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Introduction




At the dawn of the eighteenth century, war broke out in Europe once more. True to its name, the War of the Spanish Succession, which began in 1701, was fought over the ascension to the Spanish throne after the death of Charles II, who reigned from 1665 until his death in 1700. While the war was fought over control of Spain, it was not contained within Spain’s borders, nor were its political implications only felt in Spain.


The War of the Spanish Succession embroiled Europe in war; France, the Dutch Republic, Great Britain, the Holy Roman Empire, Austria, and Savoy were all combatants. The issues that caused the war also consumed European politics, even years before it began. Since Charles II had no children, the powers of Europe wondered and worried over who would control Spain after him. This was an especially serious concern because Charles II suffered from ill health throughout his entire life and was apparently physically deformed.


Charles II was a member of one of only a few ruling families in Europe that vied for control of vast empires: the Bourbons, the Stuarts, and the Habsburgs. France—ruled by the Bourbons—was arguably the most powerful country in Europe at the time. Therefore, when King Louis XIV of France’s grandson, Philip V, was named by Charles II to be his successor, the rest of Europe took pause. Even for other Catholic countries, this was undoubtedly a threat to the tenuous balance of power in Europe.


Religion played a huge role in governance; separation between church and state was merely an idea at the dawn of the eighteenth century. For other Catholic rulers and the Pope in Rome, Spain and all its territories had to remain Catholic. Meanwhile, Protestant countries feared the power of the Catholic Church, especially since they actively pursued putting one of their own on traditionally Protestant thrones, such as in Great Britain. Therefore, when the war placed all Spanish-held territory in jeopardy, its religious fate hung in the balance as well.


The War of the Spanish Succession was one of several European wars fought throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries and after. And since most major European powers were the seat of empires, fighting was rarely contained to Europe. This conflict was no different. Fighting between France and the Grand Alliance members spread to the Americas, the West Indies, and India. Like many of these early modern era wars, it was truly a global conflict.


The War of the Spanish Succession is really one chapter in a much longer story of cutthroat competition for wealth, land, and resources among the European powers throughout this period of history. Another war preceded this one (the Nine Years’ War), and another followed just years later, involving many of the same combatants. While the intricacies of the immediate causes of these conflicts are complex and varied, they still can be seen as interconnected in a long struggle for world domination that would continue well into the nineteenth century, and some believe even the twentieth century as well.


The history of Europe during this period is extremely complicated. It would take multiple books just to explain—in detail—all of the intricacies of the causes of this war. To make matters more complex, many of the most powerful people in Europe at the time were members of the same royal families; therefore, many names are similar. A strong effort has been put forth herein to explain the details as simply as possible in the space allotted, and to distinguish between individuals in interwoven, complex family trees.


The War of the Spanish Succession not only determined who would sit on the Spanish throne but also dictated what the Spanish Empire would look like heading into the eighteenth century. A great deal of power was up for grabs in this conflict, and its outcome helped determine which empires would thrive and which would be in decline throughout the century that had just begun.




Chapter One


Background


“A monarchy is the most expensive of all forms of government, the regal state requiring a costly parade, and he who depends on his own power to rule, must strengthen that power by bribing the active and enterprising whom he cannot intimidate.”


—James Fenimore Cooper


Even with the European Union today, the politics of Europe, especially foreign policies between member (and non-member) nations, are extremely complicated. However, the complexity of today pales in comparison to what European politics were like in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. During this time, most European nations were ruled by monarchies. A king or queen held the throne from the time they ascended until they died, or sometimes until they abdicated in favor of one of their children. Traditionally, their successor was their firstborn son, although other circumstances sometimes mitigated this decision and the throne went to someone else. Almost always, though, this was someone else in their family, and almost always in their immediate line.


What was more, most Europeans at this time believed in the “divine right of kings.” This meant that the subjects of these rulers—the citizens of the countries of Europe—believed that their king or queen held the throne because God (the god of Christianity) himself had ordained them. While some countries, such as Britain, also had other governing bodies (Parliament) that tempered the power of the monarchy, to challenge the royal ruler was to contest the will of God. It would not be until later in the century, when the Enlightenment was much further underway, that these beliefs would be challenged in any substantial way.


While these rulers held their power directly from God, they were not constrained to their own national borders. In other words, there was not a strictly Spanish royal family, or British royal family, or French royal family. Very frequently, they intermarried with each other. This was usually done in order to form new alliances or strengthen existing ones. While children today might fantasize about being a princess, in reality, princesses had little control over their lives, particularly in choosing who they married; female children of rulers were seen primarily as leverage in international politics. In the decades and centuries before the War of the Spanish Succession, the royal families of Europe had deeply intertwined family trees, something that would become a major factor in the War of the Spanish Succession since Charles II had no children of his own.

