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Until the late 1970s Western historians paid little attention to the significance of the Rákóczi War of Independence and, at the same time, their Hungarian colleagues tended to study the events of the rebellion in isolation from the European context. This is curious since the Hungarian War of Independence was inseparable from the War of the Spanish Succession (and the Great Northern War of 1700-1721, for that matter). It was military struggle between the Emperor and Louis XIV which enabled the Hungarian malcontents to rise in rebellion, and the outcome of the insurrection was determined mainly by the success or failure of the French. France was eventually defeated, and this sealed the fate of the Hungarian War of Independence as well, but without the Hungarian efforts the balance of power in Europe, which emerged after 1713 would have been very different. 

The primary aim of this paper is to demonstrate that the Rákóczi Rebellion was more than just a sideshow of the European war, and that the main cause of its defeat should be sought after not in its internal weaknesses, but in European power relations at the beginning of the 18th century. 

It is the causes of the War of the Spanish Succession that need to be determined first. In 1689, when – as a result of the Glorious Revolution – William of Orange became the King of England, the anti-French alliance of the two Maritime Powers and Austria could be formed. The Nine Years’ War of 1689-97 ended inconclusively, three years later, however, Europe was on the verge of a new war. Chares II, the last of the Spanish Habsburgs was childless. His death, which was likely to happen soon, would lead to a great struggle for his dominions. Louis XIV and the Emperor Leopold I had both married sisters of Charles II, and so both rulers claimed the Spanish inheritance. England, the United Provinces and the German princes were alarmed since the union of France and Spain, or Spain and Austria would completely upset the balance of power in Europe. In 1700, shortly before his death, Charles II issued a will in which he left the entire Spanish Empire to Philip of Anjou, Louis XIV’s grandson. War might have been avoided if the Sun King had not provoked the Dutch and the English. He expelled the Dutch from the Barrier Fortresses in the Spanish Netherlands and put in French garrisons, thus threatening the safety of the United Provinces. At the same time, he gained for France the monopoly of supplying African slaves to Spanish America, and tried to exclude the Dutch and English from trading with the Spanish Indies (Bisson 414). In reply England, the United Provinces and Austria formed the Second Grand Alliance against France in May 1701.

The European crisis coincided with serious unrest in Hungary. The Hungarians had many grievances. After the capture of Buda and the defeat of the Turks in 1686, the Hungarian constitution was modified. The Hungarian estates had to accept the establishment of hereditary monarchy in their country, as well as the abolition of the right of resistance which had been granted by the Golden Bull of 1222. In the course of the long war against the Turks both Hungary and Transylvania came under Habsburg control and they were treated by them as newly acquired territories. At the peace treaty of Carlowitz between the powers of the Holy League (Venice, Poland and the Habsburg Empire) and the Turks in 1699, the wishes of the Hungarians were not consulted. Hungary could not have a national army of its own. The regiments were disbanded or merged with the Austrian ones. Transylvania was occupied by 8000 Imperial troops (R. Várkonyi 2003: 34). Some fortresses in Hungary were destroyed, others were taken over by Austrian garrisons. The Austrians refused to restore the lands to their former, rightful owners unless they were able to produce documents to prove this, and even then, they were required to pay 10 per cent of the estates’ value. In the towns, which were also controlled by Imperial troops, only Catholics were allowed to settle, trade or become involved in industrial activity. New excise duties were introduced. Commerce was paralysed by the monopolies on salt, wine, copper and cattle. The peasants suffered from the lootings of unpaid troops, and under the demands of their own landowners as well as the Imperial tax collectors (R. Várkonyi 1980: 105-107; R. Várkonyi 2003: 28-30).

Ferenc Rákóczi, the greatest magnate of Eastern Hungary realised that by becoming involved in the European war which was about to start, Hungary might regain its lost independence and freedoms. Shortly after the death of Charles II, Rákóczi sent a letter to Louis XIV in which he asked him to assist the Hungarians in achieving these aims. For reasons which are not clear, his messenger, a trusted member of his own household, took this letter to Vienna, and in April 1701 Rákóczi was arrested. He was held at Wiener Neustadt where exactly thirty years before his grandfather, Péter Zrínyi had been imprisoned and executed for high treason. History, however, was not to repeat itself. In November 1701 Rákóczi managed to escape. He found refuge in Poland where he and his followers enjoyed the support of the pro-French party. With the help of the French Ambassador at Warsaw they established contact with Louis XIV. The French King offered financial assistance but he was reluctant to make an alliance with the Hungarian rebels.


Until the autumn of 1702 the situation seemed hopeless. In Italy Prince Eugene of Savoy routed the French at Cremona. In the Spanish Netherlands the Duke of Marlborough, Commander-in-Chief of the English and Dutch armies drove the French from the lower Rhine and then captured Bonn. In September and October 1702, however, there were two promising developments: the Elector of Bavaria declared his alliance with the French who managed to win an important victory in the Black Forest of Germany. The peasant rebels of Eastern Hungary now looked for a leader. They knew that owing to the European war the number of Austrian troops stationed in Hungary had been considerably reduced. In May 1703, a delegation headed by Tamás Esze visited Rákóczi in the southeast of Poland, and asked him to assume personal leadership of the Rebellion. This was a great and unprecedented moment of Hungarian history. One of the most privileged members of the society made an alliance with the poor peasants to prevent civil war, and to exploit the favourable international situation in an attempt to regain Hungarian liberties. On 16 June Rákóczi entered Hungary and the grateful peasants flocked to his camp. Soon he was able to command 70.000 irregular troops (R. Várkonyi 2003: 55).


In the summer of 1703 Rákóczi gained control of eastern Hungary. In the course of the autumn he occupied much of Upper Hungary, eventually coming close enough to Vienna. At the same time the Bavarians advanced deep into Austrian territory, taking Innsbruck in the Tyrol. This was followed by the successful siege of Augsburg. A French army was sent to co-operate with the Bavarians in an attack on Vienna from the west. This would have been helped by a Hungarian attack on the Austrian capital from the east. It seemed that Habsburg power might soon be crushed.


Fortunately for Austria, the allied commander in the Netherlands was a military genius: John Churchill, the Duke of Marlborough, who never lost a battle, or a skirmish or a siege during the War of the Spanish Succession (Bisson 415). Marlborough – who, after a frustrating campaign, had almost resigned his command in September 1703 – saw clearly that unless a supreme effort was made, the Empire must fall. He was determined to march his army across Europe, from the Netherlands to Bavaria, but such a daring plan had to be concealed from the Dutch. It was a source of great annoyance to the Duke that as Captain-General he could make no decisions without the consent of the Dutch field deputies (Speck 52-53). These political representatives of the States-General attached too much importance to the safety of the Netherlands and failed to appreciate the wider issues of the war. Marlborough eventually deceived the Dutch by pretending that he was going to advance into France up the Moselle. Instead, at Coblenz his army crossed the Rhine over a bridge of boats, marched to Mainz and then to the Danube. In June 1704 the Duke was joined by the Imperial generals Eugene of Savoy and the Prince of Baden. The first objective was to knock Bavaria out of the war, and thus the Allies devastated the country for six weeks. The French came to the help of the Elector, and the result was the decisive battle of the War of the Spanish Succession. On 13 August 1704, the Allies made a surprise attack on the Franco-Bavarian army. The battle was fought all day “around the village of Blindheim, from which it took its name, Anglicised to Blenheim” (Speck 72). The Duke of Marlborough completely routed the French Army and captured its commander Marshall Tallard.


Marlborough’s operations were remarkable for the daring of the scheme, the rapidity of his march, and the cavalry charge which, led by the Duke in person, broke the French centre and ensured victory for the allies. The Battle of Blenheim (Höchstadt) saved Vienna, preserved the alliance, broke the prestige of the French troops, showed the importance of the English as a military power and, unfortunately, sealed the fate of the Rákóczi War of Independence as well.


After 1704, the Rákóczi Rebellion became militarily isolated (Benda 27). As a result, there was more emphasis on diplomatic considerations. Between 1704 and 1706 the English and Dutch envoys in Vienna, George Stepney and Hamel Bruynincx, attempted to bring about a compromise between the Emperor and his Hungarian subjects. The more dominant mediator of the two was George Stepney who clearly overshadowed his Dutch colleague in the course of the negotiations. Stepney had gained experience as a diplomat at German courts, and it was in 1701 that he was transferred to Vienna (Slottman 377). In the same year he published his Essay upon the present interest of England in which he urged his fellow-countrymen to renew the Grand Alliance in order to prevent France from upsetting the European balance of power (Slottman 319). One weakness of the English envoy’s analysis was that he failed to take Hungary into account and the role that it might play in the coming war (Slottman 320-321). In the spring of 1702, nevertheless, Stepney predicted that the removal of the majority of the Imperial troops from Hungary and the oppressive taxation would lead to an insurrection. A year later, after the actual outbreak of the Rákóczi Rebellion he declared: 
Care must me taken to shutt this Back-Door, or the Diversion (joined with what we
already suffer by the Elector of Bavaria) will hinder the Emperor from continuing the

Warr, as he ought to do, against France either in Italy or in the Empire. (qtd. in

Slottman 381)

The English and Dutch offers of Mediation were received with little enthusiasm in Vienna. The Austrians would have liked to avoid a foreign Mediation, but under the critical circumstances of 1704 they could not afford to do so. In February 1704 (when George Stepney was back in England) Hamel Bruynincx was sent to Upper Hungary to make contact with the rebel leaders and to find out whether they wanted to negotiate or not. Bruynincx’s talks with Count Miklós Bercsényi, Rákóczi’s second-in-command destroyed the Dutch envoy’s illusions. He realised that the task he had undertaken was much more difficult than he had imagined. The Hungarians were so confident of approaching victory that they were reluctant to accept the Mediation (Köpeczy-R. Várkonyi 158-159; Slottman 389). This attitude, of course, was to change after the Battle of Blenheim.

The defeat of the Franco-Bavarian army at Blenheim made the Congress of Selmec possible in October 1704. This was the first meeting of the Austrians and the Hungarian Malcontents. At this time George Stepney assessed what the Hungarian insurrection had meant for Austria and the Allies. Vienna had lost seven million forints since it could not receive the annual tax of four million and the revenue from mines and monopolies. The Emperor had to deploy and maintain over 30.000 soldiers in Hungary, which meant that he was unable to fight with due force against the French (Benda 28; Köpeczi-R. Várkonyi 163). 

The chief of the Imperial Delegation at the Congress of Selmec was Baron Johann von Seilern who, like Bercsényi, was far from being a man of compromise. The Congress ended in a stalemate. George Stepney summed up the reasons for the failure in the following way:

I impute the cause of our miscarriage equally to both sides: If the Emperor had really
been resolved to treat, his Commission might have been otherwise composed, and

their demands less exorbitant. … on the other hand the malcontents are extremely to 

blame for not making a better use of this mediation among them, and ought not to 

have grown obstinate and untractable because the first proposal was not to their liking. 

(qtd. in Slottman 396-397)

The main obstacles in the way of making a compromise were Transylvania and the question of hereditary monarchy in Hungary. Rákóczi, who had been elected Prince of Transylvania in July 1704, insisted on the independent status of the principality. The ambivalent attitude of the English and Dutch envoys also hindered the negotiations. The countries they represented were official allies of the Emperor and were anxious to have a much larger Austrian force available on the Western Front. On the other hand, the Whig George Stepney and the Calvinist Hamel Bruynincx had difficulty in hiding the fact that their sympathies were with the Hungarians (Slottman 396). The Dutch had fought their own war of independence at the end of the 16th and beginning of the 17th centuries against Catholic Spain. Like the Hungarians, they had struggled against Catholic absolutism, interference in provincial and urban government and the suppression of centuries-old liberties. The English had carried out the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89, the main domestic cause of which had also been fear of Catholic absolutism. There is no doubt that the feeling of ideological kinship with the Hungarians weakened the position of the two envoys in Vienna. The Austrians regarded the Anglo-Dutch Mediation as an intervention in their internal affairs, and they were determined to sabotage the efforts of the envoys. They did not wish to put the interests of the Alliance above their own national interests and found all suggestions to do so annoying (Slottman 411). 

The death of Leopold I in May 1705 opened the way to fresh negotiations with Austria. Leopold’s son, the young Joseph I was known for his intelligence, tolerance and personal friendship with Rákóczi. Nevertheless, there were huge obstacles to achieving compromise. First, Joseph was the first ruler to claim the Hungarian Crown on the grounds of hereditary succession, which the Hungarians were reluctant to accept. Second, Joseph’s accession brought the Austrian war party to power who demanded a vigorous prosecution of the war in Hungary as well (R. Várkonyi 50-53).

The last chapter in the history of the Anglo-Dutch Mediation was during the first half of 1706 at Nagyszombat (Trnava). The English and Dutch governments now sent special emissaries to Hungary to add greater weight to the efforts of Stepney and Bruynincx. The Allies hoped that the two distinguished aristocrats – Charles Spencer, the Earl of Sunderland (the Duke of Marlborough’s son-in-law) and Count Hendrik Rechteren – might be able to influence the rank-conscious Austrians. They were bound to be disappointed since, in reality, the primary aim of the Austrians was to play for time. The appointment of Count Wratislav, the Bohemian Chancellor as leader of the Imperial delegation did not suggest that Vienna was sincere in its intention to make peace, for Wratislav’s personal enmity to George Stepney was well-known. The leader of the Hungarian delegation was once more Count Miklós Bercsényi, but this time Prince Rákóczi established himself at Vihnye, close to Nagyszombat so that he could be easily consulted. The Prince demanded the withdrawal of the Imperial troops from Hungary, the recognition of Transylvania’s independence, the restoration of the right of resistance, the return of confiscated estates, freedom of worship, the expulsion of the Jesuits from the country and, above all, international guarantees of Hungary’s rights and liberties (Köpeczy-R. Várkonyi 238).

Rákóczi hoped that his serious negotiations with Vienna and the prospect of peace might change Louis XIV’s attitude to the Hungarian Rebellion. He sent a message to the French Court expressing that if the Sun King desired the Hungarians to continue the war, it was absolutely necessary that he conclude a formal alliance with them immediately (Rákóczi 154). At the same time he expected the English and Dutch envoys to exert strong pressure on the Emperor, if necessary even by threatening to end the Alliance with him (Rákóczi 154; Slottman 404).


Since Rákóczi insisted on the Austrian recognition of the independence of Transylvania, but the Imperial Delegation did not even accept the Transylvanian Deputies who were present as the representatives of the Principality, the negotiations were doomed to failure (Köpeczi-R. Várkonyi 241). Count Wratislav was determined to reach a secret understanding with Rákóczi. Princess Rákóczi (the German Charlotte Amalia) who had not seen her husband for five years was now allowed to visit him at Érsekújvár. Later on, Rákóczi’s beloved sister, Júlia was also sent to see him. Both women tried to urge the Prince to come to terms with the Emperor, but it was to no avail. Eventually, in June 1706 Count Wratislav approached Rákóczi personally. The Prince was offered to exchange Transylvania for a Duchy in the Empire. Few Hungarian magnates would have rejected this offer, Rákóczi however explained to Wratislav that his intention was to defend his country’s liberties, and he could not put his family interests above that of the nation (Rákóczi 156).


The final blow to the negotiations at Nagyszombat was news of the Duke of Marlborough’s great victory over the French at Ramilles in May 1706, which made the Austrians even more reluctant to come to an agreement. The failure of the negotiations reduced Rákóczi to the alternative of Russian help. Peter I who was involved in the Great Northern War against Sweden was diplomatically isolated. His former ally, Augustus of Saxony had been forced to renounce the Polish throne. The Tsar wanted Rákóczi to take his place, and in return he would have provided military help against the Habsburgs. The Treaty of Warsaw between the Russians and the Hungarians was concluded in September 1707, Swedish military successes however soon reduced it to a mere piece of paper (Benda 29; Nyikiforov 53-56). 


The internal weaknesses of the Rákóczi War of Independence are undeniable. The inferiority of the Hungarian troops, the incompetence of the majority of the commanding officers, the financial difficulties and the social tensions created mainly by the emancipation of the fighting peasants caused serious problems all throughout the eight years of the war (Maksay 169). And yet, until 1708 Upper Hungary and Eastern Hungary were firmly under Rákóczi’s control, whereas Transdanubia and Transylvania alternated in Hungarian and Habsburg hands (Kontler 187-188). The fact is that the Hungarians, who were supported by thousands of Ruthenians, Slovaks and Romanians as well (see Köpeczi 189-201; Iszlamov 153) were not masters of their own fate. The main cause of the Rebellion’s defeat was the European power relations in the first decade of the 18th century. Only a change in the relationships of the major powers could have secured the success of the War of Independence (Slottman 327). The outcome might have been different if, for example, the Turks had gone to war with Austria instead of fighting the Russians, or if the French and Bavarians had not made serious mistakes before the crucial Battle of Blenheim in 1704 (Rázsó 72-73). A compromise with Austria could have been reached if the Anglo-Dutch Mediators had exerted more pressure on the Emperor by using the threat of renouncing the Alliance with him (Slottman 328, 411).


In spite of all this, the Rákóczi War of Independence was much more than a sideshow or episode of the War of the Spanish Succession. As a result of the economic upturn at the end of the 17th century, Austria was able to maintain a standing army of over 100.000 (Bérenger 119-132). At least one-fifth of this army, however, had to be stationed in Hungary. It was for this reason that the planned offensive against the French along the Rhine and especially in Lorraine could not be started by the Allies. If France had been invaded, and the Allies had been able to dictate the peace terms from Versailles, Louis XIV would have suffered a devastating defeat. The Rákóczi War of Independence made this impossible, and thus it played a crucial part in the development of the new balance of power in Europe (Aretin 37-43). 
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