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Introduction
Empires at War

On November 1, 1755, a powerful earthquake, followed by three 
tsunamis, largely destroyed Lisbon, Portugal’s capital city. With the faith-
ful gathered for religious services or en route, three shocks struck, reduc-
ing churches and monasteries to rubble and leveling palaces and humble 
dwellings alike. The tsunamis made quick work of the ships, shipyards, 
quays, and warehouses. Where the water did not arrive, fires broke out 
that lasted for several days.1 One in three residents died in Lisbon alone, 
many thousands more perishing in other parts of Portugal and in Spain 
and Morocco. The tremor would have a lasting impact on western the-
ology and philosophy, but two decades before the start of the American 
Revolution, no philosopher or theologian could have foreseen a politi-
cal earthquake. Political events rocking the foundations of empires were 
unknown. No contemporary Lenins were planning the revolution ahead, 
nor was there a precedent for the revolutionary turmoil that was to leave 
its mark on British North America (1775-1783), France (1789-1799), Saint-
Domingue (1791-1804), and Spanish America (1810-1824). 
 What follows in this book is an overview of these four revolutions, fol-
lowed by a comparative perspective.2 Although each uprising (or set of 
uprisings) had its own causes, traits, and impact, they all created sover-
eign states that professed hostility to privilege and began to question black 
slavery. Between the bloodletting in Lexington and Concord in 1775 and 
the departure of the last Spanish troops from mainland America in 1826, 
these revolutions changed the Atlantic world beyond recognition.
 Half a century has passed since R. R. Palmer published the first of two 
volumes entitled The Age of the Democratic Revolution.3 In this magisterial 
work, Palmer sought to show how the American and French revolutions 
formed part of a series of upheavals that spread the concept and practice 
of democracy in the Western world. Together with his French colleague 
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Jacques Godechot, Palmer intended to develop, as he put it, “some inte-
grating or unifying conceptions for this whole revolutionary movement in 
Europe and America taken together.”4 In doing so, Palmer became one of 
the pioneers of the modern field of Atlantic History. From today’s vantage 
point, however, Palmer’s work is incomplete. Making “Western Civiliza-
tion” the focus of his study, he had a blind spot for Haiti, which gets just 
two paragraphs in the course of 1,118 pages, and Spanish America, whose 
many revolutions are not mentioned at all, since Palmer’s story ends in 
1799.5 
 The objective of this book is to present the most significant revolutions 
of this era on their own terms, while emphasizing four aspects:

1. They cannot be understood outside the realm of international poli-
tics. Inter-imperial warfare called for reforms, which exposed the 
foundations of empires and jeopardized their existence by revealing 
and exacerbating enduring social, political, and ethnic inequities. 
In addition, individual events that were taking place an ocean away 
created a favorable climate for the revolutions.6 

2.  None of the revolutions was foreordained. Even if active fault zones 
were visible, the political earthquakes could have been avoided until 
the very moment that they hit. Nor were the revolutions guaranteed 
success once they broke out. Loyalty to the empire was considerable 
in the American colonies, and it was only in the course of wars that 
the revolutions triumphed. 

3. Divided loyalties meant that these wars often had the overtones of 
civil wars, whose main protagonists were previously voiceless popu-
lar classes fighting for their own reasons, which often did not square 
with those of the elites. 

4. Palmer saw the age of revolutions as the triumphal march of de-
mocracy. But democracy is no appropriate prism through which to 
see these uprisings. It was hardly more than a temporary by-product 
of some insurrections. 

When Lisbon lay in ruin, even the most radical Enlightenment thinkers 
did not challenge the established order. Jean-Jacques Rousseau may have 
“sharpened the distaste for the status quo,”7 but he was rather conserva-
tive in his recommendations for Poland’s constitutional reform. Voltaire, 
for his part, argued that equality was perhaps natural, but that in practice 
there would always be a class who command and a class who obey. The 
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early modern Atlantic was, indeed, a world with pronounced social strat-
ification. But it was not a static world. Population growth was unprec-
edented, both inside and outside city walls. In Europe, cities increased in 
number from 500 with a population of at least 5,000 in the year 1500 to 
900 in 1800. Yet urbanization only climbed from 10 to 13 percent in the 
same period, since the rural population also grew remarkably.8 
 If urban pursuits played a lead role in economic change, agriculture re-
mained the livelihood of most Europeans. From time immemorial, clergy 
and nobility owned most land, which had given them access to economic 
resources. Villages had originally had a lord, who let peasants work on his 
land and derived his income from the demesne, the section of his lands 
that tenants could not cultivate for their own sake and that the lord kept 
for his use, and from head taxes levied among all households within the 
lord’s jurisdiction. But by the eighteenth century, over half of the land was 
owned by peasants themselves, most of whom had become smallholders. 
In much of western Europe, the lord’s traditional sources of income had 
been reduced, due in part to peasant resistance. Many French peasants 
had, for instance, managed to gain control of their holdings at fixed rents, 
but at a price. By raising or reintroducing fees, the landlords made up for 
lost income after the middle of the eighteenth century.9 
 A lasting medieval legacy was that landownership not only entailed 
economic power for the landlord, but judicial authority over the peasants 
living on his lands. The nobility’s principal privileges were different, how-
ever, consisting of the right to be judged by one’s peers and exemption 
from some, though by no means all, taxes. Privilege was the organizing 
principle of the European kingdoms and their overseas colonies. Privilege 
was typical of all the corporate bodies that composed society in a manner 
seen as divinely inspired. These corporations included guilds, confraterni-
ties, the military, ecclesiastical bodies (including universities, monasteries, 
and the Inquisition), cities, rural communities, and family clans. Such 
bodies each had their own rights and duties, some of which had been 
formally recognized while others were based on tradition or tacit agree-
ment. Keeping a firm grip on their privileges, the corporations ultimately 
obeyed the king, who regulated privilege and guaranteed the proper social 
hierarchy among the corporations. The social order and hierarchy were 
therefore closely connected.10 
 Clergymen and noblemen were therefore not the only beneficiaries of 
privilege. What is more, they did not necessarily lead privileged lives. In 
the eighteenth century, only a small section of the nobility was well-to-do. 
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Numerous noble families had been impoverished and moved into trade 
and industry to make a living.11 Among the clergy, it was also a small elite 
that was well-to-do: the bishops, abbots, and priors who owed their ben-
efices to family wealth. The vast majority of clergymen were village priests 
who shared the living standards of their flock. Their chief legal privilege, 
exemption from taxation, was not even universally observed. So-called 
voluntary contributions to the national treasury, especially in wartime, 
were often substantial.
 The old idea that two social classes bled the third has therefore been 
dismissed. Historians have shown that urban middling groups—mer-
chants, goldsmiths, drapers, among others—acquired much land in early 
modern Europe, usually as an investment, but also to gain status. Some 
lent money to peasants and other landowners, receiving a fixed annual 
payment in return. Town and country did not always see eye to eye. Peas-
ants associated the city with unscrupulous tax collectors and absentee 
landowners, urban dwellers saw the countryside as the root of the exor-
bitantly high grain prices. These prices, townspeople believed, had to be 
regulated and grain sold at a just price, not the prices peasants allegedly 
demanded. In reality, the rural population was also weighed down by ris-
ing prices.12 
 Privilege was also the main organizing principle of the Euroamerican 
societies that sprang up across the Atlantic Ocean. The most eloquent de-
fense of a divinely inspired corporate society came from the pen of a prel-
ate from Córdoba del Tucumán (in present-day Argentina), known as the 
Bishop of San Alberto. He repudiated the ideals of liberty and equality in 
response to Enlightenment philosophy and the French Revolution. In the 
heavens, he argued, we discern a wonderful inequality of planets, stars, 
and angels. Inequality of persons, classes, and conditions must therefore 
be according to God’s will. The bishop considered the pursuit of liberty at 
odds with subjection to the laws that God has constituted, stressing that 
it was natural that there existed a king for the bees, a head for the body, a 
husband for the wife, a father for the children, a master for the slaves, and 
a sovereign for the vassals. Starting a revolution would be to repeat the 
mistake made by Adam and Eve, who broke the law imposed by God and 
ate the forbidden fruit.13 
 Unlike in Europe, privilege had an ethnic component throughout 
the Americas. Whites assigned servile or otherwise subordinate roles to 
blacks, mulattoes, Indians, and mestizos. Until the late eighteenth century, 
the term español (“Spanish”) was used officially to refer to a white person 
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in the Spanish colonies.14 Nor did official ethnic discrimination abate as 
colonial societies matured. Authorities did not question the connection 
between blackness and slavery, allowing African slavery to continue to 
thrive from Boston to Bahia and Buenos Aires; free mulattoes in the Ca-
ribbean even experienced an increase in legal discrimination in the 1760s 
and 1770s. 
 Apart from the Swiss cantons and the Dutch provinces, kings held 
sway in the European countries and their empires. They controlled for-
eign policy and the armed forces, appointed ministers and officials, and 
regulated trade and industry. Monarchical power began to expand in the 
sixteenth century, but could only be achieved in close collaboration with 
local institutions. The ascendance of monarchies, therefore, went hand in 
hand with the strengthening of local representative bodies, as kings be-
stowed rights, privileges, and representative institutions where they had 
not existed before.15 Indirect rule also marked the way in which European 
states governed their American colonies. Consent rather than coercion 
was the preferred instrument of empire. The term “colonialism” obscures 
the working of the administrative machinery in the overseas provinces. 
Colonies generally formed their own power base before metropolitan au-
thority was established. Even then, the combination of distance, local in-
terests, and the small size of the bureaucracy made it impossible for the 
mother countries to impose their will on their colonies. Only by negoti-
ating with colonial elites could metropolitan authorities hope to achieve 
policy goals. The inevitable price they paid was to recognize the right of 
settlers to enjoy some form of self-government.16 As long as the mother 
countries did not tamper with the principle of negotiation, colonial elites 
would not call into question their loyalty to the imperial center. 

A Quarter Century of Warfare

When the Lisbon earthquake hit, reform, rather than revolution, was in 
the air all over Europe. Sweeping domestic and international changes 
made the reorganization of the European states inevitable. Rapid popula-
tion growth, a serious food shortage that affected much of southern Eu-
rope, competition over colonies, and, perhaps most important, demands 
of military expenditure to keep up with powerful neighbors, compelled 
governments to introduce the reforms. French king Louis XIV (1638-1715) 
had set an example to others, privileging four areas of domestic reform: 
the police, poor relief, education, and public works. Reforms required 
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not only raising existing taxes but tapping new sources of money. Church 
and nobility, however, stood in the way, each tenaciously defending its 
vested interests. In their battles with these estates, monarchs often took 
their cues from enlightened ideas, achieving libertarian ends by autocratic 
means. The Enlightenment lent an air of legitimacy to the destruction of 
old privileges.17

 What opened the door to reform in the middle decades of the eigh-
teenth century was international warfare, lasting from 1739 through 1763 
and interrupted by only six years of peace (1748-1754). With theaters in 
Europe, the Americas, and India, European rivalry assumed a global 
character, inaugurating a contest over colonies that would last into the 
twentieth century. Riches from other continents had occasionally tempted 
Europe’s main powers to engage in colonial hostilities in earlier eras, but 
never on this scale. Louis XIV spent an extraordinary amount of time 
and energy on warfare, but exclusively on the European mainland—the 
two wars that he fought with Britain saw fighting in the Low Countries, 
southern Germany, Spain, Italy, and the Mediterranean. 
 How did war in 1739 come about? After the War of the Spanish Suc-
cession ended with the Peace of Utrecht in 1713, relations between France 
and Britain were generally good, but they deteriorated largely because of 
the similarity of the two countries’ economic and geopolitical interests. 
Both French and British ships depended for their masts and timber on 
the Baltic, had strategic interests in the Mediterranean, and both were 
large producers and sellers of textiles and, as the eighteenth century ad-
vanced, also of sugar. Increased French competition in the West Indies 
seemed irreversible and could not be offset by British commerce with the 
Spanish Empire.18 The conditions for such commerce seemed promising 
at the Peace of Utrecht, when Britain was awarded the asiento, the mo-
nopoly to supply African slaves to Spain’s American provinces. But un-
der the cover of the asiento much smuggling took place, coming on top 
of the decades-old contraband trade in which Jamaican settlers engaged 
with Spanish colonies.19 The Spanish answer to such trade was to fit out 
coastguard vessels that frequently seized ships sailing between the British 
islands and ports in the Spanish Caribbean. Britain’s ministry was now so 
concerned about the rise of the French Caribbean islands as sugar pro-
ducers that she went to war over the Spanish American “depredations” in 
1739, thus unleashing the so-called War of Jenkins’ Ear. 
 By 1740, the Anglo-Spanish war (which accomplished little) merged 
into the War of the Austrian Succession, when Prussia used the death of 
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Austrian emperor Charles VI to seize Silesia, which was part of the Habs-
burg monarchy. Prussia’s goal was to increase her landmass and popula-
tion and thereby prevent both Austria and Russia from meddling in her 
affairs, but the official reason given was her refusal to recognize Charles’s 
daughter Maria Theresa as the new Austrian empress. Although many 
observers considered Prussia and her population too small to succeed in 
a war against the mighty Habsburg monarchy, King Frederick the Great 
sent his professional standing army into Silesia, which he began captur-
ing in late 1740. Within a few months, Prussia could count on the support 
of France.20 Two years later, France also aligned herself with Spain in the 
so-called Second Family Compact, which gave the Spanish a powerful ally 
on the high seas against British shipping.
 The main focus of the war was on the European continent, where Brit-
ain sent a sizeable army to establish herself as the arbiter of Europe while 
siding with Austria. Her chief foe was not Prussia, but increasingly France. 
It was in the course of this war that France became anti-British and Brit-
ain anti-French. The French seized numerous British ocean-going ships, 
conquered the Austrian Netherlands (today’s Belgium), placing them-
selves just across from England, fomented the Jacobite rebellion in Brit-
ain, and tried unsuccessfully to invade Britain. The French government 
also had British Madras in India occupied in 1746, primarily in response 
to the French loss of the North American fort of Louisbourg on Isle Roy-
ale (now Cape Breton Island), close to the cod fisheries off Newfoundland 
and those in the Gulf of St. Lawrence.21

 The Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle (Aachen) of 1748 that concluded the War 
of the Austrian Succession solved nothing. Britain and France swapped 
their conquests of Louisbourg and Madras, France had to give up the 
Austrian Netherlands, Prussia’s incorporation of Silesia was not recog-
nized, and generally everything was restored to prewar conditions. The 
enormous war effort therefore seemed entirely in vain to the Britons—
many of whom thought King George II’s chief concern had been to pro-
tect his native Hanover, of which he was the elector— but even more to 
the French, who coined the popular expression “stupid as the peace.” Al-
though Austria was left a weaker power at war’s end, the price France paid 
was high, her treasury facing a bill of 10 million livres or the equivalent of 
almost four years of royal income. In addition, the war saw the emergence 
of Prussia and Russia as dangerous French rivals to the east. Finally, ir-
regular warfare had taken place between British and French forces (both 
helped by Indian allies) in North America, whetting Britain’s appetite for 
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expansion, leaving New France in jeopardy, and creating a climate of hate 
and fear.22 
 The root cause of the rivalry in North America was that the peace 
of 1748 failed to solve one long-standing issue: the boundaries between 
French and British territories. Where was the border between eastern 
Canada and New England? Who had a legitimate claim on the Ohio Val-
ley? France had previously had the upper hand in the area between Lake 
Erie and the Allegheny Mountains, cultivating close relations with a great 
many Indian tribes, but during the latest war, the French had found it dif-
ficult and expensive to maintain the practice of gift-giving in exchange for 
furs. To make matters worse, British encroachments began to occur on 
“French” lands. In order to pre-empt this and maintain communications 
between Canada and Louisiana, the French in 1753 started the construc-
tion of a string of forts, further alienating local groups such as the Shaw-
nees and the Delawares, which now allied themselves with the British.
 The French were not only dealing with British policymakers here. They 
also faced American colonists, who were eager to move into unexplored 
lands from Pennsylvania and Virginia. Wealthy planters and speculators 
formed the Ohio Company, a land speculation company that began build-
ing a fort in the upper Ohio Valley. To protect the fort against the French, 
Virginia’s Lieutenant Governor Robert Dinwiddie, one of the Company 
speculators, sent an expedition of Virginia volunteers to the upper Ohio 
Valley in 1754. Commanded by a young George Washington, the Virgin-
ians tasted defeat and retreated. The British cabinet made heavy weather 
of these hostilities, viewing them as evidence of French aggression. The 
dispatch of 600 fresh French soldiers to reinforce the garrison in Louis-
bourg only seemed to offer further proof. In reality, however, the French 
also acted out of self-preservation.23 
 Skirmishes in America did not cause the war that was soon to start in 
Europe. The seeds for the Seven Years’ War had been planted earlier, in 
Aix-la-Chapelle.24 The new war was preceded by a spectacular reversal of 
alliances. In January 1756, Britain abandoned her old Austrian ally and 
signed an alliance with mighty Prussia, followed by an alliance in May 
between France and her old Austrian foe. Compared to the last war, this 
one had more pronounced global dimensions. The war theaters in India, 
the Caribbean, and North America forced France to fight a war on mul-
tiple fronts, benefiting Prussia, which had little to fear from its west. But 
before that became clear, Frederick the Great had struck with a lightning 
campaign against Saxony. He exploited his new conquest to the fullest, 
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incorporating Saxon soldiers into his army and using its economic re-
sources to continue the war. And those resources came on top of Prussia’s 
gigantic military budget and large subsidies from Britain.25 Still, Prussia 
did not win the war in 1756. In the years ahead, her fortune waxed and 
waned as both Russia and Austria invaded the country, both occupying 
the capital city of Berlin.26

 Britain was again mostly concerned about Hanover, the target of the 
French war machine. The French rationale was to restore lost territories 
in the Americas by means of military pressure in Europe. That was a wise 
strategy which ultimately persuaded the British to abandon their course 
to monopolize the Newfoundland fisheries. The French navy, smaller 
than the British but still respectable, was thereby saved from ruin, since 
those fisheries were the nursery of French seamen, whom French states-
men were, of course, eager to use in times of war. Strengthened after 1763, 
the French navy would intervene in the War of American Independence 
to Britain’s detriment.27 Naval activity was widespread in the Caribbean, 
where Britain and France were out to destroy each other’s sugar colonies 
or, if that proved impossible, to starve the enemy of slaves and provi-
sions, thereby hurting sugar production. After an intensive privateering 
war, Britain managed to capture both Guadeloupe (1759) and Martinique 
(1762) as well as two other, tiny, islands. In the latter year, the Royal Navy 
also conquered the Spanish colonial towns of Havana (Cuba) and Manila 
(Philippines). Spain had only entered the war in early 1762, when Britain 
declared war on the Bourbon monarchy after King Charles III signed a 
new Family Compact with his French neighbors, joining them in a mili-
tary alliance. Although Spain’s main reason for entering the war was the 
fear that a British victory in Canada would increase British power in the 
New World, it seriously underestimated Britain’s military capability.28 
 Prior to her Caribbean victories, Britain had made great strides against 
France in North America, beginning with the implementation of a West-
ern Squadron off the British Isles, which enabled the capture of Fort 
Beauséjour (in present-day New Brunswick), leaving Britain in control of 
most of Acadia. Eventually, Britain completely removed the French from 
Canada due to superior troop strength and the erosion of Indian support 
for New France. Traders from the Thirteen Colonies moved in to sup-
ply goods to native groups, who were also impressed by British successes 
on the North American battlefields after 1758. At the same time, British 
forces settled scores with those Indians opposing them in the most ruth-
less ways, as they did with the Cherokees in 1760-61.29
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 Britain and Prussia emerged as victors of the Seven Years’ War in Feb-
ruary 1763, when two treaties put an end to the hostilities. Prussia retained 
possession of Silesia, but not of Saxony, Austria lost power, France sur-
rendered all of Canada, the political control she had wielded in India, as 
well as possession of some minor Caribbean islands (Tobago, Dominica, 
St. Vincent, and the Grenadines), but regained those captured by Britain 
during the war. France’s status as a world power remained intact, however, 
since she retained her main Caribbean colonies as well as the island of 
Gorée in West Africa, the important center of the Atlantic slave trade that 
British forces had seized during the war.30 
 As the recipient of French-held areas, the former Spanish colony of 
Florida and all other Spanish territories east of the Mississippi River, 
Great Britain, once a typical seaborne empire, overnight became a ter-
ritorial empire in America. But the price was high. Britain spent much 
more than in the previous three major wars: £82 million compared to £32 
million in the Nine Years’ War (1688-97), £50 million in the War of the 
Spanish Succession (1702-13), and £43 million in the War of the Austrian 
Succession. Like in the earlier three wars, about two-thirds of the war was 
financed by income and only one-third by debt.31 In other countries, the 
war exacerbated existing economic woes. Much of Europe’s credit system 
was built on a shaky base that was exposed as the war progressed. The re-
sulting economic recession left its mark around the continent, forcing nu-
merous banks and industrial firms to close down.32 Europe’s main powers 
were thus compelled to embark on ambitious programs of fiscal and mili-
tary reform to pay for the previous war and prepare for the next. These 
reforms would help undermine the stability of the old regimes.


