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The War of Spanish Succession

When Charles II of Spain died on November 1, 1700, Europe did not simply lose a king. It lost the fragile political balance that had prevented the continent from descending into another major war. Charles had ruled a vast but weakened monarchy that still stretched across Europe, the Americas, the Caribbean, and parts of Asia. His kingdoms included Castile, Aragon, Catalonia, Valencia, Navarre, the Spanish territories in Italy, the Southern Netherlands, and an overseas empire of extraordinary size. Although Spain was no longer the dominant military power it had been during the reigns of Charles V and Philip II, it remained one of the most valuable dynastic prizes in the world. The central problem was painfully simple: Charles II had no children. His death ended the Spanish branch of the Habsburg dynasty, which had governed Spain for nearly two centuries. Yet the question of who would inherit his possessions was anything but simple. The Spanish monarchy was not a single, compact nation-state in the modern sense. It was a composite monarchy made up of distinct kingdoms, each with its own traditions, laws, privileges, institutions, and political expectations. The crown united these territories through the person of the monarch. If the succession passed to a new dynasty, the consequences would affect not only Spain but the entire European system.

The struggle that followed became known as the War of the Spanish Succession, a conflict fought from 1701 to 1714. It was a war over inheritance, but it was also much more than that. It was a confrontation between competing dynasties, an international contest for strategic advantage, a civil conflict within Spain, and a turning point in the political evolution of the Spanish monarchy. By the end of the war, the Bourbon dynasty had secured the Spanish throne, but Spain had lost important European territories. The internal structure of the monarchy had also changed dramatically. The conflict marked the beginning of a new chapter in Spanish history. Charles II had lived under the shadow of his own succession crisis for most of his reign. He was the last surviving son of Philip IV and Mariana of Austria, and his health had always been fragile. His physical condition became the subject of gossip across Europe, and foreign ambassadors reported constantly on his appearance, behavior, and likelihood of surviving. His difficulties were partly the result of generations of intermarriage within the Habsburg family. Royal marriages had been used to preserve dynastic power, but the repeated unions between close relatives had serious biological consequences.

Charles II was not responsible for the circumstances into which he had been born, and modern portrayals sometimes reduce him too easily to a tragic caricature. He faced enormous challenges and often lacked the physical strength needed to manage them. His court was divided into factions, foreign powers interfered constantly in Spanish affairs, and almost every decision concerning the succession carried international consequences. During the final years of his life, the question of who would inherit the monarchy became an obsession in Madrid, Versailles, Vienna, London, and The Hague. Several candidates had plausible claims. The two most important dynastic contenders came from the French Bourbons and the Austrian Habsburgs. The French claim was represented by Philip, Duke of Anjou, a grandson of Louis XIV of France and Maria Theresa of Spain, who had been a daughter of Philip IV. The Austrian claim was represented by Archduke Charles, the younger son of Emperor Leopold I, whose family belonged to the Austrian branch of the Habsburg dynasty.

The genealogical details were complicated, but the political stakes were clear. If a Bourbon prince inherited Spain and remained closely connected to France, the union of French and Spanish power could become overwhelming. France was already the strongest monarchy in Europe under Louis XIV. Its army was large, its administration was sophisticated, and its king had pursued an ambitious foreign policy for decades. A Bourbon Spain might give France indirect influence over Spanish ports, trade routes, colonies, and European territories. If the inheritance passed to the Austrian Habsburgs, however, Europe faced another possibility that many observers also found dangerous. Archduke Charles might eventually inherit the Holy Roman Empire and the Austrian lands. If he also became king of Spain, a vast Habsburg concentration of power could emerge, recalling the empire of Charles V in the sixteenth century. Neither solution seemed entirely acceptable to the other European powers.

The situation encouraged secret negotiations and proposed partition treaties. France, England, and the Dutch Republic explored plans to divide the Spanish monarchy in advance, hoping to prevent war by distributing its territories among several heirs. These schemes may have appeared practical to foreign diplomats, but they deeply offended Spanish political opinion. From the perspective of the Spanish court, the monarchy was not a collection of possessions to be carved apart for the convenience of outsiders. Its territories had to remain united under a single sovereign. Charles II eventually named Philip of Anjou as his heir. His final will specified that the Spanish monarchy should remain intact and pass to the Bourbon prince. The choice was not made because Spain wished to become subordinate to France. On the contrary, many Spanish advisers believed that only the military strength of Louis XIV could prevent the partition of the monarchy. A Bourbon succession appeared to offer the best chance of preserving Spain’s imperial inheritance.

When the news reached Versailles, Louis XIV faced a momentous decision. Accepting the inheritance risked war. Rejecting it could allow the Austrian Habsburgs to take control of Spain or lead to the partition of its territories. According to a famous account, Louis XIV presented his grandson to the French court and declared that the prince would become king of Spain. Philip was only seventeen years old. He would reign as Philip V, the first Bourbon monarch of Spain. The arrival of Philip V in Madrid initially generated considerable support. He was young, serious, and eager to fulfill his responsibilities. Many Spaniards hoped that the new dynasty would restore energy to a monarchy that had experienced decades of economic difficulty, military decline, and administrative weakness. Philip entered Spain in 1701 and was received with enthusiasm in Castile. He swore to respect the traditional laws and privileges of the monarchy’s various kingdoms.

Yet the international situation deteriorated rapidly. Louis XIV made several decisions that alarmed Europe. He formally recognized Philip’s continued place in the French line of succession, raising fears that France and Spain might someday be ruled by the same monarch. French troops occupied fortresses in the Spanish Netherlands, an area of immense strategic importance. French merchants also appeared poised to gain commercial advantages in the Spanish Empire. To England and the Dutch Republic, these developments threatened both the balance of power and their trading interests. In September 1701, England, the Dutch Republic, and the Austrian Habsburgs formed the Grand Alliance. Their stated objective was not necessarily to remove Philip V from Spain immediately. Initially, they aimed to secure safeguards against French expansion, protect trade, and prevent the union of the French and Spanish crowns. Over time, however, the alliance increasingly supported Archduke Charles as the legitimate king of Spain.

The war began across several European theaters. Fighting took place in the Low Countries, northern Italy, Germany, the Iberian Peninsula, and overseas. Naval operations extended into the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. The conflict became one of the first truly global wars of the eighteenth century, linking European dynastic rivalry with imperial competition and maritime commerce. Spain entered the war in a difficult position. The Spanish military system had weakened during the later Habsburg period. Financial pressures had accumulated over decades, and the crown struggled to maintain strong forces in every territory. France provided essential military assistance, particularly during the early years. This support was valuable, but it also created tensions. Spanish elites sometimes resented the influence of French advisers and commanders. The presence of French officials reinforced fears that Philip V might govern Spain as an extension of Versailles. The war also exposed Spain’s internal divisions. The Crown of Castile generally supported Philip V. In much of Castile, the Bourbon king was viewed as the lawful monarch named in Charles II’s will. The population also feared the consequences of foreign invasion and the possible fragmentation of the monarchy. Castilian support became one of Philip’s most important political assets.

The territories of the Crown of Aragon, however, gradually moved in a different direction. Catalonia, Valencia, Aragon, and Majorca had distinct constitutional traditions and privileges, often described as fueros. Their political institutions limited royal authority more than those of Castile did. Many elites in these territories worried that a Bourbon monarchy modeled on the centralized French state would threaten their autonomy. The fear was not imaginary. Louis XIV’s France represented a powerful example of royal centralization, and Philip’s advisers often favored administrative uniformity. Economic interests also influenced political attitudes. Catalan merchants had developed expanding commercial ambitions and sometimes viewed England and the Dutch Republic as attractive partners. Some sectors of Catalan society hoped that an alliance with maritime powers could open new opportunities for trade. At the same time, memories of earlier conflicts with the Spanish monarchy remained significant. The Catalan Revolt of 1640 had revealed the depth of tension between Barcelona and Madrid.

In 1702, the allies attempted to capture Cádiz in southern Spain. The expedition failed militarily, but the English and Dutch forces later attacked the Spanish treasure fleet at Vigo Bay in Galicia. These early operations demonstrated the maritime strength of the alliance and the vulnerability of Spain’s coastal defenses. Control of the seas would remain a crucial factor throughout the war. The Mediterranean became especially important. In 1704, an Anglo-Dutch fleet captured Gibraltar, a fortified position at the entrance to the Mediterranean. The conquest was carried out in the name of Archduke Charles, but England soon treated Gibraltar as a strategic possession of its own. Its location allowed the British navy to monitor maritime traffic between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean. The loss of Gibraltar would become one of the most enduring consequences of the war, and its status would remain a source of tension for centuries.

The same year, the French and Anglo-Dutch fleets fought the Battle of Málaga. The battle was indecisive, but it showed how fiercely the rival powers contested the Mediterranean. Naval power had become inseparable from political influence. Whoever controlled key ports and sea routes possessed a major advantage in supporting armies, protecting commerce, and projecting power. In 1705, the war inside Spain intensified. Allied forces captured Barcelona with the support of Catalan leaders who had committed themselves to Archduke Charles. The Austrian claimant entered the city and was proclaimed king as Charles III by his supporters. From that point onward, the War of the Spanish Succession became unmistakably a Spanish civil war as well as an international conflict. The supporters of Philip V were often called Bourbons or Felipistas, while the supporters of Archduke Charles were known as Austracists or Austracistas. These labels reflected dynastic loyalty, but the reality was more complicated. Families, towns, regions, and individuals made choices based on a mixture of local interests, constitutional concerns, economic expectations, personal rivalries, and military pressures. Loyalty could shift as armies advanced or retreated. Some communities supported whichever side appeared capable of offering protection.

Valencia and Aragon also moved toward the Austrian cause. The allies gained ground, and Philip V faced a serious threat to his throne. In 1706, allied troops entered Madrid. Philip was forced to withdraw temporarily. Yet the occupation did not produce the decisive political transformation the allies expected. Many Castilians remained hostile to Archduke Charles and suspicious of the foreign armies supporting him. The allied presence in Madrid lacked deep popular support. Philip’s cause recovered with the help of French forces and Castilian loyalty. The turning point came in 1707 at the Battle of Almansa. A Bourbon army commanded by James FitzJames, Duke of Berwick, defeated the allied forces near the town of Almansa in eastern Spain. Berwick was an unusual figure in the conflict: an illegitimate son of the deposed English king James II, he served France and became one of the most capable commanders of the age.

The victory at Almansa had enormous consequences. Bourbon forces regained control of Valencia and Aragon. The defeat shattered the allied position in eastern Spain and gave Philip V the opportunity to impose major constitutional changes. The war was not over, but the political direction of the monarchy had begun to shift. Philip issued the first of the Nueva Planta Decrees, abolishing the traditional institutions and privileges of Valencia and Aragon. These measures were justified as punishment for rebellion, but they also reflected the Bourbon desire to reorganize the monarchy along more centralized lines. Castilian laws and administrative practices were extended into territories that had previously possessed their own systems of government. The transformation was profound. Under the Habsburgs, Spain had functioned as a monarchy of multiple kingdoms. Each territory preserved a distinct legal identity, and the king ruled through negotiation with regional institutions. The Bourbons increasingly favored a more unified state. The Nueva Planta reforms did not create complete uniformity, and some territories retained special arrangements, but they significantly reduced the political autonomy of the Crown of Aragon.

For many people in Valencia and Aragon, the war became a lived experience of violence, confiscation, displacement, and uncertainty. Armies moved through towns and countryside, demanding food, lodging, horses, and supplies. Civilians faced taxation from rival authorities and the destruction caused by military campaigns. The conflict was not an abstract dispute among royal families. It entered homes, fields, workshops, churches, and marketplaces. The European war continued to evolve. In the Low Countries and Germany, the Grand Alliance achieved major victories under commanders such as John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, and Prince Eugene of Savoy. At the Battle of Blenheim in 1704, the allies defeated French and Bavarian forces, preventing a major French advance toward Vienna. At Ramillies in 1706 and Oudenarde in 1708, the allies again inflicted serious losses on France. These victories placed Louis XIV under intense pressure. France suffered from military setbacks, financial strain, and a devastating winter in 1709. Crop failures and food shortages caused widespread suffering. Louis XIV sought peace, but the allies demanded harsh terms. They expected him not only to abandon Philip V but also to assist in removing his own grandson from the Spanish throne. Louis rejected these conditions. The war continued.

In Spain, the Bourbon cause remained resilient. Philip V’s personal role mattered. He was not a distant figure hidden behind ministers. He participated in military campaigns and cultivated an image of commitment to his Spanish inheritance. His supporters called him El Animoso, meaning ‘the spirited’ or ‘the courageous.’ Although his personality was complex and he later struggled with severe episodes of depression, during the war he demonstrated determination. Philip’s first wife, Maria Luisa Gabriella of Savoy, also played a notable political role. She arrived in Spain as a young queen and became a popular figure among Bourbon supporters. During Philip’s absences from Madrid, she acted as regent. Her public presence helped strengthen the monarchy at a time when the king’s authority remained contested. Working closely with the influential Princess of the Ursins, she contributed to the Bourbon court’s political stability.

The war entered another critical phase in 1710. Allied forces won victories at Almenar and Zaragoza and once again entered Madrid. Archduke Charles returned to the capital, but his position remained precarious. Madrid did not welcome him enthusiastically, and the allied armies faced supply problems. Castilian support for Philip V had not collapsed. As the allies withdrew eastward, Bourbon forces pursued them. In December 1710, Philip’s armies won important victories at Brihuega and Villaviciosa. At Brihuega, Bourbon troops captured a British force commanded by James Stanhope. At Villaviciosa, the Bourbon army fought another major engagement that reinforced Philip’s recovery. These victories effectively ended the allies’ realistic hopes of conquering Castile. The diplomatic landscape changed dramatically in 1711. Emperor Joseph I, the elder brother of Archduke Charles, died unexpectedly. Archduke Charles inherited the Austrian lands and was elected Holy Roman Emperor as Charles VI. The development transformed the logic of the war. England and the Dutch Republic had entered the conflict partly to prevent an excessive concentration of Bourbon power. Now they faced the possibility that their own candidate could recreate a vast Habsburg empire by ruling Austria, the Holy Roman Empire, and Spain.

For Britain in particular, continued war no longer appeared desirable. The political mood in London had shifted. The conflict was expensive, and the prospect of endless campaigning generated increasing opposition. British leaders began secret negotiations with France. The objective was no longer to place Archduke Charles on the Spanish throne. Instead, they sought a settlement that would preserve the European balance of power while securing major strategic and commercial advantages. The result was the Treaty of Utrecht, signed in 1713. Additional treaties followed at Rastatt and Baden in 1714. Together, these agreements reshaped Europe. Philip V was recognized as king of Spain, but he had to renounce any future claim to the French throne. Similar renunciations were made to prevent the crowns of France and Spain from being united under a single ruler. The Spanish monarchy preserved its overseas empire, including its American possessions and the Philippines. This was a major achievement for the Bourbon cause. Spain did not disappear as an imperial power. Yet it lost important European territories that had belonged to the Habsburg monarchy. The Austrian Habsburgs received the Spanish Netherlands, Naples, Milan, and Sardinia. Savoy later obtained Sicily, although subsequent diplomatic changes altered the distribution of some Italian territories.

Britain emerged as one of the greatest beneficiaries of the settlement. It retained Gibraltar and acquired Minorca, another strategically important Mediterranean possession. Britain also gained valuable commercial privileges in Spanish America. The asiento de negros gave the British the right to supply enslaved Africans to Spanish colonies for a specified period. Britain also received permission to send an annual trading ship to Spanish America. These concessions had major economic and moral implications. The asiento integrated British merchants more deeply into the brutal Atlantic slave trade. It also allowed Britain to expand its commercial presence in the Spanish imperial system, often creating opportunities for smuggling. The War of the Spanish Succession therefore contributed not only to the balance of power in Europe but also to the growth of British maritime and imperial influence. Although the international war was moving toward peace, the conflict within Spain continued. Catalonia remained committed to the Austrian cause. The Catalans faced an agonizing decision after Britain and the other allies negotiated peace. Their former partners were prepared to withdraw, but Catalan leaders feared the loss of their constitutional institutions under Bourbon rule.

Barcelona became the center of resistance. Many Catalans believed that surrender would mean the abolition of their laws and political traditions. Their fears were well founded. The Bourbon monarchy regarded continued resistance as rebellion and had already demonstrated its willingness to impose centralized institutions in Valencia and Aragon. In 1713, Catalan representatives decided to continue fighting despite the increasingly desperate situation. Barcelona endured a prolonged siege by Bourbon forces. The city’s defense became a symbol of determination and tragedy. Soldiers and civilians struggled together under bombardment, hunger, and exhaustion. The resistance could not alter the military balance, but it expressed a deep attachment to local liberties and political identity. On September 11, 1714, Bourbon troops stormed Barcelona. The fighting was fierce, and the defenders suffered heavy losses. The fall of the city ended the major phase of the war in Spain. September 11 later became commemorated in Catalonia as the Diada Nacional de Catalunya, a day associated with Catalan identity and historical memory.

Majorca held out until 1715, but Bourbon control was ultimately established. The Nueva Planta Decrees were extended to Catalonia and Majorca. Catalan institutions such as the Generalitat and the municipal council of Barcelona were abolished or transformed. Castilian administrative structures became the foundation of royal government. Spanish replaced Catalan as the principal language of many official institutions. The reforms did not erase Catalan society, culture, or economic dynamism. Nor did they produce a fully centralized modern state overnight. Local practices continued, regional identities remained powerful, and the monarchy still had to navigate complex realities. However, the constitutional order had changed decisively. The war ended the old political arrangement that had governed relations between the monarchy and much of the Crown of Aragon. The rise of the Bourbons introduced a different model of kingship. Philip V and his successors admired aspects of French administration and sought to strengthen royal authority. They promoted reforms in taxation, military organization, bureaucracy, and territorial governance. The goal was to make Spain more efficient, more defensible, and more capable of competing with other European powers.

The Bourbon reforms were not merely foreign impositions copied mechanically from France. Spanish officials, soldiers, intellectuals, and administrators participated actively in reshaping the monarchy. Many believed that reform was necessary after the weaknesses exposed during the later Habsburg period. Yet centralization created winners and losers. It offered greater administrative coordination, but it also reduced regional autonomy and altered longstanding political traditions. The War of the Spanish Succession also changed Spain’s position in Europe. The loss of the Spanish Netherlands and Italian territories reduced the monarchy’s continental commitments. For generations, Spanish kings had been drawn into conflicts across Europe because of their scattered possessions. Defending Milan, Naples, Flanders, and other territories had required immense financial and military effort. After Utrecht, Spain’s European empire was smaller. This contraction was painful, but it also allowed the monarchy to focus more closely on the Iberian Peninsula and the overseas empire. The Atlantic world became increasingly important. Spanish America remained a vast source of wealth, strategic influence, and global prestige. Bourbon rulers would spend much of the eighteenth century attempting to reorganize imperial administration, increase revenue, strengthen defenses, and regulate colonial trade.

The conflict also demonstrated that Spain remained essential to European diplomacy. The war had not occurred because Spain was irrelevant. It occurred because Spain still mattered enormously. Its crown, territories, ports, colonies, and trade routes were central to the strategic calculations of France, Britain, Austria, the Dutch Republic, and other powers. At the same time, the war revealed the growing importance of Britain. British naval power, financial capacity, and commercial ambition became increasingly influential. The capture of Gibraltar and Minorca gave Britain a stronger Mediterranean presence. The commercial concessions
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