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National security  
as a transnational issue
The nineteenth-century origins

A cura di Laura Di Fiore. Interventi di Jonas Hagmann, Aurélien 
Lignereux, Beatrice de Graaf, Christos Aliprantis, Chiara Lucrezio 
Monticelli, Clive Emsley

The concept of security, a theoretical con-

cern shared by philosophers, historians, 

political scientists, but also criminologists 

and psychologists, is of course central to 

security studies. The latter has faced a de-

construction of the concept of security, 

with theorists increasingly inclined to 

discard a positivistic and static interpreta-

tion and to favour instead a «processual» 

one, in terms of «dynamic and complex 

process», «produced and reproduced all 

the time»1. This rethinking of the security 

concept is rooted in the social constructiv-

ism that arose in the field of security stud-

ies in the 1980s-1990s and was elaborated 

in more radical terms by critical security 

studies and by the securitization studies de-

veloped around the Copenhagen School2. 

The scholars at the head of that school 

hold that security threats are constructed 

«through intersubjective socio-political 

processes»3, stressing the role played by 

language and representation and having 

recourse therefore to speech act theory. 

The fact of moving beyond an essential-

ist conception of security, along with the 

focus on the processual and constructiv-

ist dimension in the formation of security 

practices and discourses, opens up a wide 

space for historical analysis. Be this as it 

may, security studies have indubitably 

accorded less attention than might have 

been expected to historical investigation4, 

while relatively few historical studies, al-
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beit fundamental ones, have tackled se-

curity issues5. 

This issue of Confronti aims to foster a dia-

logue between history and security studies, 

thereby contributing to the emergent field 

of security history. Which is why the open-

ing contribution offers the dense reflec-

tion developed by the political science and 

security studies scholar Jonas Hagmann, 

who, after pointing out the development of 

the security studies field and its surprising 

missed meeting with history, discusses pos-

sible paths of dialogue and entanglement 

between these research fields.

In this framework, Confronti proposes a 

concrete and specific contribution to se-

curity history, going back to the origins of 

national security. At the turn of the eight-

eenth century, security came to be defined 

in what was in many respects an original 

fashion, in relation to the new forms of 

territorial sovereignty linked to the rise of 

modern statehood. From the emergence 

of the concept of sûreté générale within the 

French Constituent Assembly in 1791, se-

curity tended to refer ever more specifically 

to the defence of a state’s territory from an 

enemy that posed a threat to its institutions 

and, indeed, its very existence. Contempo-

rary with the emergence in Europe of the 

link between state sovereignty and territo-

rial security was, not by chance, «the birth 

of the modern police»6. The state indeed 

centralized the prerogative to control its 

territory, supplanting the previously exist-

ing judiciaries referring to a plurality of 

concurrent powers with a single bureau-

cratic body specifically responsible for the 

defence of public order and security.

These modern police forces have only in 

part been scrutinised by the rich historiog-

raphy of police, flourishing in recent dec-

ades7, which has not focussed on the spe-

cific connection with questions of «national 

security». They have also been analysed by 

surveillance studies, which, nevertheless, 

have tended to be sociological in scope and 

where historical enquiries have so far been 

for the most part fragmentary8. One of the 

aims here is to reframe certain activities of 

nineteenth-century European police forces 

in the perspective of a security history, ana-

lysing control procedures and techniques 

aimed at the specific purpose of territorial 

security.

5 B. de Graaf, I. De Haan, B. Vick (eds.), Securing Europe after Napoleon. 1815 and the New European Secu-
rity Culture, Cambridge-New York, Cambridge University Press, 2019. The other more recent studies have 
a twentieth-century focus: E. Conze, Geschichte der Sicherheit. Entwicklung-Themen-Perspektiven, Göttin-
gen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2018; B. Stuchtey, A. Wiegeshoff, (In)-securities across European empires 
and beyond, «Journal of Modern European History», 2018, 3. See also special issues of «Geschichte und 
Gesellschaft», 2012, 3, Sicherheit und Epochengrenzen; and «Historical Social Research», 2013, 1, Security 
and Conspiracy in History, edited by B. de Graaf and C. Zwierlein. See the seminal contribution by W. 
Conze, Sicherheit, Schutz, in O. Brunner, W. Conze, R. Koselleck, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. Historisches 
Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, Vol. 5, Stuttgart, Klett-Cotta, 1984.
6 P. Napoli, Naissance de la police moderne. Pouvoir, normes, société, Paris, La Découverte, 2003.
7 See in particular the works by Clive Emsley, the production of the French programme SYSPOE (Systèmes 
policiers Européens XVIIIe-XIXe siècle) coordinated by Vincent Denis and the series of volumes connected 
to the Italian centre of research Cepoc, coordinated by Livio Antonielli.
8 Surveillance Studies, special issue «Geschichte und Gesellschaft» 2016, 1.; K. Ball, K. D. Haggerty, D. Lyon 
(eds.), Routledge Handbook of Surveillance Studies, London, Routledge, 2012.
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Nevertheless, at the very time of its initial 

appearance, the defence of nation-state 

security did in fact assume the form of a 

transnational question, from the moment 

that the most dangerous enemy, in the 

guise of the foreigner, the political exile, 

the subversive or the terrorist, came prin-

cipally from the outside. The increasing 

politicization and the broadening appeal of 

the new ideals in the age of revolutions cre-

ated a further threat, that of transnational 

political rebellions and conspiracies9. 

 European states needed therefore to deploy 

security policies extending beyond their 

borders. However, in order to arrange for 

genuine forms of international cooperation 

over policing it would be necessary to await 

the turn of the nineteenth century when, 

confronted with the anarchist – and, later, 

the Bolshevik – threat, from the 1890s on-

wards a series of international conferences 

were organised and international bodies 

set up, culminating in the 1920s in the birth 

of Interpol10. But how did European states 

organize transnational policing to ensure 

their internal security before this break?

The purpose of this issue of Confronti is to 

investigate the various forms assumed by 

transnational surveillance connected to 

issues of national security in the years prior 

to the realisation of modes of international 

police cooperation. With this end in mind, 

the following papers address a time span 

ranging from the French Revolution to 

the 1880s against a number of different 

geographical backgrounds. Aurélien 

Ligneraux tackles the period 1792-1815, 

viewed as «the matrix of national security», 

analysing the security strategies put in 

place by Revolutionary France, which 

viewed itself as a «nation-under-siege», to 

foil counter-revolutionary «foreign plots», 

as well as the forms of imperial policing 

introduced in Napoleon’s European empire. 

Beatrice de Graaf for her part proposes 

a highly original interpretation of the 

emergence of a European security culture 

after 1814, going beyond the simplistic 

reading of the post-war conjuncture as 

simply a restoration plan, and grasping its 

nature, at least in the immediate aftermath 

of the Napoleonic wars, as a project based 

on a shared need for security, through 

a historicization of this same concept. 

This issue then features two essays that 

deal with a periodizing moment in our 

chronological arc, as regards both the forms 

of transnational political control11 and 

those of administrative-political renewal12, 

analyzing post-1848 events from different 

points of view. Christos Aliprantis, being 

concerned to highlight how the nineteenth-

century process of «securitization», mostly 

studied in the context of Northern Europe, 

9 K. Härter, Security and Cross-Border Political Crime: The Formation of Transnational Security Regimes in 
18th and 19th Century Europe, «Historical Social Research», 2013, 1. 
10 In 1923 it was named the International Criminal Police Commission. H-H. Liang, The Rise of Modern 
Police and the European State System from Metternich to the Second World War, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1992. 
11 M. Deflem, Policing World Society, Historical Foundations of International Police Cooperation, New 
York, Oxford University Press, 2002.
12 C. Clark, After 1848: The European Revolution in Government, «Transactions of the Royal Historical 
Society», 22, 2012.
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developed even in the parts of Europe 

often considered peripheral, deals with 

the transnational policing measures 

introduced by the Hapsburg Empire into 

Mediterranean states, such as Greece and 

the Ottoman Empire, focusing for this 

purpose on central and southern Italian 

states. Chiara Lucrezio Monticelli likewise 

tackles the 1850s, through the peculiar case 

of the Papal States, where the overlapping 

of the defence of state and Church took 

advantage of the combination of the new 

police agencies with what had been the 

two main Catholic «global-institutions» 

since the seventeenth century, namely, 

the Roman Tribunal of the Inquisition 

and the Congregation of Propaganda Fide, 

with transnational policing and counter-

revolutionary internationalism becoming 

in the longer term interwoven. Clive 

Emsley closes the forum with a wide-

ranging paper analysing the whole of our 

chosen time frame – looking ahead to the 

threshold of the First World War – through 

the complex British case where, despite 

statements denouncing security measures 

as inappropriate for a liberal state,  

several defence strategies were deployed, 

including those designed, in the 1880s, to 

control and curb the Fenian movement as 

its members moved to and from between 

Britain, Ireland and United States.

A first overall aspect emerging from the 

different papers is the fact that there was 

not a single institutional subject enact-

ing national security. Rather, there were 

various different actors involved in the 

state defence game. The police, in charge 

of the preservation of public security, was 

active through various different bodies. 

There were also various different figures 

involved, from the police chiefs anxious to 

be assigned to the most prestigious affairs 

of state to the experts dispatched to the pe-

ripheries of the Napoleonic empire, to the 

motley crew of informers, spies, and secret 

agents, poised between their new positions 

within the police bureaucracy and the in-

formal control conveyed by pre-existing 

sovereignty practices. Nevertheless, the po-

lice was far from being the only agency ac-

tive in the field. Indeed, alongside the police 

we find earlier transnational outposts, such 

as consulates and embassies, or networks, 

like Propaganda Fide, being entrusted with 

policing functions connected to the new 

security needs. If Ligneraux invites us to 

rethink the feared efficiency of the Napole-

onic Haute Police – embodied by the noto-

rious Fouché – and to discard the idea of 

a national security organized in a unitary 

framework, de Graaf warns against the risk 

of anachronistic interpretations of a secu-

rity system «institutionalized into narrowly 

defined bureaucratic units». Alongside the 

trend towards a greater centralization and 

an increasingly bureaucratic organization, 

competition between different bodies often 

raged and the use of informal resources 

survived. The papers in this special issue 

therefore return us, during the nineteenth 

century, to a combination of heterogeneous 

actors and institutional forms shaping po-

lices and cultures of security, answering to 

the need to ensure the defence of the state 

from enemies threatening it with various 

forms of international revolution. 

But who were these enemies? Foreigners, 

putative enemy aliens, Jacobins, radicals, 

revolutionaries, socialists, anarchists, ter-
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rorists, Bonapartists, religious dissenters, 

suffragettes, Fenians, critics of colonial 

dominance. All of them moved in and 

across European, Mediterranean, some-

times global geographies, in the guise of 

political exiles to be followed, of foreign-

ers to be closely watched as they entered a 

territory and for the duration of their stay, 

of transnational formations of subversives. 

With this purpose in mind, the techniques 

used were similarly very varied: under-

cover operations, identification devices, 

recognition marks on travel cards, black-

lists, new laws regulating entry and the 

presence of foreigners – sometimes set up 

in the context of echoes between different 

parliaments – an increase in conferences 

staged by heads of state. But also, in the 

case of the Hapsburg Empire and the Ital-

ian states, the first experimental, embry-

onic forms of police cooperation, before the 

advent of more institutionalised fin-de-siècle 

international policing, were introduced, 

consisting of exchanges of bulletins with 

information on outlaws, postal lodges to 

control subversive correspondence and 

even the project of an Austro-Italian postal 

union. Aliprantis also highlights another el-

ement which, alongside police cooperation, 

served to shape what Härter has tellingly 

defined as «transnational security regimes», 

namely bilateral extradition treaties. This 

research indeed helps to shed light on the 

fragmented and various «transnational se-

curity polic[ies]»13 that existed prior to the 

emergence of a «coherent international le-

gal order of criminal law»14. 

In this framework, the «spaces of security»15 

expanded well beyond the borders of the na-

tions to be defended, maintaining the nexus 

between circulation and security noted by 

Foucault with regard to other kinds of se-

curity spaces. Nevertheless, they could be 

read as «an environment» that «security 

tries to structure […] according to a series of 

events or possible elements that needed to 

be regulated in a multipurpose and trans-

formable framework»16. The European Na-

poleonic empire, the Mediterranean basin, 

the Italian space existing over and above 

the individual states, the Catholic Ecumene 

with particular reference to the case of Latin 

America, the Atlantic projections toward 

the United States, the colonial landscapes - 

just mentioned but on which it would be 

important to dwell further – apply, but 

also experiment with, forms of transna-

tional surveillance, from British India to 

French Algeria. Such spaces emerge from 

all of the papers published in this issue, 

extending along regional and sometimes 

trans-continental, in any case trans-state, 

coordinates. 

Another pivotal point emerging in this fo-

rum deals with the centrality of a security 

culture. De Graaf in particular reconstructs 

its formation in the European context as 

an open process, that the community of 

heads of state and ministers, diplomatic 

personnel and publicists shaped. Beyond 

13 K. Härter, Security and Cross-Border Political Crime, cit., p. 98.
14 Ibidem, p. 106.
15 M. Foucault Sicurezza, territorio, popolazione. Corso al Collège de France (1977-1978), Milano, Feltri-
nelli, 2005, pp. 21-31.
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16 Ibidem, p. 29 (translation by the author). 
17 See in this forum: C. Aliprantis, State formation and security policies betweenthe Habsburg Empire and 
the Italian states after the 1848-49 revolutions.

the dimension of circulation and exchange 

of practices and techniques, which would 

certainly be worth exploring, what is 

stressed is the fact that this culture, set up 

by subjects of this community, was shared 

in its foundational moment, by the majority 

of European populations, terrified as they 

were by the violence and disarray occa-

sioned by revolutions and the Napoleonic 

wars. Emotions and fears characterized 

even the fashioning of a shared «political 

and emotional vocabulary» by élites of dip-

lomats and other officials. 

These reflections shed light on a complex 

issue linked to the security concept. We 

might even go so far as to say that security 

is a political project, invested with ideal 

demands, visions of the world and of or-

der, which, in the immediate aftermath of 

the Vienna settlement, came to be shared 

both by political and administrative élites 

and by a large part of the European popu-

lation as a whole. Security measures were 

not just means of repression, but were also 

the vehicle of an ideological struggle. In the 

aftermath of 1848, as Lucrezio Monticelli 

shows, the Papal networks of «international 

policing» also became tools of counter-rev-

olutionary political propaganda. Therefore, 

«security narratives»17 and securitization 

strategies incorporated ideas, emotions, 

fears, representations – not necessarily 

corresponding to reality – on which power 

could also work in order to legitimize itself. 

This is surely a point upon which further 

research would prove rewarding. In other 

words, scholars should address issues sur-

rounding the nexus between policing and 

politics, the by no means neutral security 

language, the role played by political com-

munication. The following papers attest to 

the richness and the potential of a deeper 

dialogue between history and security stud-

ies, and, therefore, of the embryonic field 

of security history, both shedding light on 

aspects so far little known and opening up 

new questions and research paths. 

Laura Di Fiore, Dipartimento di Studi Umanistici (DSU), Università di Napoli Federico 

II, Via Marina 33, 80133 Napoli

laura.difiore@unina.it
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The contributions – and 
limits – of reflexive security 
analysis
International security studies came a long 

way since its inception as a field of civil-

ian expertise in the 1950s. For long, the 

academic specialisation had been oriented 

to the manifest defence policy interests of 

Western governments. Research centred 

on issues such as nuclear deterrence or 

asymmetric warfare and sought to provide 

explanations of cost-effective policy solu-

tions to current real-world challenges1. 

Only by the 1980s and 1990s did security 

research become less managerial and more 

reflexive. Instead of developing policy solu-

tions, scholars began to focus on the poli-

tics of security itself. Instead of asking what 

strategy fits best to coerce or deter an oppo-

nent power, such as the USSR, they started 

to investigate the selectivity and performa-

tivity of danger discourses2: how does it 

come some themes and actors are deemed 

dangerous by government policy but others 

not? Who is capable of defining contempo-

rary danger on behalf of society? How do 

security apparatuses – diagnostic and 

repressive ensembles of policing agents, 

technologies and knowledge(s) – develop 

and set forth norms of preferred and un-

warranted behaviour? 

The literature that ensued from these re-

flexive questions now forms an impressive 

body of scholarly work. Under the label of 

«contemporary» or «critical» security stud-

ies, scholars draw on the works of soci-

ologists, political theorists, philosophers, 

linguists and – with limits – historians to 

systematically deconstruct security logics, 

speeches and practices. The result of this 

process is an analytically powerful expand-

ing body of research. For example, reflexive 

security studies assesses the expert and lay 

authorities complicit in discussing and de-

fining threatening and threatened subjects3. 

It addresses the perfection of transnational 

control regimes and tense relations at play 

between security management and demo-

cratic politics writ large. It traces subjecti-

vation and disciplining processes and lends 

1 S. Walt, The Renaissance of Security Studies, «International Studies Quarterly», 1991, 2; B. Buzan, L. Han-
sen, The Evolution of International Security Studies, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
2 K. Krause, Critical Theory and Security Studies: The Research Programme of Critical Security Studies, 
«Cooperation and Conflict», 1998, 3, J. Hagmann, Räume der Unsicherheit: Konstruktion, Emanzipation und 
Exklusion durch Sicherheitspolitik, «Geographica Helvetica», 2010, 3.
3 B. Buzan, O. Wæver, J. de Wilde, Security. A New Framework for Analysis, Boulder, Lynne Rienner, 1998; 
D. Bigo, Global (In)Security: The Field of the Professionals of Unease Management and the Banopticon, in J. 
Salmon, N. Sakai (eds.), Translation, Philosophy and Colonial Difference, Hongkong, Hongkong University 
Press, 2005; T. Balzacq, The Three Faces of Securitization: Political Agenda, Audience and Context, «Euro-
pean Journal of International Relations», 2005, 2.

Jonas Hagmann

Historicising security analysis:  
the utility of looking beyond the current 
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4 R. Bellanova, G. González Fuster, Politics of Disappearance: Scanners and (Unobserved) Bodies as Media-
tors of Security Practices, «International Political Sociology», 2013, 2; M. De Goede, The Chain of Security, 
«Review of International Studies», 2017, 1; J. Hagmann, D. Kostenwein, Urban Design as Technology of 
Security Politics, «Swiss Political Science Review», forth.
5 B. Schmidt, Lessons from the Past: Reassessing the Interwar Disciplinary History of International Relations, 
«International Studies Quarterly», 1999, 3.
6 C. Daase, O. Kessler, Knowns and Unknowns in the ‘War on Terror’: Uncertainty and the Political Con-
struction of Danger, «Security Dialogue», 2007, 4; J. Hagmann, M. Dunn, National Risk Registers: Security 
Scientism and the Propagation of Permanent Insecurity, «Security Dialogue», 2010, 1.
7 J. Coaffee, Rings of Steel, Rings of Concrete and Rings of Confidence: Designing Out Terrorism in Central 
London Pre and Post September 11th, «International Journal of Urban and Regional Research», 2004, 1; J. 
Nemeth, J. Hollander, Security Zones and New York City’s Shrinking Public Space, «International Journal 
of Urban and Regional Research», 2010, 1.
8 P. Bourbeau, The Securitization of Migration. A Study of Movement and Order, London, Routledge, 2011. 

a keen eye to the role of «things» – surveil-

lance sensors, transnational databases, ar-

chitectural crime prevention design – as 

actants of making things secure4. 

But whereas reflexive security studies strives 

to de-centre universalising grand-narratives 

of security politics, and to produce geographi-

cally and temporally contextualised analy-

ses instead, it is no exaggeration to say that 

its historical depth remains fairly limited. 

To some extent, this characteristic is quite 

surprising, as genealogical work is a cen-

tral commitment of most reflexive security 

scholars. Then again, that limitation may 

not be so astonishing after all, considering 

security studies’ disciplinary home in the 

International Relations (IR) discipline. With 

its concern for contemporary international 

processes of all sorts, IR excels with a high 

degree of presentism5. The great majority of 

IR scholars strives to comment on, analyse or 

contribute to the handling of current dynam-

ics and challenges. This is also true for critical 

scholars. Although they take distance from 

the partisan agendas set out by governments, 

they too seek to be socially relevant today. 

What one sees in contemporary security 

studies, then, is that its analytical aware-

ness of the situatedness of security politics 

is not usually matched by an equally elabo-

rate effort at historically expansive empiri-

cal research. The temporal focus often lies 

on the past five to ten years, and analyti-

cally speaking, many studies are dedicated 

to foregrounding one specific change of po-

litical practice: how, for example, does the 

recent adoption of risk (uncertainty) syllo-

gisms reconfigure security practices6? How 

do the pervasive post-9/11 terror discourses 

alter the security handling of public urban 

spaces7? Or, what does the securitization of 

migration do to the political management of 

transnational circulation8? Different to trac-

ing how security politics evolve through 

time – and thus, perhaps, also back, forth 

or sideways –, a fair amount of contempo-

rary security research analyses and evalu-

ates shifts from one state of affairs to the 

next, i.e., moves from A to B. 

Such studies are immensely important, 

of course. They add knowledge on new 

security practices, help understand and 

also problematize contemporary political 

choices. Yet, the historical limitation also 

generates sizable risks: there is a danger of 

characterising security practices as novel, 
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whereas a longer view might suggest they 

are not, or indicate that they have merely 

been suspended for a while, or now return 

in altered forms – changes, interruptions 

and returns of empirical phenomena that 

all need explanation. By the same token, 

the presentist focus risks blindsiding ana-

lysts to deeper changes in the political soci-

ology of security. To give an example, it is 

a widely accepted today that security is an 

exceptional and counter-democratic kind 

of politics – the post-9/11 world with its 

detention camps, rendition practices and 

restrictions on civil liberties readily con-

firms such a view. Research embracing 

longer temporal horizons would yet also 

point out that decisionist effects of security-

speak notwithstanding, security politics 

turned more inclusive in Western polities 

in the past decades otherwise, as voter fran-

chises expanded, policing was de-centred 

from central governments, accountability 

mechanisms were expanded, and public 

discussions of security topics became much 

less nationalistic, and more controversial 

instead9. Such long-term changes in the 

ways formal and informal political rules 

shape security politics are hard to spot with 

a focus locked onto the current. They neces-

sarily have to be accommodated, however, 

when formulating larger claims about the 

politics of security. It may well be that se-

curity is a special kind of politics still today. 

But the relations between what is ‘normal’ 

and ‘non-normal’ politics can change over 

time, and they can become multifaceted 

and even contradictory in nature. This is 

why a longer view provides better lever-

age to gauging security’s deeper political 

configuration(s)10. 

Historicising the analysis of 
security politics 
As this suggests, it is both timely and use-

ful to attempt a more conscious engage-

ment between history and security stud-

ies. Security studies for its take could gain 

significant analytical leverage if it «histori-

cised» its research perspective. Minding 

longer periods of time would point out, for 

instance, that the transnationalisation of 

homeland security dispositives is no inven-

tion of the Schengen/Dublin era, but has 

roots in – and perhaps can also be linked 

to – the continental counter-revolutionary 

surveillance efforts of European Empires, 

and the transnational ecclesiastical spy net-

works of the Papal States11. It might show 

that Europe’s securitization of migration 

and its conceptual linking to the danger of 

9 J. Hagmann, (In-)Security and the Production of International Relations. The Politics of Securitisation in 
Europe, London, Routledge, 2015; J. Hagmann, H. Hegemann, A. Neal, The Politicization of Security: Con-
troversy, Mobilization, Arena Shifting, «European Review of International Studies», 2018, 3. 
10 See in this forum: C. Aliprantis, State formation and security policies betweenthe Habsburg Empire and 
the Italian states after the 1848-49 revolutions. Also see A. Neal, Normalization and Legislative Exceptiona-
lism: Counterterrorist Law-Making and the Changing Times of Security Emergencies, «International Political 
Sociology», 2012, 3; H. Hegemann, Toward ‘Normal’ Politics? Security, Parliaments and the Politicisation 
of Intelligence Oversight in the German Bundestag, «British Journal of Politics and International Relations», 
2018, 1.
11 See in this forum: C. Aliprantis, State formation and security policies betweenthe Habsburg Empire and 
the Italian states after the 1848-49 revolutions; C.L. Monticelli, Defence of the State and defence of religion:the 
transnational claimsof the nineteenth-century Papal States.
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terrorism is no contribution of the 21st cen-

tury, and not necessarily tied to a grand bat-

tle of civilizations between Orient and Oc-

cident either, but that it can be easily traced 

back to European autocrats’ concerns with 

political émigrés, foreign citizens and de-

mocracy activists instead12.

An extended temporal horizon would also 

yield powerful insights in regard to the pol-

icy domains’ evolving political sociology. 

Whereas it is an important research theme 

today to investigate the professionalization 

of security expertise, i.e., the technocratic, 

difficult to spot and hard to challenge au-

thorities of contemporary security deci-

sions, a more historical perspective might 

point out that the professionalization of 

public administration can as well be a vec-

tor for more rule-based public service13. 

Despite technocracy’s manifest accounta-

bility problems, a professional bureaucracy 

may still be preferred to the politicised, 

favouritist public administrations that op-

erated in Europe earlier, and which char-

acterise many authoritarian polities still 

today14. Lastly, historicisation could point 

out that the formation of security assem-

blages – complex ensembles of agents, 

technologies and knowledge(s) destined 

to produce some form of security – is no 

mere outgrow of optimised security man-

agement in the digital age, or a necessary 

response to a new neoliberal agenda aimed 

at privatizing security services. It could also 

be seen operating in much more mundane 

and non-capitalist ways, such as when 

leaders made first attempts to integrate 

state security institutions in the 18th cen-

tury, newly established police formations 

began to use travel cards and secret sign 

language, and ministries started to produce 

bulletins – such as on outlaws – to permit 

some form of «real-time» monitoring15.

Security studies’ inputs to 
historians 
As these examples suggest, the adoption 

of longer time horizons can be a powerful 

aide to testing and refining security studies 

claims, and producing more comprehen-

sive genealogies of rule. Conversely yet, 

historians might also benefit considerably 

from a more thorough engagement with 

the reflexive internationals security stud-

ies literature. Even though many security 

scholars pay too little attention to the longer 

past, their works offer highly sophisticated 

conceptualisations of the politics of se-

curity. For instance, conceptual analyses 

differentiate the policy dimensions of se-

12 See in this forum: C. Emsley, Nineteenth-Century Britain:A Country without Political Police?; A. Lignere-
aux, A European Police Warduring the Age of Revolutions: National security as the paradoxical outcomeof 
global tensions and imperial integration; B. de Graaf, A new perspective on the European security culture 
after 1815. 
13 See in this forum: B. de Graaf, A new perspective on the European security culture after 1815. 
14 J. Hagmann, Securing Cities, Re-Defining Theories: The Politics of Control in the Moroccan City of Marra-
kech, paper presented at the Global Governance Centre, IHEID Geneva, 15 October 2018. 
15 See in this forum: A. Lignereaux, A European Police Warduring the Age of Revolutions: National security 
as the paradoxical outcomeof global tensions and imperial integration; C. Aliprantis, State formation and 
security policies betweenthe Habsburg Empire and the Italian states after the 1848-49 revolutions; C.L. Mon-
ticelli, Defence of the State and defence of religion:the transnational claimsof the nineteenth-century Papal 
States.



619

16 D. Baldwin, The Concept of Security, «Review of International Studies», 1997, 1.
17 J. Hagmann, Securitisation and the Production of International Order(s), «Journal of International Rela-
tions and Development», 2018, 1.
18 O. Waever, Peace and Security: Two Concepts and Their Relationship, in S. Guzzini, D. Jung (eds.), Con-
temporary Security Studies and Copenhagen Peace Research, London, Routledge, 2004.
19 B. Buzan, Peace, Power and Security: Contending Concepts in the Study of International Relations, 
«Journal of Peace Research», 1984, 2.
20 O. Wæver, Securitization and De-securitization, in R. Lipschutz (ed.), On Security, New York, Columbia 
University Press; M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish. The Birth of the Prison, London, Penguin, 1977. 
21 J. Weldes, M. Laffey, H. Gusterson, R. Duvall, Cultures of Insecurity. States, Communities and the Produc-
tion of Danger, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1999; D. Bigo, The (In)Securitization Practices 
of the Three Universes of EU Border Control: Military/Navy–Border Guards/Police–Database Analysts, «Se-
curity Dialogue», 2014, 3; J. Hagmann, H. Hegemann, A. Neal, The Politicization of Security, cit. 
22 J. Hagmann, S. Davidshofer, A. Tawfik, A. Wenger, L. Wildi, The Programmatic and Institutional (Re-)
Configuration of the Swiss National Security Field, «Swiss Political Science Review», 2018, 3.
23 I. Loader, N. Walker, Civilizing Security, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007.
24 L. Hansen, Security as Practice. Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War, London, Routledge, 2006; V. 
Pouliot, The Logic of Practicality: A Theory of Practice of Security Communities, «International Organiza-
tion», 2008, 2; P. Schouten, Security as Controversy: Reassembling Security at Amsterdam Airport, «Security 
Dialogue», 2014, 1. 
25 M. Kurki, Causes of a Divided Discipline: Rethinking the Concept of Cause in International Relations The-
ory, «Review of International Studies», 2006, 2; J. Hagmann, Representations of Terrorism and the Making 
of Counterterrorism Policy, «Critical Studies on Terrorism», 2012, 3.

curity – asking what a security policy or 

threat narrative seeks to protect, for what 

values, in what timeframe, at what cost or 

by what means16 –, or they more critically 

systematise the political order imageries 

that they project abroad and enact17. They 

also retrace the term’s historical origins18, 

discuss its relations with competing con-

cepts such as war or peace19, and assess 

its societal mobilisation powers, political 

steering functionalities and evolving teleol-

ogy20.

Security scholars also provide elaborate 

ideas of security expertise, i.e., the ques-

tion of who is able and willing to articulate 

and enact security narratives on behalf of a 

wider political system, society or populace. 

In doing so they unpack the definition and 

enactment of security practices to a com-

plex and evolving cast of agents – not just 

presidents and generals, but also journal-

ists, bureaucrats, expert networks and lay 

publics21. They differentiate arenas and 

scales of security talk and action, and flag 

their evolving national, transnational and 

international reconfigurations22. They con-

ceptualise the relations at play between 

security politics and political regime type 

more widely23, and offer differentiated 

ideas of how to measure security politics, 

whether as speech acts, written texts, bu-

reaucratic practices, bodily performances, 

material control dispositives, or other24. 

Last but not least, security research rooted 

in the social sciences offers productive 

ideas of how security practices may ‘mat-

ter’. Far from endorsing simplistic Car-

tesian and Humean notions of causation, 

where one thing (variable) mechanistically 

and unilaterally affects the operation of an-

other, the specialisation works with a range 

of mechanisms of influence25. How security 

talk «performs» and «makes possible» spe-

cific policy decisions, how bureaucratic 
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practices «steer» outcomes or urban secu-

rity dispositives «monitor and guide» (or 

norm and normalise) citizen behaviour, 

these are questions answered by varied 

ideas of influence, «theories of effect» that 

lend themselves well for longitudinal anal-

yses of complex multi-causal processes, i.e., 

security, history and politics.

Taken together, reflexive security studies 

thus offers elaborate ideas of where and 

how to identify and analyse security poli-

tics writ large. It provides advanced frame-

works with which to recognise, map out, 

systematise, understand and perhaps also 

explain security-related observations. It 

offers integrated research ontologies that 

mind knowledge, materiality and prac-

tices, and proposes stimulating ideas of 

how security does or may matter to society. 

Contemporary security research seen this 

way can provide powerful resources to his-

torians in terms of how and where to spot 

security practices, and assist them in their 

efforts to generate refined apprehensions of 

security politics across time and space.

Conclusion 
Contemporary security practices rarely 

represent new inventions – albeit dy-

namic change is important to it, the security 

politics of today often has a very long line-

age. It adapts, reworks and sometimes just 

rehashes old ideas and practices of polic-

ing, and is embedded in deeply entrenched, 

historically grown and power-laden frame-

works of collective, national, local or in-

ternational sense- and decision-making. 

Considering these characteristics, it seems 

useful for critical security studies to enter 

into a more systematic kind of dialogue 

with history. If historians are willing to help 

in this effort and engage themselves more 

closely with the analytical frameworks 

and discussions of security scholars, then 

productive new academic encounters may 

ensue. An enhanced dialogue between the 

two research traditions can result in more 

differentiated, elaborate and robust ideas of 

the evolving and pervasive politics of se-

curity, and this is of much value to either 

specialization. 

Jonas Hagmann, ETH Zürich , D-GESS Haldeneggsteig 4 8006 Zürich Schweiz

jonas.hagmann@istp.ethz.ch
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Aurélien Lignereux 

A European Police War  
during the Age of Revolutions:  

National security as the paradoxical outcome  
of global tensions and imperial integration

«La patrie en danger», «Salut public», «Veil-

ler au salut de l’empire»… These familiar 

French expressions summarize the unprec-

edented degree of tension and mobilization 

during the Age of Revolutions. They were 

more than just slogans. They designated 

the salvation of the nation as the supreme 

norm. They were legally binding and in any 

case they vindicated the establishment of 

new instances for the exercise of power and 

repression: the General Security Commit-

tee and the Public Safety Committee, and 

then the Ministry of General Police. The 

period 1792–1815 can rightly be thought of 

as the matrix of national security in that it 

witnessed the proliferation of foreign oper-

ations and domestic plots arising out of the 

almost uninterrupted conflict that shook 

the European world during those years.

The incomplete and ambiguous 
institutionalization of a secret 
service department
Fouché found multiple ways of describing 

how the police were everywhere but unob-

trusive, much like the eye that peered down 

from his ministry’s letterhead. That watch-

fulness, though, took on meaning and form 

in institutional settings. Now, and this is the 

paradox on which the myth of Fouché has 

thrived, operational discretion covered any 

tracks with red herrings. There being no 

separate and specialized institutional en-

tity, even the expression Haute Police has to 

be stripped of its true meaning1. The fact is 

that, within the Ministry of General Police, 

the criminal investigation division could 

not serve the purpose for want of staff as-

signed exclusively to state security.

National security even so involved agents 

within an increasingly bureaucratic envi-

ronment although informal resources re-

mained of use (in the manner of the ruler’s 

secret advisors, such as the former spy 

Fiévée). While it was nowhere to be found 

in the organizational charts, the Haute Po-

lice did structure people’s representations. 

Inasmuch as there was an unstated rank 

order of tasks (prestige for affairs of State, 

scorn for the daily grind), the share of work 

police chiefs assigned to themselves in the 

area of state security was essential: outly-

ing postings gained in sparkle because men 

like d’Aubignosc, director general in Ham-

burg, were to pass themselves off as virtual 

diplomats. The postings of special commis-
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sioners focused on ports, reflecting concern 

over these transit spaces that went beyond 

the fight against smuggling. Police inspec-

tors and prefects warred over these sensi-

tive matters because they were also levers 

of power. In this sense, we need to discard 

the idea that national security falls within 

some unitary framework. National security 

was ensured by various bodies (foreign re-

lations, general police, prefecture of police, 

general inspectorate of the gendarmerie…), 

in more of a competitive than a cooperative 

manner, hence the malfunctions.

In collecting and interpreting information 

police chiefs served therefore, in intelli-

gence parlance, as processing officers be-

cause the information was supplied by field 

agents (police commissioners, gendarme-

rie squads) and by the informants they re-

cruited. Denunciation by the civic-minded 

tended to give way to the use of informers. If 

one channel of information was weakened 

it was rapidly made up for by new streams. 

The French Revolution had seen its fair 

share of discredited diplomats, spied on by 

throngs of unofficial agents and denounced 

as accomplices of the counter-Revolution. 

The destabilization of its embassies meant 

France temporarily lost an instrument of 

intelligence and counter-intellegence opera-

tions. This fed the nation-under-siege com-

plex of the revolutionaries who knew the 

country was threatened but were unable to 

identify the «foreign plot» or the «agents of 

Pitt and Cobourg» until things were brought 

back in hand again under Napoleon and dip-

lomatic posts gained new impetus as centres 

of intelligence operations.

Because the Revolution destabilized the 

monarchic order, driving European pow-

ers down a similar path, the period 1792–

1815 is viewed as the matrix of national se-

curity in that national security exacerbated 

the connection between foreign threats 

and domestic machinations because of the 

very nature of the conflict that wracked the 

world. As Linda Colley put it, the stimu-

lating threat of Revolutionary France 

prompted London to develop secret ser-

vices proper, on the strength of advice from 

Frenchmen, to ward off sedition, infiltrate 

institutions in Paris or organize channels 

there to exfiltrate people, to take due note of 

the national security problem that Ireland 

posed by giving shape to a new national 

construction – the United Kingdom –, be-

fore providing valuable intelligence to the 

military coalitions against Napoleon2.

Necessity knows no law: the 
material techniques and legal 
apparatuses of transnational 
surveillance
Biographers’ interest in Talleyrand has 

shed light on his subordinates (such as 

Blanc de Lanautte at the office of transla-

tions) and their methods. This is the case 

of disinformation using facsimile auto-

graphs or seals and leaked by way of the 

Foreign Relations Ministry amid otherwise 

sound intelligence. Likewise, the detailed 

accounts of plots that Napoleonic studies 

indulged in highlighted the range of means 

used by one side (hiding places, expendable 

agents, smugglers, assassination attempts) 

and the other (provocations, torture, tail-
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ing, etc.), that were continually perfected 

thereafter. This operational level is only 

the more spectacular part of an intelligence 

set-up of which the emperor’s Daily Bulle-

tin was the end result. Ahead of this hyper-

centralization, state security involved better 

handling of information, the aim being to 

consult, compare and complete it by im-

proving on the filing system already tried 

and tested under the Ancien Régime. This 

mechanism for centralizing and updating 

intelligence had to go hand in hand with 

closer supervision of individuals and their 

movements. Two changes, one legal and 

one technical, provided mutual support. 

On the one side, a new view of foreigners 

entered people’s thinking and was con-

firmed by the law. This categorization be-

tween «Frenchman» and «foreigner» came 

about out of concern to count the number 

of foreigners and then through the goad of 

suspicion and repression. Such categoriza-

tion quickened in pace as war came nearer: 

the approach was strictly transnational be-

cause the process that led to the British Par-

liament passing the Aliens Act on 4 January 

1793 (subjecting any foreigner arriving in 

Britain to registration and making their stay 

conditional upon the issuing of papers by 

the Aliens Office) did not simply run paral-

lel to the legislation then current in France 

but the two inextricably crossed over. De-

bates in Paris and London echoed from one 

parliament to the other. In short, the legis-

lation composed a system and the system 

became more tightly knit as the conflict 

spread3. The connection that talk of crisis 

and emergency forged in the United States 

of America between the outside enemy and 

their confederates at home made the trans-

national convergences blatantly obvious 

because, there too, the salvation of the na-

tion raised to the status of supreme stand-

ard made it acceptable to impinge on free-

doms: in 1798, the near-war against France 

prompted the passing of the four Alien & 

Sedition Acts which, in making it easier to 

deport nationals of hostile powers, were 

reminiscent of the provisions of a decree 

adopted in France on 23 Messidor of Year 

III of the Republic4. Beyond these ad hoc 

measures, a more permanent framework 

was forming: the Act of 28 Vendémiaire 

Year VI differentiated between foreigners 

who were allowed to settle in France and 

those whose stay could only be temporary 

and was therefore supervised.

On the other side, the physical medium 

for such identification changed in terms of 

form, purpose and effectiveness: a sharp 

distinction came to be made between in-

ternal and external passports, means of 

identification were improved and it be-

came mandatory to indicate travellers’ des-

tinations. At the border, foreign travellers 

were issued with a provisional pass by the 

mayor, the prefect or the police stating their 

route and destination – not to be deviated 

from – in exchange for their passports 

which were sent to Paris for verification 
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and compared with the Ministry of General 

Police records5.

It is important to guard against seeing 

things as linear in the sense of there being a 

continual improvement in policing instru-

ments. Those instruments were wrought in 

the context of a revolutionary nation state 

and they were pushed to their limits when 

France expanded. Nationality became less 

relevant as a marker for policing a country 

of 130 administrative units, inhabited by 

Frenchmen who had equal rights whether 

they were born in Bourges or in Hamburg. 

This absence of distinction was confirmed 

by the geographical sectors covered by the 

police: the first arrondissement stretched 

across the north of the empire from Brest to 

Antwerp while the second went from Bor-

deaux to Piedmont. It is true, though, that 

from 1810 an exclusively Italian sector was 

formed, confirming Paris’ choice to create 

regional entities in the form of general gov-

ernments in Amsterdam, Hamburg, Flor-

ence, Rome and Turin, each with its own 

police headquarters.

Between exacerbated national 
antagonisms and confused 
national identities in Napoleon’s 
European Empire
This intermediate scale reflects the dif-

ficulty in understanding this country of 

European dimensions as a single whole. 

What was to be done with those Belgians 

or Rhinelanders by birth serving the Hab-

sburgs by family tradition who now found 

themselves in the position of émigrés of a 

new kind and even traitors in the event of 

war with Austria? This was a crucial chal-

lenge for the Empire, which derived its le-

gitimacy since the coup of 18th Brumaire 

from national cohesion but which, from 

one annexation to the next, had built up 

an imperial edifice that a narrow concep-

tion of national security might crack apart. 

It all called for a light touch because the 

police were quite unable to discriminate 

against the new French citizens. Even so, 

individuals with foreign backgrounds, 

even if they had become French, were a 

prime target for police surveillance, es-

pecially Italians. As France expanded it 

took in people who remained hostile to it, 

like the officers who remained loyal to the 

King of Sardinia or, at the opposite end 

of the spectrum, the giacobini, who were 

doubly under suspicion as republicans in 

a dynastic empire and as patriots in a ter-

ritorial empire.

In 1813, the climate of distrust of foreigners 

brought the police back to basics. The Res-

toration was to see things through to the 

end. By stripping the annexed populations 

of the French nationality that had been as-

cribed to them, the Treaty of Paris made 

suspects of the erstwhile new French citi-

zens living within the territorial bounds of 

1792. In the debate on arrangements for 

their (re)-naturalization, the royalist right 

warned against the inflow of «a crowd of 

folk several of whom might become dan-

gerous for law and order and perhaps for 

public tranquillity»6.

5 V. Denis, Une histoire de l’identité. France, 1715-1815, Seyssel, Champ Vallon, 2008, pp. 308-310.
6 Archives parlementaires, Félix Faulcon, 22 September 1814, p. 720.
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In the time of the Revolution and Empire, 

the anti-British discourse concealed this 

friction. As of 1793, the British agent was 

the main target and common enemy; the 

breach of the Treaty of Amiens meant even 

that any British subject on French soil was 

a prisoner of war. By extension, individu-

als’ connections with Britain (pension, cor-

respondence, etc.) justified police meas-

ures against them. An obsession of the kind 

served several purposes. For one thing, it 

attributed responsibility for successive coa-

litions and conspiracies to British gold, and 

on the world stage. In this way, Dessalines, 

who succeeded Toussaint-Louverture 

in Haiti, was said to be a plaything in the 

hands of the Court of Saint James’s. For 

another, such propaganda forged a strong 

political line and even a «political economy 

of security»: a three-way relationship made 

the political authority, the police and the 

population jointly responsible in the face 

of a manifold and yet concerted threat from 

London7.

The emergence of imperial 
policing in response to new 
transnational challenges
The transnational character of perceived 

long-term threats (seasonal labourers, 

vagrants or terrorist networks8) was par-

ticularly sensitive under the Revolution 

because of the 140,000 or so émigrés, who 

featured in all the scare talk while being 

under watch in Koblenz, The Hague, Bern 

or Turin. Allowance had to be made also 

for Belgian, Dutch or Italian exiles, who 

found themselves straddling two countries 

as political situations ebbed and flowed, 

with the result that one and the same in-

dividual might be both outlawed in Naples 

and under surveillance in Lyon. As the 

Continental Blockade made obvious, the 

nation’s interests and security extended be-

yond the national framework. The drive to 

ensure security led the French to encroach 

on neighbouring countries to the point of 

breaching their sovereignty, as in the case 

of the abduction of the Duke of Enghien or, 

minimally but repeatedly, in the disputed 

exercise of the right of hot pursuit when 

gendarmes pursued brigands beyond the 

borders. To root out any refuge for out-

laws at the gates of the empire, the French 

pressed their neighbours into forming law 

enforcement forces that were effective, 

by which they meant modelled on theirs. 

National gendarmeries were established 

in the Republics of Piedmont and Genoa, 

their personnel being encompassed in the 

«départmental» companies that superseded 

them after those states were annexed.

The recruitment of locals helped in en-

trenching the policing institutions that the 

French introduced. The difference in pro-

portions was indicative of the primacy of 

national security over the unity of the em-

pire: whereas in the annexed départements 

nine out of ten police commissioners were 

locals, this was true of just one gendarme 

in five, and the proportion was halved 

for brigade leaders; at the top of the pyra-
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mid were just a handful of locals among 

the special and general commissioners 

and the director generals. A type of police 

elite – the expatriate expert – was born 

of this policy and even outlived the Em-

pire, although for want of anything better 

these men were subsequently assigned to 

remote and spurned postings: after serving 

as general commissioner in Barcelona and 

then Genoa under Napoleon, Beaumont-

Brivazac was appointed again to this posi-

tion at Bône in Algeria in 1832, after secret 

missions abroad under the Restoration; 

d’Aubignosc, mentioned earlier, also fin-

ished his career in Algeria as lieutenant-

general of police in Algiers.

The system was duplicated in full in the 

annexed départements; it gained a foothold 

in the circle of satellite states (Naples, Italy, 

Westphalia) and allied states (Wurttem-

berg, Baden, Bavaria). Even the defeated 

drew inspiration from it: a gendarmerie 

was introduced in Prussia as of 1812 and 

Berlin had a Polizeipräsidium on the model 

of the Prefecture of Police. This underlying 

standardization of security organizations 

was barely called into question by the dif-

ferent Restorations. The effects of this rela-

tive uniformity of security forces remain to 

be measured working on the assumption 

that it entailed a degree of standardization 

of targets insofar as the profile of each type 

of police determined in part the category of 

deviants – as vagrants were for the gen-

darmerie. Future work will have to find 

the resources to go over the key moment 

of incorporation, to understand how the 

changeover was actually made. Did the 

French recover the police records, when 

there were any, from the ousted rulers or 

did they at least inherit local police knowl-

edge of the reputedly dangerous segments 

of the population? It is in this way that a 

foundation might be laid for a transnational 

history of security that goes beyond com-

paring institutional systems or tracing how 

they spread.
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Beatrice de Graaf

A new perspective on the European security 
culture after 1815

Historicizing security
For scholars of security studies, presentism 

oftentimes can be an easy contrapment. 

With this contribution, an appeal is made 

to not immediately disqualify the ideas and 

blueprints on security in history as «out-

dated», but study them in their own right. 

As an example, the period around and di-

rectly after 1815 is taken as a showcase for 

the importance of historicizing security, the 

arguments and findings are based on the 

ongoing ERC-project SECURE. From this 

research project, a few takeaways are pre-

sented here1.

Across the board, most historians and polit-

ical scientists have characterized the post-

Napoleonic order that resurfaced around 

1815 as authoritarian and restorative. Of-

tentimes epitaphs such as «conservative», 

«romantic» or «reactionary» are applied to 

people like the Austrian chancellor and for-

eign minister Klemens von Metternich, the 

Irish philosopher and politician Edmund 

Burke, or Friedrich Gentz, the secretary 

and nigh spiritus rector of the Congress of 

Vienna. These categories, however, were 

mostly devised later by early-twentieth-

century historians such as Meinecke, Man-

nheim and Schmitt. Contemporaries did 

not see them, or themselves, that way at all. 

Gentz, for example, a student of Immanuel 

Kant, considered himself a liberal2. Tsar 

Alexander and Metternich were considered 

quite liberal by compatriots and diplomats 

alike in the ambition they unfolded to ad-

vocate new constitutions for France and 

Poland, and political reforms in France. 

Yet in a good deal of (older) historiogra-

phy this period is often discussed under 

the category «restoration»3. In our current 

era of the «War on Terror», some recogni-

tion is in place for the undoubtedly alarm-

ist manner in which European monarchs 

and ministers dealt with opposing voices 

and the lingering threat of revolution and 

terror. Still shaking from the revolutionary 

earthquake, administrative tolerance for 

(alleged) sedition and conspiracy was hard 

to come by in 1815. Virtually every country 

maintained a network of spies and inform-
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ants to keep their eye out for those kinds of 

plots. For instance, the Dutch king Willem 

I, without batting an eye, took over most of 

the informants and agents of his predeces-

sor, Louis Napoleon. Still, it is going too far 

to dismiss the post-war security system as 

a closed bastion of despotism. The majority 

of the populations of the liberated countries, 

and even large parts of the French populace 

were initially relieved and grateful towards 

the allied generals for having defeated Na-

poleon and tamed the spirit of chaos and 

revolution. The European security order 

was indeed an imperialist project, but more 

idealist, reformist and moral motives also 

lay at the bottom of these plans – motives 

that were recognized and shared by many 

citizens in France and beyond. 

It is therefore high time to «historicize» 

notions as balance of power and security, 

implying that these notions need to be 

contextualized and embedded in the senti-

ments, interpretations and associations at-

tributed to them at the time – path already 

indicated by Werner Conze in the 1980s4. 

Eckart Conze, Martti Koskenniemi, and 

Matthias Schulze in his pioneering work 

Normen und Praxis, have further pro-

gressed in this direction and laid impor-

tant foundations for such a historicizing 

approach to security, international rela-

tions and international law5. When peace 

is the absence of war, then security is the 

dynamic operationalization and protec-

tion of this state of peace over time. Again, 

it needs to be understood that the concept 

«security» is not to be read here with its 

post-Second World War connotations in 

mind – as the policy field of intelligence 

and security agencies and national secu-

rity councils. For our purposes and in this 

context, security is a concept that needs to 

be placed and historicized in time itself, 

when it had not yet been institutionalized 

into narrowly defined bureaucratic units of 

domestic, foreign, legal or economic secu-

rity. In line with the Copenhagen School, it 

requires an «discursive» reading6. In 1815, 

security could include all of these aspects 

at the same time, both international and na-

tional, «moral» and military, and was used 

in a similar broad vein. 

Therefore, to avoid the pitfall of anachro-

nist interpretations and presentist norma-

4 Cf. W. Conze, Sicherheit, Schutz, in W. Conze (ed.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, vol. 5, Stuttgart, Klett-
Cotta, 1984. See also: E. Conze, Securitization. Gegenwartsdiagnose oder historischer Analysenzatz?, «Ge-
schichte und Gesellschaft», 2012, 3; B. de Graaf, C. Zwierlein, Historicizing security. Entering the conspiracy 
dispositive, «Historical Social Research», 2013, 1.
5 Cf. Matthias Schulz, Normen und Praxis. Das Europäische Konzert der Großmächte als Sicherheitsrat, 
1815-1860 (Munich: Oldenbourg, 2009).
6 In line with the Copenhagen School, security is not considered from a materialist perspective, but seen 
as an issue that is being constituted, process-wise, through perceptions and discourses, and is culturally 
inflected and contested rather than objectively given. See E. Conze, “Securitization”. Gegenwartsdiagnose 
oder historische Analyseansatz?, «Geschichte und Gesellschaft», 2012, 3; B. Buzan, O. Waever, J. de Wilde, 
Security. A New Framework for Analysis, Boulder (CO), Lynne Riener, 1998, pp. 23-29.
7 Marieke de Goede introduces this concept briefly in her inaugural address on the present-day «War 
on Terror». Her book further analyses and historicizes the concept, see M. De Goede, European Security 
Culture. Preemption and Precaution in European Security, Amsterdam, Vossius Press, 2011. See also M. Wil-
liams, Culture and security. Symbolic Power and the Politics of International Security, London, Routledge, 
2007; P. Katzenstein (ed.), The Culture of National Security. Norms and Identity in World Politics, New 
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10 Cfr. for the power of ideas in this transitional period: L. Hunt, The French Revolution in Global Context, in 
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tive evaluations, we will work with the no-

tion of a European security culture7. The 

emergence of such a culture was an open 

and contested process, propelled by the 

community of diplomats, publicists and 

politicians who together thought about 

and reflected on their (purported) shared 

interests and imagined threats. The dip-

lomats and officials in 1815, for example, 

most notably developed a shared political 

and emotional vocabulary, and derived 

from that a series of political, juridical, fi-

nancial, administrative and military prac-

tices. These three elements – the security 

community, their shared vocabulary, and 

the political and administrative actions 

that followed from these (including the 

reactions and protestations) – will allow 

researchers to give detailed historical 

clout to the abstract category of security. 

This definition and application of the no-

tion of a European security help us both 

to abstain from ventriloquism (making 

historical figures voice our present-day 

normative security concerns)  and to re-

sort to statist, non-dynamical and abstract 

categories8. The merit of this approach 

can be briefly outlined by applying this 

concept on the post-Napoleonic system of 

collective security.

An imagined European security 
community
Napoleon had with his wars and occupa-

tions let loose an enormous range of trans-

formations in politics, state and society and 

accelerated ongoing ones. The emperor 

had willed an «inner Empire» into exist-

ence, consisting of comparable and syn-

chronized institutions, such as code of laws, 

judicial courts, systems of registration and 

identification, land registries and fiscal sys-

tems9. The revolutionary and Napoleonic 

transformations had already done away 

with much of the «withered» institutions the 

emperor had lamented so much. However, 

the real push towards new post-war trans-

formations came from the fight against ex-

actly this revolutionary and Bonapartist ter-

ror. Post-war notions on peace and security 

were designed and ordained from above, 

by the new and returning royals and their 

ministers. But they were also conceived 

and disseminated within the societies of 

Europe, produced by experiences, emo-

tions and impressions of so many citizens 

who lived through the chaos and turmoil of 

the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars and 

suffered their part10. 

The post-war European security culture 

therefore can be understood as part of an 

«imagined security community». Although 
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Benedict Anderson has set up a monument 

for the invention of nationalism, his con-

cept can in many ways also be applied to 

the continent of Europe as a whole, and in 

particular to the network of elites that dur-

ing and after the Napoleonic wars tried to 

construct a stable framework for collective 

security11. Anderson applied his concept to 

a community of peoples who could not pos-

sibly know each other personally, but nev-

ertheless experienced a sense of solidarity. 

These individual citizens shared a common 

notion of belonging to the same imagined 

nation, and translated this feeling of be-

longing together in symbols, traditions and 

practices of patriotism or nationalism – a 

process that underwent an acceleration in 

the nineteenth century, according to Ander-

son. His claims may mutatis mutandis also 

be attributed to the community of European 

states and their elites with their shared 

sense of common destiny and responsibil-

ity in 1815 – and common abhorrence of 

war and terror. 

Here as well, this European security com-

munity became palpable in collectively ex-

pressed, diverging and oftentimes conflict-

ing sentiments, statements and artefacts 

(such as monuments). Emotions do not 

only indicate a state of psychological being, 

inasmuch as they can empirically be veri-

fied in letters, statements and writings; they 

should also be read as social and cultural 

practices of understanding and commu-

nication. Emotions vary through time and 

space, some are enlarged others repressed 

in specific cultural and social settings. Fear 

for loss of honour, anger directed at monar-

chical repression cq. Bonapartist despotism 

were recurring themes in public discourse 

across the continent in the early nineteenth 

century. Some of the insights produced by 

the recent «emotional turn in history» could 

be applied here as well. The discourse on 

terror and security in 1815 cannot be un-

derstood without identifying the emotional 

juxtapositions that it employed explicitly or 

implicitly: the contradistinction between 

passion and reason for example, or be-

tween jealousy and moderation – with the 

«emotional», «hysterical» or «jealous» in-

tended as a disqualification. Specific senti-

ments – relief, fear for revolution – were 

moreover wilfully channelled to mobilize 

the European security community in giv-

ing consent or legitimacy to certain ad-

ministrative interventions. «The passions 

of the masses are not irrational», as one re-

searcher quipped, «they are political»12. 

The great unifier that brought the diverging 

community of European states and elites 

together was the overriding fear of terror. 

This primordial fear fuelled and shaped the 

cultural climate of the immediate post-war 

order. It consisted of the dual nightmare of 

on the one hand the terror of the French 

Revolution: the unleashed chaos and vio-

lence, the decapitation of princes and no-
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blemen, the upending of existing social 

structures, the expropriation of estates and 

clerical properties and the ensuing dynam-

ics of ongoing war and despotism. That was 

the other part of the nightmare: the rise to 

power of the people’s tribune and warmon-

ger Bonaparte with his Grande Armée, 

unleashing military invasions, revolution-

ary changes, usurpations, occupations, 

war reparations, and looting and pillaging 

wherever he went. Especially the last years 

of Napoleonic rule had aggravated this col-

lective fear of terror. In the perception of 

contemporaries in 1815, terror was not a 

narrow defined criminal paragraph (such 

a paragraph did not exist), but a continuum 

ranging from revolution to invasions, ex-

propriations and despotism. Terror com-

prised a whole range of fluctuating threats 

and enemies. The Allied Ministers gathered 

in Paris, and constituting the Allied Council 

that would oversee the occupation, demili-

tarization, de-Bonapartization and repa-

ration payments in France between 1815 

and 181813, spoke about «revolutionaries», 

«Jacobins», «radicals», «republicans», «ter-

roristes» or «Bonapartists» – categories 

that were not well defined or judicially cir-

cumscribed, but mostly lumped together 

in a vague and general pejorative manner. 

«Terror» was in this context read as a «set 

of concrete facts», it was the «product of a 

political culture», an «emotion»14. Contrary 

to Zamoyski’s account, the fear of terror 

cannot therefore be discarded merely as a 

«phantom» fear, or a ploy wielded by con-

servative statesmen to push their political 

agendas15. Especially during these first, 

transitional and forgotten years, the revo-

lutionary and Napoleonic period left real 

marks and scars, and continued to do so, 

be it in more or less violent plots hatched 

by their supporters, or, by their adversar-

ies. Sentiments of collective fear, the dread 

of losing house and property, of being ex-

pelled from the society of respectable citi-

zens once again were the real and strong 

undercurrents that kept the allied minis-

ters’ diverging deliberations together for at 

least this transitional period.

The physical presence of government lead-

ers during the lengthy negotiations on 

peace and security from 1813 till 1815, and 

beyond, reflect a sense of how much value 

was attached to these ongoing discussions, 

and of how much the physical absence of 

these leaders and their ministers was none-

theless deemed in their homeland to be in 

the interest of national security. In that 

light, this period of high-profile, well docu-

mented and, for that time, widely reported 

on series of consultations almost qualified 

as a modern form of «summitry», under-

stood as the frequent, high-level meetings 

of state leaders and ministers enabled by 

plane and televised to the public. Obvi-

ously, 1815 was still an era far away from 

the twentieth century plane diplomacy, but 
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the number of congresses that had been 

few and little in the four previous centuries 

increased rapidly in the nineteenth. States-

men continued to spend protracted periods 

in each other’s capitals, with their delibera-

tions reported on extensively in the news-

papers and periodicals of the day16. 

Such common notions on terror and se-

curity, and the overriding need to combat 

those extremities, were not only shared 

amongst the elites. Most of the citizens of 

Europe, especially those who read news-

papers and feuilletons, had to adjust them-

selves to new ideas on power, law, peace 

and security. The dawn of the European 

peace after 1814 shone over a wide array 

of post-revolutionary states and traditional 

dynasties. Some states boasted their newly 

gained autonomy and sovereignty, here 

and there first glimpse of nationalism and 

patriotism surfaced, as in Prussia and the 

German lands, or in Poland for example. 

The new state of peace was however also 

celebrated by citizens who realized that 

peace and security were only obtained 

through allied cooperation – a reckoning 

that at least in the first immediate post-war 

years was cogent and strong. The rise of 

nationalism in the early nineteenth cen-

tury cannot therefore be set apart from 

the development of a transnational sense 

of security and the need for cooperation17. 

The sentiments as expressed just below the 

surface of the international elites can and 

should therefore be traced, and the stories 

narrated by lower level experts, diplomats, 

professionals, bankers, policemen, jour-

nalists and ordinary citizens within this 

transitional timeframe will be excavated as 

well18. 

Through the high-level meetings, in Paris, at 

the British embassy where the Allied Coun-

cil convened, or in all those other places 

where experts and professionals from vari-

ous nations combined forces to rebuild the 

post-war order, a circulation of new ideas, 

notions, emotions and concepts originated. 

Old notions were reinterpreted and given 

new meanings, such as the principle of the 

balance of power. The leading statesmen 

and diplomats of the day were united in 

their collective digestion of those treatises, 

notions and ideas coming from the Enlight-

enment – they had all read their Voltaire, 

had been educated with Montesquieu, Di-

derot and the Encyclopédie and were open 

to gradual and moderate reforms19. Minis-

ters and experts enjoyed the same novels 

and writings, for example those by Sir Wal-

ter Scott (with whom Castlereagh was be-
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friended), Johann Wolfgang von Goethe or 

Madame de Staël20. They started to emulate 

each other’s manners and clothing, some-

thing described by Bayly as the spread of 

«uniformities», for example in the standard-

ization and transfer of certain «bodily prac-

tices». The European nobility and wealthy 

citizenry started to spot portable watches, 

adjusted their times, visited each other’s 

city palaces and developed a type of mod-

ern European court culture. When lady 

Castlereagh joined her husband in Vienna, 

she was ridiculed because of her outdated 

clothing, that made her seem at odds with 

the sophisticated Viennese society21. 

The post 1815 legacy
This European security community devel-

oped a specific vernacular to identify danger 

and insecurity, something that came close 

to a veritable «emotional vocabulary». The 

allied ministers extensively debated on the 

level of someone’s or some country’s state 

of «jealousy», «irrationality» or «unreasona-

bleness». They also discussed the defini-

tion of piracy, terror and «terroristes». Who 

merited the epitaph radical, Bonapartist or 

Jacobin, when, and how should this identi-

fication translate into administrative prac-

tice? The Congress of Vienna had produced 

a series of detailed regulations and stipula-

tions on commercial matters, navigation on 

the Rhine, the status of diplomatic repre-

sentatives and the metrics of power and in-

fluence (in square kilometres, in economic 

profits or in the number of «souls»). These 

processes of juridification – increased 

centralized and legal regulation22 – con-

tinued after 1815 and brought about an 

alignment of the participating countries at 

least on sectoral levels – sometimes even 

pitching them against their own postulated 

national interests, such as when the ripar-

ian states of the Rhine held each other ac-

countable in lowering or abandoning toll 

tariffs altogether. This European security 

community, with its emotional vocabulary 

of security, reason and moderation, hence 

affected real, incremental or more substan-

tial transformations and created its own ac-

quis communautaire. 

These meetings, conferences and discus-

sion amongst the ministers and ambassa-

dors of Europe between 1814–1818 did lay 

the foundation for a new form of European 

collective (security) politics. More con-

gresses took place than ever before. Confer-

ences between ministers (or ambassadors) 

were the tried and true means of not always 

resolving conflicts and security threats, but 

at least of bringing them out into the open 

and allowing them to become topics for 

possible mediation, instead of consider-

ing them as casus foederis. Between 1642 

and 1814 only a handful of European con-

gresses took place. With the Congress of Vi-

enna and the Allied Council of 1815, a cen-

tury began in which the number of minis-
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terial conferences – and the appropriation 

of new, uniform measures and practices 

that resulted from them – increased ex-

ponentially. A ministerial conference was 

convened every few years: about South 

America (1826), Greece (1827), the Belgian 

question (1830), the return of the pope to 

Rome (1849), the Danish monarchy (1850); 

but also on thematic issues such as sani-

tation concerns and quarantines (1851), 

sugar tariffs (1863) telegraph cables (1863), 

the postal unions (1863) and many other in-

ternational affairs23. These kinds of confer-

ences gave the European countries a huge 

head start in terms of technical, economic, 

financial and military issues compared to 

the rest of the world. During the First World 

War, this form of transnational cooperation 

at a professional level continued to exist; for 

example, in the joint European member-

ship in the Mixed Courts of Egypt and in 

the Central Commission for the Rhine and 

the Danube24.

These conferences, including its course of 

juridification, were intrinsically connected 

to the phenomenon of securitization: the 

process of putting something on the secu-

rity agenda, of framing and presenting an 

issue as threat or endangered interest. From 

1815 onwards, this process, that captivated 

the allied ministers and ambassadors alike, 

was markedly Janus-faced in the dissemi-

nation of power and protection across the 

continent. With their interventions, the al-

lied ministers did initiate a dissemination 

of new standards and practices of security, 

order and predictability, especially in those 

first post-war years. This dissemination 

however was explicitly lop sided: it oper-

ated through processes of in- and exclusion. 

Some persons and parties profited far more 

from the new security system than others, 

who were crushed beneath its weight and 

fell prey to its repressive effects – a process 

of securitization that intensified once the 

openness of these first years was over, and 

a more repressive turn set in. 

In sum, by highlighting a specific instantia-

tion of a security culture, as for example the 

Allied Council in Paris, we can bring new 

light to security configurations in history, 

and trace its course into the present era. 

The period 1815–1818, so often glossed over 

in the historical surveys, was not the calm 

that had arisen after the Napoleonic storm. 

It planted the seed of a new, modern sys-

tem of European collective security – in-

cluding the irrevocably linked imperialist 

surveillance of one’s own population, and 

increased territorial expansion at the ex-

pense of the non-European world.
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I. Introduction. The Austrian 
political policing in Italy and the 
Mediterranean
The beginnings of international police col-

laboration against liberal, nationalist and 

socialist revolutions and uprisings since 

the mid-nineteenth century have largely 

been studied in relation to western and 

central Europe. Some well-known exam-

ples of early policing initiatives across 

individual state borders concern the Ger-

man Confederation and include the Cen-

tral Investigation Commission in Mainz 

(1819-1828), the Mainz Information Bu-

reau (1833-1848) and the Police Union of 

German States (1851-1866)1. Thorough 

investigations adopting a broader, Euro-

pean scope tend to focus on collaborative 

action against anarchist terror around the 

fin-de-siècle2. As these cases illustrate, a 

widespread conservative discourse was 

in place in the nineteenth century, an «ar-

chive of (conservative) imaginations»3. 

This emergent “European security cul-

ture” comprised a set of discourses, norms 

and practices that took into account the 

threat of subversion based on the trau-

matic rebellious experiences of 1789, 1830 

and 1848. It responded by prioritizing not 

only stricter policing across individual 

states but also coordination between vari-

ous national police agencies so as to limit 

the illegal mobility of people, goods and 

ideas and therefore (alleged) revolution-

ary cooperation across Europe4. The actual 

threat that underground conspiracies and 

secret societies could pose and their level 

of international cooperation both remain 

debatable, but it is undoubtful that the very 

fear of insurrection offered employment to 

thousands of policemen and informers, 

formed influential security narratives and 

Christos Aliprantis

State formation and security policies between  
the Habsburg Empire and the Italian states after 

the 1848-49 revolutions
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led to de facto police harmonization across 

Europe5. 

This paper contends that this gradual process 

of «securitization»6 in the nineteenth century 

was not limited to Northern Europe but si-

multaneously took decisive steps in the parts 

of Europe usually considered peripheral, 

such as central and southern Italy. Scholars 

have repeatedly noted the phenomenal in-

fluence that Italian thinkers (at home and in 

exile) exercised in debates on liberalism, po-

litical representation and the Risorgimento 

in Europe and beyond7. On the other hand, 

a growing number of experts have turned to 

those who opposed the Risorgimento, high-

lighting conservative intellectual discourses 

and issues of state building, including (but 

not limited to) policing8. Therefore, novel 

terms such as the «Anti-Risorgimento» and 

a «conservative international» (i.e., a loose 

alliance of actors within and beyond Italy 

that stood against the «liberal international» 

of the Risorgimento exiles and their support-

ers) have become established. This contrib-

utes to a wider effort to better understand 

both the Risorgimento and the nature of 

conservatism in nineteenth-century Eu-

rope9. Building on these approaches, this es-

say addresses a more specific topic: police 

cooperation between the Habsburg Empire 

and the Italian states (Tuscany, the Papal 

States, the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies) 

against revolutionary activities after the 

1848-49 revolutions. 

It should be noted though that focusing on 

the Italian peninsula, does not mean that 

Austria was not engaged in transnational 

policing and communication with other 

Mediterranean states as well. The Austrian 

consul in Marseille for instance addressed 

frequently issues of political emigration in 

his reports after 1849 and was in touch with 

the local police because this port-city func-

tioned as the main gate to France of flee-

ing Italian revolutionaries en route to Paris 

and even London10. Much greater was the 

5 A. Zamoyski, Phantom terror. The threat of revolution and the repression of liberty, 1789-1848, London, 
William Collins, 2014.
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Democracy in the Mediterranean, 1780-1860, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2018.
8 D. Laven, Venice and Venetia under the Habsburgs, 1815-1835, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002; A. 
Caruso, Nationalstaat als Telos? Der konservative Diskurs in Preußen und Sardinien-Piemont, 1840-1870, 
Berlin, De Gruyter, 2017; C. Monticelli, La polizia del papa. Istituzioni di contollo sociale a Roma nella 
prima metà dell’Ottocento, Roma, Rubbettino, 2012; L. DiFiore, Gli Invisibili. Polizia politica e agenti segreti 
nell’Ottocento borbonico, Napoli, Federico II University Press, 2018.
9 J. Davis, L’Antirisorgimento, in E. Cecchinato, M. Isnenghi (eds.), Fare l’Italia. Unita e disunita nel Ri-
sorgimento, Turin, Franco Angeli, 2008; S. Sarlin, Le légitimisme en armes. Histoire d’une mobilisation 
internationale contre l’unité italienne, Rome, Ecole Française de Rome, 2013; M. Isabella, Risorgimento in 
Exile. Italian Émigrés and the Liberal International in the Post-Napoleonic Era, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 2009.
10 E.g. Hübner to Buol, Paris, 25 September 1852, Österreichisches Staatsarchiv [hereafter: ÖS], Haus-, 
Hof- und Staatsarchiv [hereafter: HHStA], Actes de Haute Police [hereafter: AHP], Karton [hereafter: Krt.] 
26.7. Paris 1852.
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significance of the Eastern Mediterranean 

in the Austrian policing networks right af-

ter 1848. The multitude of Italian, Polish 

and Hungarian émigrés in the Ottoman 

Empire and Greece (up to 10,000 in late 

1849) and the Austrian orientalist disposi-

tions that the local polities were soft and 

incapable of monitoring effectively these 

outlaws, made the Habsburg government 

to take active measures11. By 1850 half of 

the Austrian secret agents abroad spying 

over the exiles (16 of 33) were stationed 

in the Balkans and the Near East12. At the 

same time, the Austrian minister-pres-

ident Felix von Schwarzenberg and his 

successors pushed for a closer institutional 

cooperation between the Monarchy and 

Greece against the refugees based on the 

benevolent inclination of the pro-Austrian 

king Otto (r. 1833-1862). In 1849 the two 

countries signed an extradition treaty fol-

lowed by a post treaty next year in order to 

limit the movement and written commu-

nication between the refugees13. A further 

bilateral agreement against high treason 

was ratified in 1857, which stood against 

the remnants of the émigré communities 

in Greece14. As regards the Ottoman Em-

pire, cooperation was proven more prob-

lematic due to the additional involvement 

of Russia and Great Britain in the question 

of the Hungarian and Polish refugees there 

and the broader complications this state 

of affairs created concerning the stability 

of the region. Even if Vienna managed to 

keep an eye on the fugitives via its am-

bassador, consuls, and secret agents, no 

official treaties about the «forty-eighters» 

were signed and particularly the Hungar-

ian rebels headed by Lajos Kossuth were 

kept quietly interned on Ottoman soil in 

the years after 184915.

Many of the official cooperation methods 

especially between Austria and Greece 

can be observed in the Italian states as 

well. There too interstate police coordina-

tion, information exchange and multilat-

eral post treaties to censor revolutionary 

corres-pondence would be planned and 

put in force partly before but above all af-

ter 1848.

II. Early initiatives of interstate 
police collaboration between 
Austria and the Italian states 
(1815-1848)
In the years after the congress of Vienna 

(1815), the Austrian authorities demon-

strated a vivid interest in monitoring poten-

tially dangerous ideas, especially in sensi-

tive areas such as Italy. Systematic police 

surveillance and arrests of suspects and ag-

11 C. Aliprantis, Transnational policing after the 1848-49 revolutions. The Habsburg Empire in the Mediter-
ranean, «European History Quarterly», (forthcoming).
12 ÖS, Allgemeines Verwaltungsarchiv [hereafter: AVA], Nachlass Alexander Bach [hereafter: NB], Krt. 26, 
fols. 169v-170v.
13 ÖS, HHStA, Gesandtschaftsarchiv Athen [hereafter: GA], Krt. 37 (1847-49): österreichisch-griechischer 
Auslieferungsvertrag 1849; J. Vesque von Püttlingen, Uebersicht der Verträge Oesterreichs mit den auswär-
tigen Staaten, Vienna, C. Gerold, 1854, p. 105.
14 ÖS, HHStA, GA, Krt. 40 (1857-65): Hochverath.
15 I. Hajnal, A Kossuth-emigráció Torökorszägban. I.kötet, Budapest, Magyar Történelmi Társulat, 1927; 
H. von Srbik, Ein Mordanschlag Felix Schwarzenbergs auf Ludwig Kossuth?, «Archiv für österreichische 
Geschichte», 1949, 1.
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itators remained isolated phenomena16, but 

interference with mail correspondence be-

came institutionalized through a system of 

interception stations or «post-lodges» both 

within and beyond the Austrian borders17. 

In 1817, for instance, Austria and Tuscany 

signed a secret treaty that allowed for the 

establishment of Habsburg post-lodges on 

Tuscan soil in order to intercept foreign 

mail18. Moreover, aiming to limit illegal 

trans-border mobility, the Habsburg Em-

pire signed a number of extradition treaties 

from the late 1810s to the 1830s with Sar-

dinia, the Holy See, Tuscany, Modena and 

Parma that targeted criminals, army desert-

ers and smugglers19.

Legal cooperation against such lawless 

individuals and groups was possible after 

1815 because it suited the individual po-

litical agendas of the Italian states. Other 

issues however were more controversial 

and prevented the establishment of similar 

joint measures. At the congress of Verona 

in 1822, Metternich attempted to exploit the 

recent suppression of the Piedmontese and 

Neapolitan uprisings to advance his plan of 

an Italian League. This meant the forma-

tion of a commission to investigate revo-

lutionary plots staffed with officials from 

all the Italian states and with jurisdiction 

across Italy. However, the Sardinian and 

Tuscan representatives to the congress, and 

especially the papal nuncio, interpreted this 

gesture as an effort to increase Austrian in-

fluence in the peninsula at their expense 

and firmly rejected Metternich’s proposal. 

His alternative suggestion of a multilateral 

Italian postal union under Austrian direc-

tion also met with failure20. The smaller 

Italian states would keep placing their indi-

vidual sovereignty above schemes of joint 

police collaboration until 1848.

III. Multilateral attempts to 
monitor peoples and ideas 
across Italy (1849-1860)
The 1848-49 revolutions created new in-

ternational conditions and overturned past 

political priorities. The Roman Republic 

of 1849 and the revolts in Tuscany, Na-

ples and Sicily, which saw the rebels seize 

temporary control, persuaded the shocked 

Italian princes that drastic changes were in 

order. Italian developments in policing and 

monitoring methods after 1848 agree with 

the general construction of the 1850s as a 

16 D. Laven, Law and Order in Habsburg Venice, 1814-1835, «Historical Journal», 1996, 2; M. Chvojka, Josef 
Graf Sedlnitzky als Präsident der Polizei und Zensurhofstelle in Wien, 1817-1848, Frankfurt a.M., Peter Lang, 
2010, pp. 42-69.
17 J. Mayr, Metternichs geheimer Briefdienst. Postlogen und Postkurse, Vienna, Adolf Holzhausens Nachfol-
ger, 1935; H. Hubatschke, Die amtliche Organisation der geheimen Briefüberwachung und des diplomati-
schen Chiffrendienstes in Österreich, «Mitteilungen des Instituts für Österreichische Geschichtsforschung», 
83, 1975.
18 J. Mayr, Metternichs geheimer Briefdienst, cit., pp. 16-20, 64-65.
19 J. Vesque von Püttlingen, Uebersicht der Verträge Oesterreichs, cit., pp. 127, 137, 158-159, 211-212, 241.
20 I. Nichols, The European Pentarchy and the Congress of Verona, 1822, The Hague, Martinus Nijhoff, 
1971, pp. 205-211; S. Furlani, Metternichs Plan einer italienischen Zentraluntersuchungskommission auf dem 
Kongress von Verona, «Mitteilungen des österreichischen Staatsarchivs», 31, 1978; A. Reinerman, Austria 
and the Papacy in the Age of Metternich, Washington, Catholic University of America Press, 1979, vol. I, 
1809-1830, pp. 94-113.
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time of bureaucratic expansion and techno-

cratic modernization21. Thus, in May 1850, 

the Cardinal Secretary of State, Giacomo 

Antonelli, suggested to the Austrian am-

bassador in Rome, Maurice Esterhazy, the 

establishment of a central police organ in 

Italy that would coordinate policing among 

the Italian states and prevent coopera-

tion between insurrectionary movements 

across the peninsula22. This measure was 

not in the end pursued, but the very fact 

that the Holy See (which had previously 

adamantly safeguarded its particularistic 

rights) was now willing to sacrifice a part 

of these rights for security purposes under-

lines the impact of 1848 on the advance-

ment of international policing. 

The pope was not the only political figure in 

search of more powerful allies. In December 

1849, Grand Duke Leopold II of Tuscany, 

who had been temporarily deposed in 1848 

and reinstalled on his throne shortly after-

wards thanks to Habsburg troops, turned 

to Schwarzenberg, for further assistance. 

Leopold wished to both render the routes 

of communication to Tuscany secure and 

keep track of anti-Tuscan conspiracies be-

ing organized in Genoa, Paris and London. 

He thus called for the reestablishment of 

the post-lodges, whose function had ceased 

in the meantime. He proceeded even fur-

ther by proposing a postal treaty between 

Austria and Tuscany to jointly censor in-

coming revolutionary correspondence23. 

This invitation found willing ears. Between 

1850 and 1852, an Austro-Italian postal un-

ion came into existence based on a series 

of bilateral postal treaties that included the 

Monarchy, the Papal States, Tuscany, Mod-

ena and Parma24. Schwarzenberg aimed to 

create a vast common space where Austria 

could cooperate with neighboring postal 

authorities in checking the contents of po-

tentially subversive mail. This was also the 

aim of the concurrent German-Austrian 

postal union (1850-1866), which also be-

came connected to its Italian counterpart25. 

Initiatives towards closer international po-

lice collaboration did not stop there. A failed 

assassination attempt against Franz Joseph 

in Vienna and an abortive Mazzinian upris-

ing in Milan, both in February 1853, fright-

ened the police administrations and Courts 

of Europe and persuaded them of the need 

for additional measures. Austrian Police 

chief Johann Franz von Kempen, for ex-

ample, further centralized the Monarchy’s 

police apparatus and founded a new Aus-

trian police bulletin containing data about 

outlaws at large, which he started circulat-

ing to other European governments26. In 

the south of Italy, the Kingdom of the Two 

21 C. Clark, After 1848: The European revolution in government, «Transactions of the Royal Historical So-
ciety», 22, 2012.
22 Esterhazy to Schwarzenberg, Rome, 16 May 1850, ÖS, HHStA, AHP, Krt. 10.1. Rom 1850.
23 Leopold II to Schwarzenberg, Florence, 3 December 1849, ÖS, HHStA, Politisches Archiv, I. 451. Acta 
Secreta, Nr. 568-599. Nr. 578.
24 J. Vesque von Püttlingen, Uebersicht der Verträge Oesterreichs, cit., pp. 129, 139, 160, 242.
25 A. Meyer, Der deutsch-österreichische Postverein, in H. Herzog (ed.), Die deutsche Post im Weltpostverein 
und im Wechselverkehr, Berlin-Heidelberg, Julius Springer, 1908.
26 W. Siemann, Anfänge, cit., pp. 326-331; Programm für das zu gründende Central-Polizei-Blatt, ÖS, HHStA, 
Administrative Registratur, Fach 52: Flüchtlinge, Krt. 1.
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Sicilies had been extraditing wanted Aus-

trian citizens since at least 184927. Yet the 

Neapolitan Court took active steps in join-

ing police forces with Austria only after the 

fearful events of 1853. The Neapolitan am-

bassador in Vienna proposed a direct con-

nection between the police directorates in 

Naples and Vienna28. Kempen welcomed 

the idea and suggested that this new initia-

tive should follow the established model of 

the police union of German states (1851-

1866), with regular but unofficial contacts 

between the police chiefs of the two coun-

tries to exchange information and discuss 

police affairs. He furthermore wished to 

start sending police reports to Naples as 

soon as possible. This Austro-Neapolitan 

police cooperation lasted until the disso-

lution of the southern Italian kingdom in 

186129.

This essay has shown that pre-unification 

Italy saw notable developments and osmo-

sis not only for advocates of the Risorgi-

mento but for their opponents as well. The 

latter demonstrated remarkable ingenuity 

in crafting new ways, and reinforcing ex-

isting ones, to monitor subversive activity. 

Whether through mail interception, border 

controls or multilateral police information 

exchange, Austria and the Italian states 

(save Piedmont) went to great pains to 

eradicate the revolutionary threat, even if 

political change in Italy was largely a prod-

uct of regular military conflict and French 

intervention rather than grassroots rebel-

lions. This fact however does not diminish 

the value of these pre-1861 bureaucratic 

measures. They enable us to rethink the 

Risorgimento in terms of contingency and 

conservative modernity beyond Piedmont, 

indicating that the other Italian states were 

not as backward as usually seen but were 

instead keen to follow broader European 

administrative trends. Equally importantly, 

the Italian states and the Habsburg Empire 

did not experiment with novel techniques 

of state security individually. Their expan-

sionist trajectory in political policing was 

rather the outcome of their mutual inter-

action and gradual normative harmoni-

zation, which was achieved following the 

transformative experience of the 1848-49 

revolutions.

27 T. Kletečka (ed.), Die Protokolle des österreichischen Ministerrates 1848-1867. Abteilung II: Das Mini-
sterium Schwarzenberg. Band 1: (5. Dezember 1848-7. Jänner 1850), Vienna, Verlag der Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2002, p. 552 (3 August 1849).
28 Castelcicala to Kempen, Vienna, 18 March 1853, ÖS, HHStA, AHP, Krt. 36.6. Neapel 1853.
29 Kempen to Buol, Vienna, 20 March, 28 June 1853, ibid.
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In the nineteenth-century spread of policies 

of securitization in Europe, the Papal States 

played a particular role because of their 

complex legacy in terms of transnational 

surveillance related to the defence of the 

integrity of both State and Church.

The delicate nexus between domestic af-

fairs and transnational claims of the Ro-

man Church, developed during the early 

modern age, had specific consequences 

during the Restoration, when the double 

nature of the King-Pope was relaunched, 

after the trauma of the French period, with 

the proclamation of Roman Republic in 

1798-99 and the Napoleonic conquest in 

1809-18141. Universal Christian principles 

inspired the ethos of the Holy Alliance and 

gave new relevance to the international 

role of the Catholic Church. Hence, the Pa-

pal States pursued a double aim: to reshape 

the ecumenical vocation of the Church in 

the world and to re-establish its political 

credibility in the European scenario2.

With this purpose in mind, Pius VII carried 

out several reforms of pontifical institu-

tions, starting with the organization of the 

two most important Catholic «global-insti-

tutions», agencies of papal policy between 

Roman territories, European and non-Eu-

ropean contexts since the seventeenth cen-

tury: the Roman Tribunal of the Inquisition 

and the Congregation of Propaganda Fide3.

In this process of State-building restyling, 

which had started with the Congress of Vi-

enna, the issue of the defence of the State 

was mostly identical with the defence of 

religion. A sort of overlap occurred be-

tween apparatuses that checked religious 

orthodoxy, such as congregations and ec-

clesiastical tribunals, and new institutions 

responsible for surveillance against the en-

emies of the Roman Church and State. The 

creation of the first centralized police forces 

called Direzione generale di polizia in 1816, 

structured according to the Napoleonic 

model, became the symbol of this new vi-

1 On this the main reference remains P. Prodi, The Papal Prince. One body and two souls. The papal mo-
narchy in Early Modern Europe, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1987 [Bologna, Il Mulino, 1982]. 
About following debates, see M.A. Visceglia, The International Policy of the Papacy: Critical approaches to 
the concepts of Universalism and Italianità, peace and war, in Ead. (ed.), Papato e politica internazionale 
nella prima età moderna, Roma, Viella, 2013.
2 An overview in D. Leven, L. Riall (eds.), Napoleon’s legacy. Problems of government in Restoration Eu-
rope, Oxford-New York, Berg, 2000.
3 In this perspective, see G. Pizzorusso, La Sede apostolica tra chiesa tridentina e chiesa missionaria: circola-
zione delle conoscenze e giurisdizione pontificia in una prospettiva globale durante l’età moderna, «Rechtsge-
schichte/LegalistoryHistory», 20, 2012, e D. Armando, Il Sant’Uffizio nella Restaurazione tra aspirazioni 
universali e radicamento romano, «Giornale di Storia», 20, 2016, https://www.giornaledistoria.net/mono-
grafica/saggi/santuffizio-nella-restaurazione-aspirazioni-universali-radicamento-romano/.
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4 Cfr. S.C. Hughes, Crime, Disorder and the Risorgimento. The politics of policing in Bologna, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1994, and C. Lucrezio Monticelli, La polizia del papa. Istituzioni di controllo 
sociale a Roma nella prima metà dell’Ottocento, Soveria Mannelli, Rubbettino, 2012.
5 K. Härter, Security and Cross-Border Political Crime: The Formation of Transnational, «Historical Social 
Research», 2013, 1, p. 98.
6 See B. de Graaf, C. Zwierlein, Historicizing Security – Entering the Conspiracy Dispositive, «Historical 
Social Research» 2013, 1.
7 M. Isabella, K. Zanou (eds.), Mediterranean Diasporas. Politics and Ideas in the Long 19th Century, Lon-
don, Bloomsbury, 2015.
8 See, in particular, A. Prosperi, Tribunali della coscienza. Inquisitori, confessori, missionari, Torino, Ei-
naudi, 1996, and E. Brambilla, La giustizia intollerante. Inquisizione e tribunali confessionali in Europa 
(secoli IV-XVIII), Roma, Carocci, 2006.
9 See Liang H.-H., The Rise of Modern Police and the European State System from Metternich to the Second 

sion by combining ordre public and moral 

control of its subjects4. The police institu-

tion devoted to public security was based 

on territory and sovereignty and focused on 

property5, with significant differences com-

pared to the confessional and ecumenical 

aims of previous transnational institutions 

established at the Council of Trent. This is 

why, in this first stage of the Restoration, 

security within the borders of the state was 

considered a priority for the government.

The pontificates of Leo XII and Gregory 

XVI continued the same political line of 

strengthening internal surveillance, es-

pecially with regard to growing political 

dissent in the context of the Italian Risor-

gimento. From this point of view, the 1848 

revolutions mark a turning point in terms 

of a shift from a mainly home-based sur-

veillance to the transnational task of control 

linked to the new international claims by 

liberal and democratic movements. Before 

these transformations, the legacy of previ-

ous transnational «security dispositive» be-

tween ecclesiastical institutions appeared 

particularly useful6. In fact, the know-how 

as well as the international structure of this 

kind of network could potentially be trans-

ferred to the new context of international 

political movements organized on a Eu-

ropean, Mediterranean, and even Atlantic 

scale7.

In conclusion, two main elements basically 

influenced the new international dimension 

taken on by the defence of the Papal States. 

These are, on the one hand, the particular 

coincidence between forms of ideological 

and religious dissent that increased in the 

aftermath of the 1848 upheavals, facing the 

political emergency of nationalism and the 

decline of the temporal power of the King-

Pope; on the other hand, the ecclesiastical 

policing networks, already developed in 

the confessional age in transnational forms, 

represents an important example for the or-

ganization of the post-revolutionary police 

forces examined in this forum8.

The shift to a transnational 
dimension: the legacy of the 
ecclesiastical networks in the 
aftermath of 1848
In the aftermath of the upsetting events of 

the 1848 revolutions and the 1849 procla-

mation of the Roman Republic, a new kind 

of policing was required by the circum-

stances in order to respond to such new 

supranational political threat9. It was the 
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last attempt of the Papal States to reaffirm a 

political existence against a number of en-

emies whom police forces tried to identify 

both within the country and abroad.

In this perspective, particular attention was 

paid to the dissemination of personal iden-

tification devices, as several studies have 

shown by examining the new culture of 

securitization10. The political connotation 

of control devices started to assume a wide-

spread and systematic political use in a na-

tional and transnational dimension, particu-

larly in the identification procedures of sus-

pects. For instance, in 1850, an original sys-

tem of «conventional signs» was launched 

by the Direzione generale di polizia: it was 

a complex code system composed of points, 

lines, numbers, uppercase and lowercase 

letters used to mark the passport or visa in 

order to provide secret and detailed infor-

mation for police staff11. The signs were de-

signed to convey the political identification 

of subjects, with the aim of distinguishing 

different categories: suspect, non-suspect, 

seriously suspect, theft suspects.

Several authorities and institutional subjects 

were involved in this field of control. Recent 

research has shown how consuls had an 

increasing role after the revolutionary pe-

riod 1848-49, when they were invested with 

new policing functions in several contexts12. 

In this regard, Roman Institutions were not 

an exception compared to the alliance be-

tween police forces and diplomatic subjects 

in other European nations. By contrast, a 

specific aspect was the Papal State consul’s 

practice to send regular political reports to 

Roman authorities addressed both to the 

State Secretary (Foreign Affairs) and to the 

Ministry of the Interior and Police (founded 

in 1847). In so doing, some conflicts of duties 

emerged between domestic and foreign af-

fairs of the State itself, caused by the particu-

lar national/transnational nexus of the Papal 

States, as mentioned above13.

Of course, the consuls were not alone in 

watching over political emigrés and public 

opinion abroad on behalf of the police. In post-

1848 archival sources several documents 

testify to a wider recourse to spies, secret 

agents and whistle-blowers as crucial figures 

in an efficient network of informal control. 

The same attention that spies devoted to the 

protagonists of the Italian Risorgimento, like 

Garibaldi and Mazzini, can also be observed 

in the reports written by the consul of Genoa, 

the most important meeting-place for Repub-

licans. For example, in his report about the 

World War, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1992, and M. Deflem, Policing World Society. Histori-
cal Foundations of International Police Cooperation, New York, Oxford University Press, 2002.
10 See I. About, J.R. Brown, G. Lonergan (eds.), People, Papers and Practices. Identification and Registration 
Practices in Transnational Perspective, Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2013, and L. Antonielli (a cura di), Proce-
dure, metodi, strumenti per l’identificazione delle persone e per il controllo del territorio, Soveria Mannelli, 
Rubbettino, 2014.
11 Archivio di Stato di Roma [hereafter: Asr], Ministero dell’Interno, Protocollo segreto, b. 1.
12 See L. Di Fiore, C. Lucrezio Monticelli, Sorvegliare oltre i confini. Il controllo delle polizie napoletana e 
pontificia dopo il 1848, «Passato e Presente», 2017, 101, and the forthcoming proceedings by M. Aglietti, M. 
Grenet, F. Jesné (eds.), I servizi consolari italiani e il lungo Risorgimento (fine XVIII sec.–XX sec.), Rome, 
École française de Rome (september 2016).
13 Archivio Segreto Vaticano [hereafter: Asv], Segreteria di Stato Esteri, 1848-1849, busta 666, for legislation 
and more generally, for the 19th century consuls, see Asv, Segreteria di Stato, rubriche 165 and 299 (for 
each year).
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funerals of the Mazzini’s mother in Genoa, in 

August 1854, the consul was able to ascertain 

that Mazzini was not in that city but in Lon-

don, thanks to his network of international 

contacts with English detectives14.

This type of collaboration between police 

forces belonging to various countries was 

another important sign of this transition to a 

transnational police action after 1848. Even 

in this field, Roman institutions abroad led 

the way, since they had a long experience of 

dealing with foreign authorities in religious 

matters and of collaborating with them in 

solving, for example, issues of orthodoxy 

as well as the coordination of missionary 

activities. From this point of view, the ex-

ample of the Propaganda Fide stands out. 

As Giovanni Pizzorusso defines it, ‘the dou-

ble commitment of the missionaries to the 

colonial monarchies and to papal univer-

salism’ reflected this twofold capacity and 

experience15. The twin aspect that the pon-

tifical institutions had developed in the pre-

vious centuries – both regarding issues of 

state governance as well as those of eccle-

siastical development – had contributed 

to a transnational organization of church 

institutions that became a useful template 

for the new political police force.

Not by chance in October 1848, when im-

plementing the reform of the consulates 

according to the proposal by Vincenzo 

Calza, pontifical consul at Algiers, the 

Propaganda Fide was consulted on the 

matter of the logistical distribution of the 

consulates16. Over the years, this Congre-

gation had earned a reputation for its ac-

tive transnational networks through which 

it oversaw the evangelization of the world. 

In the 1820s, it had itself undergone restruc-

turing around two poles, Rome and Lyons, 

the new headquarters for the Oeuvre de la 

propagation de la foi17.

All these institutions were now getting ready 

to contribute to the strengthening of the 

«cross-border security policies» that marked 

the final phase of existence for the Papal 

States, strongly echoing aspects of contem-

porary politics in other European countries.

Transnational policing 
and counter-revolutionary 
internationalism
A last aspect that emerges from my case-

study of the transnational forms of policing 

in the nineteenth-century Papal States is the 

connection between the development of this 

transnational network and the expansion 

of a counter-revolutionary propaganda. 

In other words, while the types of control 

were strengthening in order to defend the 

Roman State from its enemies, the same 

channels were also a means for growth for 

an international counter-propaganda.

The 1849 Roman Republic was a key mo-

ment in which this dynamics became man-

14 Asr, Ministero dell’Interno, Protocollo segreto, b. 1. 
15 G. Pizzorusso, La Congregazione romana “De Propaganda Fide” e la duplice fedeltà dei missionari tra 
monarchie coloniali e universalismo pontificio (XVII secolo), «Libros de la corte», 2014, 1, https://revistas.
uam.es/librosdelacorte/issue/view/249.
16 Asv, rubrica 299, f. 1, Lettera del Consolato pontificio Agenzia generale di Propaganda fede, 12 ottobre 
1848.
17 S. Trinchese, Fonti relative a Propaganda fide durante i pontificati di Leone XII, Pio VIII e Gregorio XVI 
(1823-1846), «Mélanges de l’Ecole française de Rome. Italie et Méditerranée», 1998, 2, p. 573.
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ifest. The Republican institutions founded 

within the «pope’s city» and the escape of 

Pius IX to Gaeta constituted the climax 

marking the State’s self-defence. Not only 

from within Italy, but also in the interna-

tional arena, many expressions of solidar-

ity with the pope’s predicament were forth-

coming. The diplomatic corps, which as we 

saw had been developing increasing func-

tions as police force, played a major part 

in this counter-revolutionary movement. 

Ambassadors and plenipotentiaries to the 

Holy See sent their messages of solidarity 

with the pope against the constituent as-

sembly of the new Roman Republic18. The 

effect of these was to create an alignment of 

Catholic European powers, above all Spain 

and Portugal, together with their overseas 

colonies that, although they had recently 

attained independence, were not ready to 

give up their religious identity as Catholics.

From within Rome, the representatives to 

the Holy See of Chile, the Brazilian Empire, 

the Equator, and Mexico demonstrated 

their support of Pius IX without delay. 

Abroad, the consuls of Latin America not 

only controlled dissident groups, but they 

also began to witness a growing pro-papal 

propaganda as it was taking shape in those 

territories. In particular, demonstrative 

pro-papal materials, such as prints, dis-

courses of Pius IX and other items, were 

sent to Rome from Bogotà and Rio to bear 

witness to this phenomenon19.

A «transnational space for security poli-

cies» was therefore beginning to emerge. 

The Catholic powers established a network 

that, while serving the primary purpose of 

keeping the respective nations safe, was at 

the same time the vehicle of an anti-liberal 

political culture through its international 

channels of pro-papal solidarity.

The latter aspect would be worth further 

studies, namely, to find out to what extent the 

new forms of «international policing» here 

analysed were in fact the vehicles of counter-

revolutionary political propaganda. In other 

words, to establish how far the defence of the 

State was not only a repressive move on the 

part of monarchies threatened by revolution-

ary movements, but also motivated the oppo-

site ideological trend attacking nationalism 

and democracy. The circulation of cultural 

discourses, media, and languages was there-

fore a less striking but nonetheless significant 

consequence of the transnational restructur-

ing of those institutions whose task it was to 

maintain the safety of the States.

From this point of view also, the Papal 

States in their last phase of temporal exist-

ence maintained the position of a signifi-

cant example thanks to their background 

as a transnational organization, with re-

fined techniques of control and proselyti-

zation. Understanding these mechanisms 

can therefore enlighten us concerning the 

intersection between religion, politics, and 

policing in the nineteenth century.

Chiara Lucrezio Monticelli, Dipartimento di Storia, Patrimonio culturale, Formazione 

e società, Università degli Studi di Roma “Tor Vergata”, Via Columbia 1, 00133 Roma

chiara.lucrezio@gmail.com

18 Asv, Corrispondenza Gaeta e Portici, anni 1848-50, rubrica 165, f. 19.
19 Asv, Corrispondenza Gaeta e Portici, anni 1848-50, rubrica 165, f. 34.
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At the end of the nineteenth-century it was 

regularly claimed by English/British poli-

ticians and senior police officers that they 

had «the best police in the world»1. Among 

the reasons for this superiority were the 

facts that English Police were unarmed, 

non-military and non-political. Signifi-

cantly, the argument went, these elements 

had ensured that Britain escaped the revo-

lutions that had affected other European 

states in the nineteenth century and, sub-

sequently, in the authoritarian states of the 

twentieth. Yet such boasts did not mean 

that there were no scares; nor did it mean 

that, increasingly there were links between 

the British state and those that they consid-

ered illiberal and oppressive.

Policing Radicals in the 
Revolutionary Years
The French Revolution generated fears of 

dangerous political radicalism in Britain 

and even insurrection. Spies and secret 

agents were run by the new stipendiary 

magistrates in London as well as some 

more traditional magistrates in the prov-

inces. One of the new London stipendiar-

ies, William Wickham, was appointed to 

a small new section of the Home Office 

known as the Alien Office and from here 

he supervised reports on Jacobin clubs 

like the London Corresponding Society. 

He then moved to Switzerland from where 

he organized an underground war against 

Revolutionary and Napoleonic France2. 

Other stipendiary magistrates were sent to 

investigate the great naval mutiny of 1797 

and, like some of the part-time magistrates 

in the provinces, they ran their own spy 

networks3.

Spies and informers continued to be active 

against political radicals in Britain in the af-

termath of the Napoleonic Wars. As before 

they worked through magistrates. Some of 

them trod the fine line between informant 

and agent provocateur, most notable among 

the latter were «Oliver the Spy» and George 

Edwards. Oliver was heavily involved in a 

minor insurrection in Derbyshire in 1817 

and Edwards was among the Cato Street 

conspirators planning to assassinate the 

cabinet at dinner in early 1820. Like the 

men who spied on British Jacobins in the 

1790s Oliver and Edwards embarrassed the 

1 While their police institutions were similar and they were a part of the same imperial state, English and 
Scottish law was different and so, technically were their police. However, the term «British Government» 
is always used.
2 H. Mitchell, The Underground War against Revolutionary France. The Missions of William Wickham, 
1794-1800, Oxford, Oxford University Press,1965; E. Sparrow, Secret Service. British Agents in France 1792-
1815, Woodbridge, Boydell, 1999.
3 C. Emsley, The Home Office and its Problems of Information and Investigation, 1791-1801, «English Hi-
storical Review», 372, 1979.
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authorities and were generally hated by the 

population. They appeared as something 

French, the myrmidons of Joseph Fouché 

and part of a system that Britain had fought 

against and defeated in a quarter of a cen-

tury of war. The government was aware 

of the hostility directed at its informants. 

George Lynam, an ironmonger who sent 

reports on the London Corresponding So-

ciety appears to have been an honest man 

shocked by Jacobin ideas and he gave in-

formation and evidence as what he consid-

ered to be his public duty. Though he con-

sidered that he was acting for «Church and 

King» many thought that his behavior was 

reprehensible. He was ruined by his activi-

ties, died soon after appearing in court and 

neither he nor his family received any help 

from the government. Oliver and Edwards 

were much more sinister and luckier. Oli-

ver went to South Africa where he obtained 

a government post; Edwards went to the 

Channel Islands and thereafter disappears4.

London’s Metropolitan Police was estab-

lished in 1829. Its constables were told that 

their first duty was the prevention of crime, 

and the emphasis was on preventing dif-

ferent forms of theft, dealing with assaults 

and various petty street disorders – prin-

cipally blocking roads with market stalls, 

and apprehending drunks and prostitutes. 

There was no mention of political supervi-

sion, though radicals referred to the new 

police as «bludgeon men», «police soldiers» 

and «Jenny Darbies» (an English corrup-

tion of gendarmes). These terms were used 

primarily because on occasions the police 

were ordered to break up radical demon-

strations. During one such, in May 1833, 

a police constable was killed and others 

were wounded; a coroners’ jury initially 

declared the police officer to have been 

lawfully killed since the police had attacked 

the crowd. A Parliamentary Committee 

was appointed to investigate. In addition 

to much public dislike of the police, it re-

vealed the hostility of a leading magistrate 

and a conflict of ideas between the Home 

Secretary and the Commissioners of the 

Police. At roughly the same time the behav-

ior of Police Sergeant William Popay was 

exposed. Popay had been instructed by his 

superintendent to investigate the radical 

National Political Union. He attended meet-

ings in plain clothes, but he did rather more 

than attend the meetings and write reports. 

There was concern that he was acting as a 

provocateur which prompted another out-

cry and another Parliamentary Committee5.

Policing European 
Revolutionaries
The government was embarrassed and 

unhappy by such incidents; it was increas-

ingly enjoying the country’s boasts of being 

a liberal haven and it was also beginning to 

believe its rhetoric of being different from 

elsewhere on continental Europe. Chart-

ism had brought major demonstrations 

and occasional fights with the police but as 

many were keen to point out it had not led 

to revolution. Already in 1831 the British 

4 C. Emsley, The Great British Bobby. A History of British Police from the eighteenth century to the present, 
London, Quercus, revised edition, 2010, pp. 31-3. C. Emsley, The Home Office and its Problems of Informa-
tion and Investigation 1791-1801, cit.
5 C. Emsley, The Great British Bobby, cit., pp. 47-51, 57-8.
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government had accepted some 2500 po-

litical refugees from France, Spain and Por-

tugal. Many thousands more arrived in the 

aftermath of the Revolutions of 1848. Some 

of these collected funds and looked for re-

cruits for new trials of strength with their 

enemies. Foreign governments pressed the 

British to hand over such individuals but in 

the summer of 1848 the British government 

had proposed a new Alien Act which won 

a majority in parliament. This act accord-

ing to the British prevented asylum from 

being selective and no-one was expelled or 

handed over to a foreign power; indeed, the 

government authorized assisted passages 

for the refugees that requested them to parts 

of the British Empire or to the United States 

with a small part of the cost being found by 

the government and assistance from some 

private charities6.

Alongside its firm stand on not returning 

the refugees on the demands of foreign 

governments and the assisted passages for 

those refugees that accepted them, the Brit-

ish government accepted the London Police 

Commissioner’s suggestion that foreign po-

lice be invited to visit the Great Exhibition 

of 18517. The argument was that these po-

lice officers could advise on socialists but 

also on foreign criminals who were feared 

as likely to attend; in the event the foreign 

police appear to have spent more time 

watching their radicals and revolutionar-

ies than finding or identifying pick-pockets 

and other offenders. The Metropolitan Po-

lice irritated their European counterparts 

by pointing out the constitutional restraints 

that the law imposed on them and by using 

German-speaking emigrés as translators. 

At the same time a trickle of information 

began between the Metropolitan Police and 

foreign police, although the former always 

insisted that all requests for information be 

made officially through diplomatic chan-

nels8.

There was bad feeling between Britain and 

France during the 1850s. This was particu-

larly the result of the Orsini bomb plot to 

assassinate Napoleon III on his way to the 

Paris Opera. The emperor escaped, but 

there were scores of casualties among the 

crowd that had gathered to cheer him. Fe-

lice Orsini, the main figure associated with 

the plot carried a British passport, it was 

proved that his bombs had been made in 

Birmingham and there were accusations 

that he had links in London with supporters 

of the Italian Giuseppe Mazzini. Metropoli-

tan Police agents investigated the situation 

on their side of the Channel, but the British 

government’s attempts to toughen the law 

against aliens failed. The proposed legisla-

tion faced the usual complaints about free-

dom in a liberal state. Fortunately the hos-

tility between Britain and France rapidly 

faded, not least because Napoleon believed 

6 P.T. Smith, Policing Victorian London: Political Policing, Public Order, and the London Metropolitan 
Police, Westport (CONN), Greenwood Press, 1984, pp. 81-2.
7 One of the two first commissioners, Colonel Charles Rowan, retired in 1850; his former partner, Sir Ri-
chard Mayne, always claimed superiority over Captain William Hay brought in to replace Rowan. Mayne 
became sole commissioner in 1855.
8 M. Deflem, Policing World Society. Historical Foundations of International Police Cooperation, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2002, pp. 48-9; P.T. Smith, Policing Victorian London, cit., chapter 4 passim.
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that a serious and prolonged confronta-

tion would spoil his planned foreign policy. 

France may have been an old enemy with, 

in British eyes, a tradition of police spies, 

yet it was not long before Britain was fac-

ing protests from elsewhere as well as qui-

etly shelving its own tradition of a liberal, 

non-political police with respect to foreign 

radicals.

The Arrival of Special Branch
In March 1881 Tsar Alexander II was as-

sassinated. In London an extremist Ger-

man-language journal Freiheit, published 

by Johann Most a German socialist who 

had already fallen foul of governments 

in Germany and Vienna, applauded the 

Tsar’s murder and suggested that similar 

acts would help the socialist cause. Britain 

found itself under pressure from her Euro-

pean neighbours to do something. Particu-

lar pressure came from Germany, though 

the British government made little public 

comment about this. Fortunately for the 

government there was considerable out-

rage in Britain which made arresting Most 

easier. He was prosecuted for seditious libel 

and imprisoned for 15 months9. Over the 

next decade the British became much more 

wary of foreign refugees living on their soil 

as outrages by so-called anarchists, nihil-

ists, extreme socialists and others seemed 

to be spreading; but at the same time the 

government tried to maintain some of the 

old liberalism towards foreign exiles. By the 

end of the century, however, the British had 

established their own political police with 

the Metropolitan Police Special Branch, a 

department that included men who were 

prepared to side-step the old law of for-

warding snippets of information only after 

a government department had received a 

formal request from an overseas govern-

ment. The Branch had a disproportionate 

number of Irish among its members; given 

the problems of Ireland it is possible that 

these men did not subscribe quite so read-

ily to the traditional attitude of the London 

police and therefore had less qualms about 

their political role.

It was not European, or British Socialists 

and Anarchists that prompted the creation 

of Special Branch but the Fenian Move-

ment, a political organisation that sought 

Irish independence and that was fully pre-

pared to use force. The Fenians were par-

ticularly well established and tolerated in 

the United States. Sir William Harcourt, the 

Home Secretary from April 1880 to June 

1885, was a member of the Liberal Party, 

but he was determined and enthusiastic to 

develop a police unit that could investigate 

and destroy the Fenians. Moreover, he used 

the Most case to pressurise the Americans 

in the belief that the pursuit of political 

radicals was even possible among liberal 

regimes. The initial Special Branch com-

bined spies and British Police from both 

sides of the Irish Sea to investigate Fenians 

in Britain, Ireland and the United States. An 

Irish officer with experience of under-cover 

work against the Fenians, two members 

of the Metropolitan Police detective divi-

sion who had diligently watched and in-

terpreted the documentation published by 

German socialists in England, and Thomas 

9 B. Porter, The Freiheit Prosecutions, 1881-1882, «Historical Journal», 1980, 4.
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Beach (better known as Henri le Caron) 

who had successfully infiltrated the Feni-

ans in the United States during the 1860s, 

were among the small cluster of officers at-

tached to the Branch at the beginning.

The earliest manifestation of the Branch 

appeared in 1883 when it was referred to 

as the Special Irish Branch; the «Irish» was 

dropped with a reorganization four years 

later. Subsequently the Branch had an In-

dian Section which watched those keen to 

see the end of British rule in India; shortly 

afterwards it added Egyptian dissidents in 

Britain to those that needed to be watched. 

The Branch had a section to investigate 

the Suffragettes and its officers began to 

watch and to warn anyone who appeared 

to be threatening the accepted «British way 

of life» with novel ideas on race, free love 

and so forth. It is not always entirely clear 

whether or not some of these investigations 

were properly sanctioned10.

By the close of the nineteenth century 

Britain had a political police in the shape 

of Special Branch. The Branch was small 

and containing roughly 24 men; its Irish 

section was reduced, especially the men 

working in the United States. Yet the Irish 

links among those in Britain remained, no-

tably with the man who headed the Branch 

from the mid-1890s. William Melville was 

a big, tough Irishman who appears to have 

had no outside interests, a preparedness to 

act outside the strict legal formalities and 

to use his fists on the less important sus-

pects. The government considered involv-

ing the Branch with an international police 

organisation proposed by the French and 

Spanish and supported by the German and 

Austrian empires. The proposal never got 

off the ground, however a British delega-

tion did attend the international conference 

for Social Defence Against Anarchists that 

was held at the end of 1898. The British, 

however, abstained from participating in 

a specialized body that would exchange 

information. The old ideas about British 

policing somehow being different and non-

political remained; and, as foreign powers 

had to admit, while there were occasional 

attacks and outrages Britain did not ap-

pear to have the same anarchist problems 

as elsewhere. Indeed the Walsall Anarchist 

case of 1892 appears to have been the con-

coction of an agent provocateur working for 

a member of Special Branch, though its af-

termath fostered the creation of a number 

of autonomous groups in London. A search 

for Anarchist prosecutions in the Old Bailey 

Proceedings during the 1880s and 1890s, 

however reveals only four cases, one of 

which was prompted by protests about the 

Walsall case11.

In 1911 Reginald McKenna became Home 

Secretary in the Liberal Government. Mc-

Kenna was a mix of the old liberal ideas 

10 B. Porter, The Origins of the Vigilant State. The London Metropolitan Police Special Branch before the 
First World War, London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1987.
11 Oldbaileyonline t189205-493; t18940403-434; t18940625-580; t18940625-580 and t18940723-632. The 
notion of Anarchism was raised in a few other cases; but of the seven men tried on the four occasions 
mentioned here: 2 were acquitted; an Italian received a sentence of 20 years and his fellow countryman 
tried alongside him received one of ten years; one man was sentenced to 18 months hard labour, two to six 
months penal servitude and one to six months hard labour. B. Porter, M: MI5’s First Spymaster, «English 
Historical Review», 489, 2005.
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about Britain and her police and a tough at-

titude towards challenges to the system. He 

did not sanction the deployment of troops to 

overawe strikers with the same eagerness 

as his immediate predecessor, Winston 

Churchill. Yet he was responsible for the 

Discharge of Prisoners Act, which became 

known as the «Cat and Mouse Act», and 

which enabled the authorities to release 

Suffragettes who were on hunger strike so 

that they would not die or become seriously 

ill in custody. Once released they were 

watched and then re-arrested the moment 

that they were fit and well. However even 

McKenna continued to maintain the old 

line. In April 1914 he was asked in Parlia-

ment if «the special or political branch» of 

the Criminal Investigation Branch at Scot-

land Yard was a part of the Metropolitan 

Police. He replied sharply that «there is no 

«political branch» of the Criminal Investiga-

tion Department», though he admitted that 

there was a Special Branch. A similar ques-

tion brought a similar reply a week later12. 

The outbreak of world war, with attendant 

scares of German spies, anti-conscription 

protestors, socialist backed demonstrations 

and then Bolshevism led to significant 

changes in the organization of political po-

lice and the growth of a variety of forms 

of units engaged in political policing often 

with military links.
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12 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, vols. LXI and LXII, 30 April and 5 May 1914.
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