discuss and develop a general understanding of international relations. Martin 

Wight, Herbert Butterfield, Hedley Bull, Adam Watson and John Vincent were some of its most 

prominent members (BUZAN, 2014). 

That being said, Linklater and Suganami (2006) made a point to trace the main debates 

surrounding the English School and they argue that even though the Committee was very 

important to the development of the School’s framework, the two cannot be equated. Another 

significant influence came from the Department of International Relations at the London School 

of Economics and Political Sciences (LSE) headed by Charles Manning. Ultimately, Suganami 

(2011) argues, the beginnings of the English School consisted of several authors who shared 

some influences and ideas about how international relations worked, and who were connected 

by distinct community-like ties, since they were mostly 

 

[…] teachers and pupils (e.g., Manning and James; Bull and Vincent; and Butterfield 

and Watson); mentors and mentees (e.g., Butterfield and Wight; and Wight and Bull); 

colleagues in the same university departments (e.g., Manning, Wight, Bull and James; 

and James and Vincent); and members of an exclusive club, the British Committee 

(e.g., Butterfield, Wight, Watson, Bull and Vincent). (SUGANAMI, 2011, p. 32) 

 

Their ideas initially developed as a counterpoint to what was being said in American IR 

at the time, especially the preponderance of scientificism and realism. These “founding figures” 

were concerned with defending the “classical approach” (according to Bull [1966], the one 

based on history, philosophy and law) against a more quantitative scientific one that was 

pervasive in the United States and, at the same time, searching for a via media between the 

extremes of realism and liberalism, which culminated in Wight’s “third tradition” of rationalism 

(on which more will be said below) (BUZAN, 2014). And, even though their primary goal 

might not have been to create a new approach to International Relations, that is what actually 

happened, for their minds and influences were similar enough for them to be brought together 

under the same label by Roy Jones5 (LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 2006). Suganami (2011), 

however, is quick to point out that this initial community-like group took a globalising turn at 

the end of the twentieth century and a new English School emerged, now as a global network 

                                                 
5 In his article, Jones actually called for the closure of the approach he labelled the “English School”, but the name 

ended up being accepted both by those within the School and the IR community in general (LINKLATER; 

SUGANAMI, 2006; BUZAN, 2014). 
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of researchers who shared some of these classical concerns, albeit in a broader research agenda 

and with more flexible boundaries. This means that, today, “[…] it is a mistake to think of the 

English School as having clear insiders and outsiders” (LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 2006, p. 

39), and a whole range of authors can now be related to the approach without actually having 

that much in common. Some notions, however, are fundamental for anyone wishing to 

undertake an English School research: the element of international society, theoretical and 

methodological pluralism and the importance given to history. 

International society is one of the three pillars of the classical English School approach, 

the others being international system and world society. These three elements are based on 

Martin Wight’s three traditions of International Relations: rationalism (Grotianism), realism 

(Hobbesianism) and revolutionism (Kantianism), respectively, and they were further developed 

by Hedley Bull in his classic The Anarchical Society (2002), first published in 1977. In general 

lines, what Bull (2002) advocates is that it is possible for states to achieve a modicum of order 

even in the context of anarchy, and that international relations need not be an everlasting 

struggle for power such as realists claim. States may agree on shared rules, norms and 

institutions that restrict the use of force and thus establish societal relations between them, or, 

in other words, an international society. This construction, however, coexists with two other 

logics: the one of power politics (realism), where states have only sufficient contact for the 

behaviour of each to be a necessary element in the calculations of the others, and thus form an 

international system; and the one of universal cosmopolitanism (revolutionism), where 

individuals and non-state actors are the primary units and constitute a great society of all 

mankind, or world society, that transcends the state (BULL, 2002; BUZAN, 2014). 

Even though the English School is arguably more concerned with the element of 

international society, one of the main points of the approach is that these three types of 

organisation are always present in international relations, albeit in varying degrees. There is 

always a measure of competitive and strategic relations (especially in periods of war), a measure 

of cosmopolitan recognition of individuals as part of a great society that goes beyond the states, 

and a measure of shared values, rules and institutions that limit violent conduct between states, 

but their “[…] depth, character and influence all fluctuate with historical contingency.” 

(BUZAN, 2014). Accordingly, Linklater argued that the interplay between systemic forces 

(realism), societal principles (rationalism) and visions of human community (revolutionism) 

shaped the evolution of all known international societies and that, even in periods of major war, 

the societal element has never been eclipsed (LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 2006). The English 
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School framework, therefore, allows for the interplay of elements that, in other theories, would 

be considered mutually exclusive. According to Buzan (2014), this is one of its main strengths. 

Hence, ontological, theoretical and methodological pluralism are hallmarks of the 

English School framework, and they derive largely from the three traditions of international 

thought presented above. For Buzan (2014), the realist, or international system tradition, is often 

associated with an ontology of states, a positivist epistemology, materialist and rationalist 

methodologies and structural theories. The rationalist, or international society tradition, is 

usually based on an ontology of states, a constructivist epistemology, historical methods and 

social structural approaches. Lastly, the revolutionist, or world society tradition, is usually 

linked to a transnational ontology, critical theory approaches and normative understanding of 

international dynamics. Some criticise this pluralism as inherently contradictory and as an 

attempt to always be on the “winning side” of theoretical debates (LITTLE, 2000). According 

to Little (2000), however, it is precisely such diverse approaches that enable the School to act 

as an interlocutor between positions that otherwise would not be able (or willing) to 

communicate effectively, and this constitutes one of its main advantages. 

That being said, it is also true that the English School cannot escape some 

methodological and epistemological stumbles. Martha Finnemore (2001), for example, calls for 

more clarity in the School’s theoretical and methodological claims, especially the evidentiary 

bases for the conclusions of research projects. To evidence her point, she mentions Watson’s 

(1993) disregard for feudal Japan, Siam and Abyssinia in his analysis of the evolution of 

international society: it is not that those societies should necessarily be analysed, but that 

Watson does not present any reason for the fact that they are not. According to Finnemore, his 

criteria are not explicit, and neither are the theoretical and methodological choices of most 

English School authors. Even Buzan (2014), a vehement defender of the advantages of the 

School’s pluralism, admits that it deserves the critics it receives for not defining its terms 

rigorously enough. Linklater and Suganami (2006) also emphasise the struggle of the English 

School in dealing with mechanisms of political change, especially that of when, exactly, an 

international society emerges out of an international system. Nevertheless, neither Finnemore, 

nor Buzan, nor Linklater and Suganami call for any major reassessment in the School’s 

framework, they only wish it to make its preferences more explicit so that it can better engage 

with other approaches. 

Another important point to be said about the English School is its close relationship with 

historical analysis. Even though Suganami (2011) and Linklater and Suganami (2006) point out 

that the School’s relationship with history is actually very complex and that it is difficult to 
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know what, exactly, is the position of historical knowledge in its framework, both admit that 

“One common thread that unites the English School is its acknowledgement of the importance 

of history or historical knowledge to the study of international relations.” (LINKLATER; 

SUGANAMI, 2006). For Suganami (2011), this culminates in five general guidelines: (a) a-

temporal studies of IR are inadequate, for the subject-matter is intrinsically historical; (b) the 

uniqueness of each entity and event must be taken into consideration; (c) generalisations can 

be made, but for such undertaking to be valid, the scope of analysis must be wide; (d) historical 

analysis both enhances and constrains speculations about future options, for while it provides 

knowledge, it also ties the analyst to present conceptions and hinders its capacity to think of 

something totally new; and (e) both recurrence and progress are part of IR history. 

Now, I have already explicated my conception of historical analysis and how it shall 

feature in this work, but I must add that it is in accord with much of the English School 

framework. According to Buzan (2014), the English School sees knowledge of history as both 

useful and necessary to understand international relations, not as a way to predict or explain 

behaviour, but as a form to gain helpful and informed speculation about events, processes and 

roles. Besides, Buzan also argues that the School lacks the determinist approach to history 

present in some mainstream theories (such as neo-realism), even if some notions of progress 

are present in its framework, and lets the historical record speak for itself. So, when putting 

together Buzan’s, Linklater’s and Suganami’s view of history for the English School, one can 

see the similarities with the historicist historical sociological approach I advocated before. 

Therefore, there are no contradictions between the theoretical framework adopted and the 

historical research programme proposed here. 

Last, but not least, the English School is hardly immune to criticisms. Aside from the 

methodological and epistemological hurdles already presented, one of the most recurring 

accusations directed at the School is its penchant for eurocentrism, especially in the classical 

works by Bull, Wight, and even Watson. While such claims should not be dismissed, some 

mitigating circumstances must be taken into account. First, one must remember that the 

classical English School texts were written in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, a period dominated 

by Cold War systemic concerns and when critical and post-colonial approaches were not yet 

very strong. Since the globalising turn taken by the School in the last decades, the number of 

authors that worry about denouncing and avoiding eurocentrism has risen exponentially, 

Andrew Linklater, Barry Buzan, Edward Keene, Richard Little, George Lawson, Gerritt Gong, 

Hidemi Suganami and Shogo Suzuki being only a few of them. Second, even if Bull and the 

others were, in fact, more concerned with western dynamics, they were also aware that 
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international society was not just a European invention, but an arrangement that served the 

interests of the dominant powers (in this case, Western powers) (LINKLATER, 2010). So, even 

though eurocentrism is an issue that must be dealt with when adopting the English School 

framework, the very theoretical developments of the School provide bases to overcome it. In 

Linklater’s words,  

 

The English School is a Western theory that seeks to explain and indeed to defend a 

Western set of practices while recognising that international society must continue to 

evolve now that it has outgrown Europe and the West. It warrants respect as the 

perspective that most clearly understands the necessity of building bridges between 

Western and non-Western perspectives on international relations. (2010, p. 12). 

 

That being said, it is now time to turn to a more specific analysis of the elements of the 

School’s framework that will feature in the dissertation, especially the notion of international 

society, its values, rules and institutions, and how it relates to the notions of international system 

and world society. 

 

2.1.1 Defining International Society: founding fathers and reassessments 

 

Before engaging in any detailed analyses of the element of international society, it is 

worth to point out that it is, along with the other two elements (international system and world 

society), an analytical construction, or ideal-type. The three traditions do not exist purely or 

solely, but represent theoretical abstractions that accentuate one aspect of reality in order to 

understand it better (WEBER, 2003). That being said, a definition is now mandatory. The 

classical definition was provided by Bull in The Anarchical Society and it will be the starting 

point here. For him, 

 

A society of states (or international society) exists when a group of states, conscious 

of certain common interests and common values, form a society in the sense that they 

conceive themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their relations with one 

another, and share in the working of common institutions. If states today form an 

international society […], this is because, recognising certain common interests and 

perhaps some common values, they regard themselves as bound by certain rules in 

their dealings with one another, such as that they should respect one another's claims 

to independence, that they should honour agreements into which they enter, and that 

they should be subject to certain limitations in exercising force against one another. 

(BULL, 2002, p. 13). 

 

It is possible to discern in Bull’s definition three core facets of an international society: 

shared values, rules and institutions. According to him, once states recognise a modicum of 
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shared values, they create rules to guarantee a peaceful coexistence that goes beyond mere 

calculation and establish institutions to make sure these rules are observed. It is important to 

highlight that, in his conception, these shared values arise from the recognition of the necessity 

to uphold the three elementary goals of social life: (a) that life must be secured against violence; 

(b) that agreements, once made, should be kept; and (c) that the possession of things should be 

kept stable (or, in the international order, that sovereignty should be mutually recognised). 

Rules, in turn, prescribe behaviours that are acceptable in light of such values, and institutions 

contribute to make rules effective (BULL, 2002). A ramification of this argument is that, since 

the goals of social life are elementary, they are also universally accepted and, therefore, the 

emergence of an international society is not, for Bull, contingent on shared cultural frameworks 

(although he states that they contribute to the emergence of an international society by making 

easier the recognition of common values). 

In this sense, Bull challenges Wight’s main formulations, inasmuch as, for the latter, a 

degree of cultural unity is one of the main conditions for the development of a stable and 

coherent international society (LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 2006; BUZAN, 2014). This 

debate on the necessity of a common culture, although very important, is but one of the 

constituent elements of the biggest source of dissent inside the English School: the contention 

between pluralist and solidarist conceptions of international society. This debate is not actually 

a recurrent feature of my analysis, for it concerns more the current form of international society 

than its historical evolution. Nevertheless, it is important to describe it in general lines, 

considering its importance to the School’s general framework and its implications for the way 

international society is theoretically and normatively conceived6. 

Buzan (2014) offers an interesting interpretation of this debate by placing both 

conceptions inside a spectrum rather than considering them as mutually exclusive positions. As 

such, pluralism and solidarism are better understood as “[…] constituting the normative framing 

principles for a debate within the English School about the limits and possibilities of 

international society” (BUZAN, 2014, p. 84), not simply as conflicting notions. That being said, 

he considers a pluralist international society as usually state-centric and limited to norms of 

coexistence, while a solidarist international society ties together both state and non-state actors 

and draws on cosmopolitan values and functional cooperation, especially regarding human 

rights and humanitarian intervention (BUZAN, 2014). Therefore, a pluralist international 

                                                 
6 For a more detailed discussion see Buzan (2014), p. 83-167; Linklater and Suganami (2006), p. 59-74, 128-146, 

223-258; and Buzan (2004) p. 45-62. 
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society is necessarily thin, as in the number and scope of shared values, rules and institutions 

are limited to a minimum necessary to assuage peaceful coexistence. A solidarist international 

society, on the other hand, is considered to be thicker, seeing that its members can agree on a 

wider range of subjects and establish rules and institutions that go beyond mere coexistence 

and reach cooperation and a degree of shared management (BUZAN, 2004). 

Linklater, in turn, presents a more normative view of the pluralist/solidarist debate that 

focus on the moral and ethical foundations of international society rather than on its conceptual 

and analytical side. For him, there is a degree of progress inherent in the transition from a 

pluralist to a solidarist international society, since the latter is better suited to deal with the 

problems of harm and human rights in world politics (LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 2006). A 

pluralist society is necessarily limited, insomuch as, by giving precedence to state sovereignty, 

it cannot deal well with the moral necessity to protect individual human beings and may 

condone human rights abuse in order to avoid intervention and the breach of sovereignty 

(LINKLATER; SUGANAMI, 2006). This transition, however, is as much temporal as it is 

normative, and it is generally agreed that a more solidarist international society started to 

emerge from late-nineteenth century onwards (BUZAN, 2014). Accordingly, even though it is 

an important element of the English School framework, the pluralist/solidarist debate is 

essentially beyond the scope of this dissertation for the simple reason that international societies 

in the time frame adopted here, especially the European international society, were not thick 

enough to fit solidarist criteria. 

That leaves us with a group states who recognised a modicum of shared values and that 

created rules and institutions to guarantee only minimum coexistence, or, in other words, to 

ensure the elementary goals of social life: the preservation of life by imposing restrictions on 

violence, the observance and fulfilment of agreements, and the mutual respect for sovereignty. 

The international society analysed here is yet incipient when compared to the complex 

arrangements and wide geographical scope we have today, but, according to the English School, 

it is fundamental to understand it. After all, a main line of reasoning and a theme that is 

pervasive in most historical works by the School is what Buzan (2014) calls the “expansion 

story”, or the narrative of how the values, rules and institutions that originated in the European 

international society were disseminated throughout the world in the wake of Western 

colonialism and imperialism, until they integrated the globe under a single international society 

after the decolonisation waves of mid-twentieth century. 

This classical approach of the expansion story warrants a few amendments, some 

already brilliantly made. Buzan and Lawson (2015) remind us that these values, rules and 



 41 

institutions were not inherently European, but emerged through the interactions with non-

European peoples, usually accompanied by pernicious practices such as colonisation 

domination, subjugation and even extermination. Gong (1984) was fundamental in showing 

that the integration of other societies in an international society dominated by Europeans was 

not straightforward, but depended on highly unequal and arbitrary standards of acceptance and 

recognition (or standard of civilisation) that created a very hierarchical society headed by 

Western powers. Keene (2002) argues that the international order of toleration and recognition 

of sovereignty that arose in Europe was but one side of the system: it was accompanied by the 

promotion of “civilisation” and divided sovereignty in the extra-European world, attitudes that 

legitimated domination and intervention in these parts of the globe and shaped the future 

configuration of international society as much as did the developments in Europe. 

My intention is to take into account these revisionists narratives when constructing the 

central argument of the dissertation, since what I propose is also a reinterpretation of the 

classical approach. So, the conception of international society featured here is based on the 

classical definition by Bull, as I consider restriction of violence, mutual recognition of 

sovereignty and observance of agreements essential to think of a civilising process in the 

international realm. However, I also recognise the importance of revisionist claims, especially 

regarding the relevance of non-Europeans societies and their relations with Europeans to the 

configuration of the European international society, so they are also taken into account. Another 

point that I consider important is the matter of cultural homogeneity: while I admit the 

possibility of the emergence of an international society in a context of different cultures, as is 

the case with the global international society we have today, I also tend to agree with Wight 

and give cultural homogeneity more consequence than does Bull. The whole idea of civilisation 

and the practice of thinking of oneself as more civilised than others are largely based on cultural 

values and, as we will see, they were an integral part of the European international society. Still, 

that does not mean that this particular international society was thick enough, at the time 

analysed here, to be considered a solidarist one: the values, rules and institutions shared by the 

states revolved around guaranteeing peaceful coexistence more than anything else, not being 

strong enough to sustain long-time cooperation. Last but not least, although I argue for the 

existence of a civilising process in the level of international society, it is intrinsically tied to the 

developments in the other two dimensions, especially that of world society. It is always good 

to have in mind that the logic of calculation (international system) and the logic of transnational 

recognition (world society) coexist with the idea of societal relations between states and are 

indispensable to a thorough understanding of the English School position. 
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2.1.2 The English School triad: do not forget the other two 

 

In order to understand the English School’s main claims, it is not enough to think only 

of the element of international society, even though the development of this concept is the 

School’s trademark and arguably its main contribution to International Relations. After all, one 

of the main advantages of this approach is its capacity to make different elements converge 

without this being particularly problematic (LITTLE, 2000). International system and world 

society are both elements at play in the international realm, they just happen to be sometimes 

overshadowed by international society. In the case of international system, since it is “[…] 

closely aligned with the materially based and structurally induced pattern of security 

maximization associated with realism” (WILLIAMS, 2014, p. 129), it has been already amply 

analysed by such theories and by any other approach wishing to criticise them. World society, 

on the other hand, remains a somewhat “forgotten” element of the English School framework, 

or, as Buzan (2004) claims, the “dust bin” where are thrown all the subjects English School 

scholars have no wish to deal with. Nevertheless, a better understanding of world society 

remains essential, especially the dimensions where international and world societies converge 

(BUZAN, 2004). 

Now, for the present dissertation, a better grasp of the English School triad is mandatory. 

Buzan (2004; 2014) has elaborated a famous diagram that describes the classical English School 

approach to the three traditions. It is reproduced below: 

 

Figure 1 – Classical three traditions of the English School 

   
Source: BUZAN, 2014 
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According to him, the three dimensions coexist, but are conceptually and methodologically 

distinct, blurring only at the boundaries. In this approach, the main concern is with international 

system and international society, the ones characterised by an ontology of states. Classical 

English School writers are, for the most part, concerned with differentiating the essentially 

realist logic of international system from the societal characteristics of international society 

(BUZAN, 2014). That does not mean world society was completely ignored: Bull (2002) 

discussed forms of world order and justice of which the primary units are individuals, and, by 

focusing on the important role of a shared culture in the emergence of an international society, 

the historical wing of the School has given importance to non-state elements (BUZAN, 2004). 

However, “The exact meaning and content of the world society category has been 

comparatively vague, and there is a challenge in knowing precisely what lies on the world 

society side of the boundary.” (WILLIAMS, 2014, p. 127). 

The general notion is that world society embraces something that goes beyond states, 

“[…] the realm of the individual, of the non-official group or movement and of the transnational 

network of nongovernmental agents” (CLARK, 2007, p. 6), and thus it implies “[…] more 

cosmopolitan images of how human kind is, or should be organised” (BUZAN, 2004, p. 1). The 

normative dimension of world society is, therefore, quite strong, especially since it is generally 

used to address human rights and humanitarian intervention (BUZAN, 2004). That being so, it 

can usually be seen as an element in constant conflict with the sovereignty-oriented, state-based 

international society. And since the issues involving world society are highly controversial, few 

attempt to venture this dimension and its value-charged atmosphere. Buzan (2004) was one of 

the first to do so and, in order to challenge the vague notions surrounding it and better insert 

world society in the English School framework, he decided to undertake the challenge of 

reconceptualising the School’s classical triad. 

In his final diagram (figure 2), Buzan effaced the line separating international system 

(material side) and international society (societal side), considering them as part of a spectrum 

covering the whole range of interstate relations, from the lowest amount of integration (asocial) 

to the highest (confederative). At the same time, he kept the division between state and non-

state actors in order to acknowledge the special role of the state in international relations and 

also to recognise the existence and significance of other elements. World society, in turn, was 

divided into transnational and interhuman societies in order to better address the expanding 

configuration of non-state actors and their increasing relevance to international relations 

(BUZAN, 2004). The final diagram is a bit more complex than the original triad, and its 
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multiplicity of concepts might ravel rather than unravel the picture of international relations. 

However, some of Buzan’s ideas are highly relevant for the portrait I intend to elaborate 

throughout this dissertation. 

 

Figure 2 – Buzan’s final revision of the three traditions 

 
Source: BUZAN, 2004 

 

The idea of picturing international system and international society as part of a spectrum 

is particularly interesting, as it enables a better understanding of interstate relations and takes 

an important step in the direction of solving the problem of “How is it, exactly, that politics 

moves from an international system to an international society” (FINNEMORE, 2001, p. 513). 

Nevertheless, I find a bit problematic the renunciation of the terms “international system” and 

“international society”, since they are highly characteristic of the English School framework. I 

prefer to still think of them as a spectrum, but a spectrum that goes from the most asocial 

international system to the most confederative international society with all the gradations 

therein. When the Hobbesian logic of power politics is stronger, states get closer to the 

international system part of the spectrum, and when mutual recognition is stronger they tend to 

go in the direction of international society. 

In the same way, the historical nature of this research demands some alterations in 

Buzan’s new conception of world society. The emergence of transnational actors such as the 

ones we are accustomed to today is a relatively late phenomenon, being usually traced to the 

second half of the nineteenth century (BUZAN, 2014). Intergovernmental organisations (such 

as the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund or the International Court of Justice), 
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international non-governmental organisations and transnational corporations were virtually 

absent from late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Europe. Therefore, world society at 

that time is, in large measure, confined to interhuman societies and, most importantly, the royal-

aristocratic courts. 

Another important consideration to be made here is that I consider international 

system/international society and world society to be operating in essentially different levels. 

While the relationship between European states can be located at the international society part 

of the spectrum, it is positioned at the centre of an emerging global net of interstate relations 

that takes the form of an international system. At the same time, under these relationships, runs 

a net of interhuman connections that form several world societies beneath the umbrella of an 

also emerging global one. As such, I subscribe to the notion presented by Diez and Whitman 

(2002), who admit the existence of multiple international and world societies, each with its own 

level of integration and shared values, rules and institutions, under the umbrella of much thinner 

global ones. I also concur with Clark (2007), when he argues that, even though they operate in 

different levels and their relationship may sometimes be contradictory, international and world 

society share a common and overlapping history. They are in constant interaction, and such 

interaction is fundamental to shape the principles of legitimacy that guide issues of rightful 

membership and rightful conduct in international society (CLARK, 2007). 

The essence of my argument in this dissertation is that court societies matter to the study 

of international relations. This stems from the fact that they can be seen as the main form taken 

by world society from roughly the seventeenth to the nineteenth century. According to Elias, 

 

 What slowly began to form at the end of the Middle Ages was not just one courtly 

society here and another there. It was a courtly aristocracy embracing Western Europe 

with its centre in Paris, its dependencies in all the other courts, and offshoots in all the 

other circles which claimed to belong to the great world of “Society” (2000, p. 190). 

 

And as “[…] social communication between court and court, that is within courtly-aristocratic 

society, remained for a long time closer than between courtly society and other strata in the 

same country” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 190), it is possible to infer that it formed a very thick world 

society under a thinner, almost non-existent larger one that would perchance include all 

individuals. The distinct feature of court society that makes it particularly relevant to the study 

of international relations, however, is the degree of its influence on the principles of legitimacy 

of the European international society. Since, as it will become clearer after I present Elias’s 

theory, in court societies there was no effectual separation of public and private spheres, the 
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official and non-official realms of international and world society were much closer than at any 

other time, and aristocratic values can easily permeate the political and international realms. 

And because they were so close, the distinction between international and world society may 

go unnoticed by some, who consider the second half of the nineteenth century as the starting 

point of any relevant configuration of world society (see CLARK, 2007). 

Taking this framework in consideration, the next subsection is intended to briefly 

present the historical development of the European international society and to shed some light 

on its main features, especially on the established values, rules and institutions of early 

nineteenth-century international dynamics. The connection between the European international 

society and courtly-aristocratic world society will be addressed in chapter three, after the 

features of British court society have been duly presented and analysed. 

 

2.1.3 The European international society 

 

It is generally agreed that the international society that emerged in early-modern Europe 

rose out of the common roots of medieval Christendom. Adam Watson presents a thorough 

account of its emergence, development and expansion in his The evolution of international 

society (1993), and his work will be the main source of this sub-section. While Watson does 

not consider medieval Christendom to be a states system (much less a society of states), for 

him, “The subsequent development of the European international society of states was 

conditioned by its medieval origins.” (WATSON, 1993, p. 150). Not only it forged a common 

cultural background for all European would-be-states (albeit with local variations) that would 

later contribute to a degree of common interests and facilitate co-operation, but its unity and 

the thought of Europe as a great commonwealth derived from the period were ideas that endured 

and influenced statesmen for centuries, either as something worth defending or as something in 

need of altering. Medieval Christendom, however, had little in common with how the European 

international society was later organised, for it was a single horizontally organised society, held 

together by common culture, and stratified into four broad classes (the nobility, the clergy, the 

townspeople, and the serfs), in opposition to the vertical division of society in sovereign states 

that predominated later (WATSON, 1993). The transition from one to the other, according to 

Watson (1993), was a gradual process, and took a more concrete form after the settlement of 

Westphalia, in 1648. 

The importance of benchmark dates for the study of International Relations has been 

questioned lately, especially that of the ontological origins of IR in Westphalia (BUZAN; 
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LAWSON, 2012). While Watson does give this date great importance, he is also quick to 

explain that the emergence of the modern state was not a sudden and new creation of the 

statesmen at Westphalia, but it reflected practices that had been adopted since at least the Italian 

Renaissance. For him, the main contribution of the republics, principalities and city-states of 

the fragmented Italian system during the Renaissance was the development of the notion of 

stato, meaning the acquisition and consolidation of power within a territorial area, and the 

establishment of a conscious balance of power that allowed no stato primacy over the others. 

This idea of centralised power, combined with the rupture of Christian unity by the Reformation 

and the general strife that followed it, gradually transformed the European states system into an 

arrangement that resembles what we have today (WATSON, 1993). Watson claims that this 

period of continuous stasis7, or civil conflicts, reinforced the vertical divisions of Europe to the 

detriment of medieval horizontal unity. During the wars of religion, both Protestant and 

Catholic individuals migrated from realms where the ruler did not share their faith to ones where 

he did, thus increasing the loyalty to the princes and their power over their lands. At that 

moment, the ultimate allegiance was no longer to a single, unified Church, but to the ruler that 

allowed the individual to profess his faith. Any attempt to restore the previous unity of 

Christendom, such as the Habsburg family bid for hegemony in the sixteenth and early-

seventeenth centuries, was effectively countered by anti-hegemonial coalitions (WATSON, 

1993). 

Another legacy left by the wars of religion to the European states system was the 

conscience of the need to restrict state behaviour in order to avoid permanent stasis. The 

commitment reached at Westphalia, which ended the bitter Thirty Years War (1618-1648), was 

essentially anti-hegemonic: the victorious anti-Habsburg coalition managed to impose on the 

system their aims and interests, thus legitimising Europe as a commonwealth of independent 

and juridically, though not de facto, equal states (WATSON, 1993). Even if this vision of 

Westphalia has been questioned lately, what is important to keep in mind is that, after the great 

stasis of the wars of religion, the newly-established states recognised the need to create new 

rules and institutions to guarantee a modicum of peaceful coexistence, and thus a society of 

states emerged. In Watson’s words: 

 

The seventeenth century saw the effective establishment of a Europe of legitimately 

independent states that recognized each other as such. They still felt themselves to be 

parts of the wider whole that had been Latin Christendom, and the interaction between 

                                                 
7 In Watson’s words: “Stasis meant the use of armed forces inside a city to alter the way it was governed. It 

involved revolution and counter-revolution, a resort to arms against one’s fellow citizens.” (1993, p. 52) 
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them was now such that each state, and especially the more powerful ones, felt obliged 

to take account of the actions of the others. They recognized that, since the medieval 

restraints had disappeared or become irrelevant, new rules and procedures were 

needed to regulate their relations. In Hedley Bull’s terms they needed to constitute a 

new international society. (WATSON, 1993, p. 182) 

 

This recently established society was anti-hegemonial in principle, but that did not stop 

great powers from attempting to achieve hegemonic status. After the Habsburgs, it was Louis 

XIV, king of France, who endeavoured to establish a French hegemony. But also he was 

stopped by an anti-hegemonial coalition, this one led by Great Britain and the Netherlands. The 

peace of Utrecht (1713) halted the sun-king’s ambitions and opened up an era of “responsible” 

management of the society by princes and statesmen that lasted almost a century (WATSON, 

1993). The eighteenth century was effectively anti-hegemonial, and the members of the 

European international society were able to devise rules and institutions to guarantee that it 

functioned smoothly. A conscious balance of power, the respect for sovereignty, the 

codification of international law, dynastic legitimacy, diplomacy (in the form of resident 

embassies), and war (for minor adjustments) were some of the institutions that contributed to 

the maintenance of order in Europe (WATSON, 1993). 

The French Revolution of 1789, however, unleashed the passions of nationalism and 

doctrinal enthusiasm that had been smothered by absolutists sovereigns and plunged the 

European international society back in a war that lasted over twenty-five years. Amid the stasis 

of revolutionary and counter-revolutionary struggles, Napoleon Bonaparte became first military 

leader, then consul and later emperor of France, conquering most of Europe in the process 

(WATSON, 1993). The Napoleonic Empire disseminated a mixture of revolutionary ideals and 

autocratic government that was much appreciated in some of its dominions, as it countered 

aristocratic rationality and allowed a more effective participation of the middle and lower 

classes in politics and the military. Only Great Britain and Russia escaped its dominance. The 

Empire was, however, thwarted by successive anti-hegemonial coalitions that finally defeated 

Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815 (WATSON, 1993). 

The ensuing Vienna Settlement was a synthesis between Napoleon’s empire and the 

eighteenth century multiple hegemonies. While the victorious powers wanted to restore the 

society to its pre-revolutionary dynastic legitimacy, they understood that the Revolutionary and 

Napoleonic years “[…] permanently altered men’s ideas about what was desirable and 

attainable.” (WATSON, 1993, p. 238). A sort of compromise was established by the exercise 

of collective hegemony by the five great powers of the time: Great Britain, Russia, Prussia, 

Austria and a Bourbon-restored France. This particular arrangement aimed at guaranteeing the 
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advantages of order gained under an empire without the undesirable practices of suzerainty or 

dominion inherent to it, and worked well enough for the first half of the nineteenth century. The 

five powers were essentially conservative and took upon themselves to defend and preserve the 

legitimate (dynastic) order of Europe against “destructive” revolutionary and national ideals, 

even resorting to interventions to repress any revolutionary attempt to take power in Europe 

(WATSON, 1993). 

Thus was the international context of Regency England. It was marked first by the 

French Revolution and the internal and external struggle against its ideals, then by the fight 

against Napoleon and the very real risk of invasion by the French, and later by the collective 

hegemony of the Concert of Europe, of which Britain was one of the most prominent powers. 

Essentially, the early nineteenth-century European international society was a club of 

sovereigns still very much ruled by absolutist monarchs, landowners and aristocrats. Jean 

Baptiste Duroselle (1976) greatly emphasises its conservative orientation, especially given the 

general suppression, in the domestic sphere, of any liberal or mildly revolutionary achievement 

(especially constitutions) by the restored monarchies in the years following the Congress of 

Vienna. Even Britain, arguably the most liberal of the five great powers, was ruled almost 

uninterruptedly by the conservative Tory party from 1783 until 1830, and, as was stated before, 

aristocratic supremacy and patronage were the norm. 

Allied with that, was the ever-increasing expansion of the European international 

society to the lands outside of Europe by practices such as trade, settlement, imperialism and 

colonialism. Britain was also a leading power in the European overseas empires and, moreover, 

had the strongest naval force of the globe, achieving supremacy at the seas. Although in the 

nineteenth century European primacy over other societies became nearly unquestionable, this 

long-time process of outwards expansion begun in the middle ages contributed to the 

development of the rules and institutions of the European international society itself just as 

much as its internal developments. Dealing with outside powers and societies was always a 

concern for European rulers, especially stronger military powers such as the Ottoman Empire 

(WATSON, 1993). Just as Buzan and Lawson (2015) claim the developments of modernity to 

be intersocietal and global in its origins, one can see the development of the European 

international society, if not exactly as global, then at least as very much influenced by practices 

originated outside of Europe or out of relations with non-European societies. Watson admits 

that, even though the formal rules and institutions of a society of states are generally established 

within the matrix of a single culture, other cultures are involved in the pressures and calculations 

of the system and thus are continually taken into account. In his words:  
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The fitful and diverse expansion of some European states over the rest of the world 

took place in parallel with the gradual process of organizing the vertical states of 

Europe into a grande république or anti-hegemonial international society. The 

expansion inevitably altered the nature and the balance of the European system. Its 

member states did not [at first] have a set of established rules and institutions which 

they attempted to impose ready-made on the rest of the world. On the contrary, they 

continually modified the rules and institutions of their evolving international society 

to take account of its wider range. (WATSON, 1993, p. 214).  

 

Even if afterwards the Europeans sought to reshape the world in their own image and likeness 

by disseminating and imposing the values, rules and institutions of the European International 

society outside of Europe, the role of non-Europeans societies in the origins and development 

of the European society of states should not be underestimated. 

The next subsection intends to introduce the most important values, rules and 

institutions of the European international society such as they were in early nineteenth century. 

Most of them were already presented, but a more schematic description is in order, for those 

are essential elements of the English School framework. It is important to keep in mind though, 

that international society is essentially “porous” and that these values, rules and institutions 

were also influenced by the configuration of world society (CLARK, 2007). 

 

2.1.3.1 Values, rules and institutions 

 

When talking about values in the English School framework, it readily comes to mind 

Hedley Bull’s assumption that the awareness of common values comes mainly from the 

recognition of the necessity to uphold the three elementary goals of social life. However, as we 

can see in Watson’s analysis, common values can also derive from a shared cultural matrix. In 

the European international society, we can find both of these elements. The unity of medieval 

Christendom was a powerful source of common values, and even after its disintegration, 

Christianity was still one of the main components of European self-recognition. Aristocratic 

codes of behaviour can also be seen as a common set of values that underpinned European 

society, especially for those who conducted interstate relations. At the same time, the European 

statesmen recognised the need to restrict state behaviour in order to prevent stasis, thus creating 

a general awareness to uphold the elementary goals described by Bull. 

Having recognised common values, states then create rules to guarantee peaceful 

coexistence and institutions to make these rules effective. Rules, according to Bull (2002), are 

intellectual constructions that prescribe behaviours consistent with the desired order, while 
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institutions make, communicate, administer, interpret, enforce, legitimise, alter, and protect 

such rules. In the international order, these institutions can be primary, as in relatively durable 

and evolved social practices, or secondary, as in arrangements consciously designed to serve a 

specific function (such as international and non-governmental organisations) (BUZAN, 2014). 

In the present work, we shall deal mainly with primary institutions, as secondary institutions 

are relatively recent inventions and appeared only in the later decades of the nineteenth century 

(BUZAN, 2014). 

A more detailed analysis of the primary institutions mentioned here and how court 

societies relate to them will feature later on, but for now it is necessary to present such 

institutions and briefly describe them to help clarify the picture of the European international 

society sketched above. In his analysis, Hedley Bull (2002) recognised the existence of five 

main primary institutions in the European international society: the balance of power, 

international law, diplomacy, great power management, and war. Barry Buzan (2014) added 

six more: territoriality, sovereignty/non-intervention, imperialism/colonialism, human 

inequality, dynasticism, and nationalism. I shall consider briefly each of them. Before that, 

however, it is important to point out that these institutions did not emerge fully formed, neither 

are they static: they evolved gradually from durable social practices (BUZAN, 2014). 

Territoriality and sovereignty/non-intervention emerged in the sixteenth century, during 

the transition from medieval horizontality to the modern vertical organisation in sovereign 

states, and together they laid the foundations of the unfolding Westphalian society. If Bull does 

not explicitly mention them as primary institutions, that is because the elements of sovereignty 

and territoriality are already implicit in his conception of a society of states as the ordering 

principle of international relations (BUZAN, 2014). The idea of a society of territorially based 

and sovereign states evolved as European statesmen gradually adopted the Italian concept of 

stato and as the loyalty of individuals gradually shifted from the Church to the increasingly 

powerful princes. This process was continually reinforced by every anti-hegemonial settlement 

that aimed to conserve the European society in the multiple independences end of Watson’s 

spectrum, and it remains the defining institutions of modern international society (HOLSTI, 

2004). 

To preserve this society of independent states, some practices were devised and later 

became institutions themselves. The idea of a conscious balance of power, for example, 

emerged out of the anti-hegemonial propensity of the European international society and was 

also reinforced through several peace settlements, such as Westphalia (1648), Utrecht (1713) 

and Vienna (1815) (BUZAN, 2014). Diplomacy is another institution that evolved around the 
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notion of sovereignty, especially resident embassies and the emergence of extraterritorial rights 

for envoys. For a society of sovereign states to exist, its members must communicate. Only 

communication can lead to shared assumptions and interests and thus guarantee cooperation. 

According to Bull (2002), that is only possible if the “messengers”, or diplomats, were protected 

by extraterritoriality. This practice evolved out of the great aristocratic convoys that were used 

to take messages from one sovereign to the other and that, due to the envoy’s high status, were 

given immunity (WATSON, 1993). 

As much as it may seem surprising, war was also considered a legitimate institution of 

the European international society. It is important to point out, however, that that does not mean 

unlimited war, but wars waged for purposes considered legitimate to the society of states and 

also undertaken following established rules in order to avoid unrestricted violence and cruelty 

(BUZAN, 2014). Of course, these restrictions may not have been effective in the heat of 

combat, but the simple fact that there were rules and codes of conduct considered to be 

legitimate shows that, even when the element of international society might be supplanted by 

systemic calculation, its previously established agreements can hold. An interesting twist in the 

perception of war, however, is that while violence was restricted inside the society of states, it 

was almost freely encouraged outside of it. In fact, the unrestrained approach to war outside the 

European society was one of the linchpins of another institution that guided the European 

international society through most of its existence: imperialism/colonialism. Even though it 

reached its pinnacle only in the second half of the nineteenth century and lost its legitimacy in 

the decades following World War II, colonialism was a core institution of the European society, 

one derived from ancient practices, but that acquired new meaning with the European overseas 

expansion, especially due to their technological superiority and the manner of domination it 

enabled (BUZAN, 2014; BUZAN;LAWSON, 2015). 

Colonialism was encouraged and justified by the notion of human inequality, which, 

expressed by the civilising process, allowed Europeans to think of themselves as more civilised 

and superior than other societies. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that even inside the 

European society of states, human inequality ruled. It took shape in the prevalence of absolutist 

sovereigns and aristocratic government, in the abusive laws against the lower classes (such as 

death penalty to poachers in England), in the great income inequality, and in other similar 

practices. It was also one of the anchors of dynasticism, an institution that dominated the way 

international relations were conducted for most of European history, being pivotal to the waging 

of wars, the making of alliances and even the status of a given state in the international society 

(BUZAN, 2014). One of the main goals of statesmen at the Congress of Vienna, for example, 
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was to restore the dynastic legitimacy that had been threatened by the pressures of nationalism 

unleashed by the French Revolution, a goal fated to fail. Throughout the nineteenth century, 

nationalism changed the meaning of the state itself and relocated sovereignty from the ruler to 

the people (BUZAN, 2014). 

Vienna also formalised another primary institution that had been implicit in past peace 

settlements: great power management, or the “responsibility” of great powers to guarantee order 

and the smooth operation of the system. This responsibility, of course, was accompanied by 

privileged status and special rights, such as the possibility to dictate rules and constrain the 

behaviour of other members, and also the prerogative to intervene in other state’s domestic 

affairs in the name of order in international society (BUZAN; LAWSON, 2015). The first half 

of the nineteenth century is filled with examples of intervention by the great powers as a means 

of order maintenance under the auspices of the Concert of Europe, such as Austria’s invasion 

of Naples and the Piedmont, in 1821, and France’s invasion of Spain, in 1823. In time, great 

power management took the form of a ‘legalised hegemony’ that was accepted both by the 

powers and by other states (BUZAN, 2014). 

Last but not least, international law codified and legitimised the aforementioned 

institutions. According to Watson (1993), it comprises the rules of the game and codes of 

conduct derived from a codification of customary practices and that reflect a common European 

culture. Even if international legislation was not exactly biding, by developing common 

juridical norms the states of the European international society recognised that they were tied 

by more than just systemic pressures. According to Bull, “The first function of international 

law has been to identify, as the supreme normative principle of the political organisation of 

mankind, the idea of a society of sovereign states.” (2002, p. 134). The second was to state the 

basic rules of coexistence, or the rules that should assure the upholding of the three elementary 

goals of social life, including the restriction of violent conduct (BULL, 2002). That did not 

mean, of course, that every society was considered, juridically, an equal member of the same 

international society, or that the rules of coexistence applied to states in general. In fact, 

international law was extensively used to justify colonialism, intervention, and, later on, the 

standard of civilisation. 

 

2.2 Eliasian Sociology: court societies and the civilising process 

 

Having presented the main features of the English School, it is now time to do the same 

with the Eliasian sociological approach. It is important to begin by saying that the life and works 
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of Norbert Elias are too extensive to fit here in their entirety8, so I concern myself primarily 

with two of his books: The civilizing process (2000), and The court society (2001). Aside from 

being intimately linked, these books form the bulk of Elias’s early writings on the civilising 

process and present the author’s main claims. The civilizing process was first published in 

German in 1939, but was only translated into English in 1978 and 1982 (the first volume, The 

History of Manners and the second volume, State Formation and Civilization, respectively)9 

(LINKLATER, MENNELL, 2010). An early version of The court society was written as Elias’s 

Habilitation thesis in the 1930’s, but barely finished due to Nazi persecution and Elias’s 

subsequent exile. It was only published in its final version in 1969, in German, and 1983, in 

English (CHARTIER, 2001; MENNELL, 2016). It is important to keep in mind then, especially 

when one is thinking about International Relations, that the main formulations of Elias’s theory 

of the civilising process were conceived in the 1930’s, and as such, that he was mainly ignorant 

of the later theoretical developments of the field. Nevertheless, as Linklater (2011) argues, his 

conceptions have much to contribute to the way International Relations are thought of. 

Before I move on to his theories, however, it is important to present some of Elias’s 

most important concepts, without which a better understanding of the civilising process would 

elude us. In his preface to The court society (2001), Roger Chartier offers a brief outline of 

Elias’s theories, including a very relevant analysis of four important concepts whose definitions 

are scattered throughout Elias’s works. They are figurations, interdependence, balance of 

tensions, and social evolution. The idea of figurations, according to Chartier, is arguably the 

most important in the Eliasian framework, for it embraces all other concepts and expresses the 

way Elias comprehends social relations. In Chartier’s words, figurations are  

 

[…] a social formation whose dimensions can vary greatly (players in a card game, a 

coffee society, a school class, a village, a city, a nation), where individuals are tied to 

each other by a specific mode of reciprocal dependences and whose reproduction 

presumes a mobile balance of tensions.” (CAHRTIER, 2001, p. 13, my translation10). 

                                                 
8 Elias was born in 1897, in Breslau, Germany (now the Polish city of Wrocław), and died in 1990, in Amsterdam. 

He studied at the Universities of Breslau and Hidelberg and fought for Germany in World War I. A Jew, Elias fled 

Nazi persecution in the 1930’s, first going to Paris and then London, but lost both his parents during the war (his 

mother in Auschwitz). His academic career was highly disrupted by such events and he only gained recognition 

in the field when he was about to retire. Nevertheless, he had a vigorous old age and published several books that 

refined his earlier writings. He remains highly important and one of the most original sociologists to this day. 

(MENNELL, 2016) 
9 They were later reprinted as a single volume, The civilizing process: sociogenetic and psychogenetic 

investigations. 
10 […] uma formação social cujas dimensões podem ser muito variáveis (os jogadores de um carteado, a sociedade 

de um café, uma classe escolar, uma aldeia, uma cidade, uma nação), em que os indivíduos estão ligados uns aos 

outros por um modo específico de dependências recíprocas e cuja reprodução supõe um equilíbrio móvel de 

tensões. 



 55 

 

According to Linklater and Mennell (2010), Elias preferred the idea of figurations rather than 

concepts such as social systems, because he was averse to the monocausal explanations that 

usually arise from the structural quality of systemic analyses. He tried to overcome the 

individual/social structure divide (or which determines which) by placing individuals in a 

complex net of interdependences. As such, “[…] the ‘freedom’ of each individual [lies] in the 

chain of interdependences that ties him to other men and limits what it is possible for him to 

decide or do.” (CAHRTIER, 2001, p. 13, my translation11). Each individual action is, therefore, 

constrained by the pressures of this net of interdependences, but at the same time it is strong 

enough to alter the very image of the social game by interfering in the balance of tensions 

(CHARTIER, 2001). A balance of tensions implies that, in each social formation, “[…] the 

interdependences existing between subjects or groups are scattered in a series of antagonisms, 

unstable, mobile, balanced, that are the very condition of its own reproduction.” (CHARTIER, 

2001, p. 14, my translation12). This means that a balance of tensions is very delicate and 

whenever it is tempered with and broken, the current social formation crumbles and is replaced 

by another. That leads to the final concept of social evolution. The term might seem somewhat 

controversial, but, in reality, Elias does not use it to characterise any inherent improvement of 

later stages nor to devaluate previous ones, he is simply concerned with patterns of historical 

change. His main concern is to trace the duration and pace of social change, the changes in the 

balance of tensions and, as such, in the very nets of interdependence that condition human 

behaviour (CHARTIER, 2001; LINKLATER, MENNELL, 2010). He is, however, particularly 

interested in finding the inherent order of historical change in one specific long-term process: 

the one he called the civilising process (ELIAS, 2000). 

 

2.2.1 The civilising process 

 

In The civilizing process (2000) Elias set out to understand the process by which 

Europeans, especially those of the nineteenth century, began to think of themselves as more 

“civilised” than both their forebears and contemporary non-Europeans societies. To that end, 

he traced how long-term patterns of change in human manners, behaviour and affections related 

                                                 
11 […] a liberdade de cada indivíduo como inscrita na cadeia de interdependências que o liga aos outros homens e 

que limita o que lhe é possível decidir ou fazer. 
12 […] as interdependências existentes entre os sujeitos ou os grupos se distribuem em series de antagonismos, 

instáveis, móveis, equilibrados, que são a própria condição de sua própria reprodução. 
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to changes in the social structure, more specifically to the emergence of the centralised state in 

Western Europe. He first researched several books of good manners and etiquette from the 

middle ages to the nineteenth century to sow how “Thingis sometyme alowed is now repreuid” 

(CAXTON apud ELIAS, 2000, p.71), or how things that were once permitted are no longer 

allowed. Then he analysed the emergence of a centralised state in France brought about by the 

monopolisation, by a central authority, of the means of physical violence and taxation. Finally, 

he connected these two dynamics in a theory of the civilising process. 

It is important to point out that Elias preferred to think of civilisation as a never-ending 

process, rather than a fixed state, and that he emphatically denied any inherent superiority of 

what he called “civilised” societies. For him, civilisation denotes a phase in the development 

of societies where there is a high level of functional differentiation, and thus interdependence, 

among individuals; a phase where relations between individuals are pacified and where the 

external constraints became internalised in a pattern of self-control that restricts behaviour. He 

claims that this development has indeed solved some of the problems our forebears had to deal 

with, such as the fear from physical attacks so typical of medieval times, but at the same time 

it brought its own challenges: according to Elias, levels of anxiety increased exponentially, as 

individuals were forced to control their drives in order to coexist in a more interdependent 

society (ELIAS, 2000). 

Accordingly, even though the word “civilisation” has bad connotations nowadays and 

is usually associated with European domination and imperialism, Elias does not (intentionally) 

attribute to it any moral values. In his words “[…] I have not been guided in this study by the 

idea that our civilized mode of behaviour is the most advanced of all humanly possible modes 

of behaviour, nor by the opinion that ‘civilization’ is the worst form of life and one that is 

doomed.” (ELIAS, 2000, p. xiv). He does, however, recognise that the meaning generally 

attributed to it came to express Western self-consciousness: 

 

It sums up everything in which Western society of the last two or three centuries 

believes itself superior to earlier societies or “more primitive” contemporary ones. By 

this term, Western society seeks to describe what constitutes its special character and 

what it is proud of: the level of its technology, the nature of its manners, the 

development of its scientific knowledge or view of the world, and much more. 

(ELIAS, 2000, p. 5). 

 

Nevertheless, this vision should not obscure the fact that the civilising process is not a 

phenomenon restricted to the West, neither that, even in Western Europe, it took different forms 

in different societies. The direction, however, is the same: increased functional differentiation 
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and interdependence between individuals, the reorganisation of human relationships in the form 

of a centralised state and the transformation of external constraints of behaviour in self- 

restraints (ELIAS, 2000). 

That being said, I shall now present Elias’s theory. Through his analyses of codes of 

etiquette and good manners, Elias observed changes in the standard of accepted behaviour that 

took place from the middle ages to the nineteenth century. Much of what was considered 

permitted in the public sphere is now relegated either to the private sphere of life or altogether 

abolished. Bodily functions, sexual relations, and even the cutting of meat (as in the cutting of 

whole animals at tables) have been put behind a screen and excluded from public life. 

Aggressiveness and violent conduct were greatly restricted, and emotion in general was curbed 

(ELIAS, 2000). According to Elias (2000), there was a gradual move of the threshold of shame 

and repugnance that demanded of the individual increasing control over his emotions and 

actions, and greater awareness of other people’s feelings. These changes were, to a great extent, 

a by-product of the increasing differentiation of functions in society that made individuals more 

dependent on one another and thus more attuned to the conduct of others, which compelled 

them “[…] to regulate their conduct in an increasingly differentiated, more even and more stable 

manner” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 367), generating a “civilising” change of behaviour. 

Such “civilisation” of conduct is made clear when one reads the examples of etiquette 

rules quoted by Elias in Part Two of The civilizing process (2000). Medieval and renaissance 

edicts may seem somewhat obvious, sometimes disgusting, and even occasionally hilarious to 

a present-day reader, but they give us an excellent notion of the extent of the changes that 

gradually took place in Europe. Regarding spitting habits, for example, the edicts range from 

“[…] one should spit not on the table but only under it or against the wall” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 

58) in the middle ages, to “Do not spit so far that you have to look for the saliva to put your 

foot on it” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 131) in the eighteenth century, until “Spitting is at all times a 

disgusting habit” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 132) in the nineteenth century. When it comes to 

physiological needs, some renaissance edicts are particularly interesting. They state, first, that 

“It is impolite to greet someone who is urinating or defecating” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 110), and 

then that “Let no one, whoever he may be, before, at, or after meals, early or late, foul the 

staircases, corridors or closets with urine or other filth, but go to suitable, prescribed places for 

such relief” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 111-112). It is possible to see then, how bodily functions were 

largely a normal part of the public behaviour of individuals and how they aroused much less 

repugnance than they do today (ELIAS, 2000). The same goes for table manners, the cutting of 

meat, the habit of blowing one’s nose, behaviour in the bedroom and relations between men 
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and women. They all suffered great alterations from the middle ages to today, and all in the 

same direction: that of greater awareness of other people’s feelings and the restriction of one’s 

own behaviour. 

It is interesting to observe how certain rules of conduct became in fact internalised. The 

medieval and renaissance books talked openly about bodily functions and sexual relationships 

and, considering the fact they were intended for the education of children, show remarkably 

low levels of embarrassment when discussing such topics. They were part of everyday life and 

did not need to be put behind a curtain (ELIAS, 2000). At the same time, the authors needed to 

stress constantly that physiological needs should not be satisfied in public places such as the 

corners of rooms, corridors or staircases, that one should not blow one’s nose with the same 

hand one uses to eat, and that it is not polite to offer others something you have already chewed. 

Those things were also part of everyday life at the times (ELIAS, 2000). Seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century books, on the other hand, show much more care when discussing bodily 

functions and hardly ever mention sexual relationships (when they do, it is always as something 

that children should not know about). They do not, however, need to mention that there are 

special places where one should take care of physiological needs, nor do they need to worry 

about reminding their readers that they should not blow their noses on the hand with which they 

eat. By that time, the use of chamber pots, forks and handkerchiefs was widely disseminated in 

the upper classes, as was the self-restriction of behaviour in general (ELIAS, 2000).  

The key point here is precisely the role of these upper classes in the process of what 

Elias calls the “civilisation” of conduct. For him (2000), the upper classes were the main link 

between the patterns of change in human manners and the changes in social structure. One the 

latter, Elias got into a detailed analysis in Part Three of The civilizing process (2000). He traced 

how feudal territories under the influence of strong centrifugal forces became centralised in the 

form of absolutist states, at first, and then national-bourgeois states, using France as his case 

study. Elias claimed that the social organisation of the middle ages was highly fragmented and 

presented low levels of functional differentiation and interdependence between individuals. 

Economically speaking, barter economy guaranteed that each estate produced most of what it 

needed to survive and, therefore, the exchange of goods was minimal. The social and emotional 

configurations of medieval society revolved around the warrior upper class: life was constantly 

threatened by acts of physical violence and “[…] a strong moderation of drives and affects 

[was] neither necessary, possible, nor useful.” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 370). In the political sphere, 

although there was a king, he was but one of the many feudal lords (at times, not even the most 

powerful one) and his territories were scattered throughout large areas. The king was highly 
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dependent on his knights and feudal lords who, in theory, owed him their fealty and services 

(they were to provide an army for the king), but in practice acted as “little kings” in their own 

domains (ELIAS, 2000). 

As the use of currency was not yet widespread, the king repaid his most loyal followers 

with land, which led to some problems for royal authority: first, once the warrior was given 

land, he became virtually independent from the king, as his estates yielded much of what he 

needed to survive and thrive. Second, given land was the main source of economic, political 

and social power, the fact that the king was forced to give it away, meant that he was also giving 

away some of his powers and becoming weaker when compared to other feudal lords. Third, 

the need to reward services with land, meant that new land had to be constantly acquired 

through wars, which emphasised both the dependence of the king on his lords and the warrior 

configuration of social relationships. These dynamics were also applicable to great feudal lords 

and were constantly reproduced through most of the middle ages: the basis of the central lord’s 

social power was land, but in order to obtain support he had to give it away; that led to a 

weakening of his position and forced him to conquer more land, which, in turn, forced him to 

depend on feudal lords and their armies and promise them rewards in the form of estates, 

generating a vicious circle that undermined central authority (ELIAS, 2000). 

Things started to slowly change from the eleventh century. New forms of integration 

and interdependence (such as the “rebirth” of towns and markets and the emergence of feudal 

courts) brought about a resurgence of money economy, which, in turn, affected the centrifugal 

forces at work in medieval society (ELIAS, 2000). The upsurge in the circulation of money 

generated price inflation that worked to the detriment of feudal lords and the advantage of 

sections of the bourgeoisie and, most importantly, the central ruler. Since the lords received 

fixed rents from their estates, their income decreased relatively, while the taxation apparatus 

gave the king "[…] a share of the increasing wealth; a part of all the earnings in his area of rule 

came to him, and his income consequently increased to an extraordinary degree with the 

growing circulation of money.” (ELIAS, 2000, p. 192). This growth of income allowed the king 

to increase his military power by making him less dependent on his feudal lords: with more 

money, the king could hire mercenary troops, and thus dispense the reluctant aid of his warriors. 

Besides, reward for services could now be given in the form of money instead of land, which 

enabled the king to keep his territorial possessions and from them extract even more money in 

the form of taxes. More money led to greater military power, which led to the conquest of more 

lands from which the king was able to gain even more money (ELIAS, 2000). Thus, the 
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monopolisation, by the central authority, of the means of physical violence and taxation was 

the foundation of the absolutist state in Europe (ELIAS, 2000). 

To acquire such monopolies, however, the king had to vanquish other contestants in 

what Elias (2000) called “monopoly struggles”, or “elimination contests”. According to him, 

the mechanism of monopoly formation can be thus described: 

 

If, in a major social unit, a large number of the smaller social units which, through 

their interdependence, constitute the larger one are of roughly equal social power and 

are thus able to compete freely – unhampered by pre-existing monopolies – for the 

means to social power, i.e. primarily the means of subsistence and production, the 

probability is high that some will be victorious and others vanquished, and that 

gradually, as a result, fewer and fewer will control more and more opportunities, and 

more and more units will be eliminated from the competition, becoming directly or 

indirectly dependent on an ever-decreasing number. (ELIAS, 2000, p. 269). 

 

Since, at first, the king was only one of the feudal lords within a given area, he was subjected 

to the elimination contests described above. For many centuries (roughly from the eleventh to 

the seventeenth centuries, in France) the king battled other lords for the monopoly of the means 

of physical violence and taxation. And, as the struggle progressed, fewer and fewer lords were 

able to contest the power of the central authority, and those who were vanquished became 

increasingly dependent on the king for opportunities. These opportunities were found in 

services to the monarch, either at court or in military and diplomatic posts (ELIAS, 2000). 

The nobles who gathered at court, first at the courts of great feudal lords and later the 

royal court of absolutist kings, did so because their means of subsistence were no longer enough 

to provide adequate living conditions, but also in order to keep their social prestige. With the 

gradual monopolisation of violence and taxation by the king, the once powerful feudal warrior-

lords were left with two alternatives: they could either keep their “freedom” and resign 

themselves to the poor living conditions of their country estates, or they could submit to the 

king and accept a well-payed post at court, and thus keep their status, but lose their 

“independence”. Some chose the first and became a kind of second-rate rural nobility, others 

chose the second and constituted, along with wealthy members of the rising bourgeoisie, a new 

upper class: the court aristocracy, who was highly dependent on the king. Elias (2000; 2001) 

called this process “the courtisation of warriors”, and it meant, essentially, that the feudal 

warriors became aristocratic courtiers. It is important to state that this new configuration of 

society was only possible due to a very specific balance of tensions, in which neither the nobility 

nor the bourgeoisie were strong enough to vanquish the other, and the king was thus free to 
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control this delicate balance, which gave him great freedom of action and the label of “absolutist 

ruler” (ELIAS, 2000). 

The absolutist courts were, to a great extent, responsible for the constant changes in the 

pattern of acceptable behaviour that took place between the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. First, because the central ruler had acquired the monopoly of force, its use was denied 

to anyone else, especially the nobles at court. Accordingly, they were forced to solve their 

disputes in a more “refined” and non-violent way, which involved greater observation and 

awareness of the interests of others in order to fulfil their own. That could only be achieved 

through a more dispassionate self-control and a meticulous mastery of emotions, especially 

since they were confined under the same roof at Versailles or wherever the king decided to go 

(ELIAS, 2000). Second, the refinement of behaviour, manners and etiquette became a 

distinctive feature of courtly aristocracy and was used as means of differentiation from the 

rising bourgeoisie and as a source of social power. According to Elias, 

 

For the court nobility, too, the self-restraint imposed on them by their function and 

situation served at the same time as a prestige value, a means of distinguishing 

themselves from the lower groups harrying them, and they did everything within their 

power to prevent these differences from being effaced. Only the insider, the initiated 

member, should know the secrets of good conduct; only within good society should 

this be learned. (ELIAS, 2000, p. 387) 

 

This meant that whenever bourgeoisie circles emulated the nobility and adopted their manners, 

the courts were forced to refine them even more in order to keep their means of distinction. 

This rapid spiral of refinement and emulation continued until the downfall of the absolutist 

court society in the wake of the French Revolution. Afterwards, the rhythm of change slowed 

down, but the spread of “civilised” behaviour had reached the upper bourgeoisie and continued 

to gradually permeate all levels of society, disseminating self-control and the restriction of 

drives (ELIAS, 2000). 

That is the gist of Elias’s theory. It is, in fact, much more nuanced and detailed, since 

The civilizing process alone has almost five hundred pages and some of Elias’s later works 

refined and enriched his theory. Nevertheless, this overview is enough to present the originality 

of Elias’s findings and to show the importance of the upper classes, especially the aristocracy, 

in the development of the modern state and, in a way, of international relations. Again, Elias is 

not focused on the analysis of international phenomena, but they are, nonetheless, an integral 

part of his theory. As they deserve especial attention in this dissertation, the international 
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implications of the civilising process along with their reinterpretation by IR scholars will be 

presented in more detail below. 

 

2.2.1.1 The civilising process and international relations 

 

When considering the role of the international in the civilising process it is important to 

keep in mind that, even though Elias was concerned with changes in the structure of society 

brought about by the emergence of the centralised modern state, the civilising process in itself 

is a transnational phenomenon and, as such, transcends state borders. The changes that Elias 

came to understand as the “civilising process”, meaning domestic pacification and restriction 

of violence, the advancement of the threshold of shame and embarrassment, the refinement of 

manners and the monopolisation of the means of violence and taxation, were not the prerogative 

of a single state, but phenomena that happened in most countries of Western Europe roughly at 

the same time and under the same influences. In his words: 

 

The struggles between the nobility, the Church and the princes for their shares in the 

control and the produce of the land ran through the entire Middle Ages. […] The 

actual course of this constant struggle, and the power relations among the contestants, 

varied widely between countries. But the outcome of the conflicts was, in its structure, 

always the same: in all the larger continental countries, and at times in England too, 

the princes or their representatives finally accumulated a concentration of power to 

which the estates were not equal. […] What found expression in this change in the 

form a political rule was a structural change in Western society as a whole. (ELIAS, 

2000, p. 187-188) 

 

Not only that, but Elias emphasises constantly that the civilising process is not in any way 

restricted to the West, even if he only analysed its Western variation (ELIAS, 2000). 

It is also interesting to note that, in the process of state formation, the contestants in 

monopoly struggles were not restricted to those inside the borders of states such as we know 

them today. In the case of the monopoly struggles that predated the centralisation of power in 

France, for example, some of the contestants involved were not particularly “French”. The 

English monarchs, for instance, were one of the main challengers of the kings in Paris: they 

once dominated almost half of current French territory, and they only bowed out of the dispute 

for the crown after the Hundred Years War in the fifteenth century. These struggles also 

included the Counts of Flanders, the Dukes of Burgundy and several other noble houses 

(ELIAS, 2000). And even after the states were centralised and the monarch had monopolised 

the means of violence and taxation, the countries of Western Europe (or at the very least their 

elites) were still tied by the constant communication of their court societies. Such social 
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formations were closely related with one another through dynastic marriages and familial ties 

and shared a common language (French), common manners and codes of behaviour, common 

values and, as such, a deeper understanding and recognition as members of the “good society” 

(LINKLATER, 2011b; ELIAS, 2000). 

That is not to say, however, that Elias saw the international realm as a place of dialogue 

and recognition. In fact, even though he does not appear to have known any work of 

International Relations specifically, his depiction of state behaviour and the relationship 

between states has a lot of similarities with the neo-realist approach of IR (LINKLATER, 

2011a; LINKLATER, 2011b; LINKLATER; MENNELL, 2010; HOBSON, 2012). For Elias, 

in the same way feudal lords compete for power in the absence of a centralised government, 

states enter elimination contests under anarchy in the international realm. And in both cases 

“[…] the decisive factor is quite nakedly social power, in which military power plays a 

relatively major part alongside the interdependencies arising from the economic structure.” 

(ELIAS, 2000, p. 234). Here, Elias transposes his theory of the inevitability of monopoly 

struggles in a system of like-units without a central authority to the international realm: states 

do not necessarily want to enter such disputes, but the pressures of such formation force them 

to acquire more power and territory in order to not succumb to their ever more powerful 

neighbours and be annexed themselves. In his words: 

 

[…] the process taking place between the neighbouring territorial dominions took a 

very similar course to the one previously followed within a firmly established territory 

between the individual lords or knights, until one of them attained predominance and 

a rather more solid territorial dominion was formed. Just as, in one phase, a number 

of estates placed in competition experienced the need to expand if they were not to be 

subjugated by expanding neighbours, so in the next, a group of units one degree larger 

[…] found themselves in the same predicament. (ELIAS, 2000, p. 236). 

 

For Elias, then, international relations are essentially conflictual. 

This interpretation of the international realm has consequences for the way violence was 

perceived and employed. While the domestic monopolies forbid the recourse to violence to 

anyone other than the central authority, the absence of such monopolies in international 

relations allows, and sometimes even encourages, violent conduct between states (ELIAS, 

2000). An interesting twist though, is that, for Elias, these competitive relationships will only 

last while there is no monopoly of power in a global scale. When one such monopoly is 

achieved, the world shall be pacified (ELIAS, 2000). The problem of this process, however, is 

that the road to complete this global-scale monopoly involved the forced “expansion of 

civilisation” to the “non-civilised” regions of the globe through colonial practices and 
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domination. Such practices were extremely violent and were “[…] determined only to a small 

degree by the plans or desires of those whose patterns of conduct were taken over.” (ELIAS,  

2000, p. 384). This Janus-faced approach to violence is very important to keep in mind for the 

next discussion: the reinterpretation of Elias’s view of the international. 

According to John Hobson (2012) there is a contradiction at the heart of Elias’s writings 

that is directly linked to his approach to the international realm: the adoption of a neo-realist 

conception of international relations is extremely problematic for Eliasian ontology, for this 

theory is essentially ahistorical and asociological and thus contradicts everything Elias stands 

for (HOBSON, 2012). The parallels between Elias’s perception of international relations and 

waltzian defensive realism (WALTZ, 1979) are not hard to miss: the defining role of structural 

pressures (anarchy) in the configuration of a conflictive system matches Elias’s view of the 

inevitability of monopoly struggles in the absence of a central authority; the need to increase 

one’s own power in order to guarantee survival and the suspicions it arises in one’s neighbours 

presented by Elias is basically a representation of the security dilemma described by Waltz; and 

in both Waltz (1979) and Elias (2000) there is a primacy of military and economic power in 

relations between states. Nevertheless, according to Hobson (2012), the international is just one 

of the spheres present in Elias’s civilising process, and the reductionist view he expressed when 

analysing it goes against his original argument and has the power to jeopardise it. 

To develop this argument, Hobson drew a chart comprising the six main principles of 

Eliasian sociology and six principles of waltzian neo-realism and demonstrated how the latter 

undermines Elias’s complex ontology. First, while Eliasian sociology is a historical sociology 

of change, waltzian neo-realism is an ahistorical, asociological theory of continuity where the 

international is seen as the realm of recurrence and repetition. Second, while Elias’s theory is 

ontologically complex and allows for multicausal explanations, neo-realism is reductionist, as 

it gives the political structure of the international system causal primacy. Third, while Elias 

deals with multiple actors entwining in polymorphous figurations, Waltz prefers to deal only 

with states, given they are the most significant actors of the international realm. Fourth, Elias 

breaks down the international/national divide by focusing in inter-societal relations and how 

they overlap, while in waltzian neo-realism the international is seen as the primary realm and 

shapes the national realm. Fifth, while, for Elias, structure and agent entwine and neither is 

privileged, for Waltz, the structure is clearly superior. And sixth, both material and ideational 

factors underpin the civilising process, but neo-realism is essentially materialist (HOBSON, 

2012). After presenting such contradictions, Hobson argues for the engagement of Eliasian 

society with IR theories other than neo-realism in order to fully realise its principles, and gives 
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a special recommendation for the English School. In that, he specifically mentions Andrew 

Linklater’s important and extensive contribution. 

Andrew Linklater is one of the most committed scholars in linking Eliasian sociology 

to International Relations, especially to the English School approach. In his assessment, both 

theories can benefit from a closer relationship: Elias’s theory can refine its vision of the 

international by including the idea of the possibility of restraints to violent conduct between 

states in an international society, and the English School can enrich its framework by including 

Elias’s domestic variables (LINKLATER, 2011a; LINKLATER, 2011b). For him, even though 

Elias’s description of the civilising process is a masterful account of the changes in the social 

and psychological structures of Western society, his vision of the international is somewhat 

lacking. Linklater does not agree with Elias’s conception of an essentially conflicting 

international realm and argues that the civilising of conduct and restriction of violent behaviour 

took place also in relations between states, not only within them (LINKLATER, 2011a). 

For Linklater, the civilisation of conduct in the domestic realm described by Elias and 

the restriction of violent behaviour between states and the constitution of an international 

society defended by the English School, are actually overlapping processes. According to him 

(2011a), Elias ignored the fact that states could overcome the pressures of anarchy and 

guarantee a modicum of peaceful coexistence by creating common rules and institutions that 

restrict violent behaviour, and thus that a civilising process could also take place in the 

international realm. And, even though he constantly stressed the closeness of European court 

societies and the constant dissemination of models and codes of behaviour from one unit to the 

others, particularly the role-setting function of the French court, Elias did not think such shared 

values could be translated in any form of “civilised” statecraft (LINKLATER, 2011a). Linklater 

disagrees. For him, in the same way increasing interconnectedness generated pressures to 

restrain behaviour in the domestic realm, a constant interaction between states and the 

recognition of common values through the communication and interweaving of their courts 

generated similar pressures in the international realm (LINKLATER, 2011a). Thus, the 

civilising process found expression in international institutions, especially diplomacy, that were 

central to the emergence of the modern society of states and contributed to the “civilisation” of 

international relations by promoting moderation and self-restraint in relations between states 

(LINKLATER; MENNEL, 2010). 

That is not all. The civilising process and its ramifications also changed the way 

Europeans dealt with other societies. While Elias (2000) does mention that “civilisation” was 

used as an excuse for domination, Linklater (2011a) argues that a closer communication with 
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the English School’s idea of a “standard of civilisation” can enrich this discussion by presenting 

the criteria used by Europeans to decide if another state was or not civilised and the implications 

of such standard to the consent of the use of force. By integrating the English School 

framework, the idea of a Janus-faced approach to violence gains a new dimension: now, 

violence was forbidden within the state, restricted in the European society of states, but allowed 

and encouraged in relations with those who did not share the civilised features of Europeans. 

This division of societies into “civilised” and “non-civilised” (or barbarians) accompanied the 

“expansion of international society” and played an important part in hierarchising international 

relations and legitimising pernicious practices such as imperialism, colonialism, racism and 

many others of which we can still feel the echoes today. 

Linklater (2004) also argues in favour of the existence of a global civilising process that 

transcends the state and increases attunement to human suffering across the globe, independent 

of nationality, race, gender or religion. Such process should comprise particular high levels of 

repugnance towards cruelty and constrain the violent actions of states also in relation to their 

nationals. Nevertheless, this normative orientation of Linklater’s theory, despite being his 

central argument, will not be the focus of this dissertation. Here, I am more concerned with the 

link he established between Elias’s civilising process and the English School’s conception of 

the international presented in his paper International society and the civilizing process 

(LINKLATER, 2011a). In this particular work, he stresses the importance of court societies 

both to the domestic civilising process and to the civilisation of behaviour in the international 

realm through the refinement of conduct and the establishment of a kind of “aristocratic 

internationalism” (though not quite in those terms). The court societies and their relevance to 

these two approaches are the focus of the next subsection. 

 

2.2.2 Court societies 

 

While in The civilizing process Elias traced the spread of “civilised” behaviour that 

originated in the upper classes to all strata of Western society, in The court society he was 

mainly concerned with tracing the genesis and features of the specific social organisation that 

allowed such transformations in conduct and manners to occur: the absolutist court societies 

(CHARTIER, 2001). Elias again emphasises that there is no zero-point, no absolute beginning, 

of such formations, and that they were gradually developed, not by any individual action or 

design, but by a very specific and atypical balance of social tensions (ELIAS, 2000, 2001). 

However, he was able to trace three general forms of behaviour linked to different stages of the 
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social development of court societies: courtoisie, civilité and civilisation (ELIAS, 2000). 

Courtoisie was linked to the courts of great feudal lords of medieval times, civilité to the 

absolutist courts of the seventeenth and part of the eighteenth century and civilisation to the 

aristocratic-bourgeois society of late-eighteenth and nineteenth century and beyond. They are 

all stages in the civilising process, which means there was a progressive restriction of behaviour 

and refinement of manners inherent in the transition from one mode to the other. At the same 

time, these three concepts were used by the upper classes at their time to denote the superior 

standing and more developed manners and values of each of these forms of court society: 

“civilised” Europeans saw themselves as more developed than the aristocratic courtiers, who 

thought themselves better than the knightly medieval elite, and they all recognised their 

superiority in relation to the lower strata of society (ELIAS, 2000). That being said, Elias 

focuses primarily in the middle stage: the age of civilité, when patterns of socially accepted 

behaviour changed constantly, the heyday of the absolutist court. 

For Elias (2001), the royal absolutist court has a double function: it acts both as the 

highest echelon of the royal family and as the central administrative body of the state, thus 

exercising functions of the private and public spheres at the same time. There was, therefore, 

no official separation between the private affairs of the king and the public management of the 

state, which meant the king ruled his country as a master rules his house. The court was the 

representative body of the ancien régime and comprised of 

 

[…] hundreds, often thousands of individuals gathered and associated at the same 

place in order to serve, advise or accompany kings that believed to rule their countries 

with no restrictions at all. […] A hierarchical order that could be more or less rigid, 

and a rigorous etiquette tied them together. The necessity to impose oneself and keep 

oneself inside such figuration conferred them all a characteristic feature, the sign of 

the courtier. (ELIAS, 2001, p. 61, my translation13). 

 

This specific group of people tied by specific balances of social power also acted as a filter 

between the king and his country, to the point that the king only acted on his country through 

the mediation of his court. According to Elias, “Everything that came from the vast royal 

possessions, from all parts of the kingdom, had to go through the filter of court to get to the 

king; and everything that came from the king had to go through the filter of court to get to the 

                                                 
13 […] centenas, muitas vezes milhares de indivíduos reunidos e associados em um mesmo local para servir, 

aconselhar ou acompanhar reis que acreditavam governar seus países sem restrição alguma. [...] Uma ordem 

hierárquica, que podia ser muito ou pouco rígida, e uma etiqueta rigorosa os ligavam entre si. A necessidade de se 

impor e de se manter dentro de tal figuração conferia a todos eles uma marca característica, justamente o cunho 

de cortesão. 
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country.” (ELIAS, 2001, p. 67, my translation14). As such, the courts were at the origin of every 

experience, every conception the absolutist kings had of the world (ELIAS, 2001). 

From Elias’s characterisation, it is possible to infer some defining principles of court 

societies: (a) there is a very defined social hierarchy; (b) there is a very specific set of social 

interdependences that allows for, (c) a special position of the king in this arrangement; and (d) 

the important role of etiquette and ceremonial to preserve it. To those features it should be 

added what Chartier called the three paradoxes of court societies. According to him, in court 

societies the highest degree of social differentiation is expressed in the greater possible spatial 

proximity, the individual is totally defined by what the others think him to be, and social 

superiority is only achieved through political submission (CHARTIER, 2001). These notions 

may still seem a bit dispersed and isolated, but they tie very nicely in Elias’s description of 

court societies. In my interpretation, I opted to analyse them through three main areas that I 

believe are essential to a better understanding of court societies and their structure, and which 

Elias gave particular attention to: structures of dwelling, the balance of tensions, and etiquette 

and ceremonial. 

When dealing with structures of dwelling, Elias (2001) did mean the configuration and 

architecture of palaces and houses, but he was also concerned with the social tensions that could 

be expressed by such spatial categories. According to him, “[…] the expression of a social unit 

in space, the type of its spatial configuration is a tangible and – literally – visible representation 

of its particularities.” (ELIAS, 2001, p. 67, my translation15). In the case of the courtly 

aristocracy, most nobles had a country estate that they barely visited (but from which derived 

their titles and income), a house, or hôtel, in Paris (more frequently occupied), and a room in 

Versailles or other royal residences. The true home of the courtier, however, was “society”, and 

in order to partake of its many opportunities he followed the king and his court for most of the 

time and throughout most parts of the country (ELIAS, 2001). 

The very architecture of the aristocratic homes reflects such primacy of the social 

sphere, or, better yet, of the absence of distinction between the private and public lives. The 

areas reserved for social entertainment were larger, better equipped and better decorated than 

the private apartments. And, since the aristocracy was a class of leisure, there was no specific 

place to accommodate “professional” visits: in reality, the “social” calls that should be part of 

                                                 
14 Tudo que vinha das vastas possessões reais, de todas as partes do reino, tinha que passar pelo filtro da corte 

antes de chegar ao rei; e tudo o que vinha do rei tinha que passar pelo filtro da corte antes de chegar ao país. 
15 […] a expressão de uma unidade social no espaço, o tipo de sua configuração espacial é uma representação 

tangível e – literalmente – visível de suas particularidades. 
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the private lives of individuals were also a means of acquiring power and influence in a court 

society. This was epitomised in the form of the aristocratic salon, a form of gathering that was 

usually held by great ladies of society in order to satisfy the demands of courtiers for “good 

company” and “interesting conversation”, and usually included the wittiest aristocrats and some 

intellectuals. Those salons were the places where most of the refinement of manners and the 

development of a specific aristocratic rationality took place, for they were also a way the 

aristocracy found to “improve their minds” through the reading and discussing of poetry and 

classic writings, and thus to distance themselves from common folk (ELIAS, 2001). 

The life of the courtier was marked by leisure and by what Elias called the “status-

consumption ethos”. Expenditure was not measured in terms of available income, but in terms 

of social position. Those who ranked higher in the social hierarchy were forced to have better 

clothes, larger and more luxurious houses, more servants, horses, carriages, jewels; they were 

forced to spend more in order to maintain their social prestige. That was even truer in the case 

of the king, who had to keep himself above all others, and thus must have the finest clothes, the 

most gorgeous palaces, offer the better banquets and balls than anyone else. In light of this, it 

was actually very common for courtiers to be deeply in debt without this being a particular 

problem for their social standing. It was better to spend more than they gain but keep their social 

prestige and privileges than to regulate expenditure according to income and not be able to fulfil 

the expected “duties” of a courtier. And, since working for a living was highly frowned upon 

in court societies (to the point that a noble could lose his title and be expelled from “society” if 

he was ever involved in such “bourgeois” practices), the sources of income for a courtier were 

restricted to inheritance, to what could be extracted from their estates and, eventually, to 

whatever position that could be found at court (ELIAS, 2001). 

This life-style was highly dependent on servants, and a great many of them at that. The 

aristocrats had no function in the division of labour, no profession in the modern (bourgeois) 

sense: they lived to entertain and they did that lavishly. The servants were an integral part of 

courtly aristocratic life and it could not have assumed the characteristics it did without this mass 

of unprivileged people to act in the background. However, despite the essential services 

rendered, the servant class was considered a complete different type of human race, an infinitely 

inferior one (ELIAS, 2001). The refinement of manners and behaviour that was so essential in 

the social interactions between peers was completely ignored in relations with servants, to the 

point that some great ladies felt no shame in bathing in the presence of footmen or other male 

servants, since they were more possessions or inanimate objects than actual human beings. A 

good servant was the one who was not seen, heard or otherwise noticed (ELIAS, 2000, 2001). 
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That emphasises the importance of hierarchy and human inequality in the configuration of court 

societies. It also illustrates two of Chartier’s paradoxes: in the same houses, under the same 

roof, there lived thousands of people, some of them so apart in the social scale that they thought 

of themselves as completely different types of human beings; at the same time, the status-

consumption ethos meant that a courtier was a courtier so long as he could maintain the 

expected behaviour of one, and so long as the other courtiers recognised him as such. 

Such importance of social differentiation and detachment is keenly felt when one 

analyses the specific balance of tensions that characterised court societies and that allowed the 

king to have such a prominent position as to be called an “absolute ruler”. Again, it is worth to 

reiterate that this social configuration does not depend on individual accomplishments or 

designs. There was no single king who was capable, due to his character alone, to centralise 

this amount of power and keep it without the very peculiar balance of social power and set of 

antagonisms that emerged at that time. The period of the great absolutist courts was marked by 

an equilibrium in the social power of the declining nobility and the rising bourgeoisie that 

enabled the king to rise over them and coordinate such delicate balance in his favour. First, by 

providing the upper stratum of the bourgeoisie with administrative functions, the king curbed 

the political power and independence the nobility had enjoyed in the middle ages. Second, by 

instituting the nobility as a closed social elite and the setter of standards, the king was able to 

prevent a further growth of bourgeois power, but also to bring the nobles under his own roof so 

that he could keep an eye on them and prevent any attempt to restore the centrifugal tendencies 

of medieval times. The result was that neither the bourgeoisie nor the aristocracy had sufficient 

power to overcome the other and that, unless they allied themselves (as was the case in Britain), 

neither could they overcome the king (ELIAS, 2001). 

This dynamic was reinforced by the distrust and fear the bourgeoisie and the aristocracy 

had of one another: even though they tried several alliances to curb the king’s power, they could 

never fully trust the other’s motives and ended up striking a deal with the king in order to keep 

their acquired privileges. The aristocracy, in particular, was very keen to maintain its social 

position, especially since it suffered pressures from below (the bourgeoisie who wanted more 

social power) and above (the king who needed to restrict aristocratic power and “tame the 

warriors” into courtiers). It represented what Elias called a “double-end stratum”, and as such 

suffered from permanent tensions that ultimately turned into self-constraints: this was expressed 

most clearly in the form of the refinement of manners and the importance of etiquette and 

ceremonial in court societies (ELIAS, 2001). 
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Etiquette and manners had a double function in the aristocratic courts: they were a 

means of domination used by the king to control the aristocracy; but they were also a means of 

social distinction used by the aristocracy to differentiate itself from the rest of society. In the 

first case, the restriction of behaviour and violence required by the coexistence of individuals 

at court was a way found by the central authority to control the warrior class (medieval nobility) 

and make it its dependant (aristocratic courtier). Since etiquette was a literal expression of social 

hierarchy and social standing, the slightest change in behaviour meant a loss or gain of social 

power, and this balance was controlled by the king through the favours he bestowed. The 

courtiers, therefore, learned to attune themselves to every nuance, every subtlety of the 

behaviour of others and they used these refinements to distance themselves from the other 

strata. Patterns of socially accepted behaviour were in constant change: every time the manners 

and conduct of the aristocracy were emulated by the bourgeoisie, the former devised new 

manners, new modes of conduct that eluded the latter in order to keep themselves as the social 

elite (ELIAS, 2000, 2001). This clearly expresses Chartier’s third paradox: the social 

superiority of the aristocracy could only be achieved through its position in the royal court and, 

therefore, to political submission to the king. 

With time, this particular structure became more restricted and ossified. The manners 

and mores that once served a specific social function now were only reproduced with the 

intention of preventing any structural change that would decrease the privileges held by each 

group. The nobility, the bourgeoisie and even the king were trapped in this motionless 

arrangement. Refinement of behaviour became empty, for the new bourgeoisie now held much 

more power than the nobility, even if that was not expressed in the organisation of society. The 

rise of bourgeois power affected the delicate balance of tensions which the king could no longer 

control. And thus, in France, the ancient régime crumbled under the pressures of the lower 

classes in a revolutionary frenzy that was to affect the whole of Europe in the century to come 

(ELIAS, 2001). Of course, even though the existence of court societies was, according to Elias 

(2000), a phenomenon of Western society as a whole, there were national differences, and the 

particular characteristics of British court society will be discussed in the next chapter. For now, 

the next subsection will tie this specific social figuration to Elias’s broader theorisation of the 

civilising process, along with their relevance for International Relations. 

 

2.2.2.1 Court societies, the civilising process and international relations: a summary 
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Court societies were at the hub of a complex net of social relationships that included 

different social strata within the same country, but also several similar organisations throughout 

Europe. Internally, they were the means used by the king to keep the nobility in check; 

externally, the close contacts between European court societies enabled states to develop a 

modicum of shared values and thus to restrict violent conduct. In both cases, there was a very 

close relationship between court societies and the restriction of violent conduct and refinement 

of manners characterised by Norbert Elias as the civilising process. And, even though Elias 

himself did not tie these two dynamics, they did not go unnoticed in Andrew Linklater’s work 

(LINKLATER, 2011a). However, since Linklater did not actually develop this idea in an 

extensive research of how, exactly, court societies can influence international relations aside 

from the fact that they provide common values that can be later institutionalised in an 

international society, my intention is to deepen this line of inquiry. 

In this dissertation, I consider court societies as the main form taken by the element of 

world society in modern Europe. As such, in its encounters with the European international 

society, it had the power to influence its patterns of legitimacy, which means its criteria of 

rightful conduct, but also of rightful membership. The expression of such influence can be seen 

through the characteristics of the primary institutions of international society developed at the 

time, since, according to Buzan (2014), they define the basic attributes of states and 

international society, including the criteria of rightful conduct and membership. The aspect of 

accepted patterns of rightful membership becomes particularly important when relations with 

non-European societies are brought into the discussion, especially regarding the establishment 

of a standard of civilisation. 

So, to further the argument, the next chapter shall present the specific features of British 

court society, based on the main areas described by Elias: structures of dwelling, the balance of 

tensions and the importance of etiquette. The third chapter will connect these specific domestic 

trends to the wider domain of international relations by tracing the how Britain interpreted the 

rules of the European international society at the time and if this particular interpretation had 

any influence of the specific configuration of its court society. 
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3 CHAPTER II - BRITISH COURT SOCIETY: AN ELIASIAN APPROACH 

 

This chapter intends to present a more detailed historical and sociological analysis of 

British court society, leaning heavily on Elias's framework. It will comprise of three main 

sections addressing the features of court societies identified by Elias and presented in the 

previous chapter: places of dwelling, balance of social tensions and the importance of etiquette. 

Furthermore, there are another two sections that deal with some issues that did not feature in 

Elias’s analysis, but are essential to understand court society in Regency England: reactions to 

the French Revolution and the influence of religion. It is important to reiterate that Elias’s study 

focused on French court society, especially under Louis XIV, a context very different from the 

British one. Comparisons with the French absolutist court are thus both inevitable and necessary 

to better understand the idiosyncrasies of the object at hand. 

Before undertaking the analysis, however, some points need to be addressed. First, while 

the aristocracy of Britain during the Regency consisted of English, Scottish and Irish peers, the 

English lords took precedence over the others, while Scottish peers, who were allowed only 

sixteen representatives in the House of Lords, took precedence over their Irish counterparts, 

who were allowed none (JAMES, 2010). Nevertheless, they were all part of the ruling class and 

accepted as members of high society, or more commonly, “the ton”, even if some problems of 

protocol occasionally arose. Second, due to Britain’s insular condition, the aristocracy 

oscillated between moments of proximity and detachment from the continental courts 

depending on political circumstances, and that also contributed to shape its main features in a 

particular manner. During the Stuart (1603-1714) and Georgian (1714-1830) eras the ties with 

the continent were particularly strong, especially with France and the territories that are now 

part of Italy. In the case of the Stuart monarchs and their courts, such ties were not welcomed 

by the majority of the (protestant) aristocracy, and the fear of French and catholic influence was 

one of the main impulses behind the both the Civil War (1642-1651) and Glorious Revolution 

(1688) (on which more will be said bellow) (JAMES, 2010). 

In the eighteenth century, however, francophilia returned in force: the aristocracy spoke 

French, decorated their houses in the French style, emulated Parisian fashion and was interested 

in what was being discussed in salons across the Channel (MURRAY, 2000). Young noblemen 

were required to undertake the Grand Tour of the Continent to further their cultural education, 

their mastery of foreign languages, their social finesse, and the gentlemanly art of 

swordsmanship. The Grand Tour was a journey of about a year undertaken by young men of 

noble family accompanied by a tutor through Italy, France and other major European countries, 
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and became an aristocratic rite of passage in the eighteenth century (JAMES, 2010). According 

to James (2010), the importance of the Grand Tours to British history and culture should not be 

underestimated: they kept the country in contact with the major intellectual movements of 

Europe and integrated Britain to the mainstream of Continental princely culture. 

This became difficult after the French Revolution and the start of war against France in 

1793, and even more difficult during Napoleon’s reign and the implementation of his 

Continental System from 1806. Britain was virtually isolated from the Continent for over 

twenty years, and even though some amongst the aristocracy, especially liberals and 

intellectuals, still greatly admired the French, the general spirit of the nation was one of violent 

francophobia (MURRAY, 2000). During these years, British fashion, manners and conduct 

developed without almost any influence from Continental Europe and its courts and, by the 

time of the Congress of Vienna (1814-1815), the differences were remarkable. Lady 

Castlereagh, for example, was the wife of Foreign Secretary Lord Castlereagh and one of the 

most distinguished hostess of the ton. Her dress sense, however, appalled some Continental 

aristocrats gathered at Vienna, who considered her to be almost naked (ZAMOYSKI, 2008). 

The ties between courts, of course, were not completely cut, especially since Britain received 

many of the aristocrats who fled the French Revolution, but the ongoing war prevented any 

close relationships such as those that existed in the eighteenth century. The connections were 

re-established in full force after 1815. 

The third point that needs to be addressed is a brief presentation of Britain’s domestic 

context. It can be seen, as Charles Dickens (2012) so conveniently wrote in A Tale of two cities, 

as the best of times and the worst of times. Although Regency England survived in the popular 

memory as a period of opulence and luxury, of balls, gowns, and lavish entertainment, it was 

also a time of social unrest, of the luddite riots, of an immense social abys between rich and 

poor, of the virtual absence of laws to regulate working hours and conditions, of widespread 

corruption and patronage. It was a time when British literature flourished: Jane Austen, Sir 

Walter Scott, Mary and Percy Shelley, Lord Byron, William Wordsworth, William Blake and 

John Keats all lived and wrote during the Regency. It was a time of great advances in science, 

a time of the first steam boats and gas lighting (MURRAY, 2000). But it was also a time of 

political radicalism and fierce repression. It was a time of evangelical ascension and the fight 

to abolish the slave trade, but also a time when poachers received severe penalties, including 

death sentence. Ultimately, it was a time of contradictions of every kind, and perhaps that is 

why it is so rich and attractive. 
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Politically, Britain was governed by the more conservative Tory party throughout the 

whole period, with only a brief Whig ministry in 1806-1807 under Lord Grenville. The French 

Revolution generated some hysteria in the upper classes and a generalised fear of an analogous 

development in Britain, which in turn was used as an excuse for highly repressive laws that 

curbed rights of speech, of gathering and even temporarily suspended habeas corpus. Even 

after 1815, the fear of revolution continued and the years of 1816-1817 were marked by popular 

discontent and failed attempts of reform (HALÉVY, 1960, 1965). Economically, agriculture 

was still the main activity, and a large part of the population was intimately tied to its periods 

of crisis and prosperity. Landowning was still the main source of wealth, but since the previous 

century some industries were rapidly developing, especially that of textiles. This generated 

significant changes in the form and nature of labour, in the organisation of towns, and also 

propelled the economic ascension of industrialists and financiers. It was still not enough to 

generate any major rearrangement of the social structure, but the professional class was 

beginning to make itself felt. The aristocracy very much dominated the economic, political and 

social milieu, although its privileges were gradually becoming more contested as the pressures 

for reform increased. Popular unrest was ripe: war-time taxation, high prices, bad harvests, 

unemployment and lack of political representation took their toll on the population and several 

mass movements were organised, from violent riots to peaceful public demonstrations, and 

even the attempted murder of the Prince Regent (HALÉVY, 1965). It was, therefore, an 

incredibly dynamic period. 

This contradictory and extravagant tone of the Regency was due in no small part to the 

influence of the Prince Regent himself. The prince was a great patron of the arts and culture, 

made many aesthetic changes in the architecture of London, possessed good manners and could 

be extremely polite when he wished. However, his extravagance was as notorious as his many 

indiscreet love affairs and he became well known for his exorbitant expenses and frivolous 

behaviour. He was not a popular monarch, neither with the upper classes and much less with 

common folk, who were highly critical of his licentious lifestyle: he was frequently the object 

of open satire and censure, being even referred to as “Prince of Whales”16, due to his obesity, 

                                                 
16“[…]  

Name of title what has he?... 

Is he Regent of the sea? 

By his bulk and by his size, 

By his oily qualities, 

This (or else my eye sight fails), 

This should be the Prince of Whales.” 

(MURRAY, 2000, p. 188) 
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in a mock poem written by Charles Lamb (MURRAY, 2000). He was so unpopular that the 

majority of the people sided with his admittedly difficult and estranged wife, Caroline of 

Brunswick, in whatever controversy arose between the two, especially when George IV refused 

to recognise Caroline as Queen Consort after his accession to the throne in 1820. He also had a 

troubled relationship with his parents, who disapproved of his extravagant and profligate 

behaviour and his whiggish leanings in politics (MURRAY, 2000). 

The Regent and his court, however, set the tone of high society during the period 

analysed, and their double standards of morality were the norm: young ladies could be ruined 

by a simple stroll without a chaperone, while married women could have as many affairs as 

they wished (provided there was a level of discretion); debts of honour (those owed to a 

gentleman) must be settled as soon as possible to avoid social ostracism, while trading debts 

(those owed to someone of the professional class due to the provision of services) could be put 

off for years, regardless of the situation of the lender; one could spend lavishly even when 

heavily in debt; the life of leisure was commonly seen as a life of pleasure, and no efforts or 

expenses were spared in the pursuit of such goal. Also, Regency society was one of transition, 

which meant standards and mores were flexible in a way that neither the Georgian period before 

it nor the Victorian years that succeeded it could ever allow them to be. Social acceptance 

involved a mix of blood, intellect, manners and money that sometimes was not clear even to 

those actively involved in it, and standards of admission were incredibly volatile (MURRAY, 

2000). That all contributed to the many contradictions the Regency is recognised for, and that 

turned it into such a rich historical period to study. 

 

3.1 Places of dwelling: Country homes and the London Season 

 

When Elias (2001) studied the places of dwelling in his works, he meant both the actual 

architecture of the buildings inhabited by the king and the courtly aristocracy and the social 

tensions expressed by these spatial categories. In the case of British court society, there was not 

a single place analogous to Versailles where the nobility could converge, but the tensions 

expressed by the way the places of dwelling were configured were of a similar nature. Indeed, 

Elias (2001) himself recognised this absence of a “Versailles” in the British case, but he 

considered the London Season, or the gathering of aristocratic families in the capital for a few 

months each year, a worthy substitute. This different spatial configuration can be interpreted in 

the light of the different position that the monarchs of France and Britain held in the balance of 

tensions of their respective societies: while the court of Versailles reflected the central position 
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of the monarch in French court society, the more diffuse configuration of a London Season 

matched the existence of several centres of power in British court society. Not only that, but in 

Britain the main residences of peers were their country estates, not the king’s court. According 

to Murray, “These were their roots, and it was to these that they would always return from 

whatever perambulations their particular lives dictated.” (2000, p. 113). In this analysis, 

therefore, I shall focus not only on the Royal courts at St. James’s Palace, Carlton House and 

the Brighton Pavilion, but especially on the London Season and its events and expectations, 

and, of course, on the country life of aristocrats. 

Compared to its continental counterparts, St. James’s Palace (the official residence of 

the Royal Family in London before the relocation to Buckingham Palace) seems to lack both 

size and opulence. With an austere façade of red bricks, it presents a far less grandiose external 

view than either the Tuileries Palace, in Paris, of the Hofburg Palace, in Vienna, the town 

residences of the French and Austrian monarchies, respectively. And, even though the Court of 

St. James’s was still a very important aspect of society in Britain during the Regency and the 

presentation of young women at court was deemed a ritual of the utmost importance to any 

family inhabiting the world of the ton, it was hardly the only or the most sought after event of 

the social whirlwind (MURRAY, 2000; WILKINS, 2010). Rather, due to the ill health of king 

George III during the period analysed and the occasionally overbearing strictness of courtly 

dress, ceremonial and protocol, aristocrats tended to view court presentation more as a sign of 

social superiority and a pre-requisite to participating in other society functions than the core of 

court society itself. Besides, since the fall out with his father, the Prince of Wales set up his 

own court at Carlton House, the Pavilion or whatever other residence he chose to inhabit at the 

time (MURRAY, 2000). 

The Regent’s court was certainly more extravagant then his father’s and perhaps more 

influent in terms of setting fashions, but it could hardly be compared to the standards of 

monarchs such as Louis XIV: the prince possessed neither the position nor the respect held by 

the Sun King at his time. In fact, while his main residence, Carlton House, was always decorated 

in the latest style and he strived to offer the best banquets and fêtes (MURRAY, 2000), the scale 

of such achievements was small by the absolutist standards set by Elias. First, because the 

Prince Regent was, as the name suggests, not a king, and could not aspire to this position while 

his father lived. And second because, even when he became king, the balance of social tensions 

in British society did not allow for such prominent role of the monarchy, a fact that shall be 

explained with more detail in the next subsection. Also, since the Royal family’s revenue was 

controlled to a certain extent by Parliament, the expense of such events was well beyond the 
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Regent’s pocket (not that this last point seemed to matter all that much, since he spent lavishly 

and was always in debt, but it represented a restriction of sorts). 

The Regent’s main dwelling, Carlton House, was given to him by his father on the event 

of his coming of age, in 1783, and for the next thirty years it was constantly refurbished and 

remodelled to fit the Prince’s taste for fashion and luxury. He spent exorbitant amounts of 

money each time Carlton House underwent any changes, always hiring the best architects and 

choosing the finest furniture and decorations. According to Murray, “The Prince was obsessed 

with Carlton House and determined to create the showiest palace in Europe, a setting which 

would do justice to his position and personality.” (2000, p. 203). But “[…] Carlton House, 

however much he changed it and however much he spent, would never be large enough to 

satisfy his social ambitions. The solution was to treat the property as ephemeral, to add and 

modify, to decorate and redecorate, to gild and embellish again and again.” (MURRAY, 2000, 

p. 202). In fact, the debts incurred from these constant reforms harassed the Prince for the rest 

of his life, and the need for funds was the main reason behind his disastrous marriage with 

Caroline of Brunswick. In the end, however, even after so many changes, the Prince decided to 

demolish Carlton House altogether and began to enlarge Buckingham House, the future 

Buckingham Palace, a construction work that would still be incomplete by the time of his death, 

in 1830 (MURRAY, 2000). Murray’s insightful words regarding this episode deserve to be 

reproduced: “The short history of what must have been one of the loveliest houses of London 

encapsulate the transient spirit of the Regency, a compound of style and vulgarity, waste and 

generosity, charm and chaos.” (2000, p. 202). 

Architecturally speaking, Carlton House had the Palladian exterior that was in vogue 

for the better part of the Georgian and Regency periods. This style was inspired by the revival 

of classical culture and the rising interest in anything Roman or Greek. This was, on the one 

hand, a reflection of the Grand Tours undertaken by young noblemen throughout the eighteenth 

century, that put them in touch with classical culture, ancient artefacts and the Italian 

renaissance school of architecture, of which Andrea Palladio (1508-1580), of whom the term 

Palladian derived, was a prominent member. In their perambulations of the Continent, young 

men could find a great number of classically inspired buildings and also have access to some 

of the original Roman ruins; besides, books of architecture were available for purchase, and 

many an aristocrat brought back, besides a myriad of relics and works of art, detailed analyses 

of classical monuments that could be reproduced at home. On the other hand, the new style was 

also a political move of the Whig aristocracy, who acceded to power after the Glorious 

Revolution of 1688 and sought a new national style to replace the French Baroque or the more 
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subdued and domestic traits of Dutch architectural influence that predominated at the time. The 

clean, proportioned, but grand Palladian style suited their needs very much (JAMES, 2010; 

YORKE, 2013).  

This new style was also applied to London townhouses and terraces. In the case of the 

capital, the great fire of 1666 destroyed much of its old and wooden framed buildings, and gave 

rise to a series of regulations that intended to avoid another disaster of the kind (YORKE, 2013). 

The need to rebuild in stone coincided with the new classical style and, in the West End of the 

city, buildings were developed having the aristocracy in mind. It was, according to Wilkins 

(2010), a large-scale planning of an “aristocratic townscape”, and created a unique and very 

beautiful part of London that remained unchanged for centuries. This was the foundation of 

what was to become the most fashionable part of London and the heart of aristocratic life in the 

city: Mayfair. London was not, of course, as large as it is today, and many neighbourhoods that 

exist now were green fields and hills back in the Regency period. However, the “acceptable” 

part of the city, meaning the areas where members of the ton could reside without risking social 

ruin, was even more restricted: it was confined to Mayfair and its immediate surroundings 

(MURRAY, 2000). 

According to Wilkins (2010), this relatively confined space is what made possible the 

development of the London Season such as it was. The poor condition of roads (even in town), 

the high price of transportation17, and the danger presented by the constant presence of footpads 

and highwaymen at a time when there was no permanent police force, would undoubtedly have 

made the myriad of entertainments and gatherings of the Season much more complicated were 

the fashionable residences to be spread throughout London. Thus, Mayfair played a part similar 

to that of royal palaces in Elias’s (2001) analysis in bringing aristocrats closer, both spatially 

and socially, and also in delimitating physical barriers to inclusion in their circles. The 

residential geography of London was a clear expression of social position: the richest and more 

influential families of the ton owned mansions in the heart of Mayfair, especially in Grosvenor, 

Park Lane, St. James’s and Berkeley Squares; other aristocratic families either owed or rented 

houses in the region, and those could be of different sizes and qualities, depending on the 

family’s money and/or position; genteel but less economically favoured families usually looked 

for houses in the immediate outskirts of Mayfair, in respectable but cheaper areas; the well-of 

                                                 
17 Owning a carriage incurred, besides the cost of the vehicle itself, the costs of acquiring and stabling (good) 

horses, the costs of employing a coachman and stable lads to conduct and care for the horses, and, since there was 

no permanent police force in London at the time, the costs of employing the several footmen that should 

accompany the carriage to provide security. 
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merchants and professionals preferred Bloomsbury or the suburbs, while the East End of 

London was a mass of small, dirty and poor houses, inhabited by the lower classes and with 

high levels of disease and criminality (MURRAY, 2000; WILKINS, 2010). 

It was in this context that the wealthiest and more influential families of Britain 

descended to London for a few months each year to participate in the events that became known 

as “the Season”. The Season developed slowly and took form throughout the eighteenth 

century, when, due to the more frequent gatherings of Parliament18, Lords and gentlemen were 

called to London to perform their political and official functions. During this period (that 

suffered variations over the years, but that usually meant from February to August each year), 

their families came along with them, and it became customary to organise several 

entertainments, visits, and social events. Thus, a network of social connections and 

performances that encompassed mainly the aristocracy, but not only, developed. Estimates 

point to the participation of three to four hundred of the most influential families in the events 

of the Season in the beginnings of the eighteenth century; this number rose to 6,000 families in 

1800 and to 19,000 in the 1850s (WILKINS, 2010). It was a very significant growth, 

considering that, according to Beckett (quoted by Wilkins [2010]), the participants of the 

Season could be loosely seen as the governing class of Britain. 

The Season was not, therefore, merely a social event: it was closely tied to the political 

and economic spheres that ruled Britain. Participation in the events that comprised a London 

Season was a means of social and political ascent, especially through family connections, 

marriage and patronage (WILKINS, 2010). Just as in Elias’s analysis of French court society, 

British society was hierarchically defined, and climbing the ladders of the social milieu also 

meant more political influence. The main difference is that the means of increasing this 

influence lied not in gaining the approval of the king, although that undoubtedly helped, but in 

acquiring the favour of important lords or their ladies. Noblemen were the main power behind 

the political machine of Britain and exerted great influence in both Houses of Parliament: They 

were the House of Lords, and the MPs who sat in the House of Commons were, to a great 

extent, their younger sons or protégés (JAMES, 2010). The exact extent of aristocratic primacy 

will be analysed in the next section, but for now it is important to mention that, at the time of 

the Regency, landowning was still the main and more respected economic activity, and it also 

                                                 
18 In this case, more frequent when compared to the previous centuries; after the Glorious Revolution, it was no 

longer the king who summoned Parliament whenever he thought appropriate (it could be years from one Parliament 

to another), but Parliament, by itself, conducted yearly gatherings that lasted no more than a few months 

(WILKINS, 2010). 
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had great impact on politics: the electoral system was based on local balloting and many of the 

boroughs were in the pocket of their aristocratic landlords (pocket boroughs) or, occasionally, 

totally devoid of electors (rotten boroughs). According to Wilkins, “The power afforded to 

owning land, and participating in the political mechanisms of the period fuelled the desire for 

social climbing between the tiers of the Season, as participants wished to secure their own 

wealth and status through an association with this powerful elite.” (2010, p. 25). Therefore, in 

the London Season, political and social networking were tightly interwoven to the point of 

amalgamation. 

This amalgamation can be expressed, as Elias (2001) so well pointed out, by the 

configuration of the places of dwelling. In the case of the London residences of the participants 

of the Season, the first step was to choose a fashionable area, preferably one that would fit the 

family’s budget: renting a house in the wrong part of town could spell social disaster. The prices 

in the rental market were highly inflated, but a family who wished to promote themselves to 

the greatest advantage needed a large house in a popular area in order to host the series of events 

required of the aspired position (WILKINS, 2010). Nevertheless, even in a less fashionable 

locality, the internal configuration of rooms followed a pattern: the better and more luxurious 

decorations were reserved to the reception rooms, while family rooms were more sedate and 

designed more for comfort than ostentation (YORKE, 2013). According to Yorke,  

 

The interiors of Georgian and Regency houses were, in their largest and finest 

examples, a showcase of classical taste intended to impress the increasing number of 

guests. […] The owner not only had to be aware of the latest fashions and design 

etiquette, but also where to focus most of his efforts. As the intention was to impress 

well-to-do guests it was the reception rooms that received the most lavish decoration, 

with the family rooms and bedrooms, which were out of sight, having a lower status 

of furnishing. (2013, p. 83-85). 

 

The servants’ quarters were even lower in this hierarchy of decoration and, given that 

space in London terrace houses was not that great to begin with, they were generally very small 

and relegated to the attics or basement. Nevertheless, there was a very real need for servants in 

the lifestyle enjoyed by the upper and even middle classes during the Regency. They were an 

integral part of any household, and only the very poor had no helping hand in their domestic 

affairs. Servants ranged from housekeepers, butlers, valets and lady’s maids on the top of the 

hierarchy, to footmen, coachmen, scullery maids, laundry maids and stable boys in the bottom, 

and their functions were undertaken with the utmost care and discretion (KLOESTER, 2010). 

The houses were configured as to make servants almost invisible, and there were different 

entrances and usually a different set of stairs to be used by them in their daily chores (YORKE, 
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2013). This configuration of houses reflects one of Chartier’s (2001) paradox of court society: 

in the smallest physical distance, the largest social distances can be found. 

Another of Chartier’s paradox can also be found in British court society: the individual 

was defined not by what he is, but by what society deemed him to be according to his social 

performance. Demonstrations of wealth, taste and manners were, therefore, essential to succeed 

in the world of the ton, and etiquette an important measurement of the social position of 

individuals and of whole families in the balance of tensions. Therefore, hostesses strived to 

throw the best balls and offer the best dinners; mothers strived to acquire invitations to the most 

sought after events; debutantes strived to attract the most eligible suitors; and men sought 

membership of the most exclusive clubs. Besides all of that, the members of the ton were also 

required to know any minor changes in the circumstances of one another, including marriage, 

inheritance, death or ruination, and behave accordingly (MURRAY, 2000; WILKINS, 2010). 

It is important to reiterate that British society at the time was highly hierarchised, and 

that the same was true for its upper classes. There was a formal hierarchy of titles, with the 

monarch at the top, followed by members of the royal family, then by the peerage, which 

consisted of dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts and barons. Following the aristocracy, was the 

gentry, a class of genteel, but untitled gentlemen that also included baronets and knights. A few 

of the wealthy bourgeoisie, who made up the upper echelons of the middle classes, could be 

included in the world of the ton, although that was still rare during the Regency. The rest of the 

middle classes, artisans and tradespeople, servants, labouring poor and paupers were altogether 

excluded from the circles inhabited by high society. Besides the order of precedence afforded 

by titles, a family’s wealth and influence over government and society greatly mattered to the 

amount of deference it received. While lords were always esteemed, a gentleman of good 

family, good wealth, good connections, but no title could also be considered a respectable 

matrimonial prize. Heiresses coming from a family in trade or finances, while not being the 

very first choice of the aristocracy, could marry into Society, and many a lord’s property was 

saved by such an alliance. At the same time, a duke with no fortune, but with connections and 

power was pursued by many ladies wishing to marry off their daughters. 

The participants of the Season, therefore, were not always of the same tier, being 

hierarchised according to a mix of rank, wealth and influence. This afforded them different 

experiences of the Season, considering the highly selective (and even snobbish) nature of some 

of its events. Groups of different status usually attended different events, even if they both 

belonged to the wider designation of Society (KLOESTER, 2010, WILKINS, 2010). To be 

included in the more exclusive events of the Season (which were the ones that afforded the best 
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opportunities), one had to belong to a powerful family or have one as its patron. The appearance 

of refinement, respectability and wealth could also go a long way in facilitating entrance in 

Society, and so an elaborate system of performance was devised, with very subtle rules of 

etiquette that could be used as means of social inclusion and differentiation (WILKINS, 2010). 

This specific role of etiquette will be the subject of another subsection, but the constant displays 

of wealth and their meaning for British court society will be addressed bellow. 

Now, according to Elias (2001), the status-consumption ethos is an important part of 

court society in general, since 

 

In a society where each personal manifestation has a socially representative value, the 

efforts in the search for prestige and ostentation of the higher strata are a necessity 

impossible to disperse with. It is an indispensable apparatus of social self-affirmation, 

especially when – as is the case in court society – all of the participants are involved 

in a fight or competition for status and prestige. (ELIAS, 2001, p. 83, my 

translation19). 

 

In the case of British court society during the Regency that also held true, especially for the 

Prince Regent and his court, most of whom spent lavishly and were permanently in debt. The 

case of Carlton House and its alterations was already mentioned, but other examples of 

expenditure in terms of prestige instead of income can be found in the Regent’s many clothes 

and accessories, in his horses and carriages, and in the dinners and parties he organised. His 

coats, for example, did not cost less than £300 (approximately £15,000 today) and he was 

humoured to have over a hundred of those before he even became Regent, besides ordering 

more than five hundred shirts in the course of ten years. His wardrobe was incredibly 

extravagant, and included items such as a suit of black velvet lined with pink satin and covered 

in pink and gold embroidery, epaulettes of real gold, fencing masks and gloves lined with blue 

silk, golden handkerchiefs, silk dressing gowns, gold-framed spectacles, a myriad of jewels, an 

enviable collection of richly decorated snuff boxes, and much more (MURRAY, 2000). 

The Regent’s carriages were equally extravagant and his taste in horses expensive, since 

he was considered a skilled horseman and always searched for the best bloodlines (in that, 

however, he was not alone, for horse racing and breeding was a true passion for British 

aristocrats in general [JAMES, 2010]). He revelled in organising the most sumptuous parties 

and took great pride in his excellent French chef. In one famous banquet in 1817, for example, 

                                                 
19 Numa sociedade em que cada manifestação pessoal tem um valor socialmente representativo, os esforços em 

busca de prestígio e ostentação por parte das camadas mais altas constituem uma necessidade de que não se pode 

fugir. Trata-se de um instrumento indispensável à autoafirmação social, especialmente quando – como é o caso na 

sociedade de corte – todos os participantes estão envolvidos numa batalha ou competição por status e prestígio. 
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the menu contained more than a hundred hot dishes, and most of them included the most refined 

and expensive ingredients of the time. Even when he dinned in less formal occasions, the 

quantity and quality of food consumed was astounding, including several options of soups, 

entrées, second courses and desserts. The consumption of meat in the Prince’s household was 

especially high, and in a month it was recorded the eating of over 5164 lbs of meat, almost 40 

lbs a head. Even the servants ate well, having freshly boiled beef, roast mutton, hash and 

vegetables. Culinary was one of the Prince’s greatest passions and he never went without a 

personal chef of renown (MURRAY, 2000). 

The Prince’s expenses might have been a headache for Parliament, but he was never 

socially ostracised because of them. Many aristocrats and members of society, however, ruined 

themselves in such fashion, and were forced to leave the country in order to avoid debtor’s 

prison. That included even important public figures such as the leading dandy Beau Brummell 

and the poet Lord Byron (although in the latter’s case, scandal was also a primary motive). 

Others accumulated debts over their lives, even when their income was extraordinary. The sixth 

Duke of Devonshire, for example, was one of the richest men in Britain, with an income of 

£100,000 a year from land alone. Nevertheless, by the time of his death, he had acquired a debt 

of over £1,000,000. The Duke had magnificent houses and incredible gardens to look after, and 

he spent lavishly on them: he sent emissaries to exotic places to collect different flora and fauna; 

he built his own zoo, which included an elephant, giraffes and other foreign animals; he was 

one of the greater art collectors of his time, and bought many paintings, sculptures, books and 

other artefacts; he had his own orchestra at Chatsworth (his main house); he had his own 

renowned chef. And all of that was frequently displayed in grand festivities and house parties 

that gathered a great number of eminent guests, for the Duke was a generous and refined host 

(MURRAY, 2000). 

Society, in general, spent a great amount of money in clothes, accessories, jewels, arts, 

carriages, horses, furniture, entertainment, and every other kind of fashionable products in order 

to present a façade of power and respectability that would carry them through a London Season. 

Nevertheless, the true magnificence of British high society up to the late nineteenth century laid 

not in London, but in the country houses and estates. Due to the relatively confining spatial 

configuration of London, architecture in town was somewhat subdued and the full power and 

wealth of aristocrats could only be completely realised in their estates, with the building of great 

houses and the development of beautiful gardens. According to James, “The great house and 

its surroundings were statements of political and economic power. They represented stability, 

the security of property, dynastic continuity and dominance of the landed interest.” (2010, p. 
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175). And not only that, country houses were also the expression of the landowner’s social 

position, both in his district and in the country in general (WILSON; MACKELY, 2000). 

As the core of an important part of aristocratic life, country houses were built to impress. 

Constructing or remodelling such edifices was a long and costly enterprise, undertaken 

sometimes by several generations. Again, the status-consumption ethos operated in full force: 

the amount spent on construction and decoration generally exceeded the landowner’s income, 

and many of those who ventured such projects acquired piles of debts in the process. The value 

of a country house, however, was not measured in strictly economic terms, but, as most things 

in court society, by the prestige it granted its owner in face of the other members of Society 

(WILSON; MACKLEY, 2000). In this sense, there was an ongoing competition amongst the 

great landowning aristocrats of the time as to whom belonged the most magnificent house, the 

most expensive decorations, the most elegant gardens. According to Wilson and Mackley, since 

status reflected spending, “[…] the urge to know the price of everything was part of the 

everyday assessment of country houses, their contents and owners.” (2000, p. 239). 

The monarchy was not exempt from such scrutiny, and the royal palaces spread 

throughout the country were also demonstrations of power and status. Windsor Castle and 

Hampton Court Palace are prime examples of such grandeur. Another example worthy of being 

mentioned is the Royal Pavilion at the sea-side spa town of Brighton, built by the Prince Regent. 

The Pavilion may not be as grand as the other two examples, but it represents the extravagant 

and exotic style so typical of Regency architecture. It also represents the Prince’s penchant for 

constant rebuilding and redecorating, and his tendency to spend well beyond his budget. 

According to Murray, “The transformation of a relatively modest building into the Pavilion as 

it stands today took more than thirty years and involved a series of architects, a commensurate 

number of different styles and a fortune.” (2000, p. 119). It is estimated that, by 1820, it had 

cost the Prince over £700,00020 (MURRAY, 2000). 

The country houses should be the epitome of taste, wealth and elegance. According to 

some, they should resemble paradise (WILSON; MACKLEY, 2000). To accomplish such feats, 

landscaping, architecture and interior design were employed to the fullest, especially in the 

great estates. In James’s words,  

 

Beyond the house, the eye and the mind were pleased by prospects of nature brought 

under human control to provide agreeable walks and idyllic vistas. Inside were 

                                                 
20 Due to the wild fluctuation of the pound during the Regency, it is not always easy to convert such values to 

current prices, but Murray (2000) offers the rate of a factor of fifty. Therefore, the cost of the Pavilion would be 

around £35,000,000 today. 
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paintings, sculpture, ornaments and collections of rarities and curios which aroused 

the imagination and stimulated conversation. The ensemble of the house, contents and 

grounds were the highest expression of a civilisation which promised to surpass its 

Greek and Roman prototypes. (2010, p. 175). 

 

To maintain such structures, house and estate were protected by a system of primogeniture that 

ruled the British aristocracy. The title and bulk of the inheritance were passed to the eldest son 

or, in the case of no male descendants, to the next male heir. The other children received only 

minor bequests or dowries, and it was the responsibility of the head of the family to provide for 

them. Great estates were, in the most part, entailed, which prevented the new lord to sell any 

part of it during his lifetime. This concentration of wealth and land through generations was, 

perhaps, one of the main reasons why the country estate could be preserved in British society 

for so long, even when industry surpassed agriculture (WILSON; MACKLEY, 2000). The same 

can be said of the aristocracy in general (CANNADINE, 1999). 

Although the grandeur of the British country house matches Elias’s description of the 

aristocratic estates in French court society, some differences are noteworthy. First, even if status 

was expressed by such buildings, in Britain there was neither a fixed hierarchy of size nor an 

exclusive nomenclature reserved for each tier of society. Landowners of different ranks 

competed amongst themselves to build the most magnificent house and, unlike in France, a 

mere baron or even a wealthy bourgeois could have greater houses than a duke, if their finances 

allowed such massive expenditure (WILSON; MACKLEY, 2000). At the same time, the name 

“Palace” was not exclusive of royal houses, and the country seats of the aristocracy carried a 

myriad of names, including hall, house, palace, castle, and abbey. Many of those competed on 

equal foot with royal residences in terms of size, style, taste and costs. Blenheim Palace and 

Castle Howard are but a few examples of aristocratic might during the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. 

Second, the country house and its owners played a much more important part in the life 

of the surrounding villages than did the French aristocracy described by Elias, for country life 

made up a significant part of aristocratic political, economic, and social existence in Britain 

(MURRAY, 2000). It was from their estates that landowners extracted the bulk of their wealth 

(in the form of rents), and it was through the constituencies of their estates that they were able 

to exert so much influence in politics (by returning Members of Parliament) (JAMES, 2010; 

WILKINS, 2010). Therefore, the country house was the symbol of the lord’s influence over the 

local community (WILSON; MACKLEY, 2000), and to take advantage of its full potential, the 

promotion of an ebullient country life was in order. Landowners organised house parties, 
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country dances, local fairs, hunting and shooting parties, and many other activities in the months 

they remained in their country residences (HALÉVY,1960). Such events were, for the most 

part, intended for the amusement of other members of Society and of the local gentry, but in 

some cases, such as horse racing, cock fighting and traditional parties and fairs, the general 

populace also took part (JAMES, 2010). It was a convenient way to gather local support. 

Country life might not be as refined, luxurious or agitated as the London Season, but it 

was still a vital part of aristocratic existence in Regency England. In a time when agriculture 

and landowning were still the main economic activities, lords derived great power and influence 

from their country seats, especially since the electoral system was organised around 

constituencies very much under the influence of local lords or notables. In fact, even the 

judiciary in the provinces was the prerogative of landowners, who assumed the role of the local 

magistrate (HALÉVY, 1960). The time spent in the country, therefore, was also filled with 

political and social manoeuvres aiming at increasing one’s influence and climbing the social 

ladder. But, perhaps most importantly, the country house was the symbol of aristocratic 

supremacy, of the heyday of the Whig grandees, of the power of the lords in the face of the 

monarchy. And that is the main difference between the British country seat and its French 

counterpart: even if their function was similar, the balance of social tensions expressed by them 

was completely different, one might say even the opposite. 

 

3.2 Delicate and changing equilibrium in power relations 

 

Now, the social balance of tensions in Britain is perhaps the element that fits Elias’s 

ideal type of court society the less. Even though Elias himself acknowledged this British 

particularity in both The court society and The civilizing process, it remains an important feature 

to analyse. According to him,  

 

[…] in England the king and his court did not constitute a centre of power that 

surpassed all the others. Because of that the upper strata did not have a courtly 

character to the same extent as the French did. The social barriers between the noble 

and bourgeois elites – whose consolidation was deemed crucial by Louis XIV of 

France as a safeguard to his power, and whose upkeep he carefully supervised – were 

less precise and more permeable. (ELIAS, 2001, p. 86-87, my translation21). 

                                                 
21 [...] na Inglaterra o rei e a corte não constituíam um centro de poder que sobrepujava os outros. Por isso as 

camadas sociais superiores não tinham um caráter de corte na mesma medida que na França. As barreiras sociais 

entre as elites nobre e burguesa – cuja consolidação era considerada crucial por Luís XIV na França como uma 

importante condição de salvaguarda de seu poder, e cuja manutenção ele supervisionava cuidadosamente – eram 

mais imprecisas e permeáveis. 
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And also, 

 

According to the division of power in English society, the court and court society did 

not constitute the core in this instance, but at the most one of the cores of “good 

society”. Many times they gave way to other great aristocratic houses as socio-

political centres of Society. Parliament, with its party games in both Chambers, played 

a decisive role in this sphere of domination, acting as an institution that integrated 

social elites. (ELIAS, 2001, p. 113, my translation22) 

 

This was due, in Elias’s conception, to the successful alliance between the aristocracy 

and bourgeoisie against the king, a fact that could not be accomplished in France, but that was 

a constant throughout a large part of English history (ELIAS, 2000). During the Regency, the 

monarch still held a few political powers, but, for the most part, was content to leave the actual 

administration of the kingdom to the Houses of Parliament. Of these Houses, the Commons 

were superior and effectively legislated, but the Lords were still a powerful force and actively 

took part in the political games. A supremacy of the Commons did not mean, however, a shift 

in the social balance in favour of the bourgeoisie and the less privileged classes, at least not yet. 

Franchise was extremely restricted and the electoral system a machine of corruption and 

patronage, meaning the aristocracy and the landowning class were the ones actually represented 

in Parliament. Nevertheless, this specific balance of tensions that resulted in a restraint of royal 

power was only possible because, according to Barrington Moore Jr. (1974), there was an 

alliance between the interests of the landowning class and that of the emerging bourgeoisie, 

which meant the aristocratic predominance in the administrative sphere was not initially 

contested because it did not hinder bourgeois interests. Besides, “In the nineteenth century, as 

in earlier periods, the lines between wealthy nobility, gentry, and the upper reaches of the 

business and professions were blurred and wavering.” (MOORE JR.; 1974, p. 36). 

 

3.2.1 Historical evolution of the balance of social tensions 

 

To understand how the balance of social tensions in Britain reached that particular 

configuration it is necessary to go back to some key moments of British history and analyse the 

                                                 
22 De acordo com a divisão de poder na sociedade inglesa, a corte e a sociedade de corte não constituíam o núcleo 

nesse caso, mas no máximo um dos núcleos da “boa sociedade”. Muitas vezes elas davam lugar a outras grandes 

casas aristocráticas, como centros sociopolíticos da Society. O parlamento, com o jogo dos partidos em suas 

câmaras, desempenhava um papel decisivo, no âmbito dessa estrutura de dominação, como instituição integradora 

das elites da sociedade. 



 89 

role undertaken by each of these three strata, the monarchy, the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie, 

in the configuration of such equilibrium. To begin with, the medieval origins of the British state 

were very different from the French case described by Elias. According to Perry Anderson 

(1974), in the case of England, the strongest and more developed medieval monarchy of Europe 

became its shortest and feeblest absolute regime. Borrowing Elias’s framework, it means the 

monopoly struggles in Britain were of a shorter duration and simpler nature than those of the 

Continent, especially due to its insular condition. Because of Britain’s insularity, the number 

of groups pining for central authority was much smaller, and their character more alike, than 

the ones who entered the competition in France or the Holy Roman Empire (ELIAS, 2000). 

This meant that the victorious group could thus achieve a measure of administrative 

centralisation earlier than others and develop a more effective central apparatus. And even 

though effective union with Wales, Scotland and Ireland was only to come later (1542, 1707 

and 1801, respectively), England was considered a “united entity” from the 10th century 

onwards. So much so, that in 1086 King William I (“William the Conqueror”) was able to order 

what was to become the first census of England: Domesday Book. It was actually a survey of 

all the holdings and estates of England in order to assess the values of taxes and services owed 

to the Crown, but the fact remains that only a relatively strong and centralised authority could 

organise such massive undertaking at a time when roads were scarce and dangerous, and 

communication unreliable at best.  

Now, it is important to point out that the position of the British monarchy in medieval 

times could be strong when compared to others at the time, but it was far from granting any 

extraordinary prerogative to royal power, as would later be the case in the absolutist courts 

described by Elias (2000, 2001). The Norman conquest of England in 1066 did introduce a 

more centralised and effective administration of the country by the monarch, and so the 

Norman-Angevin dynasty was able to extend its control over England and a large part of French 

territory (ANDERSON, 1974). Such administrative developments, however, took place in a 

society that was still feudal in its organisation and the problems of centrifugal forces were very 

much present, even if sometimes in a smaller scale (ELIAS, 2000). Anderson expresses similar 

views when he states that 

 

In England, Angevin royal authority and administration had no exact equivalent 

anywhere in 12th century Europe. But the personal power of the monarch was soon by 

the same token followed by precocious collective institutions of the feudal ruling class 

of a uniquely unitary character – Parliaments. (1974, p. 114). 
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According to him, this precocious political organisation caused two important developments in 

the nature of British politics that were to define it for centuries to come: the restriction of the 

legislative power of kings, and the amalgamation of royal and noble authority in the 

administration of the provinces (ANDERSON, 1974). 

The signing of the Magna Carta in 1215 was a landmark in this matter. It both limited 

royal power, especially that of taxation, and institutionalised a council of barons and other 

notables to advise the king, a body which would later develop into Parliament (ACEMOGLU; 

ROBINSON, 2012; JAMES, 2010). According to James, the Magna Carta “[…] clarified 

relations between Crown and subjects and gave an additional legal weight to the concept that 

kings ruled by consent and were bound to pursue what was to the common good of their 

subjects.” (2010, p. 13). It might seem a bit idealistic to cast all of the king’s subjects in the 

group benefited by the Magna Carta, but it did establish boundaries to the central authority and 

guaranteed several important legal rights to freemen – meaning those who were not serfs 

(JAMES, 2010). Article 39, for example, stated that “No freemen shall be taken or imprisoned 

or disseised or exiled or in any way destroyed, nor will we go upon him nor send upon him, 

except by the lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the land.” (ENGLAND, 1215). In 

terms of the social balance of tensions, the Magna Carta opened a precedent whereby the 

nobility gave itself the right and even the duty to intervene whenever the monarch “abused” of 

his power or used it in such a way as to bring no benefits the kingdom. Nevertheless, these early 

developments were very far from creating a political and social organisation that could include 

every social stratum, and the claims presented by the barons in the Magna Carta referred more 

to the landed elite than any other group. The barons presented a united front against royal power, 

and took from the hands of the king (though not from a centralised authority in the form of a 

proto-Parliament), the monopoly of taxation. 

This powerful position of the nobility, however, was temporarily shaken by the War of 

the Roses (1455-1487) and its ramifications. Barrington Moore Jr. (1974) called it a social 

catastrophe for the aristocracy, while James (2010) preferred the word “aberration” to designate 

a time when both the Crown and the lords forgot their primary duties to land and people and 

slaughtered themselves in over thirty years of intermittent civil wars. The War of the Roses can 

be seen as a return to the monopoly struggles that predated political centralisation: factions of 

noblemen entered a dispute for royal power that generated years of wars and elimination 

contests. In this case, just as Elias described in The civilizing process, by the time the war was 

over, there was a definite tipping of the scales in the balance of social tensions: while the 

aristocracy came out of it discredited and traumatised, the Crown emerged with enhanced 
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power and prestige under the new Tudor dynasty (JAMES, 2010). The Tudors were perhaps 

the monarchs who could better claim the title of “absolute ruler” in English history, especially 

under Henry VIII (1509-1547) and Elizabeth I (1558-1603). 

Political centralisation and the affirmation of royal power were greatly advanced by the 

first Tudor King, Henry VII (1457-1509). He took the first steps on the road to the consolidation 

of absolute monarchy in England by: (a) subordinating local administration to monarchical 

control; (b) increasing royal domains; (c) increasing government revenue through taxes and 

customs duties; (d) fiercely repressing rebellions; (e) empowering the Star Chamber (a supreme 

judicial court that could deal with problems of sedition and judge and condemn peers); and (f) 

governing without Parliament from 1487 until his death in 1509 (he was only aided by a small 

group of select advisors). His son, Henry VIII, continued these policies without any major 

changes until the marital crisis of 1527-1528, when, in order to annul the marriage with his first 

wife, Catherine of Aragon, he was forced to break with the Pope in Rome and introduce a 

Protestant reformation in England (ANDERSON, 1974). The ramifications of the Reformation 

were not only religious and ideological, but generated important changes in English politics, 

economy and social structure, aside, of course, from the great unrest and persecution that 

followed the king’s decision and that persisted in the reigns of his children, Edward VI 

(protestant), Mary I (catholic), and, in a smaller scale, Elizabeth I (protestant). 

The Reformation freed England from the constraints of Papal authority and enabled 

Henry VIII to undertake one of the largest transfers of land in British history: the dissolution of 

the monasteries (CANNADINE, 1999). Estimates point to a total of £812,000 received by the 

Crown during the reign of Henry VIII from the sale of lands previously owned by the Catholic 

Church, and a further £314,000 under Edward VI (CUNICH, 2004). These lands were mostly 

bought by the gentry, a group of landowners devoid of titles, but that nevertheless was 

considered a member of the new upper classes. By confiscating the lands and income of 

Catholic temples, Henry VIII not only increased the Crown’s wealth and power, but also 

dismantled one of the pillars of the old feudal regime: the almost independent authority of the 

Church and its bishops (MOOR JR., 1974). Furthermore, by establishing himself as Supreme 

Head of the Church of England, Henry VIII fused secular and religious power in the single 

figure of the monarch, further increasing royal power. 

The reigns of Edward VI (1547-1553) and Mary I (1553-1558) were tumultuous times 

marked by fierce religious conflicts and persecution, by the intensification of the Protestant 

Reformation, and by attempts to restore the Catholic Church under Mary I. Little could be done 

in the way of enhancing monarchical power at those times. Elizabeth I, however, was able to 
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subdue religious unrest, restore the status quo ante, establish a moderate form of Protestantism, 

and, through personal charisma, augment the ideological facet of the Crown. Her long reign 

was marked by the consolidation of the institutional apparatus developed by the previous two 

Henrys and by a reduction of the legislative activity of Parliament: now the disputes between 

aristocratic factions were expressed at the Queen’s Court in the form of intrigues and the 

exchange of favours rather than in Parliament (ANDERSON, 1974). This period is perhaps the 

one that best fits Elias’s characterisation of an absolutist court society: the monarch was strong 

enough to rule with only minor inconveniences caused by Parliament; courtly intrigue replaced 

the armed conflicts of medieval times; the nobility, who had been severely weakened by the 

War of the Roses, received yet another blow from the conflicts that arose from the Reformation; 

and the pressures from below were not yet strong enough to upset this balance of tensions that 

so favoured the landowning classes. 

Elizabeth I, however, died single and without issue, and so the crown of England passed 

to James I, who, by the time of his accession, was already king James VI of Scotland for some 

years. The two countries were thus united under the personal rule of the king, but had different 

legislatures: the official Act of Union would only come in 1707. James I, although himself a 

very educated and intelligent man, greatly misunderstood the nature of English politics. By 

defending and attempting to implement in England an absolute monarchy in the continental 

style, he antagonised an aristocracy that still saw itself as the main bastion against royal tyranny 

(JAMES, 2010). Both he and his son and successor Charles I, gradually isolated themselves in 

selected courts surrounded by their supporters and favourites, and rarely summoned Parliament. 

Taxes, however, could only be created and raised by parliamentary consent, and the lavish life-

style enjoyed at court required more money than the current revenue could provide. These two 

monarchs had to find other sources of income, and so they turned to the revival of some feudal 

duties and, especially, to the sale of offices and titles, a practice very common at that time 

(ANDERSON, 1974; JAMES, 2010). While this proved profitable at first, it also raised the 

hackles of an already weary aristocracy and of the population in general, who saw the monarchy 

and the court as highly corrupt institutions. 

In the reign of Charles I, the general mood was one of dissatisfaction: the king’s attempts 

to rule without Parliament, the great number of monopolies granted by the Crown to 

entrepreneurs, the venality of the court and public administration, and a good dose of religious 

fractiousness and paranoia, all contributed to the Civil War of 1642-1651 (JAMES, 2010). The 

ensuing battle pitted Royalists (the supporters of Charles I) against Parliamentarians (the 

supporters of Parliament) in a dispute that, among other things, intended to alter the current 
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highly unstable balance of social tensions: the king wanted the enlargement of royal prerogative 

to fit the molds of the absolutist kingdoms of Continental Europe, while Parliament wished to 

constrain the powers of the monarch and, through the influence of Puritans, to keep England 

away from popish heresy and misgovernment. While Parliament was stronger in the South and 

East of the kingdom and had the support of the City of London, the king held wider support in 

the poorer North and South-West regions and Wales. Nevertheless, the conflict was not one of 

the monarchy and aristocracy versus the people, for both armies had peers and members of the 

middle and lower classes in their ranks (JAMES, 2010). The final victory rested with Parliament 

and its supporters, a development that brought about catastrophic consequences for royal 

power: in 1649, Charles I was tried, condemned and executed; in 1651, England became a 

republic; the monarchy and the aristocracy were abolished; and Charles I’s son, the future 

Charles II was exiled to Continental Europe. 

The Commonwealth under Oliver Cromwell was the nadir of royal and aristocratic 

power, although it appears the aristocracy fared a little better than the monarchy: some peers, 

especially those who fought for Parliament in the wars, were allowed to keep their titles and 

status (JAMES, 2010). The balance of social tensions in this interregnum, therefore, worked to 

the detriment of the monarch and favoured a section of the minor aristocracy and part of the 

bourgeoisie who were able to ally themselves against the king. In 1660, however, after almost 

ten years of a republican government, a dissatisfied Parliament voted and agreed on the 

restoration of the monarchy under Charles II. The king was brought back from exile and 

declared the legitimate ruler of England since his father’s death in 1649. The aristocracy and 

the House of Lords were also restored, along with their privileges and powers. The regicides 

were tried, condemned and executed by a royalist Parliament, and life at court was resumed 

(JAMES, 2010). 

Outwardly, nothing appeared to have changed from the times of Charles I, but the 

traumas caused by the wars to the king and peerage were great: the balance of social tensions 

was much more strained and there was an atmosphere of unease and true fear that it should be 

upset again. Another important feature of the Restoration that should be stressed is that, this 

time around, it was not the king who summoned Parliament, but Parliament who summoned 

the king (HILL, 1991). This opened an important precedent whereby Parliament assumed the 

role of kingmaker and supplanted royal power in the social balance of tensions. Nevertheless, 

Charles II continued to govern as a monarch appointed by divine right and worked with the 

aristocracy to guarantee a minimum of stability in the kingdom, relying upon the House of 

Lords in London and the Lords-Lieutenants in the provinces to maintain social order (JAMES, 
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2010). According to James, his reign was “[…] a brittle armistice during which an affable, 

concupiscent and flexible monarch with an overriding instinct for self-preservation strove to 

control his fractious and volatile subjects. Their passivity was the key to stability, prosperity 

and the survival of the Stuart dynasty.” (JAMES, 2010, p. 143). This frail balance lasted until 

Charles II’s death in 1685, and since he left no legitimate issue, the crown passed, not without 

controversies, to his brother, James II.  

James II was the Catholic king of a protestant kingdom prone to bouts of exalted anti-

Catholicism. His succession was almost barred by Parliament during Charles II’s reign, and, 

even if this crisis was averted, his constant attempts to bring Catholics back to the political and 

administrative spheres of his kingdom antagonised the prevailing Protestant aristocracy. The 

birth of a male heir catalysed events that became known as the Glorious Revolution: in 1688, 

Parliament again took the role of kingmaker and invited James II’s protestant daughter, Mary, 

and her husband, William of Orange, stadtholder of the Netherlands, to take over the English 

Crown. William was assured that, were he to prepare an invasion force and land in England, he 

would meet with almost no opposition. And so, it was, for James II could barely rally any 

support and fled to France, an act that was considered by the Parliament at Westminster the 

king’s abdication. The Crown could then be passed to William and Mary for them to rule as 

joint monarchs (JAMES, 2010). For that to take place, however, the prospective monarchs had 

to agree with and sign the Bill of Rights of 1689, which “[…] defined the legal rights of subjects 

and imposed restraints on the Crown which were designed to prevent a recurrence of the 

arbitrary and overbearing use of the royal prerogative.” (JAMES, 2010, p. 163). 

The Bill of Rights established, among other things,  

 

That the pretended power of suspending the laws or the execution of laws by regal 

authority without consent of Parliament is illegal […] That levying money for or to 

the use of the Crown by pretence of prerogative, without grant of Parliament, for 

longer time, or in other manner than the same is or shall be granted, is illegal […] 

That it is the right of the subjects to petition the king […] That the raising or keeping 

a standing army within the kingdom in time of peace, unless it be with consent of 

Parliament, is against law […] That the subjects which are Protestants may have arms 

for their defence suitable to their conditions and as allowed by law […] That election 

of members of Parliament ought to be free […] That the freedom of speech and 

debates or proceedings in Parliament ought not to be impeached or questioned in any 

court or place out of Parliament […] And that for redress of all grievances, and for 

the amending, strengthening and preserving of the laws, Parliaments ought to be held 

frequently. (ENGLAND, 1689). 

 

This document, therefore, hindered two of the foundations of royal absolutist power 

according to Elias: the king’s monopoly over taxation and military force. By what was 
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accorded, the monarch could neither levy money nor raise an army without the consent of 

Parliament. Thus, while these were still the prerogatives of a central authority, they did not rest 

in the hands of the king, which reduced his power when compared to the aristocracy’s. 

Furthermore, it is made explicit in the text that the  

 

[…] Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons assembled at Westminster do 

resolve that William and Mary, prince and princess of Orange, be and be declared 

king and queen of England, France and Ireland and the dominions thereunto belonging 

[…] and after their deceases the said crown and royal dignity of the same kingdoms 

and dominions to be to the heirs of the body of the said princess, and for default of 

such issue to the Princess Anne of Denmark and the heirs of her body, and for default 

of such issue to the heirs of the body of the said prince of Orange. (ENGLAND, 1689). 

 

This means that Parliament officially took upon itself the right to decide the succession, not 

only of William and Mary in detriment of James II, but also of their successors, in the manner 

it found adequate to better preserve the rights established by the Bill of Rights. The accession 

of a monarch became, in this manner, dependent on Parliament. 

After the English Revolutions, the balance of social tensions tipped violently towards 

the aristocracy, who enjoyed a century of almost uncontested primacy in the economic, political 

and social spheres. In 1714, Parliament could again assume the role of kingmaker and decide 

the succession: after the death of Queen Anne, the last Stuart monarch, the crown was passed 

to the Protestant George, Elector of Hanover, instead of James II’s other son, James Francis 

Edward, a Catholic. The ascension of the Hanoverians generated some discontent amongst 

those who thought dynastic legitimacy had been broken, and there were (unsuccessful) 

uprisings in 1715, 1719 and 1745, the so-called Jacobite insurrections. The idea of a divinely 

established line of succession, however, had lost its appeal to most of the aristocracy, and the 

Jacobites could not fulfil their wishes (JAMES, 2010). George I reigned as king of Great Britain 

and Ireland until his death, in 1727, and was succeeded by his son, George II (1727-1760) and 

his descendants. Of the Hanoverian monarchs, James affirmed: “Unlike that of their 

predecessors, their freedom of action was confined by the Glorious Revolution, which left them 

passive if not always contented bystanders rather than active makers of history. This was left 

to their aristocratic ministers and Parliaments.” (2010, p. 187). 

By the time of the Regency then, the social balance of tensions was tipped towards the 

aristocracy instead of presenting an equilibrium and a set of antagonisms that allowed the king 

to exercise almost absolute powers. The aristocracy did not fight the emerging bourgeoisie to 

influence the court or to acquire positions in the administrative machine of the state: it 

dominated both, with the consent of the upper bourgeois stratum. The king continued to hold a 



 96 

few political powers and the status of his position, but the fact that the Hanoverians were foreign 

monarchs who at first did not even speak English discredited them in the eyes of the population 

(JAMES, 2010). Their scandalous behaviour, especially that of George IV and his brothers, 

were another factor that further reduced royal prestige. In fact, during the Regency, the 

popularity of the Regent and the royal family reached an all-time low, to the point that The 

Times declared, when George IV died, that “There never was an individual less regretted by his 

fellow creatures than this deceased king [...] What eye has wept for him? What heart has heaved 

one throb of unmercenary sorrow?” (CANNADINE, 2000, p. 109). 

Regarding the bourgeoisie, it did not possess, as it did in France, the monopoly of the 

administrative functions. As a matter of fact, those were actually controlled by the landed 

aristocracy. What ultimately avoided the emergence of a balance of tensions in the French style 

was the extent to which the interests of such class converged with that of the aristocracy. Of 

course, the terms “bourgeoisie”, or “middle classes” are ample designations of an extremely 

heterogeneous group, and not all of them were in a symbiotic relationship with the nobility. 

However, the upper middle classes, that mostly comprised of wealthy businessmen, 

industrialists and financiers, could prosper in an environment dominated by the primacy of land 

ownership because, initially, said landowners acquired themselves commercial characteristics 

(MOORE JR., 1974). Even though the active participation of a gentlemen in any form of 

professional occupation was highly frowned upon by members of Society, the 

commercialisation of agriculture and the “[…] transition from the mediæval conception of land 

as the basis of political functions and obligations to the modern view of it as an income-yielding 

investment” (TAWNEY apud MOOR JR., 1974, p. 6), brought together, for a time, the interests 

of the landowners and of the upper bourgeoisie (MOORE JR., 1974). To illustrate this case, 

James points to the fact that between 1688 and 1815 a mainly aristocratic Parliament “[…] 

passed over fourteen thousand laws framed to facilitate and regulate investment, manufacturing 

and shipping” (JAMES, 2010, p. 188). According to him, “[…] the British ancien régime took 

very good care of entrepreneurs and manufacturers.” (JAMES, 2010, p. 188). This means that 

the king could not control a set of antagonisms between the nobility and the bourgeoisie, as he 

did in France, because these antagonisms were much less significant in Britain then elsewhere. 

After this analysis, it becomes clear how different was the social balance of tensions in 

British court society from the French one described by Elias and also from the other continental 

courts, who needed to rely heavily on a standing army and a highly bureaucratic administrative 

apparatus. The developments that took place in Britain cannot be explained by a single factor 

nor do they derive from one main episode: they were the result of particular circumstances 
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(amongst which geography) that generated particular reactions, and also of an early tradition of 

restricting the power of central authority. The existence of a mild form of absolutism in Britain 

can be understood, in the Eliasian framework, by the alliance between the aristocracy and the 

bourgeoisie against the king, which prevented him to control the social equilibrium and exercise 

an unprecedented amount of power (ELIAS, 2000; 2001). That is not all, however. From an 

early stage, Parliament gradually took from the hands of the monarch two of the foundations of 

royal absolutist power: the monopolies of taxation and military power. Already in the Magna 

Carta provisions can be found to diminish the control of the monarch over taxation, and the 

administration of the provinces was also entrusted to the local lords, including the raising of 

militia. The Bill of Rights further reduced royal control of such monopolies, effectively 

prohibiting the king from levying money and raising an army without the consent of Parliament. 

An interesting point is that, even if those monopolies were denied to the king, they were still 

entrusted to a central authority, that of the Houses of Parliament in Westminster, a group that, 

according to Elias, represented the integration and alliance of social elites. 

 

3.2.2 Regency society: heyday of aristocratic influence 

 

From what was said in the previous sub-section, it became clear that Regency England 

was still a time of aristocratic supremacy. Even though the middle classes were rising in 

economic power and influence, politics, society and wealth were still concentrated in the hands 

of the privileged few who constituted aristocratic high society. Their prominence was 

fundamentally linked to the system of landownership: from their great estates, they derived not 

only their titles and spectacular levels of wealth, but the influence over local politics and local 

society. The life of leisure afforded by landownership was also a prerequisite to acceptance in 

the higher circles of Society, and, as was discussed above, country residences marked the 

epitome of aristocratic power and grandeur. Regency society, however, was also a time of 

transition, when the might of the aristocracy was effectively criticised, especially after the 

French Revolution. We shall deal first with the foundations of aristocratic power to understand 

their prominent position during the Regency. Another section will be dedicated to the 

repercussions of the French Revolution and radical ideas in Britain and the reactions of court 

society to such challenges. 

It is important to consider that, up to the mid-nineteenth century, Britain was still a 

predominantly agrarian country. Even if industry, manufacture and commerce were gradually 

rising in importance, and, by the Regency, had acquired a significant role in the country’s 
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economy, landownership remained the core institution of British society. And land was very 

much a nobleman’s realm. According to Scott (1982), in 1790, the great land magnates owned 

from 20% to 25% of non-common land in England and Wales, while the gentry owned another 

50% to 60%. These magnates consisted of approximately four hundred families, usually of 

peers or baronets, that held estates of over 10,000 acres and could extract an income from 

£5,000 to over £50,000 per year. The gentry included baronets, knights, country gentlemen, the 

lesser clergy and army officers who derived an income of £300 to £5,000 per year and lived in 

small or medium-sized estates (SCOTT, 1982). Both the magnates and gentry, however, were 

leisured classes, and thus considered to be part of the same “respectable society”. This means 

that roughly 70% to 80% of the land was in the hands of a group who, while far from 

homogeneous, represented, to a certain extent, similar interests in Parliament and moved in 

similar social circles. 

The conditions that enabled such concentration of land in great estates derived, 

according to Halévy (1960), from two different systems of law: entails and enclosures. Entails 

were of feudal origin and related to the principle of primogeniture that regulated inheritance in 

Britain. An entailed property was usually inherited by the eldest son or male heir, who could 

neither sell parts nor the totality of the estate for a certain number of generations. This prevented 

great estates from breaking up once they were formed. Enclosures, on the other hand, were of 

modern origins and were one of the main impulses behind the creation of great estates. Already 

in the sixteenth century, hitherto common lands were being seized and redistributed, by 

government policy and individual initiative, as private property to lords and peasants alike. 

Nevertheless, the smaller farmers were, little by little, forced to sell their lands to their bigger 

neighbours: they had neither the reserve of capital nor the access to credit necessary to keep 

them afloat in critical times. They thus became tenants in the lord’s estate and payed him a 

fixed rent for the right to work the fields for their benefit and livelihood, sometimes even 

subletting them (HALÉVY, 2960). 

Hence, the great landlords represented an important figure in country society: they were 

at the top of a long chain of dependences and patronage, that included not only their tenants, 

but also the local gentry, farmers, solicitors, doctors and many others. Still, it was not an 

unconditional position, and many lords had to be quite inventive to sustain their influence, for 

example, by investing in local hospitals and schools, offering fairs and dances, donating food, 

clothes, etc. According to Halévy, 
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[...] in modern times, there had been organized throughout the country districts of 

England a species of peaceful feudalism, in which the great aim of the landowners 

was to form an army of faithful voters, a band of political retainers. But to effect this 

he was obliged to make himself popular. The greatest landowners were also those who 

granted their tenants the most generous conditions and made every effort to deal with 

them in a friendly spirit. (1960, p. 236). 

 

And, since most landowners were not absentee lords, it was possible for them to form, if so 

they wished, strong ties with their tenants. The fact that tenants and landlords led similar 

lifestyles (differences of wealth aside) and met constantly also helped to form such strong ties 

and enhanced the lord’s influence in the countryside (HALÉVY, 1960). 

But not only that, Halévy (1960) also points out the importance of individual landowners 

to the improvement of agriculture by introducing techniques such as crop rotation, the use of 

better fertilizers, and creation of new breeds of both cattle and sheep. Thus, agriculture became 

an enterprise that could aim beyond mere subsistence and seek profit. This new character was 

the basis of the close relationship between landowners and part of the commercial class, since 

credit became essential to the capitalist expansion of estates and also to the exploitation of the 

mineral resources so necessary to the rising industries (SCOTT, 1982). Elements of the wealthy 

bourgeoisie could thus ally their capital with the political influence of great landowners and 

even conceive of rising to the levels of high society through the purchase of titles, estates, or 

the marriage of their offspring into such circles. According to Scott, this social climbing was 

frequently the aim of those who acquired wealth through commerce or finances. In his words, 

 

The economic function of the status hierarchy was to facilitate interchange between 

land and commerce, but at the same time to define commerce as inferior to land. The 

motive for entering trade was generally to accumulate the kind of wealth which would 

enable oneself or one's successors to enter landed society and to participate in the 

institutions of the landed class and its life-style. Profit-seeking was a means rather 

than an end; economic activity was entered for non-economic reasons. (SCOTT, 1982, 

p. 61-62). 

 

So, in economic terms, even though the professional class was rising in importance, their aim 

was to emulate the landowning elite. This tendency reinforces the primacy of landownership 

and the higher status of landowners, of whom the aristocracy was an important part. 

Now, regarding the political system of Britain in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, it was held in some esteem by continental writers such as Voltaire and Montesquieu, 

who saw in it a freer and more balanced Constitution. Elie Halévy (1960) investigated such 

claims and came up with a different picture: the British Constitution was actually a tangle of 

influences and powers organised as to minimise to the maximum the power and autonomy of 
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the monarchy. Much of this system was the result of the struggles of the seventeenth century 

and the ensuing Glorious Revolution, which affirmed the supremacy of lords over the king. 

Thus, the executive power could be headed by the King, but in practice it was exercised by the 

Cabinet, a group of ministers (for the most part aristocratic) chosen by the party in office and 

directed by the Prime Minister. The executive was, therefore, dependent on the legislature. The 

judiciary was also entangled in this mixture of powers, since its head, the Lord Chancellor, was 

an appointed minister and the local magistrates were chosen by the Lords-Lieutenants of each 

province, usually form amongst local society. To complicate matters even further, the House of 

Lords also worked as a court of appeal and was the only body who could judge and condemn 

peers. The legislature could, therefore, act as the judiciary. At the same time, the nature of the 

Common Law adhered to in England made it possible for judges to effectively legislate by 

establishing precedents that would later be used in other similar cases and thus integrate the 

body of English law (HALÉVY, 1960). 

And in all of these mixed influences, the members of high society, especially the 

aristocracy, had a considerable amount of power. Let us consider first the Houses of Parliament. 

The House of Lords was composed entirely of peers (mostly hereditary) and members of the 

High Church – in other words, the Lords Spiritual and Temporal mentioned in the Bill of Rights. 

Even if its power was now much reduced when compared to the Commons, it was still a body 

that needed attention from ministers. According to Cannon, “The right of the minority in the 

House to publish protests was an opportunity to influence opinion that no opposition would 

ignore, and a further privilege, the use of proxies, meant that ministers must always be on guard 

against ambushes.” (2003, p. 95). As was said before, the Lords also worked as a court of appeal 

and as a primary criminal court when peers where involved; it was additionally a platform that 

allowed peers to make a contribution to public life, even if some of them were hardly interested 

in such endeavours (CANNON, 2003). 

The secondary character of the House of Lords, however, did not mean the aristocracy 

had a secondary influence in politics, for peers exerted enormous influence on the members of 

the Lower House. Some peers owned, by inheritance or investment, the so-called pocket or 

rotten boroughs: constituencies with only a few voters (or none at all) where it was possible for 

the lord to exercise almost total control over the elections (JAMES, 2010). Of course, the 

candidate sponsored by the local aristocrat was not elected every time, but the system of open 

vote, restricted franchise, the lord’s local prestige, and a well-established practice of buying 

and selling votes, secured significant influence of the aristocracy and wealthy landowners over 

the result of the elections. Besides, campaigning was gradually becoming more expensive, 
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which restricted the possibility of independent contestants to succeed in acquiring the number 

of votes necessary to return them to Parliament (HALÉVY, 1960). According to James (2010), 

by the time of the Regency, the aristocracy was at the apex of its political supremacy. He 

estimated that, in 1784, the pocket boroughs represented nearly 40% of the House of Commons, 

and that “The steady acquisition of pocket and rotten boroughs, corruption and private non-

aggression pacts were making the nobility, less and less answerable to the electorate. (JAMES, 

2010, p. 202). 

Cannon (2003) also notices a marked increase in the influence of the aristocracy in the 

Lower House throughout the eighteenth century. By accounting for the number of sons of peers 

who sat in the Commons, he produced figures that went from just over 8% of the total of seats 

in 1713 to 21% in 1796. These figures further increased in the early years of the nineteenth 

century, peaking in 1826 with 25% of the seats belonging to sons of peers (CANNON, 2003). 

He affirms, however, that these percentages are not enough to grasp the full influence of the 

aristocracy over the House of Commons, for most of those members who were not sons of 

peers, were grandsons, sons-in-law, cousins, connections or protégés of peers. Estimates 

presented by Thomas Oldfield in 1817 and quoted by Halévy (1960), allege that 330 of the 405 

English representatives of boroughs were under patronage: 14 were under Government 

patronage; 197 were the arbitrary choice of aristocratic patrons; and 119 had decisive 

aristocratic influence. In the case of the other 84 English county representatives, the influence 

of the aristocratic landlord was even stronger. The same can be said for the 45 Scottish and 100 

Irish representatives who sat in the Commons (HALÉVY, 1960). 

Oldfield’s estimates might be a bit exaggerated, considering he was a fierce advocate of 

electoral reform, but they probably do not deviate too much from the actual configuration of 

the House of Commons at the time. Cannon, however, points out the fact that aristocratic 

influence over the Commons palls “[…] in comparison with the power they wielded directly as 

office-holders, in day-to-day charge of the country, with a firm grip on the executive” (2003, 

p. 115-116). Of the sixty-five individuals who held Cabinet office between 1782 and 1820, 

forty-three were peers, fourteen were sons of peers. Of the remaining eight, six were genuinely 

non-aristocratic, but three of them ended up in the House of Lords after receiving titles for 

services rendered to the Crown. Nevertheless, they were all well-connected gentlemen 

(CANNON, 2003). Aristocrats were also a majority in court positions and civil offices. Such 

positions were usually established for life (until the death of the present holder) and sometimes 

even in reversion (when the post could be reverted to a son or protégé after the holder’s death), 

and acquired a status of almost personal property (HALÉVY, 1960). Though effectively most 
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of them mattered little to the actual running of the country, it was yet another area monopolised 

by aristocratic influence. 

Besides government positions, the aristocratic element was also predominant in the 

armed forces (Navy and Army), in the higher offices of the Church of England, in the diplomatic 

service and, to a lesser extent, in the judicature. Those professions were the only ones 

considered respectful enough for a gentleman, and many younger sons or well-born men with 

no source of income followed such careers. Theoretically, there was no restriction of birth for 

admission in any of those professions, but in practice it was a bit more complex. Members of 

the High Church were usually aristocrats or aristocratic connections, and the benefices reserved 

for the lower clergy were under the patronage either of the local landowner or of the government 

(HALÉVY, 1960). According to Halévy, “[…] in one half of the parishes the appointment of 

the vicar was in the hands of the landlord, his legal and incontestable right. And even when the 

appointment lay with the Crown the government often found it difficult to resist the pretensions 

of the gentry.” (1960, p. 394). In the Navy, the officers were generally members of the ruling 

classes, although anyone could begin his career as midshipman if the consent of a commander 

was obtained (HALÉVY, 1960). Nevertheless, since the functions expected of an officer 

included theoretical knowledge and a measure of diplomatic skill, besides the more practical 

side of warfare, educated young men of good family were usually the chosen candidates and, 

once they became commanders themselves, tended to reproduce this form of recruitment. 

In the army, the recruitment of officers was through a system of purchase, which means 

each rank had an established market price and would go to those who could afford them. Some 

measures were introduced during the Napoleonic Wars to prevent many incompetent 

individuals to hold commanding posts, but the nature of the purchase system meant that merit 

was second to wealth in the recruitment of officers (HALÉVY, 1960). According to Halévy 

(1960), this made the system more plutocratic than aristocratic, but in practice, the wealthy 

merchants could find better forms of entering society (such as marriage or purchase of estates 

and titles) and the poor were practically excluded, which leaves the aristocracy and gentry with 

an almost monopoly of Army commissions. Besides, “The English officer was essentially an 

aristocrat, for whom camp life was but the continuation of life on his country estate to which 

he had been accustomed from infancy. War was a sport like any other, only rougher and more 

dangerous.” (HALÉVY, 1960, p. 82). It is possible to notice in such depiction echoes of the 

warring character of the feudal nobility described by Elias in his theory about the civilising 

process: even though it was domesticated at home, the British aristocracy held on to its military 

purpose abroad, commanding “[…] fleets and armies which secured markets, saw off French, 
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Dutch and Spanish interlopers and conquered territories in North America and India. Their 

courage and tenacity gave a lustre of martial glory and kudos to the aristocracy (JAMES, 2010, 

p. 189). 

Colonial and diplomatic services were also, to a great extent, reserved to those of good 

family or aristocratic connections. The dominant opinion was that those who would represent 

Britain abroad should be recruited from the highest social circles. They should possess the right 

connections, the social finesse to deal with foreign dignitaries and sovereigns, and the best 

possible education to be in equal foot with the highest echelons of European society 

(CANNADINE, 1999). The very practice of diplomacy and diplomatic immunity can be traced 

to the great aristocratic convoys that were used to take messages from one sovereign to another, 

and this career remained in the hands of the higher circles of society for many years to come 

(CANNADINE, 1999; WATSON, 1993). Even today, the diplomatic world can be seen as the 

last remnant of courtly aristocratic values and is still linked to notions of precedence, etiquette 

and protocol so typical of its origins (ELIAS, 2001). 

But the highest degree of influence held by aristocratic society was, perhaps, on the 

countryside, especially on their family estates. The repercussion of such influence on the 

electoral system was already discussed, but landowners formed the bulk of the administrative 

apparatus of the provinces. Since Britain did not maintain a permanent and organised body of 

police force nor, for most of the eighteenth century, a standing army, it was the responsibility 

of the local landowners to keep order in their estates. To the largest landowner of the area was 

conferred the title of Lord-Lieutenant, and he was in charge of organising the county’s militia, 

of dealing with any acts of disorder or sedition and of nominating the local magistrates. The 

latter were usually chosen from the ranks of the local good society and performed the judicial, 

administrative and even legislative functions that the central government could not carry out in 

the provinces (HALÉVY, 1960). The aristocracy, therefore, controlled the majority of the 

political and administrative functions of the country. 

Finally, the aristocracy also held the monopoly over fashion, taste, culture, and social 

life in general. According to James,  

 

The aristocrats who dominated eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain were 

highly visible public figures, whose daily lives and conduct were under constant 

scrutiny. Forever changing, aristocratic aesthetics offered the middle orders a guide 

as to what was desirable, proper and, therefore, worth imitating. (2010, p. 204). 
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What to wear, where to go, whom to talk to: those were all aspects dictated by the prominent 

members of high society and were in a constant state of flux during the Regency. A gown that 

was the height of fashion in one Season could be the epitome of unrefinement in the next; a 

young man or woman of great popularity could change completely his or her circumstance 

overnight; all trends depended on the model set by the grand dames of the ton, and those who 

challenged them risked social ostracism (MURRAY, 2000). Aristocrats also dominated the arts, 

music and sports. They were the patrons of painters, poets and composers and were thus the 

sole judges of what was permissible or not in these spheres. They regulated sports and 

competitions, establishing rules that disciplined such practices. They were the only ones 

allowed to kill game, and thus the sole participants of the traditional hunts (JAMES, 2010). 

From this section, it is possible to observe that aristocratic primacy extended to every 

facet of life in Regency England. According to Halévy (1960), however, tough predominantly 

aristocratic, the British system was not entirely so, for other interests could find levels of 

representation both in government and in society. Nevertheless, the very channels they found 

to express themselves emulated and reinforced the aristocratic system. In this sense, it is worth 

closing this section with a particularly enlightening quotation extracted from Halévy’s work 

that sums up most of what was said here: 

 

The aristocracy controlled the machinery of government. It was supreme in both 

Houses of Parliament and disposed at pleasure of every government office. All the 

local administration of the country was in its hands. Nevertheless, this aristocracy was 

not closed to newcomers. Since 1688 financiers, bankers, merchants and 

manufacturers had constantly exerted a decisive influence on the affairs of the nation. 

It was the acquisition of land which enabled these new men to insinuate themselves 

into the ranks of the old aristocracy, and thus bring their influence to bear upon the 

governing classes, not from without, but from within, through a number of secret 

channels. (HALÉVY, 1960, p. 221). 

 

3.3 Etiquette and ceremonial 

 

The function of etiquette in British court society during the Regency differs a bit from 

the French case: while in France it worked both as a means of domination (in the relationship 

between king and courtier) and differentiation (in the relationship of courtiers with each other 

and with members of other strata), its function in Britain was almost exclusively that of a means 

of differentiation. The monarch could not “trap” the aristocracy at court; he had lost that power 

long ago, and so he could hardly use the subtleties of etiquette and protocol to ascertain his 

superiority over the courtiers. According to Anderson (1974), the British nobility was 

domesticated not by courts, but by the absence of a standing army, which dissociated it from 
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its military purpose and led it to commerce instead. As we have seen, the Tudor courts played 

an important part in restricting the warrior character of the nobility, and British aristocrats were 

still very much attached to the military, but indeed, the superiority of the Navy and the success 

of colonial and commercial efforts (led by the aristocracy in alliance with a portion of the 

bourgeoisie) show that the initial unnecessity of a permanent army could shift the character and 

interest of the landed classes. However, the wish to curb royal power cannot be excluded from 

the argument: the monopolisation of the means of violence and taxation by Parliament robbed 

the British monarch of his assets of domination while, at the same time, stopping centrifugal 

tendencies. The gatherings of Parliament to counter the king, from the days of the Magna Carta, 

but especially after the Glorious Revolution, forced aristocrats into closer contact with one 

another and generated further pressures to restrict and “civilise” behaviour. Thus, in Britain, 

the taming of the warriors was not only achieved by the kings and their courts, but also by the 

desire to restrict the king’s power that forced aristocrats to mingle and cooperate more often. 

By the time of the Regency, etiquette might not have been the king’s instrument of 

domination, but it was certainly used by the aristocracy to distinguish themselves from other 

strata, especially the nouveaux riches who wished to ascend to their privileged ranks. It was 

also used as a way to conserve the tiers and hierarchy of court society itself. The ton was full 

of rules of conduct and acceptable behaviour, many of which were unsaid and only clear to 

those born in that world. At the same time, the composition of society was changing, and many 

people who gained their wealth from finances or trade were buying estates or receiving titles 

for services rendered to the Crown or Government. However much the established members of 

Society might wish otherwise, it was impossible to stop this tide, and these new additions 

brought with them a morality very different from the one predominant in the higher circles. 

Therefore, while behaviour and etiquette were changing in an attempt to exclude outsiders, they 

were also adapting to this influx of “new blood” in the circles of the ton (JAMES, 2010; 

MURRAY, 2000; WILKINS, 2010). 

Now, even if etiquette was only used as means of differentiation, it was still an important 

part of the lives of the members of the ton and guided the way they behaved and related with 

one another. Rules of precedence were particularly important and were rigidly adhered to in 

any social occasion: formal dinners required that the party entered the dining room and sat at 

the table in order of rank; people could only call on their superiors if they had called on them 
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first23; lords and ladies must be addressed in accordance with their titles and status; and even 

introductions could only take place if the person of superior rank allowed it (KLOESTER, 2010; 

MURRAY, 2000; ROSS; WEBB, 2006). As such, members of the ton had to be aware of any 

change in the circumstances of individuals, be it inheritance, marriage, death or ruination. That 

was achieved by gossip, by constantly watching their peers and, most importantly, by reading 

the newspapers (HITCHINGS, 2013; JAMES, 2010; WILKINS, 2010). 

As James (2010) remarked, the members of high society were public figures, and their 

lives were constantly displayed in newspapers, be it in form of admiration, information or even 

censure. Engagement required a small notice in the papers and gossip columns kept people 

informed of all the latest developments of the Season: who danced with whom, who was seen 

conversing with whom, any gorgeous or disastrous gown worn the in previous night, and any 

juicy scandal that perchance had happened. Hence, newspapers became arbiters of both fashion 

and behaviour, and helped to dissociate acceptable conduct from the reflections of morality and 

philosophy so common up to the eighteenth century (HITCHINGS, 2013). Society’s 

conventions could thus be highly hypocritical and even amoral. The status-consumption ethos 

and the pursuit of pleasure mentioned in the first section illustrate some of extravagant and 

contradictory tone of Regency Society. The approach to marriage is another enlightening 

example of the double set of standards maintained by members of the ton. 

Marriage, in the higher circles of Society, was a contract between two families that 

hardly ever had anything to do with love or even affection. It was a means of acquiring money, 

since most brides were endowed with money or lands (the so-called dowry), or of climbing the 

social ladder. In the latter case, it was one of the means open to members of the middle classes 

to ascend to the higher circles of society (MURRAY, 2000; WILKINS, 2010). But 

independently of the reason a marriage was celebrated, fidelity was not expected from either 

part: a man could have as many lovers or mistresses as he chose, and a woman, provided she 

had given her husband an heir and so long as there was a measure of discretion, could also 

embark on any affairs she wished. Husband and wife usually slept in different bedrooms, 

frequented different circles, led separate lives, and only presented a united front in important 

social or family events. A wife was required to be a fashionable hostess, especially if the 

husband was involved in politics: since social and political networks went hand in hand, 

                                                 
23 Visits were referred to as social calls, or more simply, as calls. Those could be for a myriad of reasons, such as 

furthering an acquaintance, courting a bride, gossiping or conducting business. 
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throwing parties and organising dinners and soirées was an essential way of gathering political 

influence and support (MURRAY, 2000; WILKINS, 2010). 

At the same time, the conduct expected from the young and unmarried, especially when 

they were women, was almost the opposite. Young ladies could not venture the streets by 

themselves neither could they be alone in the company of a man that was not a family member. 

They could dance the waltz only if given the permission of one of the main hostess of the ton 

and could not dance more than two sets with the same gentlemen. An overtly familiar or 

“forward” behaviour with members of the opposite sex could spell social ruination and 

ostracism. Demonstrations of affection, even between married couples, were severely 

discouraged, and a kiss, if discovered, could lead to a hasty marriage or to the dishonour of the 

young lady involved. Men were usually immune from such dangers, and could freely consort 

with courtesans and frequent the seedier parts of town without much problem. They were, 

however, expected to follow a strict code of honour that included, for example, behaving 

honourably towards respectable ladies, paying their debts to other gentlemen, and not 

demonstrating any trace of cowardice, including not refusing to fight duels if challenged. They 

were also expected to take part in “manly” activities such as hunting, fencing, boxing, gambling 

and riding (KLOESTER, 2010; MURRAY, 2000). 

To follow such contradictory patterns was a challenge, even for those born in aristocratic 

circles. Young ladies who grew up fully knowing about their parents’ affairs could hardly be 

expected not to act in the same manner. Lady Caroline Lamb is a prime example: while growing 

up, she constantly lived with her mother’s and relatives’ infidelities, and so she greatly 

miscalculated Society’s lenience regarding her own behaviour when she grew up. Her affairs, 

especially the scandal that was her relationship with the poet Lord Byron, were highly frowned 

upon and she was ostracised after publishing a novel criticising certain important members of 

the ton. She was later readmitted into high society, but her reputation never fully recovered 

(MURRAY, 2000). Her fault then, was not to be unfaithful, but to be overtly so, to make a 

scandal out of her affairs and to go against Society’s unspoken rules. Many young ladies 

suffered from the same confusion. 

And if that was the case for someone who was born in the highest circles of society, the 

new members found it particularly difficult to adhere to so many nuances and volatile standards 

of behaviour. For “The evolution of prescribed, expensive and time-consuming social 

procedures and events became the ideal machinery for separating the elite from those aspiring 

to join them.” (WILKINS, 2010, p. 33). Not only was the ton full of unspoken rules of etiquette, 

but the very events of the Season were not opened to just anybody. Since, for the most part, 
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they took place in private homes, only those who received invitations could go. There was, 

therefore, a “privatisation of sociability”, which posed barriers to entrance in Society for those 

deemed unsuitable by the established elite (WILKINS, 2010). 

A few important members of the ton, especially the grandes dames, were the judges of 

what constituted acceptable behaviour. They bestowed their approval or censure publicly, even 

assessing the performance of aristocrats themselves. After all, for etiquette to work as an 

effective means of social differentiation, the elite who wished to maintain its superiority should 

also adhere to its own standards, even if sometimes in a half-hearted manner. In nowhere was 

this clearer than at Almack’s. Considered the most exclusive club in town, Almack’s was a 

venue for balls and entertainment, and also the main place where the members of Society 

gathered to in order to find eligible wives and husbands: it was commonly referred to by the 

ton as “the marriage mart”. It was ruled by the strict hand of seven formidable ladies known as 

“the patronesses”24, and admittance vouchers were difficult to get, since they were only given 

to those of unblemished reputation or those who courted the favours of the patronesses 

(MURRAY, 2000). According to Murray, “The mystique of Almack’s was based upon 

snobbery and social cachet alone, for there was nothing particularly attractive about the club 

itself, or the entertainment it offered.” (2000, p. 49). Nevertheless, it guided standards of 

acceptable behaviour, and forced the aristocracy to adhere to them: even the famous Duke of 

Wellington, the general who vanquished Napoleon at Waterloo, was once barred at the door for 

not being attired in the required knee-breaches (he wore trousers instead) (MURRAY, 2000). 

Etiquette, therefore, was an integral part of British court society. Those who dominated 

the political and social spheres held the monopoly on judging and deciding patterns of 

acceptable behaviour, and they used such power to perpetuate their superiority. It thus 

represented an important means to differentiate the members of Society from those aspiring to 

enter their ranks. The intricacies of etiquette also had the function of making sure the tiers in 

court society were respected, and rules of precedence dominated the social realm. Furthermore, 

the multiple sources of correct manners and acceptable behaviour meant that, while British 

standards could be confusing and even contradictory, they were not ossified. Even in the most 

traditional places, such as Almack’s, the leaders of the ton tried to keep pace with the changes 

in the character of society by, for example, introducing the waltz. Those changes might be too 

                                                 
24 In 1814 they were: Lady Jersey, Lady Castlereagh, Lady Cowper, Lady Sefton, Mrs Drummond-Burrell, 

Princess Esterhazy (wife of the Austrian ambassador) and Princess Lieven (wife of the Russian ambassador) 

(MURRAY, 2000). 
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little in some cases, but the fact that Society was dynamic and kept transforming itself little by 

little contributed to avoid the fate that befell the French aristocracy. 

Finally, it is important to point out that the social elite that formed British court society 

comprised the aristocracy, but was not restricted to it. While noble families represented the 

higher echelons of the ton, old landed families, country gentlemen, politicians, army and navy 

officers, judges and barristers, some intellectuals, and even the occasional wealthy banker, 

merchant or nabob could join the higher circles of society during the events of the Season. As 

such, their interests also were, to a certain extent represented in British politics. But for that to 

take place they had to adhere to the manners, mores and codes of acceptable behaviour deemed 

so necessary by the ruling strata (WILKINS, 2010). And so, the aristocratic life-style was 

perpetuated by people who did not necessarily belong to this class. According to Barrington 

Moore Jr., 

 

There was some tendency toward the adoption of aristocratic traits by the commercial 

and industrial élite in England. All accounts to England prior to 1914, and to some 
extent even beyond that date, give the strong impression that rolling green acres and 

a country house were indispensable to political and social eminence. (1974, p. 37). 

 

 

3.4 The influence of religion 

 

Even though Elias did not develop a specific framework to deal with religion either in 

The civilizing process or in The court society, Linklater and Mennell (2010) affirm that he was 

not ignorant of the importance of religious organisation. While he did not attribute to religious 

beliefs a civilising role, religious institutions could not be overlooked, for “The symbiosis of 

priests and warriors was a near-universal feature of the development of agrarian societies.” 

(LINKLATER; MENNELL, 2010, p. 406). In the case of Britain, religion is an extremely 

important feature to study, not only because of the particular character of British Protestantism, 

which transferred the supreme authority in spiritual matters from the Pope to the monarch, but 

also because religious ideas were used both to question and to legitimise court society and its 

members. It behoves us then to go a bit beyond Elias’s framework in this case and consider 

religious ideas as much as its institutional side. A brief account of British Reformation is now 

in order to better understand its role in Regency society. 

British Reformation, at first, was a mild one when compared to its German counterparts. 

Henry VIII’s Anglicanism kept the Catholic ceremonial almost intact and the Church was still 
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organised episcopally. It liberated Britain from the authority of the Pope in Rome, of course, 

but the clergy continued to operate in a highly hierarchised manner, and Catholic worship was 

not very different from the Anglican. In Edward VI’s reign a move towards a strongest form of 

Protestantism was attempted by the king’s ministers which stripped churches from images and 

icons and moved Anglicanism away from its Catholic influences, approaching German forms 

of Protestantism instead. Mary I sought to reintroduce Catholicism and both her reign and that 

of her predecessor were in constant upheaval due to religious conflicts. Elizabeth I managed to 

smother religious stasis and established a moderate form of Protestantism: she furthered her 

father’s reform, but stopped short of her brother’s. 

The Elizabethan settlement was, in Jones’s (2004) words, political in nature: “In 

England, Wales and Ireland the Elizabethan settlement was imposed by parliamentary statute 

and royal proclamations, enforced by officers of the crown.” (JONES, 2004, p. 239). It sought, 

most of all, to guarantee a measure of peace and stability after the upheavals of previous decades 

and thus tolerated a mild and gradual conformity to the Established Church (JONES, 2004). 

Besides, the Thirty-Nine Articles approved by Parliament in 1571 and that defined the doctrines 

of the Church of England borrowed notions from both Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. 

According to Chapman (2006), Anglicanism “[…] grew to be, as Bishop Simon Patrick put it 

over a century later, a ‘virtuous mediocrity’ between ‘the meretricious gaudiness of the Church 

of Rome and the squalid sluttery of fanatic conventicles’.” (CHAPMAN, 2006, p. 31). 

Elizabeth’s reformation, however, did not satisfy a parcel of protestants, who wished to adopt 

the more radical changes from Catholicism made by Calvinists, Lutherans and even Scottish 

Presbyterians. Those were generally called Puritans, and though they were at first persecuted 

by the Elizabethan government, they had still an important part to play in British history. 

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were times of religious conflicts in all Western 

Europe and Britain did not escape these developments. Even though the conflicts that arose 

from the actual Reformation were smothered by Elizabeth I, its repercussions were not, and 

could not have been. They exploded half a century later in the English Civil War. The political 

developments of the Civil War and its influence in the balance of social tensions were already 

discussed, but its ideological side is very important, and religion played a central role. The 

Established Church was an important sinew of royal power, and, under Charles I, its bishops 

and ministers were oriented to preach the divine right of kings. Much of the ceremonial adopted 

by the higher clergy of the Church of England at the time, while evidently not Catholic, retained 

echoes of its form. Besides, the Church remained episcopal, meaning it was hierarchically 

organised and that there was a great economic, political and social difference between the 
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higher and the lower clergy (HILL, 2002). Such notions contrasted dreadfully with the more 

democratic leanings of non-conformist sects, not only of Puritans, but more radical groups as 

well, such as the Diggers, Levellers and Quakers. The result was a growing hostility towards 

the Established Church (HILL, 1991). 

The 1600s, at least until the Restoration, provided fertile ground for the dissemination 

of radical ideas through a myriad of religious sects. At a time when there was no instant means 

of communication, the local priest or itinerant preachers represented not only a source of 

spiritual guidance, but connected the isolated parishes with the “outside world”: it was through 

announcements at the Church that many villagers knew of what was happening in the country, 

and attendance at Sunday services was mandatory (HILL, 2002). The Church was the social 

centre of villages, and parish priests were also important opinion-makers. And, since the 

leanings of the better part of the lower clergy were more puritan and more radical than those 

defended by the High Church, more profound forms of Protestantism could be disseminated in 

the provinces, especially to members of the middle-classes. Besides, the first decades of the 

century were marked by crises and insecurities, and a resort to religion, especially to protestant 

doctrines of predestination and justification by faith, and to the more egalitarian notions 

developed by radical sects, helped to overcome such times (HILL, 1991). 

 In the 1630s, 1640s, and 1650s then, questioning became widespread, not only of the 

organisation of the Church of England, but also of its doctrines, its bishops, its liturgy and of 

the kind of society it underpinned. Charles I was seen as the Anti-Christ and his aristocratic 

courtiers were nothing but the devil’s minions. The Civil War was thus a struggle of mystical 

proportions where the forces of good battled the forces of evil. The highly hierarchised 

organisation of British society was questioned not only by intellectuals or religious 

missionaries, but by the common people: by shopkeepers, blacksmiths, farmers, tradespeople; 

by men and women alike. Traditional relationships between landowners and tenants were 

broken, and many refused to acknowledge any inherent superiority in lords, bishops or king, no 

reason form them to possess so much wealth and extort the rest of the population while leading 

licentious lives. It was also a time when communist theories of equality of goods and lands 

proliferated, especially in the settlements of Levellers and Diggers throughout the country 

(HILL, 1991). 

The religious opposition to the monarchy, the aristocracy and the episcopacy was an 

important propellant of the Civil War. Its main expression was the New Model Army. 

According to Hill, “[…] it was probably, as many claimed, a more representative cross-section 

of the people of England than the House of Commons was. Thanks to freedom of organization 
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and discussion the Army became a hothouse of political ideas.” (1991, p.58). It was through 

the movement of the Army that notions of popular supremacy could be disseminated throughout 

the country, and soon not only army chaplains were preaching radical ideas, but the soldiers 

themselves. This movement, however, was stopped by the Puritan leaders of the Revolution, 

for they were essentially conservative and it was not their aim to achieve either popular 

supremacy or equality. Their doctrine, while also denouncing episcopacy and even the 

monarchy and aristocracy, was inherently unequal, for only the elected would be saved and 

ascend to heaven. And those would be found not amongst the ignorant rabble or the depraved 

aristocracy, but in the midst of the ascetic middle classes. Puritan morality and rigid discipline 

dominated the interregnum, but its strictness eventually took their toll on a rural population 

accustomed to the traditional fairs and enjoyments of “merry England”. Many received with 

open arms the Restoration of 1660 (HILL, 1991). 

The Civil War, the decapitation of Charles I and the proclamation of a Republic in 

England were strong blows to the conception of the monarch as a ruler appointed by divine 

right. The Glorious Revolution was yet another one: again, the line of succession was tempered 

with and defined, not by religious conceptions, but by political considerations. These events set 

the tone for the almost indifferent role of religion in Britain throughout the eighteenth century, 

after almost two centuries of religious upheaval. Of course, the House of Lords still counted 

with the presence of bishops and archbishops and the secular power of these lords was 

considerable, but in terms of doctrine the Church of England was lukewarm and the once 

enthusiastic dissenters were not much better (HALÉVY, 1960). The state of the Established 

Church at the time can be summarised by Halévy’s words: 

 

In the eighteenth century the High Church party was far more a political than a 

theological party. The High Churchmen were Tories who supported the royal 

prerogative and denounced rebellion as sinful. To be sure they inclined to 

Arminianism, to the doctrines of free will and justification by works, but this was due 

to their abhorrence of the republican opinions held by the Calvinists. For their part, 

the Low Churchmen, in their antipathy to the Church of Rome, might oppose to the 

Catholic doctrine an orthodox Calvinism. But in the eighteenth century the Low 

Church tradition […] was latitudinarian. Throughout the century the sermons of 

Anglican preachers, whatever their party, though most markedly among the Whigs, 

kept the miraculous character of Christianity as far as possible in the background. 

Their religion was a liberal and rationalistic Christianity, a system of humanitarian 

ethics in which the supernatural was left out of sight. (HALÉVY, 1960, p. 391-392). 

 

After the religious stasis of the seventeenth century, the people of Britain were “[…] tolerant 

of a clergy, apathetic indeed and worldly, but little disposed to play the tyrant.” (HALÉVY, 

1960, p. 401). The exception, perhaps, was Ireland, where Protestantism remained the religion 
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of the English conquerors and was the very symbol of Irish subjugation. The majority of regular 

Irishmen, therefore, continued to be Catholics, and religion was a constant source of bitterness 

(JONES, 2004). 

Now, in the opening years of the nineteenth century, religion again assumed an 

important role in Britain, this time not as a questioning force, but as a factor of stability and 

maintenance of the status quo. According to Cannon (2003), even though belief in the divine 

right of kings sharply decreased, most people would still justify compliance and non-resistance 

in religious terms, as if the current inequalities were part of God’s plans for mankind. As such, 

“Religion provided not merely the sanction for authority and for inequality, but consolation as 

well.” (CANNON, 2003, p. 151). Even at the time of the American and French Revolutions, 

while some traditional forms of dissent, such as Presbyterianism, preached republicanism, the 

emerging evangelical movement strived to maintain order. According to Halévy,  

 

[…] for all their freedom of theological difference the sects agreed among themselves 

and with the national authorities to impose on the nation a rigorous ethical conformity 
and at least an outward respect for the Christian social order. With their passion for 

liberty they united a devotion to order, and in the last resort the latter predominated.” 

(1960, p. 425). 

 

There were, however, two important occasions in early-nineteenth century when 

religious convictions generated strong disagreements: the abolition of the slave trade and the 

controversy over Catholic emancipation. During the Regency, Catholics were still subject to 

several restrictions that curtailed their civil and political rights: their worship should be done 

only inside their houses or churches; they could not vote; they could not occupy posts in the 

administration nor could they command regiments or ships of the line in the armed forces; they 

could neither be returned to the House of Commons nor take their seats in the Lords. In short, 

while Catholic nobles were part of high society and treated with the deference their titles 

demanded, in relation to politics their direct contribution was null. And Catholics who did not 

belong to the higher social circles were no better than rabble and were constantly seen with 

suspicion (HALÉVY, 1960). The question of Catholic emancipation, however, was highly 

controversial and was the main factor behind the dissolution of two Ministries: William Pitt’s, 

in 1801, and the Ministry of All the Talents, headed by Lord Grenville, in 1807. In both these 

cases King George III, who was a strong opponent of Catholic emancipation, forced the 

ministers to yield and the matter remained unresolved until 1829 (HALÉVY, 1960). 

In the case of the abolition of the slave trade, the efforts of William Wilberforce and the 

Evangelical party were indeed very significant. From the 1780s their faction wished to abolish 
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the slave trade in the British Empire and constantly presented their claims in Parliament. 

Wilberforce was himself an MP and a personal friend of William Pitt, and as such he attempted 

to rally the support of other important members of society. Their efforts were initially thwarted 

by the French Revolution and the fear of Jacobinism, as were any attempts of reform, but by 

1807 public opinion had again manifested itself in favour of abolition. It was achieved by the 

Ministry of All the Talents in that year (HALÉVY, 1960). According to Halévy, however, 

 

[…] the Evangelical party cannot claim the sole glory of this decisive blow to slavery. 

[…] In fact, Evangelicalism played here a role similar to that which it has played in 

all the humanitarian movements of modern England. It constituted a link between 

Anglicanism and Dissent, between the governing classes and the general public, as 

represented by the great middle class. It prevented the formation of a reactionary 

group and won the support of the gentry and nobility, sometimes even of a member 

of the royal family, for a movement initiated by shopkeepers and preachers. And the 

action of the party was decisive in securing from Parliament the legislation which 

embodied the dictates of the national conscience. (1960, p. 458-459). 

 

As we have seen, religion and religious ideas played an important part in the 

configuration of British political, social and economic institutions. The Anglican Church was 

one of the foundations of royal supremacy and the higher clergy has been constantly connected 

with the ruling classes, both in terms of membership and in terms of ideology. The lower clergy, 

on the other hand, has demonstrated more sympathy towards Presbyterian and radical 

inclinations, and was one of the motors of the Civil War and republican ideas. The differences 

inside the Established Church, therefore, were great, and many other religious sects existed 

alongside it. Presbyterians, Baptists, Methodists and Catholics were but a few of them. Even 

so, Britain, in the years of the Regency, was far from achieving a system of complete religious 

toleration. The Church of England still held many privileges when compared to other sects, and 

Catholics were barred from administrative, political and military functions. When it comes to 

court society, religion has been used both as a way to legitimise the divine right of kings, the 

inequalities of the aristocratic system and to denounce them. But with the upheavals of the 

seventeenth century firmly in the rearview mirror, religion became more a justification of 

compliance than a source of dissent. Nevertheless, the strong morality of the rising middle 

classes, which derived from more ascetic religious beliefs, was almost the complete opposite 

of the aristocratic rationalistic lifestyle. While in this period the middle-class element was not 

yet pervasive enough to generate profound changes in the aristocratic ethos, throughout the 

nineteenth century these two strata were in constant contact and influenced each other to the 

point that Elias, in The civilizing process, characterised the British national code of conduct as 
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a “[…] blend between a code of good manners [aristocracy] and a code of morals [middle 

classes].” (2000, p. 428). 

 

3.5 Reactions to the French Revolution 

 

It is almost impossible to discuss Regency England without at least alluding to the 

French Revolution, Napoleon or the wars that caused havoc in Europe for over twenty-five 

years. Even if the French never did manage to land in Britain, life during that period was in 

some way or another tied to the developments on the Continent: whether it was due to a friend 

or family member fighting abroad, to the increase of taxes created to bear the war effort, to the 

constant fear of invasion, to the repressive domestic policies adopted by the government, to the 

Continental blockade of British goods, to the constant flux of news, satires, and political 

discussions in the newspapers, or even just because tea, coffee, and French brandy now had to 

be smuggled in, or because a tour in Paris was no longer an option for the rich and fashionable. 

It would be a mistake though to think that the aristocracy and the higher echelons of society did 

not suffer from the more tangible aspects of the Revolution and subsequent wars. In the first 

place, they also payed rising income taxes. But, most importantly, as it was demonstrated above, 

the bulk of Army and Navy officers were members of the governing elite, and while the 

prospect of a war did increase their possibilities of being promoted and even of gaining fame 

and recognition as war heroes, the crude reality was that most families of the ton lost sons, 

brothers, husbands, cousins and friends fighting for “king and country”. As Cannon so well 

pointed out, “[…] the very harshness of eighteenth-century life introduced a degree of brutal 

equality into a society profoundly unequal.” (2003, p. 173). In the fields of the Peninsula, an 

aristocratic general died in the same manner as a common soldier. 

But perhaps the most relevant aspect of the Revolution and wars for British court society 

was their ideological side and the significant challenge republican ideals posed to the legitimacy 

of the aristocratic system that ruled Britain. Now, it is important to point out that radical and 

republican ideas did not originate with the French Revolution neither did they emerge at the 

time of the American Wars of Independence: Cromwell’s Commonwealth was still a powerful 

memory, and, throughout the eighteenth century, some people did fight for reform and even 

questioned aristocratic primacy. But, according to Cannon,  

 

Until the French Revolution, there was little sustained attack in England on the 

wisdom of the constitution, the role of the House of Lords, or the hierarchical nature 

of society. Proposals in the 1760s and 1770s concentrated almost completely upon 
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reform of the House of Commons and the electoral system, and were argued within 

the context of renovating the original constitution.” (2003, p. 161-162). 

 

The memories of the seventeenth century, while strong, were hardly an endorsement to 

republican government, and the British Constitution implemented after 1688 received wide 

admiration, not only at home, but abroad: Voltaire and Montesquieu were but two of its 

admirers. The result was that, in Britain, the aristocracy and the landed classes enjoyed almost 

a century of virtually uncontested supremacy (CANNON, 2003). 

The French Revolution, however, encouraged those who wished for changes to rise up 

and challenge the status quo; it gave impetus to hitherto lukewarm claims. It must be said that, 

in the first months after the convocation of the Estates-General, and even after the fall of the 

Bastille, Britain’s ruling classes looked across the Channel with a mixture of surprise, regret, 

complaisance and even self-satisfaction, but no hostility. It was generally though that France 

had the right to decide its internal affairs as it saw fit, without interference from foreign powers 

(HARVEY, 2007; SCHOFIELD, 2009). Even the publication, in 1790, of Edmund Burke’s 

famous conservative treatise, Reflections on the Revolution in France, while triggering an 

energetic debate on the nature of civil society, could not elicit from the government any 

assertive actions (SCHOFIELD, 2009). Prime Minister William Pitt was more interested in 

organising British finances and attempting to introduce some important reforms (such as 

abolition of the slave trade and granting Catholic emancipation) than getting the country 

involved in another war. As such, until 1792, his response to calls of danger made by some 

conservatives was at best lukewarm. Things changed when violence increased in France along 

with growing radical activity at home. The Decree of Fraternity of 1792, the controversy over 

the Scheldt estuary, and the execution of Louis XVI in January 1793, forced Pitt to reluctantly 

enter the ongoing conflict against Revolutionary France in the name of national security and, 

at the same time, introduce repressive policies at home to thwart local radical groups 

(HARVEY, 2007). 

The reaction was not only physical, with the implementation of Acts that curbed the 

right of free speech, the right of gathering, and temporarily suspended habeas corpus, but 

ideational: the 1790s saw the emergence of a bitter clash between radical and conservative 

ideas. Edmund Burke and Thomas Paine were some of its most famous contestants though by 

no means the only ones. Initially, radical ideas spread like wildfire, contesting privilege, the 

hereditary principle, the composition of the government, the monarchy, the aristocracy, private 

property and even the institution of the family (CANNON, 2003). Paine defended the 
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sovereignty of the people, and considered legitimate only a republican government “[…] 

characterized by election and representation, based upon the sovereign natural right of each 

individual to share in political power” (SCHOFIELD, 2009). He openly criticised the House of 

Lords, arguing that “The idea of hereditary legislators is as inconsistent as that of hereditary 

judges or hereditary juries; and as absurd as an hereditary mathematician, or an hereditary wise 

man; and as ridiculous as an hereditary poet-laureate.” (PAINE apud CANNON, 2003). 

William Godwin’s criticism were even more radical, for he considered any form of government 

an engine of repression and expressed advanced views of marriage and family (CANNON, 

2003). His wife was Mary Wollstonecraft, the famous and controversial advocate of women’s 

rights and author of A vindication of the rights of woman. 

The conservative argument was also heterogeneous, but it generally sought to explain, 

justify e reinforce the status quo by denouncing radical attacks on property and liberty, which 

they considered to be the pillars of British Constitution. According to Schofield, “If, in reply to 

these [radical] views, the status quo could be shown not only to be necessary and inevitable, 

but also right and good, that is to say correspondent with the true nature of man, then the 

morality of the existing practices and institutions of civil society would be proven.” (2009, p. 

601). According to conservative ideology, only the organisation of men in society could 

guarantee the stability of property and the full exercise of liberty, for only in society rules and 

rights could exist. And it was only natural that, given men’s differences of physical and 

intellectual capacity, some benefited more than others from the liberty society provided for 

them to engage in any activity that did not injure other individuals. As such, the more 

industrious and better qualified would acquire more property and “The more property a man 

possessed, the more eager would he be to defend that state, and promote the well-being of that 

community, which protected his property.” (SCHOFIELD, 2009, p. 621). Large proprietors 

thus would be better suited to undertake the task of government and administration, for they 

would be the ones most interested in maintaining good order and social happiness. Property 

also conferred power and influence to those who possessed it, and so  

 

Conservatives proceeded to argue that the inequalities of property and rank, as they 

existed in Britain, were perfectly just, in conformity with nature, and promoted both 

the individual and general welfare. This form of government, founded on property, 

guaranteed stability, equal civil rights and proper reward to industry and skill. The 

revolutionary government of France however had an unnatural basis, the sovereignty 

of the people. The revolution had destroyed security of property and instituted 

tyranny. (SCHOFIELD, 2009, p. 621). 
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Nevertheless, this intellectual debate, while very important, did not reach the majority 

of the population, who continued to base their actions and form their impressions on events and 

circumstances rather than books and philosophical conceptions (CANNON, 2003). The public 

demonstrations of the time, albeit occasionally influenced by radical leaders, were more 

connected with economic difficulties and reverses in war than adherence to the republic ideal 

(MACLEOD, 2007). By the time of Napoleon’s rise to power, much of the revolutionary 

fervour in Britain had died out and been replaced by a nationalist zeal. In Cannon’s words, 

“Patriotic sentiments came to the rescue of the aristocracy and the constitution became once 

more a symbol of national unity and purpose.” (2003, p. 165). National heroes such as 

Wellington and Nelson were elevated to the ranks of the peerage, and grandiose monuments 

served as patriotic propaganda. The British Army had turned the tides in the Peninsula and 

imposed heavy defeats on the French. The Navy had been supreme in the seas since the Battle 

of Trafalgar, in 1805. The Battle of Waterloo, in 1815, marked the final defeat of the French 

revolutionary model, and “[…] moderate men congratulated themselves that the British 

constitution had stood the test.” (CANNON, 2003, p. 166). Napoleon had been vanquished, 

exiled, and Europe restored to its former courtly splendour. 

But although the worst of the storm had passed, the questions it brought forth remained, 

even if in a more subdued manner. According to Cannon (2003), the wars only accelerated a 

process of change that had been happening for centuries due to the spread of education, literacy 

and sophistication, and of which Britain stood at the forefront. The divorce of the notion of 

political stability with aristocratic government, however, would be gradual and take most of the 

nineteenth century to come through. In the end, the old order was not overthrown, but subsided 

slowly, gradually and unspectacularly (CANNON, 2003). Nevertheless, during the Regency, 

the aristocracy was still seen as part of the great system of authority that ordered men’s lives 

and inequalities of rank and wealth were taken for granted. According to Cannon, 

 

Thousands of [Englishmen] were employed on the great estates, hundreds of them 

were shop-keepers, inn-keepers, attorneys in small market towns, directly dependent 

upon the nobility for custom. Many thousands of others were caught up in the detailed 

and intricate network of patronage and connection. (2003, p. 169). 

 

Besides,  

 

The trappings of power and rank were much in evidence. Bells rang when his lordship 

arrived home or at the Bath. The main tavern in the village or town was, and still often 

is, the Rutland Arms, the Newcastle Arms, or the Radnor Arms. The town hall and 

perhaps the school and almshouses were gifts from the local patron. The duke's name 
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stood at the top of the list for every charitable collection. Local newspapers recorded 

with care each distribution of food or coal to the poor, each bequest to debtors in 

prison, each act of condescension and benevolence. The great house overwhelmed 

visitors with its grandeur and elegance. And, in the close-knit communities of 

Hanoverian England, there was often much genuine kindness from rich to poor. Few 

aristocrats needed Addison's advice to take pains to make their rule acceptable. 

Though there are some grotesque examples of overweening pride, […] and some 

gloomy tyrants of the hall, […] the majority wished to be respected, if not loved. 

(CANNON, 2003, p. 172). 

 

British court society survived the revolutionary tidal wave of late-eighteenth and early-

nineteenth century, but it did not do so unchanged. The aristocratic principle that went through 

almost unchallenged from the Glorious Revolution of 1688 until the final decade of the 1700s 

was forced to present a justification and explanation for the high levels of social, political and 

economic inequalities that it defended. To the most part, it succeeded. The aristocracy remained 

the country’s elite well into the nineteenth century, with a more marked decline from the 1870s 

and 1880s onwards. Its twilight, when it came, was piecemeal: according to David Cannadine 

(1999), it gradually lost its economic primacy once industry surpassed land, and its political 

primacy when the new economic power of the country, the middle classes, decided that their 

interests were no longer well represented in a predominantly aristocratic government. Socially 

speaking, although not hegemonic, the aristocracy continues to be an important trend-setter, but 

it could not maintain its erstwhile position in modern capitalist society. Nevertheless, it endures. 

But it could only do so due to its incredible capacity to adapt and reinvent itself. It is precisely 

this flexibility that called my attention, and it is to the repercussions of such characteristic in 

the standards of rightful conduct and rightful membership set by court society that we shall turn 

to in the next chapter. 
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4 CHAPTER III - BRITAIN AND THE INSTITUTIONS OF THE EUROPEAN 

INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY: A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE? 

 

Having presented the theoretical framework adopted in the dissertation (Chapter I) and 

expounded on the domestic configuration of Britain during the Regency (Chapter II), it is now 

time to tie these efforts in an attempt to understand the manner in which the specific attributes 

of British court society, as one of the forms taken by world society, may have influenced how 

Britain interpreted the rules of the European international society in this period. It is important 

to reiterate that I do not advocate here that the configuration of different court societies 

necessarily determine how states act internationally, merely that the study of such social 

formations may help us understand in a more comprehensive manner the dynamics of the 

international realm. As such, while normative considerations may inevitably take the better part 

of the analysis, material aspects should not be ignored. States may act in a social environment 

and take into account the criteria of acceptable behaviour adhered to in such society, but their 

actions are also constrained by economic calculation and power relations. This consideration 

of both ideational and material factors is, as we have seen, a typical feature of English School 

accounts. 

To that end, this chapter intends to discuss separately each of the primary institutions of 

the European international society uncovered by Buzan (see Chapter I, section 1.1.3.1), and 

observe the level of compliance or attempted revision shown by Britain to each of them in the 

chosen period of analysis. That being done, I will draw features of British court society that 

might have influenced such actions and interpretations, and from there I hope to reinforce the 

argument defended here that the study of court societies matter to International Relations. 

Unfortunately, limitations of time and scope inherent to a master’s degree dissertation will 

prevent any substantial generalisation, but I do hope to create some space that will allow such 

project to be developed in the future. Now, before undertaking the final steps of the dissertation, 

a few considerations are in order. 

First, I decided to consider the primary institutions of international society instead of 

any other arrangement because, according to Buzan (2014), they express notions of both 

rightful conduct and rightful membership. This means that primary institutions are constituent 

of international society in that they define who are the legitimate members and what form they 

must take, but they are also regulative aspects of such societies, for they define patterns of 

acceptable conduct towards both insiders and outsiders. Patterns of rightful conduct and rightful 

membership are the core of Ian Clark’s (2005, 2007) contentions about legitimacy in 
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international society, and while the author claims that legitimacy should not be equated to any 

norm or institution, being a much more profound feature, I do not find it unreasonable to trace 

the expression of such patterns in primary institutions. They provide a more tangible framework 

of analysis than either Clark’s notion of legitimacy or other normative concepts such as Reus-

Smit’s (1999) moral purpose of the state. 

Second, and along the same lines, are the problems I found in employing the concept of 

standard of civilisation. Andrew Linklater (2011a) advocated that Eliasian sociology had much 

to profit by including in its framework the English School notion of the standard of civilisation. 

The same could be said of any study that attempted to join both of these theoretical approaches 

(Elias’s and the English School’s). A standard of civilisation is, according to Gong’s seminal 

work on the subject, “[…] an expression of the assumptions, tacit and explicit, used to 

distinguish those that belong to a particular society from those that do not.” (GONG, 1984, p. 

3). As a concept, then, it has a broad applicability, even if it deals primarily with patterns of 

rightful membership. As a historical feature of international society, however, the standard was 

used in the encounter of European with non-European societies, especially from mid- to late-

nineteenth century, to regulate the entry of “non-civilised” polities in the European international 

society. Since my study, while by no means ignoring such encounters and their importance, 

focuses on more intra-European phenomena and more on patterns of rightful conduct than 

rightful membership, I found the concept of standard of civilisation limiting under the 

circumstances. The alternative I found was to adopt Clark’s terminology of notions of rightful 

conduct when dealing with the regulative aspects of international society, and rightful 

membership when dealing with its constitutive aspect and also with the encounter with non-

European societies. The latter then pretty much covers the conceptual side of the standard of 

civilisation, and thus when both notions of rightful conduct and rightful membership are 

considered, a much broader analysis can be undertaken. 

The third point is more historical than theoretical. It is important to have in mind that 

the later decades of the eighteenth and first decades of the nineteenth century were a period of 

generalized assault on eighteenth century institutions (CLARK, 2005; REUS-SMIT, 1999). Not 

only that, but for the better part of the period analysed, there was an ongoing war of almost 

global proportions against first Revolutionary then Napoleonic France. This means that until 

1815 the Hobbesian logic was strong in the European international society, even if societal 

aspects of mutual recognition were not eclipsed. Furthermore, it means that the peace 

negotiations, aside from establishing the more practical stipulations of geographical boundaries 

and financial restitution, also had to deal with the conflict between pre-Revolutionary patterns 



 123 

of legitimacy and the challenge posed to them by the French Revolution and the dissemination 

of its ideals throughout Europe. The period of 1815-1830, on the other hand, was marked by 

the joint attempt of the great powers to reorganise Europe and to maintain order in the face of 

destabilising forces such as emerging nationalisms, especially through the Congress System: a 

set of Congresses organised between the great powers that took place in Vienna (1814-1815), 

Aix-la-Chapelle (1818), Carlsbad (1819), Troppau (1820), Laibach (1821) and Verona (1822). 

While aspects of coordination and cooperation stand out, material elements and calculation 

must also be considered. 

Fourth, the fact that there were accepted patterns of rightful membership and conduct 

does not mean they were adhered to by every state all the time. Occasionally such patterns were 

violated without causing any serious challenge to the current institutional arrangement of 

international society. As Clark so well pointed out, “[…] departures from legitimacy attract 

additional costs, and so make political processes less efficient” (2007, p.16), sometimes even 

reinforcing the prevailing order. At the same time, as it was mentioned before, Regency 

England was a time of widespread contestation, both domestically and internationally, and 

some of the previously adhered to institutions of the European international society, such as 

dynasticism, suffered powerful blows that they were not to recover from. Studying such times 

is interesting because, as Clark noticed, while “[…] the articulation of core principles of 

legitimacy is ongoing – not confined to moments of peacemaking alone – […] the tendency to 

reformulate them is highest at those great moments of international reordering”. (2005, p. 8). 

This also goes a long way in demonstrating that institutions, in the same way as legitimate 

patterns of rightful conduct and membership, are not absolutes, but change according to place 

and time, possessing a historical dimension that cannot be ignored. 

Finally, a methodological remark is in order. To understand if Britain interpreted the 

rules of the European international society any differently, it is necessary, first, to present such 

institutions in more detail and also to present a narrative of British actions and reactions to them 

and to the behaviour of other states. To facilitate understanding and a better organisation of 

ideas, this task will be undertaken under a state-centric light, focusing on aspects of 

international society alone and considering “Britain” as an actor with interests of its own. I am 

well aware that this apparently contradicts what I advocate here, especially since, at first, I will 

devote very little attention to world society. However, after the institutions are analysed and 

Britain’s behaviour presented, I shall resume the court society/world society analysis. It is 

always good to keep in mind Martin Wight’s argument when he states that while in political 
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writing there is a tendency to personify powers and states, they are but a collection of human 

beings, and must be thought of as such. In his words, 

 

It is a consequence of nineteenth century-nationalism that we personify a power, 

calling it ‘she’, and saying that Britain does this, America demands that, and the Soviet 

Union’s policy is something else. This is a mythological language […]. ‘Britain’ in 

such a context is a symbol for an immensely complex political agent, formed by the 

permanent officials of the Foreign Office, the Foreign Service, the Foreign Secretary, 

the Prime Minister, the Cabinet, the House of Commons, the living electorate and the 

dead generations who have made the national tradition, combining and interacting in 

an infinitude of variations of mutual influence. (WIGHT, 2004, p. 28-29). 

 

So, while at first I may “personify” Britain, the last part of the chapter is designed in such a 

way as to contemplate the domestic complexity and its influence over this “international 

persona”. 

Having made these short, but important considerations it is now time to undertake the 

proposed analysis. We shall begin by considering two fundamental and interrelated institutions 

of the European international society: sovereignty and territoriality. 

 

4.1 Sovereignty and territoriality 

 

Both territoriality and sovereignty are, in Bull’s view, constituent elements of a society 

of states (BUZAN, 2014). Historically, however, a fixed territory and notions of indivisible 

sovereignty are relatively recent phenomena (HOLSTI, 2004). In the case of territoriality, 

Holsti (2004) affirms that the idea of delimited borders was a human creation, specifically a 

European creation of the seventeenth century and that has been gradually developed ever since. 

According to him, “Territorial limits of most historical empires, traditional kingdoms, city-

states and tribal and lineage groups were mostly floating zones of indeterminate extent.” 

(HOLSTI, 2004, p. 73). And even in Europe, while the idea of borders was gradually becoming 

institutionalised, a fixed territoriality was not the norm until well into the nineteenth century, 

and for centuries after Westphalia “[…] change of territorial ownership was one of the 

hallmarks of European diplomacy” (HOLSTI, 2004, p. 81). 

Holsti (2004) identified six major bases on which change of territorial ownership could 

take place historically: conquest, partition, compensation, sale, marriage and exchange – 

practices that were gradually delegitimised once territoriality became fixed. This flexibility 

could only be possible given that the conception of territory was much more tied to the idea of 

a personal possession of the sovereign than the “[…] essential basis and marker of a people’s 
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history, culture, identity and political order.” (HOLSTI, 2004, p. 86). Acquisition of territory 

through war and conquest was a standard practice of European state relations, and every peace 

settlement implied some rearrangement of borders. At the same time, territory could be 

partitioned and redistributed to maintain a balance of power and as a way to mitigate the blow 

to the prestige of defeated rulers (as some sort of compensation). Territories could also be 

established as dowries and thus change hands through marriage; they could be sold, especially 

in the colonies; and they functioned as a very commonly used diplomatic currency. Elias’s 

account of the monopoly struggles in Europe clearly illustrates the rearrangement of territorial 

borders through war and conquest. The gradual monopolisation of the use of force by a central 

authority, however, greatly restricted such practices. Furthermore, once territory became tied 

to the idea of a nation, especially in the course of the nineteenth century, this flexibility of 

ownership was gradually lost, to be replaced by an almost sacrosanct inviolability of territorial 

possessions. This did not prevent wars of conquest, but resulted in the delegitimation of 

transfers of territorial ownership for any reasons other than mutual (preferably peaceful) 

agreement (HOLSTI, 2004). 

In the same manner, according to Holsti (2004), the development of sovereignty as an 

indivisible attribute of states was largely a process of post-Westphalia Europe. Before that 

period, European political organisation was a net of overlapping jurisdictions that mixed 

religious and secular powers with a good dose of local loyalties and obligations. There was a 

gradual claim for sovereignty, first as a personal quality of royal figures in the phase of political 

centralisation of the absolutist kingdom, and then as a legal status of states that transcended any 

particular monarch. Sovereignty came to be identified with two facets, one facing the domestic 

realm and the other the international. The internal aspect of sovereignty refers, according to 

Holsti (2004), to supreme authority within a given territory, while the external aspect highlights 

constitutional independence in the international realm. To be validated, however, sovereignty 

must gain recognition of those aspiring to the same rights. This means that, for a state to claim 

sovereign rights, it must recognise the same claim by other similar polities. Finally, according 

to Holsti (2004), a corollary of the mutual recognition of sovereignty is legal equality of the 

members of international society, an idea that infused diplomatic practice and discourse from 

the eighteenth century onwards. 

 

4.1.1 The Vienna Settlement 
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The Vienna Settlement after the Napoleonic Wars, while mostly bent on restoring the 

ideas and practices of a pre-revolutionary order, did introduce changes in the organisation of 

the European international society. Nevertheless, territories could still be, and to a large extent 

were, used as diplomatic currency. Aside from the whole range of minor German and Italian 

principalities redistributed to appease those who supported the Allies against Napoleon, the 

cases of Poland and Saxony provide a very good example of the flexibility of territorial 

organisation. The new arrangement for Poland proved a sore point for allied unity at the 

Congress of Vienna, and the demands made by Tsar Alexander I of Russia almost undermined 

the whole venture. In the course of the eighteenth century, the Kingdom of Poland had been 

conquered by and divided between Russia, Prussia and Austria to the relative satisfaction of the 

three powers. This order was disrupted by Napoleon and the creation of the Duchy of Warsaw 

with a portion of the former kingdom’s territory. At Vienna, Alexander demanded the creation 

of an “independent” Kingdom of Poland under the aegis of the Russian Empire. This demand 

was hardly popular with the other powers, who saw it as a disproportional and dangerous 

aggrandisement of Russia into Eastern Europe. Alexander could not be dissuaded, however, 

and compensation for both Austria and Prussia was sought elsewhere: the former in Italy and 

the latter in Germany. The King of Prussia demanded the Kingdom of Saxony as compensation, 

and even if the Saxon king had been one of Napoleon’s allies, this claim created a new range 

of problems: aside from the ideological hurdle of dethroning a “legitimate” monarch, Austria 

had much to fear from the enlargement of Prussia’s power and influence in Germany. In the 

final settlement, arrived at after laborious negotiations, a Kingdom of Poland under Russian 

authority was created from the former Duchy of Warsaw, and Prussia was entitled to keep 40% 

of Saxony’s territory, the rest being left to its monarch (KISSINGER, 1957; ZAMOYSKI, 

2008). 

In this sense, much of the former logic of flexible territoriality remained, except for a 

very important revision: change of ownership through war and conquest within Europe was 

delegitimised in the wake of the challenges posed by the Napoleonic Empire (HOLSTI, 2004). 

While the great powers were entitled to reorganise much of the territorial demarcations of 

central Europe at Vienna, they were adamant that those should take place under general 

consensus, not conquest (even if under the circumstances “general” meant amongst Britain, 

Austria, Russia, Prussia and, occasionally, France). This poses the question of the supposed 

legal equality in the mutual recognition of sovereignty: while theoretically all members of the 

European society of states were sovereign, in practice, some became “more sovereign” than 
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others, especially since the great powers ascribed themselves the right to violate sovereignty in 

the name of order, legitimacy and equilibrium. 

The aspect of legitimacy became particularly problematic after Vienna: the statesmen 

who built the new order of Europe tied recognition of a state’s sovereignty to legitimate political 

organisation domestically (CLARK, 2005). This means that were only recognised by the great 

powers as effective members of international society those states that subscribed to a specific 

form of domestic political organisation: meaning, a non-revolutionary form. Any attempt of 

liberal or revolutionary groups to take power was accompanied by a loss of sovereign status 

abroad that licensed intervention. This happened, for example, with Naples, the Piedmont and 

Spain: the first were invaded by Austria, in 1821, and the latter was invaded by France, in 1823 

(KISSINGER, 1957; LOWE, 1998).  Criteria of rightful membership, therefore, included only 

states that possessed a legitimate domestic political organisation, as recognised by the great 

powers. That excluded both extra-European polities and European states with overtly liberal or 

revolutionary governments. Acceptable patterns of conduct no longer included acquisition of 

territory through conquest, but the organisation of boundaries remained flexible, and to the 

great powers was ascribed the right to intervene to restore legitimate governments or in the 

name of order and equilibrium. 

 

4.1.2 British perspectives 

 

Britain presented a slightly different perspective regarding sovereignty and intervention 

from the one presented above. The British government functioned under a long-standing 

tradition of non-interference in Continental affairs unless direct British interests were 

threatened or unless the stability of Europe was undermined (KISSINGER, 1957). Even in the 

course of the French Revolution, Britain was content to leave France to its own designs until 

(a) the Scheldt estuary, a traditional strategic location for Britain, was threatened by the 

expansion of the Revolutionary Army, and (b) the execution of Louis XVI and the Decree of 

Fraternity convinced British statesmen that the Revolution posed a threat to the stability and 

equilibrium of Europe (HARVEY, 2007). According to Kissinger, Britain only sanctioned 

intervention when it was aimed at defeating threats to the political organisation of Europe: that 

being so, French expansionism under Napoleon was dangerous, the constitutional struggles 

taking place in Naples, the Piedmont and Spain were not. Those were essentially domestic 

problems of social nature and that required no intervention unless they threatened the political 

existence of other states (KISSINGER, 1957). Britain was, therefore, vehemently against 
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intervention in those cases, especially in Spain, considered by some as its sphere of influence 

(LOWE, 1997). 

The British government also refused to sign the Troppau Protocol and act in concert 

with the other powers in the guise of a European police force to protect monarchies threatened 

by revolutionary movements after Vienna. It denied, in principle, any project put forth by the 

other powers that propounded forms of collective action on the Continent other than efforts to 

curb the threat of French expansionism (KISSINGER, 1957; LOWE, 1997). While this may 

seem an altruistic and even honourable position, it is worth to point out that Britain, at sea, 

claimed the right to seize and search foreign vessels, first for any sign of French contraband 

and, after 1815, as an enforcement on the restriction of the slave trade. While it proposed non-

intervention in Europe, Britain freely intervened in the matter of maritime rights and also on 

non-European polities, such as India, South America, and the West-Indies. Furthermore, Lord 

Castlereagh, the British Foreign Secretary, actively participated in the reorganisation of the map 

of Europe at the Congress of Vienna, an arrangement that showed little preoccupation either 

with the claims of minor European sovereigns or with principles of national self-determination. 

 

4.2 War, diplomacy and the balance of power 

 

Other three equally important and interrelated institutions of the European international 

society that must now be considered are war, diplomacy and the balance of power. They tend 

to refer much more to the procedural aspect of international society rather than its foundational 

features, and as such to prescribe patterns of rightful conduct more than criteria of rightful 

membership. To adequately understand British interpretation of these institutions during the 

period analysed, however, it is necessary to go back, first to the eighteenth century, then to the 

challenge presented by revolutionary ideals to the core principles underpinned by these 

institutions, and finally to the reorganisation proposed at the Vienna Settlement. 

 

4.2.1 Absolutist Europe 

 

As Adam Watson (1993) pointed out, eighteenth-century European international society 

was an exceptional period, when the concern for the maintenance of a stable balance of power 

superseded more self-interested politics in the mind of European sovereigns. This did not mean 

the absence of wars, but it implied a certain restriction of goals and more lenient peace 

settlements that did not seek the ultimate destruction of the vanquished. After all, according to 
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Bull, “The chief function of the balance of power […] is not to preserve peace, but to preserve 

the system of states itself.” (2002, p. 103). A situation where no single power could become 

strong enough to dictate the rules of international society was the purpose of action of most 

eighteenth-century statesmen, and it could be achieved either by diplomatic negotiations or, 

failing that, by the recourse to war. 

The eighteenth-century conception of war, therefore, reflected the Clausewitzian notion 

of the continuation of politics by other means, and was essentially a science, underpinned by 

the rationalistic thought of the times. Under this spirit, war became a highly patterned activity: 

there were standard practices and codes of etiquette that regulated the declaration of war and 

its conduct; there were standard manoeuvres and a common repertoire of military actions; even 

codes of dressing were incredibly similar, and sovereigns shamelessly copied each other. 

(REUS-SMIT, 1999). According to Reus-Smit (1999), the idea of war was still connected with 

values of aristocratic honour and a pretended “code of chivalry”, that to a certain extent 

contributed to its more restricted character. It is always good to point out that military officers 

were, in the most part, noblemen, and as such behaved with each other according to deep-seated 

patterns of acceptable behaviour derived from courtly-aristocratic values. 

Diplomacy, on the other hand, was not yet particularly institutionalised. There were no 

“professional” diplomats in the way we understand today, and the recruitment and payment of 

those who exercised functions of diplomatic representation were far from standardised. 

Foreigners could be chosen to represent the interests of a sovereign abroad, and sometimes the 

income derived from foreign services was insignificant. Nevertheless, by the eighteenth 

century, there was a well-established net of resident embassies and diplomatic services 

throughout Europe, usually headed by the nobility, that was extremely important to the 

consolidation of the European international society (HOLSTI, 2004). According to Reus-Smit 

(1999), such diplomatic system was mainly: (a) incidental, in that states were primarily 

concerned with the resolution of particular conflicts and crisis rather than with creating general 

and reciprocally binding rules of international law; (b) bilateral, since even systemic conflicts 

were settled bilaterally and then combined to form a general “Peace”; (c) secretive, for foreign 

policy was the private domain of the sovereign, diplomacy was conducted largely behind doors, 

and treaties usually included many secret clauses; and (d) hierarchical, because the international 

status of a state reflected the status of its monarch, and as such, enhancing and protecting 

international standing was a key aim of diplomacy (also, disputes over precedence were 

extremely important and took a lot of time and effort in negotiations). 
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4.2.2 The revolutionary challenge 

 

According to Reus-Smit, “In the latter half of the eighteenth century revolutionary 

changes in thought and practice undermined the ideological and material foundations of 

dynastic rule” (1999, p. 122), also profoundly challenging the international order it 

underpinned. Under the Napoleonic Empire, the balance of power that was so dear to eighteenth 

century statesmen was blatantly disregarded, and war assumed completely different meanings. 

In the minds of the French revolutionaries, the expansion of the Republic was not only a means 

to preserve the new regime from foreign interference, but a quest for the liberation of all 

European peoples from the chains of the ancien régime. According to Kissinger, 

 

Henceforth, disputes no longer concerned the adjustment of differences within an 

accepted framework, but the validity of the framework itself; the political contest had 

become doctrinal: the balance of power which had operated so intricately throughout 

the eighteenth century suddenly lost its flexibility and the European equilibrium came 

to seem an insufficient protection to powers faced by a France which proclaimed the 

incompatibility of its political maxims with those of the other states. (1957, p.3). 

 

Not only that, but the army was completely reorganised: conscription increased the 

availability and number of soldiers, while the revolutionary fervour enhanced morale and gave 

the citizen-soldier an enthusiasm that could hardly be found in the traditional armies of 

absolutist powers; ascension to the rank of officer through merit instead of purchase or 

patronage increased the army’s efficiency, and also enhanced authority and morale; finally, 

Napoleon took Europe’s traditional military by surprise with his original tactics, rapid 

manoeuvres and competent system of logistics and communication (HARVEY, 2007). 

The Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars also awakened nationalist sentiments. 

Sometimes those were encouraged by the dissemination of revolutionary ideas, but they were 

usually roused against French domination. The Peninsular theatre was a very good example of 

the use of an emerging national consciousness to resist Napoleon’s invasion, especially in 

Spain. The wars in Spain were brutal: although Napoleon easily invaded and conquered Spain 

in 1808, installing his brother as king, the maintenance of this government was to cost him 

dearly. Widespread guerrilla wars caused serious casualties to the occupation army, and 

endangered supply lines. There was a strong sense of insecurity in the French army that fought 

in Spain, for the mood of the population was unpredictable, and massacres, in both sides, were 

not uncommon occurrences (HARVEY, 2007). The hatred of the local population towards the 

French invader was also explored in the German Wars of Liberation of 1813-1814 with national 
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connotations. In this case, however, national self-conscience was nipped in the bud by the allied 

powers and could not be realised until late-nineteenth century (ZAMOYSKI, 2008). 

 

4.2.3 The Vienna Settlement 

 

The wars against France were fought in the name of dynastic legitimacy, it is true, but 

they were first and foremost fought in the name of equilibrium and the restoration of the balance 

of power in Europe. This was one of the main goals of the statesmen who gathered at Vienna. 

According to Kissinger (1957), however, it was not just the physical balance of power that 

should be restored, but a “moral balance” as well. In his words, 

 

[…] the new international order came to be created with a sufficient awareness of the 

connection between power and morality; between security and legitimacy. No attempt 

was made to found it entirely on submission to a legitimizing principle […]. But 

neither was power considered self-limiting […]. Rather, there was created a balance 

of forces which, because it conferred a relative security, came to be generally 

accepted, and whose relationships grew increasingly spontaneous as its legitimacy 

came to be taken for granted. (KISSINGER, 1957, p. 318) 

 

In the construction of this new balance, the great powers came to ascribe themselves a 

position of primacy much more significant than the one they held before the wars. The specific 

role of the great powers in this new order, however, shall be discussed in the next section. For 

now, it is worth to point out that the new balance of power in Europe would be “protected” by 

such powers through the Congress System: a series of diplomatic gatherings of the 

representatives of the great powers that was initially devised as a continuation of the alliance 

against France in order to prevent any other attempts of expansionism, but that later became a 

sort of collective management of European affairs. The restoration of Europe attempted at 

Vienna and the subsequent Congresses, therefore, while achieving in principle the balance of 

power, could not bring back its eighteenth-century institutional form: it was now organised 

around the great powers rather than on the moral design of sovereigns. 

At the same time, the Vienna Settlement brought back some of the practices of old 

(absolutist) diplomacy. Even though the Congress System presented the means for more than 

incidental diplomacy, it was generally used by the powers to solve very specific questions, such 

as if Austria could legitimately intervene in Naples or if Russia could aid the Greeks against 

the Ottoman Empire. Diplomacy, therefore, remained mainly incidental. Similarly, the 

supposed multilateralism of Vienna was actually a concert of powers. The small European 

polities, the deposed sovereigns and even secondary powers such as Spain, Portugal and 
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Sweden had very little say in the final arrangement, and the main negotiations were conducted 

between Britain, Austria, Russia, Prussia and, occasionally, France. Even amongst the powers, 

private meetings and secret arrangements were common, maintaining the secretive character of 

diplomatic practice. Finally, and especially in the case of Russia, Austria and Prussia, there 

were high levels of monarchical interference in foreign policy. Tsar Alexander conducted the 

negotiations himself, while Emperor Francis and King Frederick William remained close to 

their ministers and demanded of them certain actions and decisions (ZAMOYSKI, 2008). 

 

4.2.4 British perspectives 

 

The restoration of Continental equilibrium and the maintenance of a stable order were 

some of Britain’s main reasons for entering the war against France, and also the ends it most 

strived to achieve at Vienna and the other Congresses. While the other powers, especially 

Austria, were concerned with re-establishing dynastic legitimacy and undermining emerging 

nationalisms, Britain remained remarkably single-minded in its quest to curb any possible 

renewed threat of French expansionism (KISSINGER, 1957). According to Kissinger (1957), 

such obstinacy almost blinded it to Russia’s attempted expansion into Eastern Europe, and at 

first generated some friction and misunderstandings between Lord Castlereagh and Austria’s 

Chancellor Prince Metternich. Nevertheless, Castlereagh was one of the main negotiators of the 

Congress of Vienna and, in time, he and Metternich were able to work together to guarantee 

certain equilibrium amongst the powers and to hold back Russian designs (KISSINGER, 1957). 

One of the main difficulties Britain encountered when dealing with Continental powers, 

however, was the impact of direct participation of their monarchs in foreign policy, while the 

British representatives were necessarily accountable to the Cabinet in London. Even if 

Castlereagh had plenty of leeway when compared to a present-day diplomat, he had to consider, 

one way or the other, not only the wishes of the government in power, but also the possible 

reactions in Parliament that could perchance destabilise Lord Liverpool’s ministry. It is 

important to mention that, at the time, the general mood of both the British public and the British 

government was that Napoleon should be vanquished at all costs, and, that being done, Britain 

should retreat to its traditional position of observer behind the safety of the Channel. 

Castlereagh, however, showed little concern for public opinion and attempted to convince the 

Cabinet that British concerns with the balance of power would be better assuaged by 

participation rather than isolation (KISSINGER, 1957). He succeeded only in part: Britain did 

send representatives to the Congresses of Aix-la-Chapelle, Troppau, Laibach and Verona, but 
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their participation amounted to very little, since the government was not willing to interfere in 

European affairs. Besides, at Troppau and Laibach, the status of the British envoy was merely 

that of observer, and Castlereagh’s suicide right before the Congress of Verona destabilised the 

British delegation (KISSINGER, 1957). Once George Canning assumed the Foreign Office, in 

1822, British isolationist tendencies were accentuated, as he preferred to deal with the other 

powers bilaterally rather than in concert (LOWE, 1998). 

 

4.3 Dynasticism and great power management 

 

Both dynasticism and the attribution of the status of great power to a particular state 

implicate a certain level of hierarchisation of international society, albeit different sorts of 

hierarchy. In the first case, dynastic authority was, for centuries, one of the main institutions 

around which the European international society was organised. According to Reus-Smit, “For 

almost two centuries after Westphalia a decidedly premodern set of Christian and dynastic 

intersubjective values defined legitimate statehood and rightful state action.” (1999, p. 88). 

Patterns of rightful membership dictated that the society of states was to be composed not only 

by sovereign polities, but that it was to be, as Watson (1993) pointed out, a “club of sovereigns”. 

Again, in Reus-Smit’s words, 

 

[…] this process of political legitimation had established in the consciousness of 

European elites a distinctive set of constitutional metavalues, an ensemble of 

intersubjective beliefs that mandated the sovereign state as the paramount political 

institution and licensed the supreme authority of the dynastic monarch, the very 

embodiment of the state. (1999, p. 94). 

 

The hierarchy established by dynasticism was twofold. In the first place, it determined 

matters of precedence amongst the Christian monarchs of Europe, and tied the status of the state 

in international society to the status of its monarch in the divine order of society. As such there 

was a constant squabble, by sovereigns and diplomats alike, over matters of precedence and 

position (REUS-SMIT, 1999). According to Reus-Smit, “Claiming that monarchs were God’s 

Lieutenants on earth was one thing, but establishing a reliable means to determine which of 

God’s lieutenants was closer to the Divine was another” (1999, p. 102). The parallels with the 

characteristics of court societies described in the previous chapter are thus remarkable. The 

second level of hierarchisation was between European and non-European societies. According 

to Reus-Smit, “The idea that Christian monarchs were the only legitimate sovereigns, and 

their’s the only legitimate states, also sanctioned a hierarchical division between European 
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international society and the rest of the world.” (1999, p. 103). A division where Europeans 

ascribed themselves a superior status, and that condoned patterns of behaviour when dealing 

with non-Europeans that would not be acceptable in Europe. 

As such, it is possible to observe that, while the hierarchisation conferred by dynastic 

status could not be completely dissociated from material capabilities, it was more of a moral 

than a material attribute. The category of “great power”, on the other hand, while necessarily 

possessing an important dimension of legitimacy, was essentially tied to material, especially 

military, capabilities (BULL, 2002). According to Bull (2002), great powers must possess 

significant material means in order to fulfil their special obligations of order maintenance in 

any given international society. Such obligations arise from the general recognition of special 

rights and duties for great powers, both by their leaders and peoples, and by international society 

in general. They include, for example, the preservation of the general equilibrium of a society 

of states, the avoidance and control of crises, and the limitation of war (both of reasons to justify 

the recourse to war, and of excessive violent conduct during the conflict). To undertake such 

responsibilities, great powers claim, among other things, the right to determine which issues 

affect the peace and security of international society, and also the latitude to deal with them as 

they see fit (BULL, 2002). 

 

4.3.1 The Vienna Settlement 

 

By the time of the Congress of Vienna, dynasticism had been strongly criticised by the 

philosophers and political theorists of the enlightenment and suffered serious blows from the 

French Revolution, the overthrow of the ancien régime in France, and the execution of Louis 

XVI, Marie Antoinette and their children. The dissemination of revolutionary ideas in the wake 

of French expansionism contributed to the emergence of a general fear in the minds of European 

statesmen and sovereigns that, although grossly overestimating the organisation and 

capabilities of revolutionary cells, nevertheless contributed to a period of repressive policies 

adopted by most of the governments in Europe (ZAMOYSKY, 2014). The Congress of Vienna 

and the subsequent Congresses held until 1822 attempted, to a large extent, to re-establish 

dynastic legitimacy in the European international society. It was impossible, however, to turn 

the clock back to 1789: more than twenty-five years of war and unrest had caused havoc not 

only in the map of Europe, but in the minds and hearts of Europeans. A whole generation was 

born and grew up knowing only war; territories changed hands so many times that, by the time 

the wars were over, many people did not know to which state they belonged; sovereigns lost 
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their territories; new kingdoms were created; the Holy Roman Empire was abolished. So, even 

if the powers agreed that legitimacy should be restored, the problem remained of “what 

legitimacy” (ZAMOYSKI, 2008).  

On the surface, it meant that the legitimate monarchs should be returned to their thrones, 

the legitimate nobles to their estates, and the legitimate priests to their churches. On practice, 

however, the Allies recognised that not all of the changes that happened under Napoleon were 

necessarily bad. He had, for example, improved administrative and political aspects of the chaos 

that was Central Europe under the Holy Roman Empire. However, the price for doing so was 

major territorial rearrangements and the displacement of several minor sovereigns that, now 

that Napoleon had been vanquished, were claiming back their possession. At Vienna, noblemen 

of all over Europe showed up seeking restitution, vengeance or merely a chance to snare a long-

forgotten title or estate. Besides, some of the new states created by the French, allied themselves 

with the other powers in the latter stages of the war against Napoleon, and were now claiming 

not only their right to exist, but compensations for the war effort (ZAMOYSKI, 2008). So, 

while the restoration of Louis XVIII to the throne of France and of Ferdinand VII to the throne 

of Spain proved relatively straightforward, when it came to minor sovereigns, dynastic 

legitimacy entered into a grey area: it could be, and frequently was, held second when compared 

to European equilibrium. As such, the traditional or dynastic “rights” were sometimes sacrificed 

to maintain the balance of power. 

This call to sacrifice dynasticism when necessary meant that the hierarchical order of 

Europe was no longer tied to matters of dynastic precedence but derived from the military and 

economic might of the four major powers who waged war against France: Britain, Russia, 

Austria and Prussia. By the time the wars were over, these four states were in a position to 

dictate the new order of Europe. They could decide amongst themselves the terms that would 

be given to France, they could rearrange the map of the continent, they could restore sovereigns 

to their thrones, they could reward some and punish others, but most importantly, they could 

now decide what issues posed a threat to European peace and equilibrium and how best to deal 

with them. In such scenario, conservative governments such as Austria’s, under Metternich, or 

Russia’s, under Alexander, could securitise attempts at liberal or constitutional reforms and 

transform them in sufficiently large problems for the international order that warranted 

intervention. 

Great power management was not only coercive, however. While the powers did claim 

special rights and duties in this new arrangement, they could not have obtained them without 

the consent and recognition of the other members of society (BULL, 2002). Indeed, there were 
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problems of legitimation at Vienna, when a restored France questioned being left out the main 

discussions and used the secondary powers, such as Spain, Sweden and Portugal, to express the 

general dissatisfaction as to the monopoly of the four allies over the decision-making process 

(ZAMOYSKI, 2008). The fear of revolution, however, went a long way in facilitating the 

managerial framework of the great powers, and the periodic reunion of the “big-five” in 

Congresses was an important attempt at multilateral diplomacy that provided legitimacy to the 

collective hegemony exercised by Britain, France, Austria, Russia and Prussia over European 

affairs for the better part of the nineteenth century. 

 

4.3.2 British perspectives 

 

Again, British perspectives regarding dynastic legitimacy and the obligations of the 

great powers in the maintenance of order differed a little from the more general view presented 

above. In the first place, the idea of a divinely ordained social order where the monarch was 

appointed by God had long since been replaced, in the mind of British statesmen, by a more 

constitutional form of government. It was by no means a democratic government, but since the 

Glorious Revolution of 1688, Parliament had taken over from God the function of choosing the 

monarch. As such, Britain was arguably more concerned with maintaining Continental peace 

and equilibrium than in re-establishing deposed monarchs to their thrones. While it fought for 

the restoration of Louis XVIII, the ultimate end was not the return to dynastic legitimacy, but 

the search for stability and an insurance against new attempts of French expansionism 

(KISSINGER, 1957). 

This relative disinterest with the fate of the monarchs per se, allied with the traditional 

policy of non-intervention made Britain see the role of great powers in a negative rather than 

positive light: great powers should only act when militarily or politically threatened, not to 

interfere in other state’s domestics affairs in a preventive manner. So, while it took part in the 

negotiations at Vienna and made an appearance at the other Congresses, Britain favoured 

responsive rather than assertive actions. It also disapproved in principle of the Holy Alliance 

proposed by Tsar Alexander, for it was constructed as a covenant of monarchs based on 

Christian morality that envisioned, on its original draft “[…] a fusion of Europe into a Christian 

federation, effectively, ‘one nation’ with ‘one army’.” (ZAMOYSKI, 2014, p. 4). Britain was 

not the only power to treat the Tsar’s proposal with derision, but was the only one whose 

monarch could not sign it: the Cabinet found the Holy Alliance inconsistent with the British 
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Constitution, and so the Prince Regent was only able to express his personal sympathies in a 

letter to his fellow monarchs (KISSINGER, 1957). 

 

4.4 Colonialism, human inequality and international law 

 

It is now time to deal with European relations with the rest of the world. This section 

will not, perhaps, be as long or as comprehensive as it should (or better yet, as it deserves), but 

the mainly intra-European scope of the dissertation called for more attention elsewhere. 

However, there are a number of very interesting accounts of European expansion and 

colonialism that can more than adequately fill any void left here25. Now, it is important to stress 

that colonialism, conceptions of human inequality, and international law were intricately 

connected, and changes in principles of rightful conduct or in criteria of rightful membership 

of one of these institutions strongly affected the others. Nevertheless, those were not the only 

institutions of the European international society that embraced relations with non-Europeans, 

neither did they deal exclusively with outsiders. The choice I made in grouping them together 

and giving more space to accounts of relations with other societies is mainly analytical: I hoped 

to make the discussion more intelligible. 

In the first place, ideas that human beings were not inherently equal were pervasive in 

world history. In the case of the European international society considered here, it shaped 

relations both within the sovereign states and in their encounters with non-European societies. 

As we have seen in previous chapters, the ancien régime was profoundly unequal, and the very 

feasibility of court societies required a hierarchised social order with delimited, though not 

impenetrable, boundaries between social strata, accompanied by specific rules of etiquette that 

reinforced such divisions. The idea of aristocratic superiority shaped both the behaviour of the 

nobility towards other strata (such as “benign” overlordship in relation to their tenants or cold 

hauteur in relation to ascending bourgeois), and the criteria of membership required for those 

who wished to rise to their ranks. In the level of interstate relations within the European 

international society there was a hierarchy according to dynastic status and rules of precedence, 

but since the sovereigns saw each other as part of the same “aristocratic club”, conceptions of 

human inequality were not explored to the full. Matters were different in relations with non-

Europeans societies.  

                                                 
25 See, for example, Keene (2002), Gong (1984), Suzuki (2009), Buzan and Lawson (2015). 
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The idea that non-European societies were held in a different category existed for most 

of European history. In fact, according to Clark, the very “[…] invention of European 

international society can be regarded as the necessary accompaniment to its dealings with those 

others.” (2005, p. 35). What gradually changed were the practices of acceptable behaviour in 

relation to these societies, influenced also by more standardised criteria of rightful membership 

and inclusion of outside members into the European international society. According to Buzan 

and Lawson (2015), roughly until the nineteenth century, relations with non-European polities, 

especially powerful empires such as the Ottoman Empire or China, were remarkably “equal”. 

Not equality in terms of recognition of any form of shared values or identities, it must be said, 

but equality in their dealings as actors of an emerging international system. In their words, “For 

many centuries, the high cultures of Asia were held in respect, even awe, in many parts of 

Europe; the West interacted with Asian powers sometimes as political equals and, at other 

times, as supplicants.” (BUZAN; LAWSON, 2015, p. 26). The Christian monarch could still 

see himself in a light of superiority when dealing with his pagan counterpart, and treaties were 

not imbued with any notion of shared values or culture, but they were still agreements between 

sovereigns, and respected as such. Very different was the European treatment of the American 

and African polities, where practices of conquest, slavery and virtual genocide were legitimised. 

In the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there was, according to Clark 

(2005), a substantial contraction of the degree of inclusiveness of the European international 

society. Ideas of what should constitute a legitimate member of international society were 

gradually developed in Europe to the point that only sovereign states that subscribed to a 

particular set of cultural values, or civilisation, were accepted as full members and enjoyed the 

benefits of recognition. To the other societies, even the great Eastern Empires that previously 

inspired such awe, was given the possibility of inclusion so long as they accepted the European 

terms (CLARK, 2005). Human beings were being hierarchised, first according to cultural, then 

racial standards that conferred higher levels of legitimacy to the idea of European superiority. 

Racism came to find scientific expression in theories such as social Darwinism, and be founded 

on biological justifications. Hierarchisation according to culture and according to biological 

features, while ultimately justifying Western dominance, legitimised different practices 

towards others. According to Buzan and Lawson,  

 

The main difference between cultural and ‘scientific’ racism was that the former 

allowed for those classified as inferior to become more ‘civilized’ by assimilating the 

‘higher’ cultural or religious form. […] When discrimination was based on biology, 

however, its effect was to fix hierarchical rankings permanently – in short, difference 
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became ‘ascribed’ rather than ‘achieved’. Cultural differentiation, therefore, pointed 

towards a civilizing mission in which higher cultures should help lower cultures to 

‘improve’. Biological differentiation, in contrast, pointed towards displacement 

through direct occupation, selective breeding (eugenics) or outright extermination. 

(2015, p. 120). 

 

Conceptions of human inequality, therefore, underpinned another very important 

institution of the European international society that was colonialism. According to Holsti 

(2004) practices of European colonialism differed greatly from the period between the fifteenth 

and eighteenth centuries to the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. European 

colonialism in the New World “[…] amounted to a system of massacres, ethnic cleansing, 

forced labor, and coerced religious conversions” (HOLSTI, 2004, p. 239) that had very little in 

the form of norms or institutionalised practices. It was encouraged by the mercantilist thought 

that wealth equalled power, and as such, colonies were seen as a source of wealth to be freely 

explored by the conquering power as it saw fit. There were also constant squabbles between the 

Europeans in the New World in their attempts to establish trade monopolies: according to Holsti 

(2004), 46% of the wars in Europe from 1648 to 1815 were fought over issues related to trade 

or competitive colonialism. From late-nineteenth century until the Second World War, 

colonialism was underpinned by a series of norms and imbued with etiquette that aimed at 

reducing conflicts between the imperial powers. It was also justified by a discourse of law, 

ethics and civilisation (HOLSTI, 2004). International law, therefore, not only institutionalised 

rights and duties of states within the European international society, but legitimised pernicious 

practices with outsiders and also standardised the criteria of membership that had to be followed 

by those aspiring to join such society of states. According to Keene (2002), it was used to 

legitimise two completely different systems: sovereign equality within the European 

international society and notions of divided sovereignty in the extra-European world. 

Initial conceptions of the law of nations were based on doctrines of natural law. This 

implied that there was not as yet a clear distinction between the state and the individual as 

subjects of international law, for natural law emphasised the unity of mankind under the 

authority of God. It was also a body of thought that outlined the normative principles that should 

guide policy instead of establishing particular rights and obligations to its adherents. This meant 

that “It could guide policy […] only to the extent that the princes of the era felt morally 

compelled to follow its dictates”. (HOLSTI, 2004, p.149). From the eighteenth century 

onwards, however, doctrines of natural law were gradually replaced by notions of positive law, 

or “[…] the basic principles of coexistence that had developed through practice, as well as 

treaties and the principles they embodied.” (HOLSTI, 2004, p. 149). This generated, according 
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to Holsti (2004), three main consequences: (a) it transferred the focus of legitimate policies 

from God’s will to the agreements made between states, and thus to reciprocal obligations of 

following agreements; (b) it removed the individual from its position of subject of international 

law, conferring it to states alone; and (c) it destroyed the universalism of natural law. This last 

point meant that the principles, norms and rules that guided international society were becoming 

increasingly Eurocentric, and thus that they were no longer applicable to non-European 

societies. It also meant the development of a “standard of civilisation” that established the 

criteria that had to be met by such societies for them to be included as full members of the 

European international society (HOLSTI, 2004). 

 

4.4.1 The Vienna Settlement 

 

The Vienna Settlement changed very little of the contemporary notions of human 

inequality, international law or colonialism. In fact, it went to great lengths to protect the 

principle of dynastic authority from the revolutionary challenge posed by ideas of liberté, 

egalité, and fraternité, and denied notions of popular sovereignty based on human equality. 

There were some innovations on the realm of positive international law, but those were more 

procedural than constitutional. By tying ideas of domestic legitimacy with recognition of 

membership of international society, Vienna sanctioned intervention as a legitimate practice of 

international society. At the same time, it represented the first real attempt at multilateralism, 

even if it was ultimately realised only between the great powers. Even Alexander’s Holy 

Alliance, as a covenant based on universal Christian morality, was seen with scepticism and 

derision by the other representatives and sovereigns, a sign that precepts of natural law had lost 

their primacy in relations between states. Colonies were still regarded as the rightful 

possessions of European states and most of them were restituted to their previous owners after 

the wars were over. One very important exception to the restorative character of Vienna is 

Britain’s efforts to globally abolish the slave trade, which shall be discussed in the next 

subsection. 

 

4.4.2 British perspectives 

 

Except for the attempt to make the other powers agree to abolish the slave trade, 

Britain’s conception of human inequality, colonialism and international law hardly differed 

from the standards of the European international society mentioned above. As the study of 
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British court society demonstrated, there was a clear hierarchy, albeit with more flexible 

boundaries, between social strata in the Regency period: notions of human inequality prevailed 

in an era of aristocratic primacy (see Chapter II). Britain continued its colonial enterprises, even 

after the blow of American independence. The major transformation of British colonialism 

during the period analysed was the change of focus from the West to the East Indies: the 

independence of the American colonies made Britain direct its efforts to India, and the white 

penal colonies of Australia and New Zealand (TREVELYAN, 1959). 

The attempt to abolish the slave trade, on the other hand, can be seen under two lights: 

first, there was the justification of abolition on the grounds of the moral condemnation of 

slavery; second, there was the actual net of treaties made by the British to achieve their goal. 

They represented two different interpretations of the rules of international society. According 

to Clark (2007), the effort to abolish the slave trade was, in large measure, a demand of world 

society that found expression, through the British government, in agreements of international 

society. It was, in its essence, a moral claim: the abolitionist societies based their demands on 

humanitarian notions, mainly backed by the religious sentiments of their evangelical leaders. 

In this sense, it contradicted notions posed by racism, especially in its scientific form, that 

justified practices of domination and even extermination. In practice, however, the only way 

the abolitionists found to successfully introduce their demands in international society was by 

appealing to British self-interests: a general abolition of the slave trade would weaken other 

state’s colonies during the war, and thus represented a wise war-time measure. In the same 

manner, British efforts were regarded with suspicion by the other powers, who saw them as an 

excuse to increase Britain’s naval power. Nevertheless, Britain managed to extract a 

“Declaration by the Eight Powers” on 8 February 1815 that condemned the trade and sought 

collective responsibility to abolish it in the future. What it achieved in Vienna, therefore, was a 

moral condemnation of the slave trade, against prevailing notions of human inequality, but 

inside the current framework of international law. 

The subsequent British efforts to abolish the slave trade were made within the bounds 

of international law and notions of civilisation adhered to at the time. According to Keene 

(2007), Britain developed an extensive net of international treaties to achieve the global 

abolition of the slave trade. These treaties were made with a wide range of states, that went 

from European powers, such as France, to lesser European and Latin American states, such as 

Brazil, Portugal and the Hanseatic Towns, for example, to Muslin rulers of the Barbary Coast 

and Persian Gulf, and, finally, to African chiefs. In these treaties, European and American 

states, even very weak ones such as the Hanseatic towns, were considered equal members of 
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the “civilised family of nations” and given reciprocal rights of search and seizure. The Muslin 

rulers, on the other hand, were at first given equal rights, but gradually signed clauses that 

transferred their natural rights over their territories to British supervision, thus accompanying 

the intellectual transition from natural to positive conceptions of international law. Finally, the 

African chiefs were hardly ever considered equals, to the point that Britain even refused to use 

the word “treaty” to accords firmed with them, preferring terms such as “agreements” (KEENE, 

2007). Therefore, in its legal framework, British attempts to abolish the slave trade were well 

within the conceptions of international law and human inequality adhered to by the European 

international society of the period. 

 

4.5 The influence of British court society 

 

It is now time to search in the specific configuration of British court society patterns of 

acceptable behaviour and criteria of rightful membership that might have influenced the way 

Britain interpreted the rules of international society. As an expression of world society, court 

society can be understood “[…] both as the provenance of some important new norms, and also 

as a player within that social sphere that serves to adjudicate what counts as acceptable 

adherence to them.” (CLARK, 2007, p.14). This means that the values and patterns of 

legitimacy of British court society can influence the creation of new norms of international 

society, as was, according to Clark (2007), the case with the abolition of the slave trade. But 

most importantly for the matter at hand, it also means that court society can interpret what 

counts as acceptable adherence to the rules of international society, and shape behaviour 

accordingly. It is this last aspect that I intend to address here. 

After the discussion undertaken in the previous sections of this chapter, it is possible to 

see that, for the most part, Britain acquiesced to the current rules and practices of the European 

international society of late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century. It accepted the notions of 

territorial flexibility, of war and diplomacy as mainly aristocratic realms that operated under 

eighteenth century assumptions of rationalism, prestige and patronage, of the balance of power 

as one of the main goals of the society of states, of the inherently inequality of human beings, 

of colonialism as a legitimate practice towards non-European societies, and of a framework of 

positive international law that guided relations amongst European states and between them and 

outsiders. The extent of which court societies contributed to the establishment of these rules 

and practices is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this analysis, as it should involve a detailed 

study of other court societies; at the very least, of the court societies of the main European 
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powers. If the specific configuration of British court society contributed to the acceptance of 

such rules by Britain I shall now attempt to unravel. 

Under the risk of placing too much importance on the domestic analogy, it is important 

to stress that the perception the British aristocracy had of territory, or, in their case, the country 

estates, was similar to conceptions of flexible territoriality present in international society. 

Since the main rationale behind territorial flexibility was the idea that a state’s geographical 

domain was, in fact, the personal possession of a sovereign, the patterns of acceptable behaviour 

regarding territoriality in the European international society were not that different from the 

ones permitted to the Lord over his personal estates. The British landowner was, theoretically, 

responsible for the maintenance and prosperity of his estates and for the caring of his tenants 

and all of those who depended on him. He could, however, sell such estates if he wished (unless 

they were entailed); he could use them as dowries for his daughters; he could divide them, if he 

so desired, amongst his sons (again, if they were not entailed); he could mortgage them to pay 

for his debts. And he could acquire more territory through the same practices. What he could 

not do, however, was to conquer his neighbour’s estate through the recourse to violence, since 

the monopoly of the use of force was restricted to the central authority. Therefore, it was not 

unfamiliar to the British statesman, brought up in an aristocratic or genteel environment, the 

legitimation of territorial transfers with the ease of personal possessions. Of course, the scales 

were hardly comparable, but the rationale behind them was essentially the same. And after 

Vienna, in the same way it was forbidden to the Lord the violent conquest of his neighbour’s 

estate, acquisition of territory within Europe was allowed only through mutual, preferably 

peaceful, agreement between the parts. 

War and diplomacy remained, during the Regency, essentially aristocratic realms. Not 

only in Britain, but in most of the European estates, officers and diplomats were drawn from 

the nobility. Thus, the organisation of the military and the diplomatic corps, and the patterns of 

acceptable behaviour in such arenas derived from notions of aristocratic honour and courtly 

conduct that encompassed European courts as a whole. British officers and diplomats accepted 

the rules safeguarded by these institutions in a large measure because also they were aristocrats 

that had risen to these posts through purchase or patronage. They were, since birth, taught the 

correct forms of precedence, imbued with rules of etiquette and educated to follow specific 

codes of honour. Sons of the nobility and gentry were encouraged to enjoy “manly” pursuits, 

such as riding, fencing, boxing, and hunting, developing skills that were similar to those needed 

in the battlefields. Again, under the risk of overestimating the domestic analogy, military life 

was, to the aristocrat, a continuation of his sporting and country activities, only with a superior 
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degree of brutality; the diplomatic office was, in the same manner, a continuation of life at court 

or in the levels of court society, requiring the same restriction of manners and mastering of 

subtle rules of precedence and etiquette. Accordingly, due to the direct participation of the 

aristocracy in the daily activities of war and diplomacy, those are perhaps the easiest institutions 

in which to notice the similarities with the patterns of rightful conduct adhered to by court 

societies, including that of Britain. 

Conceptions of human inequality were also the norm in Regency England, for they were 

the sinew of an essentially aristocratic organisation of social relations. The very existence of a 

court society implies a high degree of social differentiation, expressed primarily, but not only, 

in the figure of the servant: servants were essential to the maintenance of an aristocrat’s life of 

leisure, but were treated as a completely different and inferior kind of human race. Furthermore, 

the idea that the hierarchisation of society was beneficial not only to those on the higher levels 

of the social ladder, but also to those who owed them deference underpinned much of the 

prevalent conservative though during the period that followed the French Revolution. The 

paternalistic view of the Lord/tenant relationship was not all that different from notions of the 

“civilising mission” undertaken by the European states to improve backward non-European 

polities on their road to achieve the higher ground of civilisation. The conception of the inherent 

inequality of human beings legitimised, both domestically and in the international realm, 

different sets of practices in relation to those seen as equals and those seen as inferiors. The 

occasional mistreatment of servants and cold hauteur towards the bourgeoisie were, of course, 

hardly comparable to practices of colonialism, exploration and extermination that were 

legitimised in the international realm towards outsiders, but to statesmen who were used to 

think of the world in terms of different and hierarchised strata, it was not unreasonable that non-

Christians, non-white or non-civilised peoples should hold a subordinate place in the 

international order. 

Britain also gave considerable attention to the maintenance of the European balance of 

power and equilibrium, even to the detriment of restoring legitimacy. Now, considering that the 

balance of power can be seen, in English School accounts, as an agreed social convention 

among the powers to maintain order, more than just a mechanical attribute of the system 

(BUZAN, 2014), it is worth to look for the rationale behind such institution beyond material 

capabilities alone. Court societies were considered by Elias as figurations that sported a very 

specific form of equilibrium: courtiers were attuned to each other’s position in the social 

hierarchy and of any change that perchance took place. They strived to maintain their standing, 

both in terms of wealth and, most importantly, in terms of prestige, and that could only be 
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achieved by subtle manoeuvres at court and the restriction of any violent behaviour. The 

balance of power, in its eighteenth-century form, was an equilibrium among sovereigns not 

wholly dissimilar from the one sought at courts: the European states were in constant 

observation of their neighbours, searching for any signs of change in their position in the general 

balance of power. It was maintained in part by war, it is true, but they were, as far as possible, 

restricted wars of adjustment mirrored in the aristocratic duel. After Vienna, equilibrium 

became one of the main principles around which the new order was to be organised and the 

great powers strived to maintain it without having to resort to wars, but by establishing a 

collective management of European affairs through the Congress System. While Britain 

remained aloof in most of the Congresses, it subscribed to the notion of equilibrium and, along 

with Austria, was adamant to stop any attempts of Russian, French or Prussian expansion that 

could cause unbalances in the society of states. 

Even so, a few differences existed between the general rules of the European 

international society and how they were interpreted by Britain. It is important to stress, 

however, that unlike Revolutionary or Napoleonic France, the different interpretations Britain 

had of some of these rules did not threaten the current order of the European international 

society, they merely generated slightly different practices that were nonetheless accepted by the 

other members of this society of states. Britain’s interpretation of its own role in the European 

balance of power, for example, differs from what the other powers expected it to be. For the 

British, taking part in the European balance of power meant something along the lines of the 

fourth sense given by Martin Wight (2004) to this institution: that of holding the balance. 

According to Wight, a power may ascribe itself a “[…] special role in maintaining an even 

distribution of power.” (2004, p.176). In such cases, if said power is as strong (or stronger) as 

the ones it wishes to balance, it may become an arbiter or it may even use this special role to 

improve its own position (WIGHT, 2004). While the powers expected Britain to actively pursue 

a policy of equilibrium in Europe, taking part in the political game, Britain saw itself as the 

detached, impartial, and thus indispensable arbiter of Continental issues: it remained aloof until 

the balance of power was disrupted and its “services” were needed. It has been remarked though 

that this relatively superior position in European affairs was used to further British interests 

abroad. In Wight’s words:  

 

Continental powers have always noted that while Britain traditionally claimed to hold 

the balance in Europe with her right hand, so to speak, she was establishing with her 

left hand an oceanic and colonial hegemony which refused for two centuries to 
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recognize the principle of equilibrium. Thus holding the balance comes to mean 

possessing a decisive advantage. (2004, p.177). 

 

Another difference refers to the possibility of intervention in other European states. It 

was not that Britain disapproved of the notion of intervention per se, but it had a different 

interpretation of when intervention was warranted. Since it conceived equilibrium in a different 

manner, it also defined dangers to European equilibrium differently, considering only military 

and political threats, and so did not fear social challenges to the established order, such as 

constitutional revolts, that so aggravated the other powers. Britain’s insular position was 

presented by Kissinger (1957) as the main reason behind this interpretation of threats: its 

location across the Channel provided an extra layer of security, and so it would take only a 

major assault on political institutions or large-scale military action, such as was the case with 

the expansion of the French Republic and, later, of the Napoleonic Empire, to make Britain feel 

threatened enough to the point that it would put aside its deep-rooted policy of non-intervention. 

While geography is an important point to recognise, other considerations must be made. 

First, there was the unusual but ingrained distrust of the British people for a standing 

army in times of peace. The conservation of the army, in the years after 1815, as it had been 

during the wars was unthinkable, not only to the general British public, but also in the minds of 

most statesmen. The whole configuration of the British constitution was designed to keep royal 

power in check, and that included preventing it to wage war against its own subjects by 

eliminating altogether the possibility of the king to gather an army. While in times of war, the 

army was necessary and even a means of the aristocratic officer to gain prestige as a war hero, 

in times of peace it was a threat that could be used by the king to increase royal power. 

Therefore, the standing army should be sufficiently reduced to provide security of the 

motherland, but not threaten its political constitution: any army this size could hardly attempt 

to successfully intervene in other militarily powerful countries. 

Second, the British constitution was remarkably more liberal than the constitution of 

most of the other powers. While it was far from a democratic government in the way we 

understand it today, the constitutional revolts that took place in some European states after 

Vienna did not threaten Britain’s domestic institutions as, for instance, it threatened Austria’s. 

If anything, those attempts at a constitutional government held Britain as an example to be 

followed, rather than a regime to overcome. Of course, there was a time of paranoia following 

the French Revolution, when Britain felt threatened both by the possibility of a real invasion 

and by the dissemination of revolutionary ideals that cried for the end of all forms of privilege. 
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Even after 1815, the government took hard measures to curb any revolutionary demands or 

attempts at reform. Even so, Britain was arguably more liberal and its government slightly more 

representative than absolutist states such as Naples or Spain, so it did not feel threatened by 

their relatively moderate attempts at a constitutional government. 

Third, Britain had a global, rather than exclusively European outlook. While it was 

concerned with equilibrium in the Continent, it was also focused on the expansion of global 

trade and the enlargement of British nets of influence over rulers of non-European societies that 

could enhance this trade. While such economic interests might be in fact material, it is always 

important to remember that the composition of British court society was diverse enough to 

include some members of the upper bourgeoisie, such as merchants, industrialists, financiers 

and nabobs, which means that the pursuit of more commercially oriented interests also found 

expression in the ruling classes. Furthermore, as it was argued in chapter II, the nobility itself 

assumed an unusually commercial and globally oriented character and invested in foreign and 

colonial enterprises, in shipping companies and in the general expansion of the British Empire, 

occupying important posts in colonial administration. The expression of diverse interests in 

British court society contributed to the way Britain oriented its international efforts. 

This global outlook also contributed to yet another main difference of interpretation 

Britain had of the rules of the European international society: the different conception of the 

role of great powers in the maintenance of order. If Britain had such important global interests, 

it would hardly be beneficial to expend the considerable amount of resources that would be 

required in order to play an active role in Continental politics. A policy of watchful neighbour, 

ready to intervene if the military balance of Europe was threatened or if its own interests in say, 

the Scheldt estuary, were endangered, provided a much more attractive alternative. A 

materialist argument this may be, but the social rationale behind it should not be forgotten: 

Britain could afford, given its mainly global outlook, to think beyond European equilibrium. 

Regarding the same matter of great power prerogatives, Britain also refused to act in 

concert with other powers in the guise of a European police force to thwart revolutionary 

movements after Vienna, as was proposed by the Holy Alliance. In the first place, this 

“European police” was conceived as a force that would act in the name of monarchs and to 

protect their thrones. Well, the validity of a divinely ordained social order under the authority 

of a monarch appointed by God had long since lost its appeal to British statesmen. Parliament 

could not, on constitutional grounds, consent to let the Prince Regent sign a document that 

protected the very form of government it had historically strived to limit: the supremacy of the 

executive power under the authority of the monarch. As such, Britain refused to act as a 
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European police force not only because it had traditionally ascribed to a policy of non-

intervention, but also because the terms on which such proposal was based contradicted the 

very nature of the British constitution. 

Therefore, as it becomes clear after the brief discussion presented above, the influence 

of British court society on the way Britain interpreted the rules of the European international 

society was very subtle, but not insubstantial. It was not used as an overt justification for 

policies and it might have operated more in the subconscious of British statesmen than in the 

conception and implementation of policies. It was actually, as Elias (2001) had pointed out 

when dealing with French court society, a lens through which decision-makers saw the world. 

Since Britain’s ruling class came from the ranks of court society, its conception of the world 

and of international relations was inevitably influenced by its values. It was court society who 

made sense of Britain’s particular attributes, such as its geographical position, its liberal 

constitution, and its global outlook, and who, in its encounters with international society, 

interpreted what could be considered acceptable behaviour in light of these particularities. 

But not only that, by interpreting the rules of the European international society under 

the light of Britain’s distinctive features, British court society also hierarchised the institutions 

mentioned above, giving the balance of power primacy over the others. The creation of such 

hierarchy can go a long way to help us understand the provenance of some of the discrepancies 

between British and European perspectives in the period analysed. The special position of 

equilibrium in this arrangement meant that other institutions, such as dynasticism, had only 

secondary importance in Britain’s policies for the Continent. As it was mentioned above, 

Britain saw itself as the main holder of the balance of power in Europe, and to guarantee 

Continental stability, other powers’ designs had to be kept in check, even if it meant overriding 

dynastic legitimacy or supressing national claims. Again, it is important to mention that Britain 

sought equilibrium in Europe, but strived to achieve supremacy globally, so the institutions 

were hierarchised differently in the European international society and in the emerging global 

international system.  

Ultimately, this study of court societies in early-nineteenth century has shown us that 

most European states of the time were governed by monarchs and their courts, and as such, 

subscribed to similar values and could accord in the creation of certain rules and institutions to 

underpin them. However, they could interpret such rules in slightly different ways that, while 

distinct enough to be noticed, were not sufficiently contradictory to generate any major 

rearrangements of international society. In the case of Britain, its particular configuration of 

court society contributed to a more global rather than European outlook, which was used as a 
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justification for policies of aloofness and non-intervention in European affairs unless specific 

British interests were threatened. It also contributed to the hierarchisation of the institutions of 

the European international society and to the view that maintaining equilibrium was more 

relevant than the restoration dynastic legitimacy. In a more direct way, it prevented the Prince 

Regent from acceding to the Holy Alliance. Again, the values of court society were not 

consciously used as a justification for policies, but provided the framework in which such 

policies were made. Court society, therefore, worked as a necessary, but not determinant 

condition that influenced British attitudes in the international realm. 
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5 FINAL REMARKS 

 

This dissertation has been a journey through a very exuberant period of European and 

international history that is wrongly overlooked by IR scholars: the French Revolution, the 

subsequent wars, and the Congresses of the Concert of Europe reshaped to unthinkable degrees 

the ideational and material foundations of Europe. It has also been a journey through important 

theoretical frameworks that deserve more attention than they receive: Elias’s contentions 

remain highly underrated. All in all, it was a slightly different research proposition than what 

is usually found or expected in the area of international studies. This entailed some limits to 

what actually could be achieved in the present dissertation, but it also means that there is plenty 

of space to further this research problem. This last section will thus recap the main argument 

defended here and what could be inferred on the subject after the research was undertaken. It 

will also state the main limits I found throughout the analysis and present some topics that 

demand further investigation. 

The main case pursued in the dissertation was to demonstrate that the study of court 

societies can bring about a more comprehensive picture of the historical aspect of international 

relations and that, as such, they should not be conceived as merely anachronistic features and 

relegated to a purely historical or sociological research. In fact, they are important features of 

the European international society primarily because the restriction of violent conduct between 

states and the establishment of “civilised” practices of statecraft and diplomacy owe much to 

the familial and personal ties of monarchs, aristocrats and other courtiers from different states, 

who formed a single “European high society” and shared similar understandings of the world. 

This was the gist of Andrew Linklater’s argument when he urged for the combination of English 

School theory and Eliasian sociology (2011a). To actually demonstrate this claim through a 

historical sociological investigation, however, would require a relatively detailed analysis of 

several court societies of the European international society, or at the very least an analysis of 

the court societies of the main powers of the time. It would also require a lengthier time span, 

preferably from Westphalia to the nineteenth century: a period considered by some English 

School authors as the foundation of the European international society. 

Here, I sought to demonstrate the relevance of court societies in a more modest form. 

By analysing British court society during the Regency and how Britain interpreted the rules of 

the European international society in this period, I attempted to show that some specific features 

of British court society can influence the observance of rules and institutions in the international 

realm. I found this influence to be very subtle, but by no means inexistent. The main way court 



 152 

societies can influence international relations is by providing a normative framework for 

decision-makers, representing, as Elias had argued, a lens through which they see and 

comprehend the world. The interesting aspect of these lenses is that they are constructed 

transnationally, through the personal connections of monarchs and aristocrats from the several 

royal courts of Europe. This means that the normative frameworks that guided European 

statesmen in the period analysed were very similar, for in most of the states predominated a 

royal or aristocratic form of government, even in Britain. There were, of course, national 

variations, and it was through these variations that I sought to understand the British case. 

Now, British court society presented slightly different characteristics from it continental 

counterparts. It was still a very hierarchised society, with delimited borders between insiders 

and outsiders and where etiquette was used as a means for excluding potential members who 

did not fit accepted criteria of membership or did not behave as expected. A central difference, 

however, was the particular role of the British monarchy in the balance of social tensions. While 

in continental courts, especially in France during the ancien régime, the monarch was pivotal 

to the maintenance of the equilibrium between the nobility and the bourgeoisie, in Britain, the 

aristocracy and the middle classes actually constructed a social equilibrium against royal power. 

The monopolies of taxation and of the use of violence were secured by a central authority; 

however, this authority was not the king, but Parliament. This was possible primarily because, 

up to a point, the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie shared similar interests and could thus ally 

themselves against the monarchy. The result was that, in Britain, up to the twentieth century, 

there was a substantial superiority of the aristocracy, who dominated the political, economic 

and social spheres, largely with the consent of the bourgeoisie. 

Another important aspect of British court society, intimately connected with what was 

said above, was the slightly easier way, when compared to the Continent, that demands of 

commercial, industrial and imperial nature found expression in courtly circles, and, since the 

social elite was also the governing class, in the government as well. This happened mainly for 

two reasons: first, British court society had relatively porous borders, which meant that rich 

merchants, industrialists and financiers could, if they followed the rules of conduct dictated by 

the aristocracy, also join the privileged circles and make their demands heard; and second, the 

very aristocracy, in Britain, had acquired commercial characteristics and did much to further 

legislation and government efforts in this field. Finally, due to Britain’s insular condition, its 

courtly-aristocratic tradition suffered from periods of separation from the other European 

courts, and periods of marked proximity. This also contributed to variations in the normative 

framework of British court society when compared to other European courts. 
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In the international realm, Britain followed, for the most part, the rules of the European 

international society underpinned by ten primary institutions: territoriality, sovereignty, war, 

diplomacy, the balance of power, dynasticism, great power management, colonialism, human 

inequality and international law. It accepted the notions of territorial flexibility, of sovereignty 

as a constituent element of (European) states, of war and diplomacy as mainly aristocratic 

realms that operated under eighteenth century assumptions of rationalism, prestige and 

patronage, of the balance of power as one of the main goals of the society of states, of the duty 

of the great powers to maintain this equilibrium, of the inherent inequality of human beings, of 

colonialism as a legitimate practice towards non-European societies, and of a framework of 

positive international law that guided relations amongst European states and between them and 

outsiders. Britain, did not, however, accept intervention in other European states justified by 

illegitimate domestic political arrangements unless such states threatened the political order of 

Europe. It did not accept to act in the guise of a European police force along with the other 

powers to stop revolutionary movements in the Continent (even if it repressed its own 

revolutionaries). And finally, it arguably presented a much more global rather than European 

outlook that generated different conceptions of the dangers of revolutionary and liberal 

demonstrations in the Continent from its continental counterparts, such as Austria or Russia. 

Some features of British court society can help us to better comprehend these 

discrepancies. The unwillingness of Britain to act as a European police force and intervene in 

other states to curb revolutionary movements and restore dynastic legitimacy can be better 

understood when one takes into consideration: (a) the lack of appeal of a divinely appointed 

monarch to British statesmen, given a long tradition of constitutional government; (b) the 

absence of a sense of threat felt by Britain emanating from revolutionary or constitutional 

movements in the Continent after Vienna, since Britain was a relatively liberal and slightly 

more representative state than most; (c) the inability to sustain a military powerful enough to 

intervene given the general fear, in Britain, of a standing army in times of peace, derived from 

the concern to curb any attempt of the monarchy to gain more power; and (d) the importance 

of British interests in the non-European world, be them in trade, colonies or strategic places, 

derived from the expression found by commercial and colonial interests in Parliament. 

So, in the British case, while the specific configuration of its court society did not 

generate any overtly different interpretation of the rules and institutions of the European 

international society, nor did it represent challenges to the way such society of states was 

organised, it did cause Britain to have its own vision of what was allowed or not in the 

international realm. It also created a hierarchy of the institutions of the European international 
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society where the maintenance of Continental equilibrium was superior to the others. In fact, it 

shaped not only Britain’s conception of the other European states but also of non-European 

societies, justifying different sets of rules in relation to each of them. This case study, therefore, 

is enough to illustrate that court societies matter to the study of international relations, and that 

their influence lies in providing normative frameworks for decision-makers, but it cannot offer 

any major generalisations or a more robust theoretical framework to include court societies in 

the English School approach. This would have proved a much more complex undertaking than 

I could have realised under present conditions. 

Nevertheless, further options of research in the area remain open. First, while I chose to 

trace the influence of court societies on how Britain interpreted the rules and institutions of the 

European international society, the reverse could be done. An interesting alternative would be 

to analyse how Britain, as a major constituent of the European international society, contributed 

to the construction of its rules and institutions in the first place, and the influence of the specific 

features of British court society in the process. It would be interesting to see how religious and 

capitalist interests converged, in Britain, to generate outputs that would be felt in the European 

international society. Another research that would greatly contribute to the theoretical 

framework of International Relations is a more discourse-oriented inquiry into European 

absolutist courts more generally, not just a case study of Britain, to offer better foundations to 

Linklater’s claim that there was sufficient sharing of values between them to generate any 

restriction of violent behaviour amongst European states. Finally, a dimension that was largely 

overlooked here, but that deserve attention, is the intercourse between British court society and 

non-European societies especially the extent that the latter contributed to the configuration of 

the former. 

As we can see, the sphere of court societies remains greatly unexplored in International 

Relations theory, and this must be rectified. They are a very relevant aspect of the European 

international society and taking them into account could enrich researches that subscribe to the 

English School approach, especially historical studies. As very few scholars actually consider 

these social figurations, I was forced to undertake a more theoretical and sociological effort 

than I expected at first, and thus, this research barely scratched the surface of what could be 

achieved in this area. I hope to have contributed at least to drawing attention to the necessity of 

studying court societies in International Relations. If even a minority of the scholars of the field 

can at least be conscious of the existence and influence of these organisations in the broader 

European framework, I will consider myself more than satisfied. 
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