Taking into consideration the frequency of conflict between the great powers in the eighteenth century can this period truly be called ‘a warlike age’?

The Eighteenth century upon first examination can seem to be one of great contrast. It was during this century that the age of enlightenment took place throughout the continent and beyond in the new world, a time of supposed of understanding and insight into human nature, religion and politics. Yet it was also a period of near constant war, with several major lengthy wars being fought between Britain, France, Austria and Prussia from the very turn of the century and through into the next. However, this seeming negation of enlightened ideals and near constant state of war is what makes this period more of a warlike age than pervious centuries. The seeming hypocrisy that would lead to the culminating French Revolutionary wars demonstrated the nature of the enlightenment philosophies and the development of new political systems, with their contempt for the status quo, that inevitably would help perpetuate the next two centuries to be even more warlike, where war took place not only on the battlefield, but in the written word and reality. Overall it was a century in which the nations of Britain, France, Prussia and Austria fought numerous wars on the battlefields of Europe, North America and the East, over issues ranging from territorial control to that of succession. It was also an age in which wars were being waged against the established ideals of monarchy, Christianity and beliefs. 

When determining what made the eighteenth century a ‘warlike age’ it is critical to explore what wars took place during the aforementioned period. In the case of the eighteenth century, there were a total of five major wars between the major European powers of Britain, France, Austria and Prussia. The first major war to take place was that of the war of Spanish succession, which took place between 1701 and 1714[footnoteRef:1]. The causes of this particular war were, as the name suggests, over the succession to the Spanish throne and the worry that if either the Austrian Habsburgs or French Bourbons ascended to the Spanish throne, the balance of power in Europe would dramatically shift in their favor. For the major powers, France faced off against the British, Austrians and Prussians, with the majority of the fighting taking place in Spain and Portugal. This war helped cement this century as war like for several reasons, first among which was the breadth of the conflict. While a majority of the fighting took place in Spain and central Europe, battles and skirmishes took place in the Americas with raids on French settlements or other nations territory. The global reach of conflict over the Spanish throne set the bar for the coming wars, especially those between Britain and France, who both held major territory in the new world. In addition, the outcome of the Peace of Utrecht[footnoteRef:2] would further set the stage for the coming century. Britain would retain possession of Gibraltar and Menorca, which led to Spanish resentment and war between them and Britain in 1739 and their involvement in the War of Austrian Succession. Also, Frances humbling and inability to hold its former place of dominance, especially in the military and economic areas, helped spur their involvement in the Austrian War of Succession in 1740. Finally, the war helped lead to rise of Prussia, who would make its mark as a formidable power in the next major conflict. [1:  J. Black, European Warfare 1660 – 1815. (London: UCL Press, 1994). 87.]  [2:  J. Black, European Warfare 1660 – 1815. (London: UCL Press, 1994). 100.] 


To continue, the next major conflict that took place was another war of succession, this time in Austria in 1740, with the major combatants being Austria and Prussia[footnoteRef:3]. Lasting until 1748, the war would all major European powers become involved, but it was during the conflict that Prussia would secure itself as a great power of central Europe. It is here that the first seeming contradiction of the times manifests itself. Frederick II was a supposed enlightened despot, a ruler who was meant to embody the new enlightenment ideals and promote a new age of prosperity. Yet in 1740 he marched his forces in Silesia to claim it for Prussia from the Austrians, a seeming contradiction to the enlightenment ideas he stood for. The primary reason for the war was the issue of Marie Therese right to take the Habsburg throne due to her being a woman, and also due to Prussian territorial claims in the region[footnoteRef:4]. Yet Fredericks rapid takeover of Silesia wasn’t meant to provoke war, as he believed Marie would attempt to pay him off[footnoteRef:5]. Yet this did not occur and the other major powers took this weakness by Austria to improve their own positions, with France marching into the German lands and Britain standing against them. In all, Prussia exited the Austrian war of Succession as a formidable opponent, having held onto Silesia through the 1745 treaty of Dresden[footnoteRef:6] and gaining significant confidence and power to continue to a major player in European affairs. Therefore, the impact of the war on Austrian succession on molding the era into one of war was the prelude it made to the next conflict, the seven years war. During the war of Austrian Succession, several smaller powers such as the Dutch and the Swedish[footnoteRef:7] were weakened to such a degree that they wouldn’t be a viable player in any future conflict, leaving only the larger and now very much established powers with rivalries to settle and the new world to dominate.  [3:  Ibid. 125.]  [4:  J. Black, European Warfare 1660 – 1815. (London: UCL Press, 1994). 124.]  [5:  Ibid 124.]  [6:  Ibid. 126.]  [7:  Ibid 132.] 


The Seven Years War has been described as “a turning point in British History[footnoteRef:8]” and considering the impact on both Britain and Europe, it is certainly influential. Beginning in 1756, the war was to be fought not primarily on the fields of Europe, but across the globe, with the fighting taking place in North America, Canada, Europe, Africa and Asia. It is this element that helps elevate the eighteenth century to that of a warlike age. No conflict before it had such a wide theatre of operation nor such a dramatic impact on the forging of what the modern world. In North America, Britain and France were the main combatants, fighting to see who would hold dominance over the new world, while in Europe, Prussia and Austria clashed to settle who would be the dominant power of the region, aiming to settle scores which first appeared during the War of Spanish Succession, such as the seizure of Silesia by Prussia. Whereas with the previously mentioned wars, the cause of the war has been of critical importance to understanding the warlike nature of the age, the opening of the Seven Years War is of less importance, being opened by the British attacking French territory in Ohio. The most important is the outcome of the war and foundations it laid for the coming next half a century of conflict and strife.  For Britain, with the successful acquisition of the bulk of French and Spanish territory in North America via the Treaty of Paris in 1763, the wars end marked the beginning of their rise to global colonial power, creating “a great trading empire on which the sun would not set for two centuries[footnoteRef:9]”. However, victory had come at a great financial cost, and as a result taxes would need to be leveled against the colonists. It would be this, amongst other issues, that would lead to founding of a radically new nation. As for Prussia, they held onto Silesia but cemented themselves as the military power on continental Europe, a reputation that would last into the next century.  [8:  R. Furneaux, The Seven Years War. (London: Granada Publishing Limited, 1973). 9]  [9:  Ibid 204] 


As previously mentioned, the impact of the Seven Year War helped perpetuate the air of war in the eighteenth century, this time moving from Europe to the thirteen colonies of the then colony of America. In fact, it was a rather peaceful time in Europe between 1763 and the escalation of the French Revolution in 1791[footnoteRef:10]. But, the coming American Revolution would be an unfortunate byproduct of Britain’s victory in the Seven Years War. As already discussed, the territorial gains caused numerous problems for Britain, as the burden of the “need to assimilate, administer and defend[footnoteRef:11]” these new lands now fell to them alone. Unfortunately, the need to administer such tasks was met with a “growing desire… for increased freedom from London’s control[footnoteRef:12]” by the American colonists. Repeated clashes between those in London and the colonists demands reached a peak when in 1775 when armed conflict broke out and the conclusion was made that “America would have to be reconquered militarily[footnoteRef:13]”. Initially Britain did well and the rebellion looked like it would be defeated were it not for French intervention in 1778. As much as the American war of independence was a war between Britain and her subjects, it still was at heart a conflict between Britain and France[footnoteRef:14]. Having been left to rebuild its navy following the loss of the Seven Years War, France saw the rebellion in America as an opportunity to take revenge on England and humble them of the possession of America. The French signed agreements with the Americans which would see them providing military support, arms and financial support to the American forces. The impact France had was very strong, with one of the most decisive actions being the holding off of British reinforcements at Yorktown in 1781 that led to Britain entering into peace negotiations in 1782[footnoteRef:15]. Moreover, the negotiations secured Americas independence from Britain and the United States as it is understood today came into existence. Alternatively, the end of the American war of independence came with consequences that would only increase the turbulence and violence of the age. The first was the ideas on which the Americans fought and based themselves. Contained within the United States declaration of independence were, among many others, statements like “all men are created equal[footnoteRef:16]” that were based in enlightenment thought. Such ideas were still in strong contrast to the established beliefs and systems of Europe, especially in France where the Bourbon’s still ruled with absolute power. These ideas would be carried back to France, and combined with their own homegrown thinkers, help influence the key figures of the coming French revolution. Consequently, France “bankrupted herself to humiliate Britain[footnoteRef:17]” during the course of the American War of Independence, which would contribute to Frances declining economic situation and social strife, which would culminate in the French Revolution of 1789.  [10:  J. Black, European Warfare 1660 – 1815. (London: UCL Press, 1994). 148]  [11:  D. McKay, & H. M. Scott, The Rise of the Great Powers 1648 – 1815. (New York: Longman Inc., 1983) .257]  [12:  D. McKay & H. M. Scott, The Rise of the Great Powers 1648 – 1815. (New York: Longman Inc., 1983). 257]  [13:  Ibid 257]  [14:  Ibid 253]  [15:  Ibid 263]  [16:  US History, The Declaration of Independence (1995). Available Online: http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/document/ [Accessed: 12/10/2018]]  [17:  R. Furneaux, The Seven Years War. (London: Granada Publishing Limited, 1973). 204] 


The last, and perhaps most influential event to give the eighteenth century the title of warlike, is the French Revolution of 1789 and the Revolutionary Wars that would begin in 1792[footnoteRef:18] and last through till 1815 with Napoleons defeat at Waterloo. The revolution in of itself was enough to make this age warlike, especially when considering the bloodshed caused in the Vendee and the ‘Reign of Terror’. But the French Revolutionary wars would see the new republic fighting against Britain, Prussia, Austria[footnoteRef:19] and several other European monarchies as they attempted to end the republic and restore old France. It would be during this period that the figure of Napoleon would rise, leading to the Napoleonic wars of 1802 -1815, further perpetuating the periods warlike persona. Even when Napoleon was defeated in 1815, the spirit of the French revolution sees war and strife continue to affect France throughout the next century.  [18:  D. McKay & H. M. Scott, The Rise of the Great Powers 1648 – 1815. (New York: Longman Inc., 1983). 279.]  [19:  Ibid. 280] 


In Conclusion, the eighteenth century was indeed a warlike era. The numerous major and lengthy wars fought between the major European powers of Britain, France, Prussia and Austria punctuated the seemingly perpetual state of war that these nations found themselves in. Each war carried with it both clear and dubious reasons for why it was instigated, but as each conflict produced victors and losers, the cycle of revenge and the list of reasons to instigate later wars increased, which, as documented above, led to a seemingly constant of war and territory being exchanged. This, combined with emergence of true global conflict in the form of the Seven Years War and the beginning of politically motivated revolt in the American and French Revolutions, place the eighteenth century as a truly warlike age.  
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